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The year is 1998 when we meet Raven Kilburn, who is a jobbing actress and part-time everything else, that’s when she can land herself a paying gig. She meets a man in a bookshop and takes it from there in the vain hope that he likes her casual appearance and friendly nature, because she’s always willing to help others out. But she is also a tad accident prone so drama does tend to seek her out. Not to mention looking past the wiggly walk she does that to others may come across as a bit of a limp, who knows but she is conscious of it and tries to hide it, unsuccessfully. Then he leaves his book on the bus, so what’s she going to do with it? Will Raven ever see him again? With the help of her friends (one of whom swears like a trooper) and a little luck, she believes that life is what you make it, which is just as well if she’s to make it happen in this British comedic tale.
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Anyone dreaming of a white Christmas sure got their wish here. And if I were staring at all this white stuff through a screen, I’d be thinking wow too, what a picturesque place but still glad I’m not there even if it seems so perfect for this time of year. Only I’m not somewhere sunny and hot when I imagine this anymore, no, I’m actually in-situ with potential frostbitten feet. But for how much longer can I continue to traipse on, even with the aid of my trusty walking stick, before I’m out of danger of being toeless is anyone’s guess if I don’t get out of this freezing snow soon. Whilst I’m used to walking, being a charity aid worker. After having walked miles just to get a jug of fresh drinking water, when needs be and carrying grains/medical supplies to boot. Not to mention the odd kid (goat or human) or mosquito nets and the like, so it’s not the distance that bothers me, but there was me assuming it’d be fine to make my way from the train station by foot rather than taxi it to my destination. As it was my choice, I’ve nobody else to blame. So I’ll nip to the village shop and warm up a bit before I perish out here, seeing as that wouldn’t make for a very good Christmas story in anyone’s book.

It is then I notice a car heading towards me but it’s swerving all over the place so I cross the lane to avoid it. I needn’t have bothered moving as I was safer on the other side. Since the blinding headlights came racing along so damn fast, I just about had time to dive out of the way of the crazy driver. For the fluffy snow had blended the countryside and the pathway into one surface. But that’s no excuse for the dark 4x4 to continue on its journey and leave me face-planting a snowdrift like it did. They didn’t even stop to see if I was okay so I’ll find out who was driving that vehicle and give them a piece of my mind, once I catch up with them that is. The driver must be drunk from too much Christmas cheer, I reckon, as the roads are gritted so no blaming it on icy patches.

Only now I have a frozen face to match my toes as a result of the near miss and this is bleeding typical of my luck lately, because those blinding headlights have gone and reminded me about why I’m here in the first place. For I was looking at a blinding sun not too long ago instead of this wintery wonderland and it was a damn sight more pleasant than this place that has me freezing my tits off. But that’s what you get when deciding on the spur of the moment to fly back to the UK. After what the bastard boyfriend of mine did that I will never forgive or forget, but I did report it, so I hope he gets what’s coming to him. As for me, I needed to escape all the fallout and get my head around it because I can’t believe he was doing it right under my nose and I had no clue. I felt like such an idiot for trusting him, when he was rotten to the core.

Why am I so nervous about heading home for the holidays all of a sudden? I mean it’s not like I don’t know these country roads like the back of my hand. Seeing as I’ve many memories of learning to ride my bike up and down them when I was a kid, which seems like a lifetime ago now because so much has happened in-between then and now. For once I’d mastered the wobble and got back on after falling off a couple of times to graze my knee. Soon I was racing around here like nobody’s business. Thanks to a little help in the beginning to my lovely uncle, because it was his encouragement that made me brave and I knew that if I put my mind to it then I could do anything and go anywhere. By then there was no stopping me. As it hits me, it’s not the thought of seeing my aunt for I’m really looking forward to that after so long away. It’s the thought of Christmas never being the same again around here. Not after Uncle Tim died five years ago, as that was the last time I was home for the holidays so it’s going to be different but still homely. I can feel it.

My God, it’s like stepping back in time because nothing’s changed in these parts since they still have the same village Christmas decorations up they’d had up when I was a kid. Hell I recall trying to hit a couple of lights on the big tree with my catapult because my best friend Cooper (and schoolmate along with other misgivings I’d rather not talk about yet) dared me to take out just one and he would do the rest. Mainly as he reckoned that he was the better shot than I was, so I recall pointing out that he’d had a lot more practice than me having had his catapult longer than I’d had mine. Obviously I’d have a bit of catching up to do, but I wouldn’t be beaten by a boy. I only got one to compete with him and whoop him at his own game, which I did. I got in trouble for it too. I got less presents than usual to pay for the damage that year. So many memories, good and bad, as I guess that’s why I’ve stayed away so long.

