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The young boy’s voice hit the high notes, like sunshine on a snowy morning, crisp, clear and heart-achingly beautiful. Tracey swallowed a lump in her throat and tilted her head back, trying to contain the tears behind her eyelids. “O Holy Night” always had that effect on her. It had been one of Molly’s favourites too. Tracey reigned in her emotions and joined in the applause as the boy bowed. She felt a dig in her ribs.

“The twins are on next,” Carla whispered in her ear. 

The stage lights dimmed as the curtains pulled closed. A few clunky bangs and the scrape of heavy furniture along wooden floorboards could be heard above the fidget and murmur of the audience. The spotlight lit up the curtains, and the fizz in the crowd settled. 

Tracey watched her friend’s reaction to the performance. Carla’s tweedy green eyes sparkled with love and pride as she gazed up at her sons on stage. She’d tucked her shoulder-length auburn hair behind her ears. The ends poked out, framing her jaw-line. Carla’s head dipped in time with the music as the boys scraped out “Silent Night” on their violins. The skin between her eyebrows pulled into a tight little wrinkle, and a nervous smile transformed into lip nibbling as one of the boys hit a bum note. Carla’s features relaxed as the musicians battled on and regained their stride. By the end of the carol, her face was a rapture of pride and relief. 

Tracey gave Carla’s arm a squeeze. “They were really good,” Tracey said, relieved that she could say so truthfully. 

“I wish Mickey had been able to come,” Carla said as the assembly hall lights came on. They shuffled out, spilling into the clangour of chat and excited greetings in the lobby. The Christmas tree lights sparkled. Glitter winked and glinted at them where the children’s artwork and card-making were on display.

“It’s not really his scene, is it?” Tracey said.

“Yeah, but he is their dad,” Carla answered grumpily. “I wanted him to see that all that cat-torture noise had amounted to something. Jesus, he complains enough about the noise they make practising. It’s better than the noise they make fighting, not that he’s around much to hear that. It’s all work, work, work with him.”

“I know, but don’t be too hard on him,” Tracey said, looking around her. “There are very few daddies here. Could you imagine our daddies going to stuff like this?”

Carla laughed. “Some chance. Unless you opened a bar at the back–” She looked at Tracey and sucked in air between her teeth. “Sorry.” 

“Nah, forget it,” Tracey said. She was over feeling sorry for herself for having had an alcoholic father who drank himself to death. “Look, there’s tea.” She pointed to a long table. A huge silver kettle held the hot water on one end, and a giant teapot sat beside it, brewing a strong cuppa. A couple of dozen cups sat in saucers beside it, and further down, platters of tray bakes made Tracey’s mouth water. “The school always puts on a lovely spread.” She nibbled on the edge of a caramel square. Its creamy sweetness burst on her tongue and blossomed in her mouth. “I’m glad Mickey doesn’t come, and I get the spare ticket.”

Carla rolled her eyes and shook her head.

“So, what do you guys have planned for Christmas?” Tracey asked as they lined up.

“We’re just keeping it a simple family affair,” Carla said, balancing the cup, saucer and a plate in her right hand as she picked up serving tongs in her left. “We’ll do Mass on Christmas Eve and then take it easy on Christmas morning. The boys like to stay at home to play with their presents, and then Mum, Dad and Mickey’s parents will come over for dinner about three. You?” 

Simple...family...

Tracey felt a pang of envy and sorrow. Her family didn’t do simple. If, by some miracle, everyone agreed to come together, there’d probably be world-war-three.

“There’s only Mum and Dermot and Cara left in Belfast. Everyone else is abroad or...” She didn’t want to admit that she had a brother in jail. She pretended to look for something on the table in front of her before adding, “We...we haven’t decided yet.” She picked up a cup of steaming hot tea. “I need to discuss it with Tommy.”

“Well, you’d need to get a move on. It’s only five days away,” Carla said, helping herself to a huge cherry scone slathered in butter. She lifted half the scone and offered to put it on Tracey’s plate.

Anxiety coiled in Tracey’s gut. She waved the scone away. Her appetite had evaporated.
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Tracey watched Dermot move stiffly towards the bassinet, stooped and diminished compared to the dashing, handsome brother she was used to. His usually shiny raven-black hair looked dull and needed a cut. His skin was pallid from lack of sleep and his dark eyes sunken from the stresses of being a single parent. No more the trendy heartthrob, Dermot slouched around in jogging bottoms and spew stained sweatshirts.

It still felt weird for Tracey to meet him in the apartment of the woman he’d left Molly for. Molly’s will was still not settled. Technically, when she had died, she was still Dermot’s wife as she’d not begun the divorce proceedings yet, but they had made a financial separation. She’d taken over the marital home with help from her dad, so it would probably go to her parents. It was a battle Dermot said he had no heart for. He’d told Tracey that he didn’t want to move back to his old house. It didn’t feel right to bring Cara to live there after Molly had died, and Sheila’s apartment was empty. 

