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Vanda’s gift.
Vanda’s parents were business people, on their phones all day and night, so she’d been handed over to a series of carers from birth. Dumped in creches or sat in front of the television set, her only companion was a limp pink and white toy rabbit called Flopsy who talked to her when everything was quiet. 
Vanda learned not to bother the grownups. They said, Don’t get in my way. Eat your greens. And, if you cried yourself to sleep they didn’t see it.
Then one day she was taken to a new place and handed over to strangers with the  admonition to take her thumb out of her mouth and lose that stupid Flopsy toy. Experience had taught her that adults would forget about her if she found a  quiet corner and watched the world go by. So that is what she did.
	This house was different from the usual babysitting places. It was much bigger, for a start. There were high-ceilinged rooms in a big building which was all on one floor. There were other children there, and  kind-faced women who took you to the bathroom and help you climb onto a step to wash your hands. The soap smelt pretty, and their eyes were full of smiles.
They coaxed her to join the other children to sit at a table and play games. Vanda didn’t play, but watched. They moved to big mats on the floor and listened to a story. The Kindest carer asked Vanda to help her do the actions but Flopsy was a bit frightened of all these strange people and hid against Vanda’s side.
They had some lunch and a nap. Then they moved into a huge big room with windows from floor to the roof, and there were trikes and baby buses and mats to play on, and everyone went whizzing around fast as they could.  Vanda found a safe corner and Flopsy told her they couldn’t hurt her if she kept very still. 
Kindest One asked if Vanda would like a turn on a toy car that you pushed along with your own feet, but it scared Flopsy, so Vanda shook her head. They had a singsong and some of them sang sweetly and some of them shouted and Vanda’s eyes grew larger and larger . . . and she fell asleep as soon as she was collected and taken home.

It took Vanda and Flopsy some days to think she might like to have a ride in one of the cars. She took a step out from her corner and was nearly knocked over by one driven by the biggest of the boys. 
‘Watch it, Matthew!’ said Kindest One, and Matthew said ‘Sorry!’ Matthew was big and strong and knew what he was doing. Vanda had noticed that he was always fair, too. He insisted on letting the smallest boy, who was a bit different from the rest, have a turn now and then. 
Nothing the smallest boy said made sense . . . except to Flopsy, who said she’d heard something like it on the telly and the boy probably came from Mars. He had beautiful black hair and black eyes and he shouted and threw himself about a lot. Flopsy said she could understand what he said some of the time. Flopsy said he was like a spider, arms and legs going every which way. He made Flopsy laugh.
	Grownups couldn’t understand what Spider boy wanted. Flopsy could have told them, but Flopsy didn’t speak to grown-ups; only to Vanda.
	That was how Vanda knew that Spider had a thing about the piano in the big room where they had their playtime with the cars after lunch. The Kindest Woman said that they were not supposed to play with the piano, but Spider was always trying to climb up onto the stool to get at it. He failed, time and again, all the time grumbling to himself. But he never gave up. 
	Vanda couldn’t help him. How could she?
Then one afternoon she had an idea. She waited for Matthew to come charging along in his car, and she stepped a little bit forward so that he could catch his eye. He slid to a stop and looked at her. She had Flopsy in one arm and her thumb in her mouth, but she raised her elbow so that he turned to look at Spider who was, as usual, going red with frustration, trying and trying to get up onto the piano stool.
Matthew got the message. He got out of the car and gave Spider a boost to get up onto the stool. Spider didn’t thank him, but gestured for help to open the piano lid. Matthew worked out how to do it.  
The lid flew up and Spider put a finger on a key . . .and bent over to listen to the sound he’d made. And again, louder. He looked up at them, and laughed. 
He sang the note. Again he struck the key, ordering them to ‘Zing!’ with him. He was transformed with delight. ‘Zing!’ he said.  
At the third go, Vanda took her thumb out of her mouth long enough to sing the note, too. It came out oddly. She wasn’t used to singing. 
Spider struck the note again, and Vanda sang it true. Then he struck another note, higher up, and sang that. She managed that note, too.
	Spider looked at Matthew, who shook his head. Not a singer. Spider insisted, frowning. Matthew sang something near the note and it sounded so odd that all three of them laughed. 
Flopsy told Vanda to help Mathew sing and she lifted her elbow, and it caught him in the ribs and he curled over and laughed, and laughed.
The kerfuffle caught the attention of the Kindest of the Ladies, who asked who was singing. ‘Me!’ said Spider.
‘Me!’ said Vanda. And Matthew giggled. Matthew was a great giggler.
Kindest Lady smiled and shut the piano lid, saying it was time for their singsong. Somehow Spider got Vanda and Matthew sitting one on either side of him for singing time, and Spider sang all the notes properly, and so did Vanda though much quieter. Matthew only sang now and then. He really wasn’t much of a singer. 
After that, when they played on the cars Matthew made sure that both Spider and Vanda had a turn, and when Flopsy got lost one day, he found her for Vanda. 
Life began to make sense.  