The snow starts to fall again quite heavily as I crunch my way past the butchers, the bakers, but sadly no candlestick makers in our semi-rural village. It’s always bothered me for some reason when I was a kid, seeing it through fairy tales. But I always found there was something quite magical about candlelight. There I go again, harping back to a memory of Cooper so I need to put that to bed straight away. As I think of him or rather how he used to be because I haven’t set eyes on him for five years. This was deliberate I might add or I’d never have been able to begin a new life abroad if I let those silly feelings pull me back here. No I had to make a clean break so that meant me avoiding all our old social media sites because I knew it’d be something I couldn’t leave alone if I gave in to it, so I didn’t. He could be married with five kids (twins) two dogs and a pot belly for all I know. I hope Cooper’s happy with his lot and I’m very, very pleased for him; really I am. Do I protest too much?

Well I mean it’s not like I’ve been holding out for him and hiding my light under a bushel so to speak, because I went for it in life and love. Only things didn’t quite work out the way I planned and that’s why I find myself back here making a surprise visit to my aunt and looking to spend Christmas with her, whilst I lick my wounds and decide what I’m going to do next. It’s not like I don’t have options, I do. It’s just that I’ve gotten to the point where I’m not sure that’s for me anymore, which is a shame because I’ve spent the last five years travelling from one natural disaster/war-torn area to the next helping people survive or rebuild some sort of faith that others care. So they have hope when all is gone that they don’t lose their humanity too because I’m there to remind them that they are not in this alone. Sadly my parents died in a crash, but I found a home here with my aunt and uncle. And I tried to make the world a better place for other lost souls too but along the way, I misplaced some sense of self so I need to recharge. As I head into the local village shop.

‘Oh sorry, clumsy me, I’m a bit jet-lagged,’ I say to the shopkeeper when I fumble with the coins I was handing her before dropping them. Then I scramble to pick up said coins that fell between the chocolate bars on display. So I whip a twenty pound note out of my purse to pay for my items instead, seeing as one coin fell on the floor and rolled away to make me short of change and I’m really too tired to bother finding it.

‘I know you, don’t I . . . you’re, Avery Dawson, Josie’s niece. It’s me, Lena Barr. I was a year below you in school.’ I can’t recognise her natural red curls from Adam and she could very well be Adam in a former life for all I know these days, only I daren’t ask, just in case.

‘Yep, guilty as charged . . . I’ve been working away but I’m home for Christmas so I expect I’ll see you again soon . . . with you being the only outlet in the village to sell chewing gum. I think I’m addicted to it.’ She gives me a funny look like it’s not a real addiction if you don’t go to rehab for it, but it is to me. I look around and remember my aunt and uncle delivering their retro sweets from the factory they owned up at the mill. My very first job was a paper-round here, after I learned to ride that bike. I was going to make money of my own to save for my travels. Because from an early age, I wasn’t going to remain here in this little semi-rural village, no, I was off seeing the world straight from Uni and I’ve never looked back. Partly because I find it can be painful to do that. And I’m much happier keeping busy so I don’t have time to dwell on what might have happened if I’d stayed put instead of exiting my fate.

‘How’s Josie doing? We’ve not seen her in here for a while, she’s not ill, is she?’ She checks the twenty I’d given her is actually legal tender and not a fake. So much for trusting someone she knows to be a local, but I suppose she thinks I could’ve picked this note up on my travels somewhere dodgy (I agree because it wouldn’t be the first time, or last).

‘Err, she’s fine as far as I know but this sudden early snow is no picnic to wade through so I gather she’s keeping warm indoors rather than venturing outside to catch her death of cold.’ I accept my change, this time I remove my glove so I can grasp it properly and don’t drop it.

‘I can’t imagine anyone wants to be out there in this weather. Speaking of weather, I see you’ve caught the sun wherever you’ve been because your face is very red. You should be careful being fair skinned.’

‘Hmmm yeah, silly me, I forgot my sun cream the other day,’ I lie out of embarrassment at her picturing me face down/arse up in the air. Rather than tell her my glowing features that match her red tinsel hair band are not a result of sunbathing, since I didn’t have time for that and when I was in the sun I wisely covered up. But it is thanks to someone driving recklessly around here. Maybe she knows them. Should I ask? No Lena could be the village gossip for all I know, think can and worms.

‘And where was that then . . . you were anywhere nice on your travels.’

‘Depends on what you call nice because I’ve been working with the refugees in various places so I don’t get to see the pretty tourist things.’

‘Good on you . . . someone has to, I suppose, help those poor people.’

‘Ooh before I forget . . . I can’t turn up at my aunt’s house without bringing her a packet of shortbread biscuits at Christmas.’ I pay for it.

‘Is that all, Avery? I’m going to have to hurry you along. I’m afraid I’m shutting up shop. I’ve got a hot date in the pub later so while I’ve got you here . . . let me wish that you, have yourself a merry little Christmas.’

‘Yeah thanks and all the best to you and yours too  . . . Lena,’ I reply.

‘Don’t be a stranger now . . . and tell Josie I was asking after her.’

