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                              Louise’s Christmas
                            A short story by Veronica Heley    
Christmas Day, and Louise’s son and his family were coming to lunch.
She woke early, put on the radio, did her exercises, ate her breakfast, and took her pills. She moved the Baby Jesus figure in her Nativity set to the front. She opened her small pile of presents and made a list of who to thank for what. She prepared the vegetables. It was tiring to stand up for long, so she decided to lay the table when she returned from church. 
Her son had asked her to send him a cheque for him and the children before Christmas but there were some small presents for them all under the tree as well.
The phone rang.
It was her son. He wished her a Merry Christmas and she asked what time he wanted lunch.
He said, ‘Mum, you’re losing it! I told you ages ago that we were going to the in-laws for lunch. It’s a real pleasure to go to there as they never complain about their aches and pains and are always so generous.’
Louise sank into a chair, feeling rather ill. She wasn’t losing it. He hadn’t told her they were going to his in-laws. For a moment her brain see-sawed. Was
she losing it?  
Then, she realised what he was up to. He was making out that she wasn’t capable of running her own life. He ended the call saying that he’d pop in later that week to discuss the future. It was a threat.
She didn’t often allow herself to cry. People might notice reddened eyes and enquire what was wrong and she couldn’t bear that.
What was she to do with all that food? She had no idea. 
It was time to leave for church so she washed her face, donned her winter coat, collected her stick and went to church, because that is what she always did. Pretend that everything was all right, then pray for her son and his money problems. 
She always told people how proud she was of her clever son, his beautiful wife and their delightful children. It was none of their business that he’d dropped out of university and become what he was. She thought most people hide the truth about their families if they didn’t live up to expectations. Especially at Christmas. 
	She usually hurried away from when the service was over so that she didn’t have to talk to people who were playing happy families, but today she stayed to chat with one or two other lonely people, putting off the moment when she had to go back to her silent house. And all that food. 
She had told everyone that she expected her son and his family for Christmas lunch. There was no point telling the truth and spreading misery around, was there? 
A neighbour asked her, ‘Have you seen the Robinsons recently? They asked me to do some shopping for them, but I haven’t had time and I’m a bit worried about them.’
Louise tried to recall who the Robinsons might be. Ah, yes. Two sisters. She used to be friendly with them in the days before her husband died and her son left home. She wasn’t interested in the Robinsons. She had enough to worry about without thinking about them.
She knew what her son was on about. He was saying that if Louise didn’t play ball, his wife’s wealthy parents would advance them what he needed. But, hadn’t he tried that earlier and been rebuffed? That was why he’d been on at her to sell up, go into a home and let him have the money. 
Louise’s neighbour went on and on about the two Robinson sisters. One had had a bad fall and the other had Long Covid. Apparently they hardly ever left the house nowadays. 
People drifted away to cook the festive dinner. 
Louise thought of the turkey joint, the stuffing, the potatoes, Brussel sprouts and parsnips sitting in her kitchen, with mince pies and cream for afters. She couldn’t face any of it. She sent up yet another arrow prayer. Dear God, what am I to do with it?
Suddenly it came to her that He’d sent her neighbour to give her an answer?
	She went home, wrapped everything in foil – making a note on her shopping list to buy some more on the morrow – put everything into her shopping trolley and trundled it down the path to the gate. Returned for her stick and a box of crackers. It was somewhat awkward walking with a stick and pulling the trolley, but she managed it. She put everything on the Robinsons’ doorstep, rang the bell and walked away. 
One of them opened the door and cried out. ‘Father Christmas has been!’ as Louise turned the corner.
	Father Christmas, indeed. What about Mother Christmas? Humph! They hadn’t spotted Louise, which was just as well. She didn’t want to explain, and she didn’t need thanks.   
	She went home, telling herself it was lucky she hadn’t had time to set the table. She looked in the freezer for something to cook for herself. Some fish fingers looked good, but the cooking instructions were in such small print she had to get her glasses out to read them.  
She remembered to take her pills. She used the last of the tissues in the box and made a note to get some more on the morrow.
The phone rang. An old friend, also alone and lonely. They thanked one another for their gifts and said how lucky they were to have a nice warm house to live in. Putting a good face on it. Her friend had arthritis and they hadn’t met for maybe a year now. She was godmother to Louise’s son. She said she’d sent him a cheque for Christmas, and did Louise know if he’d received it?
Louise said that he had, and that he was very grateful. Her friend said she hadn’t seen or heard of him for so long, although she did try to remember his birthdays. 
Louise thought he’d probably cashed the cheque the day he received it.
She’d cashed in her own work pension this year so that he could start himself up in yet another new business, but he hadn’t thanked her for that, either.
She’d helped him with three start-ups over the years – all of which had failed – plus she’d paid for the children’s private school fees and the repairs to the car his wife had crashed. He’d never been much good with money. His father had been a bit that way inclined, too, but not as bad because he’d let Louise deal with the family finances. 
She turned on the telly to hear what the new King would have to say. 
Her knee was hurting. She took some painkillers and told herself the pain would pass.