A while later at Going Home time, something different happened. Vanda’s mother’s  usual arrangements to collect her daughter had broken down, and so she had come to pick her up  herself. She arrived at the same time as Matthew’s Mum and they stood chatting at the door. Then Spider’s carer – who wasn’t his proper mother but who had adopted him from Mars – arrived, late as usual, and Kindest Lady stopped the three of them to talk about the children’s progress and mentioned the Saturday morning music club held nearby.   
She said that Spider and Vanda had beautiful voices and might like to take music further. 
Vanda’s mother was surprised and thrilled to think her quiet little daughter had done something praiseworthy and Spider’s Mum said that his father had been into all that so why not? 
Matthew had overheard. ‘Can I have a go on the drums?’
Matthew’s mother said of course he could play the drums – only not at home. And somehow it came about that since they all three lived near to one another that either Spider’s or Matthew’s Mum would take the children to and from music lessons. Vanda’s mother explained she was tied up with work at weekends, so was pleased that her daughter wouldn’t need to be looked after then. 
Vanda learned the piano and played the flute. She was given a keyboard for Christmas. Spider made a nuisance of himself, trying every instrument in sight until he settled on a violin and became easier to live with. Matthew enjoyed himself mightily on the drums.
That supposedly chance meeting set all three children on their paths for life. 
Vanda’s gift was insight. She saw other people’s problems and did something about them. 

Matthew’s gift
Matthew was the youngest of four children, all healthy, noisy and football mad. He enjoyed life. Reading came quickly. Sums were dead easy, but as soon as he started at primary school, he dropped music to spend more time on the football field.
	He’d been a little dismayed when he found the Spider and Vanda were going to be in the same class as him at school. He thought he’d outgrown them. It had been a bit of a drag at the nursery, having to explain how things worked to them, and see that they didn’t get bullied or anything. 
As it turned out, Vanda had been no problem as she kept pace with him as they moved up the school together. She looked normal without that ragged doll tucked into her waistband and had stopped sucking her thumb.
Spider still lapsed into Martian or whatever language it was now and then, and he could be a right whatsit at times, but well, it was other people’s job to take care of him at school, wasn’t it?
	Spider had liked their teacher in their first two years, but he didn’t like the one they had in the third year, and he did play her up. Now and then he even truanted to go and play the piano in the hall. Twice he’d shouted at the teacher and caused a ruckus. He couldn’t seem to explain why. There were some days when he seemed angry the whole time. 
	Vanda could usually get him to calm down. She worried about him, but  sometimes he turned to Matthew to help him and Matthew felt that that just wasn’t on. Not when he was due at football practice. After all, he was training hard to be a professional like his cousin, and he must focus on that. 
	Only, one day he missed an easy shot, banged into the goalpost and ended up in A & E. That was pretty stupid but what was worse was that his Dad said Matthew must take time off football to let his knee heal. What hurt even more was that his Dad said he wasn’t as good as his brothers so maybe it was time for him to think of something else to do in his spare time. 
	Next day at mid-morning break Matthew didn’t go off to kick a ball about with his friends but limped to a quiet corner and waited for Vanda came over to join him. He didn’t need to explain to her how miserable he was. You didn’t have to explain anything, not with Vanda. She just knew. 
	He kicked gravel and said life was boring.
She said, ‘Spider’s going to get expelled. He hates the teacher and the teacher hates him. He says she pongs. And she said that thing about where he’d come from that we’re not supposed to say.’
	Matthew considered this. ‘She does pong, a bit. And he is angry about where he’s come from. But he’s not helping by closing his reading book or putting his fingers in his ears when she tries to talk to him.’ 
	‘He’s hurting inside and he doesn’t like her voice so he doesn’t listen. He’ll listen to you, Matthew. You understand things quickly and could explain them to him.’ 
	Matthew thought that was funny. ‘Har, har. Like a teacher? I don’t think so.’
	She said, ‘You said, when we knew we were all coming here to school, that you’d look after us.’
	Well, he had said that. Sort of. Without meaning it. He couldn’t do it! No!
	She said, ‘We’ve got music school on Saturday mornings but not in the afternoons. Then on Sundays Spider is going to take me to church because his new Mum says that her sister that died always used to go and so he should, too. And he does get under her feet, if she doesn’t find him something to do. You could come, too. Then after, Mum wouldn’t mind if we played in the television room that we don’t use in the day time and you could explain things to him so that he doesn’t mess up at school. Dad’s away most of the time and Mum’s always busy and the housekeeper won’t mind so long as we don’t make a noise.’
	Matthew laughed. ‘I do football at the weekends, stupid!’
	She looked at him, and he saw that she knew he wasn’t ever going to get in the first team or be a professional. His knee might heal, and he might play in friendly neighbourhood games, but that was all. 
	No! He couldn’t give up his football. He couldn’t! 
	She said, ‘Give it a go. One in the eye for teacher. You know you think she’s stupid, too.’ She poked him with her elbow and he bent over, giggling. 
	He said, ‘You’re mad, you are.’
	‘So are you.’