‘I will. Enjoy your hot date. Who’s it with by the way? Anyone I know, or is it with someone you met online?’ I ask to delay leaving as I was dreading going back out there to be truthful, so I was hoping to chat for a little longer than time allowed Not that I was up for a deep meaningful conversation on life’s eternal problems, but I sure could have done with warming up a bit more next to that heater. Before I find myself back out there in the falling snowflakes that make everything look epic, no doubt about it, but it’s a bugger to traipse about in. Especially if you go off-piste and take a short cut across the icy land like I’m planning to do to save time. Will it though, if up to my neck in it?

‘Actually, the person I’m meeting is someone you know very well.’ Oh. I can tell by her face that she’s dying to tell me so I’ll bite the bullet.

‘It’s not Cooper Cole by any chance, is it?’ Please be anyone else.

‘Yep . . . just being close to him makes me horny.’ Shoot me now.
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While I think I got away with not letting on that I was that interested in Cooper Cole or who he dates, but if he’s dating then that means he’s single. And that means I was totally wrong, big style, when I got it into my head that he was happily married. Maybe he was married and he’s divorced nowadays, so I was half right. And if he’s never been married then why not, because he was the settling down type and I wasn’t. So that’s when we realised that we were worlds apart, forcing us to face our reality. I knew he’d come back here, back home, after his studies because that was always the plan for him. But for me, I was keen to get away and explore the planet, meet new people and experience different cultures. I just didn’t expect it to be such a life changing thing at the time. As who becomes a charity aid worker and expects to almost wind up in jail, for things best not fretting about until I have to dwell on it.

Great, now Cooper’s on my mind and I’ve got nothing to distract me from him as I make my way out into the dark wilderness across the snowy fields to the place I grew up. I decide it’s none of my business who he’s dating, but I never pegged Lena Barr to be his date as I thought I seemed more his type. Okay back away from that thought and forget I brought it up. That’s strange, why are there no Christmas lights on the living room window and wreath on the front door of my aunt’s cottage like she’d said there was. Not that I’ve personally seen this house since the festivities before Uncle Tim died. So I wasn’t expecting the whole house to be decorated like it was when he was alive, but I did expect something or it just doesn’t feel Christmassy to me. Indeed I suspect that feeling will change once I venture inside my old home. As I brace myself to ring the bell and smile for all I’m worth to appear happy.

‘Who is it?’ asks my aunt Josie through the letterbox as she clearly wasn’t expecting anyone to knock this evening, let alone have me here.

‘SURPRISE . . . it’s me, Aunt Josie, your long lost niece has returned home for the holidays. So, are you going to let me in before I freeze to death?’ I’d spat my gum into the bin bag on the step (since she hates it) and took my hat off to dump my backpack on top of the rubbish. The door opens but only enough for her to squeeze through to join me outside. She hugs the life out of me. That was lovely and warming but hardly the warmth of the log fire I know is burning indoors, so I let go.

‘Let’s have a good look at you then,’ she says, eyeing me all over.

‘I haven’t changed a bit but you have . . . what’s with the grey hair?’

‘Oh I got sick of dying it so I let it grow au naturel and it’s not grey, it’s white and fluffy I know but I am old you know so I’ve earned it.’

‘It suits you . . . makes you look like an angel,’ I say but don’t add that she’s the only thing looking Christmassy here that I can see so far.

‘Why are you here? I thought you were in Africa, or was it Asia?’

‘If I didn’t know better, then I’d think you weren’t glad to see me.’

‘Of course I’m glad to see you, darling, but I know you. So it takes something major to make you abandon ship and run home to your aunt.’

‘Nothing I can’t get over, given time and a hot home cooked meal.’ She pouts to let me know, we’ll be here all night if I don’t tell her something, anything to get her off my back until I’m ready for details. ‘I broke up with my boyfriend and things, I’d rather not discuss outside.’

‘I still can’t believe you’re in front of me, standing here in the flesh.’

‘Stop pinching my red cheek it’s already sore . . . thanks to some fool in a dark 4x4, who nearly ran over me out by the main road.’ I sigh.

‘A dark 4x4 you say . . . I’m sure I know who’s got one of those? I just can’t think at the moment, I’m too excited to have my Avery back.’

‘Aunt Josie, don’t fuss over me. After what I’ve been through I just need a quiet peaceful Christmas, before deciding what to do next.’

‘What do you mean, what to do next? Have you quit your job?’

‘Now don’t go building your hopes up about me staying here long term. I just need a base to plan my next move, that’s all.’ I set her straight. Well the last thing I need is her making plans for me, like she does tend to do if I so much as show any sign of weakness. Never surrender I say or she’ll be running the show otherwise known as my life before I know it and I can’t have that. I may be down, but I’m not out.

‘I wish you’d have told me you were coming . . . I could’ve made arrangements for you and sorted something out.’ She’s not budging an inch so I cannot get past her into the house. As I remain on the spot, which is slowly numbing my feet again so I won’t be able to feel them soon if I don’t move
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