* * * * * * * * 
Boxing Day. 
Louise woke early, did her exercises, had breakfast, took her pills and wrote her thank-you letters. Some presents were from old friends who’d moved away and liked to order gifts from catalogues. Very sensible. Minimum effort and none of that business of wrapping up awkwardly shaped things and standing in queues in the post office. 
She’d received three calendars, several boxes of chocolate, two packs of hand cream and two tins of shortbread biscuits. All very useful, except for the chocolates which had hard centres which she couldn’t manage nowadays. 
Louise started a new shopping list. She needed more paper tissues, some cooking foil and a couple of ready cooked meals.  
She noted that she received less presents and cards every year, what with the postage going up and old friends passing away. 
When her son had visited last he’d said that if she didn’t sell her house and give him the money, he’d have to take the children away from their private school and send them to a state school, and that they were in a terrible state worrying about it. He said that they were bright kids who loved their Granny Louise dearly. 
Perhaps they children would phone today her to wish her a Happy Christmas?
She wondered how the Robinsons were getting on; not that she was going to do anything about it. Well, she supposed that if they were in such trouble, she could ask if she could get them anything from the shops when they reopened. 
It was Bishop Nicholas who used to go round doing good by stealth, wasn’t it? Dropping money through windows or some such? The idea amused her. 
Did Jesus ever go round doing good by stealth? She thought that if he’d tried sneaking away from the apostles to heal someone, they’d have been right on his heels to see what he was up to. No wonder he had to go off by himself some mornings to pray in peace and quiet. 
Louise decided to take round a box of chocolates and a calendar for the Robinsons. She couldn’t eat the chocolates so they might as well have them. But she wouldn’t go in.     
* * * * * * * 	 
Bank Holiday
Louise woke early and went through the usual routine. She’d promised to
to drop in on the Robinsons again that morning and get a list of things they needed from the shops. They really were in a bit of a muddle. Fortunately the Co-op was open for a couple of hours.  
She tried not to think about her son and his problems. Perhaps he’d got the loan he needed from his wealthy in-laws and she wouldn’t need to sell her house.  
She wondered if prayers ever worked. Sometimes – like now – she wasn’t sure they did. 
She did the shopping. The Robinsons invited her in for a cuppa when she took theirs in but she didn’t stay long. Her right knee was playing up and she had difficulty getting out of their low chair.
She’d hoped at least one of the grandchildren might ring her, but neither of them did. If her son hadn’t got a loan and she had to sell the house and go into a home . . . Oh dear. He said he’d pay the fees at the retirement place but she’d done the maths and didn’t like the result. Besides, the money would probably go the same way as her shares and that picture her husband bought on their honeymoon that had turned out to be quite valuable. 
Where was her shopping list? She’d remembered the paper tissues, but forgotten the kitchen foil. Again. Perhaps she really was losing it. 
	She moved the angel around in her Nativity set. He’d visited the shepherds the night Jesus was born and now he had to tell the wise men what to do. 
Angels popped up all over the place in the old days, telling people to do this and not do that. She wondered if angels were larger than life-size or just different. Did they shine with glory? They didn’t seem to appear much nowadays.
	The Robinsons said Louise was an angel. She thought they needed their heads examining. What a mess that house was in! Poor Mary. She’d got into such a state after her fall, hadn’t been out of the house for days. And Joan? So fragile, poor thing.  
Louise rubbed her right knee which was still misbehaving and wondered if she should offer to do more for them? She had the time but no, not the energy. Not nowadays. 
	                                            * * * * * * * *  
Another day. The usual routine. Her right knee wasn’t too bad today. The last injection hadn’t done much good but Louise didn’t want another operation.  
The shops were nearly all open again. Thank goodness. She was tired of eating what she’d got in the freezer. She coaxed Mary out for a short walk. The poor woman hadn’t been further than her garden gate for ages. Joan was so demanding! 
Louise made Mary promise to take a little walk round the houses every day from then on. Mary asked if Louise would go with her? Louise was taken aback. Did Mary really want her company? She said she’d think about it.  
	Back in her empty, lonely house, Louise sang a snatch of the carol about Mary carrying baby Jesus on a donkey until she remembered that the Bible doesn’t actually say that they had a donkey. They’d probably walked everywhere.
	Louise sighed. Walking was tiring but her knee wasn’t too bad that day. It was best to keep moving. Mary had been cooped up with her sister for so long that she’d forgotten how invigorating a snappy, cold winter morning could be. They’d talked of the old days before Covid. Louise had forgotten how much she’d socialised in the old days, always out and about. That was before her son . . . no, she wouldn’t think about it now.  
She’d started to tell Mary about her son and his problems, but couldn’t go on. 
Why hadn’t he dropped in as he’d promised to do? Keeping her in suspense? Celebrating his loan?
But if he hadn’t got his loan, he’d expect her to go into the retirement home which was the last thing she wanted to do. Well, she supposed she could put up with it. Family came first. 
