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Christmas Rubbish
 
 
Rubbish lived in the drains under the city with her little brother Garby, short for Garbage. They were hungry all the time. With a gang of other kids they hunted for food around tips and skips and the city incinerator that burned the refuse. They were scared of rats, wild dogs, other gangs. Most of all they were scared of the Sweepers. These were men in big boots with whips and sticks and nets who drove around the streets in black jeeps. Their job was to keep the city clean of Trash - poor people, beggars, people who slept in doorways. They hunted drain kids and those they caught were never seen again.
Rubbish was also on the lookout for books. She kept a collection on a ledge in the manhole where they lived. Her favourite was a book about Christmas. She didn’t know what it was about because she had never been to school and couldn’t read and didn’t have a family. But she loved the pictures of the Christmas Tree and decorations and Santa Claus and presents and roast turkey and the crib with the baby and its Mummy and Daddy and the animals.
One night Rubbish and Garby were woken up by shouting and screaming inside the drain. They heard dogs barking and boots clumping, they saw lights flashing and smelt peppery tear gas. They scampered up the manhole ladder and crept out onto the street. A jeep caught them in its headlights. Rubbish picked up her little brother and ran. She knew all the back ways and alleys but so did the Sweepers. Whenever she came out onto the street the close-set eyes and iron teeth of a jeep were waiting for them. Rubbish ran and ran with Garby on her back.
Not for long. She ran down an alley between two brick walls. The end was blocked by railings three times as high as a man and topped with razor wire. Behind them were thick bushes. They were trapped. Sweepers got out of the jeep with sticks and fastened their helmets. Rubbish cringed in the corner. Her foot found a hole where the railings met the wall. It was big enough for a large rat or a small fox. She pushed Garby in head first and he wriggled through. She followed him. Her head stuck and she wriggled. Her shoulders stuck and she wriggled. Her bottom stuck and she wriggled. A stick whacked the ground behind her feet but she was through.
Rubbish and Garby crawled through the bushes and came out into a world she had only ever seen in picture books. The city lights had disappeared. In moonlight they walked on soft grass through a lovely garden scented with night flowers and tinkling with fountains. At the end of the lawn was a fairy palace. It was much smaller than the city blocks she was used to but so much prettier with a turret and chimneys and a porch. The walls were covered in ivy and roses and windows twinkled with little coloured lights.
“Wow,” said Garby.
“Shh. It’s the Gaters.”
The Gaters were rich people who lived their lives inside fences and gates. The kids screwed up courage and crept onto a terrace to a French window where a chink of light escaped the curtain. They peeped in. Rubbish couldn’t believe her eyes. Her Christmas book had come to life. The room was full of stuff she had only seen in shop windows. In one corner was an enormous silver tree covered with flashing lights and decorations. In the other was a crib with a plastic baby so realistic you waited for it to move. Two massive socks, bigger than garbage bags, stuffed with parcels, hung from a shelf over a radiator.
A door opened and two children ran in. They weren’t like the kids she knew. They had roly poly legs and chubby arms and sausage fingers and three chins instead of one. They emptied the socks on the floor and tore open the packages. Inside were wonderful toys – computer games, robots, remote control cars and helicopters, walking talking dolls, whizzing things and chiming things. The room was full of wonders but the children wanted more. They gave the sacks a good shake and out tumbled satsumas and chocolate money. The children stuffed themselves with chocolate but weren’t interested in the fruit. The door opened again and a fat man came in. He pointed at a clock and shouted at the children and made them cry. They ran out leaving the wonderful things and their wrappings scattered round the room. Rubbish didn’t understand this. Why were they unhappy when they had such wonderful things?
Rubbish gazed at the satsumas. At that moment a fat cat waddled past them from the garden and clattered through a cat flap in the door. Rubbish and Garby crawled after him and into the magical Christmas room. They didn’t touch anything except the fruit, which they scoffed. They went back out through the cat flap to the bushes and fell asleep.