Matthew’s gift was to explain things so that you understood. He was a brilliant teacher, patient but firm. He probably wouldn’t ever have gone to church on his own, but when Vanda said that church made sense of a life when he was thinking that his had been ruined by the accident to his knee. So he asked his Mum about it and she said Why not? So he learned that the choices you make in life are not always welcome but could help you to grow a bigger and better person. He learned that helping a snotty small boy like Spider was a drag on your time, but making sure the lad from Mars understood lessons did mean an easier life for everyone else in the class. And it was fun, too, in a way.
He learned that we were all supposed to look after one another. 
When he grew up he used his gift to become a teacher, choosing to work in poor areas where the need was greatest. 

One fine day Vanda’s father left the house for good and after a while her mother married again. Vanda was sent to boarding schools and rarely came home for visits, but both she and Matthew kept in touch with Spider. How had that come about? Well, he seemed to think they’d been put on earth to look after him. and that they expected him to report to them every now and then. 
His life had taken another different turn when the man running the Saturday morning music school told his new Mum that the lad needed a wider music education than he was getting at present, and put him in the way of winning bursaries and a place at a prestigious music college. After that, life became harder in some ways but more rewarding in others. 
Vanda and Matthew went to different universities and then took jobs in different places but they met up at least once every holiday to exchange news about how Spider was doing, and have a laugh about the silly things that happened to them in life. The link was something they both valued, without thinking much about it.  

Vanda trained as a counsellor, found an amateur orchestra to play in and made a lot of friends. She continued to go to church most of the time. She kept Flopsy till the toy disintegrated and no one saw when she wept. 

One autumn she took leave from her job to return home to nurse her mother who was in the last stages of a fatal illness. Her mother was needy, her step-father drank. The house was neglected. She had no time for herself. The months slipped by and her life seemed to close in on her. She arranged some home care so that she could leave the house for a few hours now and then. 
One evening she slipped away to attend a Nine Lessons and Carols service at the church she’d attended as a child, thinking that she would know no one there nowadays and that she could be quiet in a corner. She’d hoped Matthew might be coming home for the holidays but he’d said his plans were uncertain so she didn’t really expect to see him. 
The first carol was a joy, so well-remembered. Such a good tune. The first lesson, she knew by heart. She remembered the nativity of her nursery days in which she’d been chosen to be Mary and Matthew had towered over her as Joseph. And Spider? He’d made a nuisance of himself as one of the sheep. . . She smiled, remembering. 
	A bustle in the pew beside her, and there was Matthew, arriving late to sit beside her. She moved towards him, and his arm went around her. 
	His arm was still around her when they left the church. 

Spider’s gift
Another year and a starry night. A concert hall in a big city, decorated for Christmas. It was packed with people who had come from far and wide for a special concert. In the foyer, a Christmas tree had been lit up for the occasion. There was a scent of mulled wine and a murmur of anticipation.  
	A young man stood in the wings, head bent, waiting while the chamber orchestra tuned up on stage. 
	He had learned that he couldn’t play well if he kept anger and hatred in his heart.  
He remembered and set aside his memories of war and want. Learning to love your neighbour was hard, very hard. But time and again he proved he could do it. 
	He remembered his father, a musician who’d exchanged his violin for a rifle when his country went to war. His father’s life had ended in gunfire.  
	He remembered his mother, covering his body with hers that he might live. He remembered the thunder of falling masonry, the long sigh she’d given as her arms relaxed in death.
	He remembered a large man lifted him up to the light, where the first thing he saw was a broken icon of Christ, holding out his hands to him . . . and a medallion of Christ jouncing on the neck of a woman who took him out of the war zone into a new land and a new life.
He remembered the loving woman who became his new Mum and gave him a new life while never really being able to understand him. 
He remembered Vanda. He’d asked her to marry him once, but she’d only
smiled and said he hadn’t grown up enough yet and would find someone of his own one day. 
He remembered the teachers who’d helped him on his way.  
	He remembered Matthew, that brilliant teacher and faithful friend, soon to take up a new position as deputy head teacher at a new school. Spider had been Matthew’s best man when he married Vanda, and he was going to be godfather to their new-born son in the New Year.
	So many gifts had been poured out for him. Insight, patience, instruction. Love.
	The moment had come. Stephan took his bow and his violin and stepped out onto the stage. There was applause because his name was already well known. Tomorrow he would fly to another city for another concert and from there he would pass on to another and another. 
He would grace concert halls far and wide, he would make recordings and be sought after by the world’s finest orchestras. There would be a marriage eventually and a child who might or might not follow in his footsteps. There would be a retirement in which he would take a teaching post and inspire other young musicians. 
	He lifted his bow, banished all thoughts except for those of the music and bent to his task. He had been given the gift of making music and now he gave it back to the world.   
	