“When Sheila recovers, she’ll come back, and we’ll be a family,” Dermot would say. 

He was being unrealistic. Even though the doctors were pleased with how well he was healing, Tracey could tell he was still in a lot of physical and emotional pain. Two days after Molly, his ex-wife, had died falling from a window, Dermot’s girlfriend and new-mother of his child had developed postpartum psychosis and tried the kill the baby. Dermot had stepped in to save his daughter but had been badly scalded by boiling water in the process. Sheila had been in a secure psychiatric unit ever since. 

Tracey stood up to lift the baby from his arms. Cara was bundled up in white fleecy wool-texture baby-grow that had lamb’s ears with velvety pink insides poking out of a little hood. Across the front, it said, “I’m the Baaa....” Tracey had bought it for her soon after Cara was born, but it only fit her properly now, seven weeks later. Dermot was good about dressing Cara up in the little outfits Tracey was constantly buying.

Tracey’s heart swelled as she gazed upon her sleeping niece, taking in the smooth skin, the little button nose and the perfect rosebud lips. She squeezed her. Cara wriggled and waved a fist but didn’t wake up. Tracey kissed her forehead and inhaled her sweet aroma.

“So, how did your visit with Sheila go?” Tracey asked her brother, tearing her eyes away from Cara’s face.

Dermot sighed. He touched his daughter’s hand. Her tiny fingers wrapped themselves around his like a little monkey grip. His features lightened. He swallowed, and his eyes flooded with gloom. “Sheila refused to see me. The doctors say that if she doesn’t want to see me, they can’t make her.”

“Is it because you’re not family or not married?” Tracey asked, rocking Cara, enjoying the warmth and weight in her arms.

“No, she just gets too upset,” Dermot answered. He took his finger back and sat down on the cream sofa.

Tracey sat beside him.

“I just... it’s just.” Dermot sighed heavily and sat forward, putting his elbows on his knees and forehead into his hands. “She refuses to see her own daughter.”

“She’s ill. You know that.”

“I know, but it’s just so sad. It’s Cara’s first Christmas...” He looked at Tracey with sad chocolate eyes, soaked with fatigue and despair. “Will I see you on Christmas Day?”

“Of course you will.” Tracey would have hugged her poor broken brother if her arms weren’t full of his daughter. “We always do Christmas Day together.”

“When?” Dermot asked, his dark features lifted. “When’s dinner?” 

Tracey stiffened. “I don’t know, Dermot.” She couldn’t make eye contact. “I’m not sure exactly what we’re doing yet. I need to talk to Tommy.”

“I see,” Dermot said. His shoulders sagged, and he sighed heavily. “I’ve tried to talk to Tommy about the whole Molly thing...”

The mention of her best friend’s name drove a shard of glass through her chest. Tracey couldn’t talk about it, so she couldn’t blame Tommy for avoiding Dermot either. Molly had been like a sister to him. It was too soon. The pain still burned white-hot.

“I...We...Don’t...” She didn’t know what she could say without making the relationship between him and her boyfriend, Tommy, worse.

“I didn’t mean for any of this to happen,” Dermot said, his voice hoarse and raspy. “I thought Molly would get over it. I never imagined that she’d...You know how God-awful-sorry I am.”

Tracey felt a rush of anger at his naivety. He needed to give Tommy time to work through his grief and anger. It didn’t help that Tommy believed that Molly had flung herself to her death and not fallen by accident. Tracey clung to the idea that Molly would never kill herself. She’d promised Tracey as much, but Tommy blamed Dermot for Molly’s death, simple as that.

Except, it wasn’t simple – Tracey loved both her boyfriend and her brother. It was family. It was complicated.

“I’ll see about Christmas Dinner...I’ll do my best,” she said but couldn’t bear the hope that flared in his tired eyes.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

December 22nd


[image: ]


Tracey stepped back to admire her work. The bow window in the living room was filled with a white tree decked out with blue and silver decorations. The windows, black with the night outside, reflected three Traceys surrounded by a mini forest of white gleaming trees. Her blond hair, winter-pale skin and white shirt made her look shiny yet topped with gold. Tracey loved how the tree looked. She had wanted something that did not remind her of the real tree that Molly had put up every year. Molly’s tree had always been decked out in different kinds of ornaments all the way back to Molly’s childhood, some hand-made, others gifts or souvenirs. Everything Molly hung on her tree had had a story, and Tracey loved hearing those stories as they decorated the tree together.

This year there’d be no stories, no Molly. Thinking about it brought on that ache in her chest that was all too familiar now. Missing Molly weighed so heavy on her some days, she wondered how she got out of bed and on with life. And Christmas – oh God – how do you get through Christmas dragging that grief with you through the chirpy holiday greetings and the endless partying? Tracey had contemplated no tree, but it was her first Christmas with Tommy. He too missed Molly, his cousin who had been more like a sister to him. They needed a new way to do Christmas, starting with a fake white tree.
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