	After she left Mary, she was too restless to go home and needed the loo.  She turned into the park to use the toilet there and sat on a bench until along came another old friend with her elderly dog. It was hard to know which of them wheezed more. Now was she Thora, or Nora? Whichever it was, they’d both taught in Junior Church years ago. They’d had had toy musical instruments and used to get the children marching around and singing. What fun it had been! 
Nora – or was it Thora? – invited Louise to join her in a cup of coffee at the café in the park the following day.  Louise thought she might go. It would make a change from her usual routine. 
When was her next hospital appointment? She must look it up. 
The grandchildren still hadn’t rung. All this waiting to hear from her son was very difficult. More prayer needed.
Jesus never seemed to get a day off. He looked after his mother though, didn’t he? Arranged for his best friend to take her into his own home after He died.   
Louise dusted the sitting-room; two more cards had arrived. She missed the hand-made cards the grandchildren used to make for her when they were little. She must post their Christmas presents on to them. There was no point in leaving them under the Christmas tree which must get rid of soon, anyway. 
* * * * * * *  
One more day to mark off the calendar.
The usual routine. Knee a little better. The pavements were shiny from the drizzle they’d had early that morning. Louise and Mary coaxed Joan to come out with them. Joan moaned a lot, but she did get to the end of the road before deciding she was gong to die there and then! But after sitting on a neighbour’s front wall for a bit, Joan managed to get back under her own steam.
Louise went on to meet Thora and her wheezing dog in the park. Thora was excellent company. Louise had forgotten what fun it was to chat about this and that over a coffee. Thora asked Louise to drop in for a game of Scrabble some time, and Louise thought she might well do so. She’d always been good at Scrabble. 
Suddenly Louise found herself telling Thora about the problems her son was having and how he wanted her to sell the house to finance his latest venture but that she, Louise, was worried that he’d never be able to afford to meet the bills at a retirement home. 
It turned out that Thora and everyone else had known the truth about Louise’s son and his money troubles but hadn’t liked to mention it. 
Louise cried a little, and Thora said that everybody loved their children and wanted to help them but there was a point at which self-sacrifice didn’t pay off. 
Louise said, ‘I was brought up to think women must look after their family for better for worse; for richer for poorer and so on.’
‘But not for stupid. You’re not stupid, Louise, and you know he’s a loser.  What would your dear husband have said?’
Actually, he’d not have got involved because he’d always left money matters to his wife to deal with. Louise blew her nose. ‘My son wants me to give him power of Attorney. He says I’m slowing down, forgetting things.’ 
‘Nonsense, you’re still as sharp as a tack. Of course you want to help your son but use your common sense; throwing good money after bad isn’t going to help him or you. Am I right, or am I right?’
Louise bit her lip. Thora was right.
 
On her way home, 	Louise met an old friend of her husband’s, Benjamin. He was from Jamaica originally but had lived over here for ever. Ben and Louise’s husband had had a standing engagement for Sunday evenings at the local pub for years, till he died.  Poor Ben; he’d always been such a big, strong man. Louise hardly recognised him. He said she hadn’t changed at all. Liar! They exchanged news and view on youths who rode their bikes on the pavement, until Louise’s knee began to complain. 
He said he was going her way and walked along with her. He said his late evenings at the pub were long over, but there was a tea Club starting up at church on Monday afternoons. He’d been considering going, but felt a bit shy at going by himself. He said, would she go with him? See him through the door, like. 
It was the last thing Louise had ever considered doing, but she thought of her silent house and the fun she’d had socialising lately, and she said she might. 
	Her son was sitting in his car outside the house when she returned and started on her as they went indoors. ‘Where have you been? I’ve been waiting for you.’ 
He didn’t stop for her answer, but went on to say what a terrible Christmas he had had, with one of the girls refusing to eat because she’d gone vegan and the in-laws didn’t believe in heating the house to a reasonable temperature. 
	At last he came to the point. ‘. . . and when I told him of this great opportunity I had to make some money, he cut me off. He said I was rubbish at handling money but had the gift of the gab all right. He said he’d take over paying his grandchildren’s school fees if I took a sales person’s job in one of his companies.’
	Louise felt a spark of hope. ‘And you accepted?’
	‘It’s blackmail! I said I’d think about it, but I don’t need to because I know you’ll see sense and help me out, won’t you?’
	Louise clasped her hands tightly in her lap so they wouldn’t tremble. ‘No. He made you a good offer. Maybe you’ve found your niche at last.’
	He was furious. He said he’d never believed she’d let him down like this and he’d never forgive her for her lack of faith in him. And he left.
	Louise said, ‘Dear God, he will forgive me in the end, won’t he? Oh, and by the way, thank you.’
	
New Year’s Eve. 
She got up early, went through the usual routine and re-aligned the Nativity set, moving the angel closer to the wise men. She thought that angels nowadays come in all shapes and sizes.
She thanked God for all the angels he’d sent to steer her through a bad time; of Mary and her sister Joan, of Thora and her wheezing dog, and Benjamin.  They’d broken her cycle of foolish shame about her son, and taken her back into the loving world of friends. She looked forward to seeing them all again in the next few days.
	It never occurred to her that she’d played the part of an angel herself. 




	
	
	
	 