When they woke up it was daylight. It was too dangerous to find the hole in the fence and go back to the street. They had to wait until nightfall. No-one was in the garden so they crept up to the terrace again and peeped in the window. The two chubby children and four chubby grown-ups were sitting at a table. They were dressed up like advertisements in shimmering clothes and sparkling jewels and glittering watches. Two other grown-ups, a man and a woman dressed in black, with stern faces, stood on either side of the table. The fat man was carving an enormous roast turkey. Inside it was a goose, then a duck, then pheasant, then a grouse. There was more food than Rubbish had ever seen, more than she could imagine eating in a year of meals. They didn’t grab the food but ate it politely as if they weren’t hungry. When they finished the meal they got down and waddled into the next room and fell asleep in front of a massive TV. The stern man and woman cleared the table, leaving the turkey on the sideboard.
Rubbish was so cold and hungry looking at the mountain of leftover food. She sneaked through the cat flap and tiptoed to the turkey. She was just reaching up for a drumstick when she was grabbed from behind by a pair of strong hands. She kicked and squirmed but the hands held her tight. Other hands joined in, covering her mouth to stop her screaming. They picked her up and carried her along a corridor to a dark room. They tied her up with rope, stuck tape over her mouth, stuffed her in a black plastic bag and dumped her in the back of a jeep. She could do nothing but lie shivering in the dark. More bags were dropped in on top of her. They smelled of garbage. The car drove off. Rubbish was certain they were going to the city incinerator. She was frightened of course but mainly for Garby. She only hoped they hadn’t caught him too.
The car stopped. Someone pulled Rubbish out and opened her bag. They were in a city street. The car wasn’t a jeep but an old pick-up held together with wire and string. Garby was in another bag. A man and a woman ungagged and untied them gave them big hugs. It was the stern couple from the house.
“I’m Jolly. He Joel. Darlings so sorry. The only way to get you away from the Gaters. They find you they send for the Sweepers. You lost for ever.”
They gave the kids cans of drink and doughnuts and put them in the back seat. They drove and drove to a vast shanty town at the edge of the city. They stopped outside a shed patched together out of cardboard and tin. Inside were a few grown-ups and lots of skinny kids. They cheered and shouted Happy Christmas when Jolly and Joel came in loaded with bags of leftovers from the gated houses. They laid out Christmas dinner on a long trestle table and tucked in. It was noisy and shouty and laughy. There was enough for everybody and nothing was wasted.
After dinner they had a party. They were too poor to have electricity so they had candles. They were too poor to have central heating so they had a fire in a fireplace. They were too poor to have a silver tree with flashing lights so they had a real tree. They were too poor to buy fancy presents so they gave each other things they made or found. Rubbish got a book about animals. Garby got a hat with dog ears. They were too poor to have computer games and big TV’s so they played games like charades and blind man’s buff. They were too poor to have hi-fi and karaoke so they sang songs with Jolly playing a beat-up guitar and Joel on the spoons. They were too poor to have a life-like plastic baby in a crib. Under the tree was a real baby asleep in a cardboard box.
In the middle of the party Jolly found Rubbish sitting in a dark corner, crying.
“What’s the matter, sweetheart? Don’t you like it here?”
“I do, I do. But tomorrow I don’t know where me and Garby will go. I’ll never find our drain again.”
Jolly gave her a hug.
“You don’t have to leave, sweetheart. You and Garby can stay here with us. There’s always room here.”
Rubbish started crying again with different tears, happy tears. And the real baby cooed and gurgled and waved his arms about.￼[image: child.jpg]
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Christmas Love
 
 
Ai was seven years old. She lived in a village in the mountains in China. Her father was a farmer. She had a big brother and three little sisters. She went to school where she learned Chinese writing, starting with easy characters. She could also write the difficult sign for her own name, which means Love.
One day Ai came home from school to find her family weeping. In the middle of the room was a long wooden box. On top were two chopsticks stuck in a bowl of rice. Ai knew what this meant. Someone had died. It was her big brother Wu who had gone to the city to work in a factory. He was killed in an accident. Ai helped her grandma set up the soul table with a photo of her brother and a lock of his baby hair and his favourite toy. They put incense and flowers and pretend money and food for his journey. But no wine or tobacco because he was only fourteen.
Ai’s parents were worried because Wu’s wages paid for her school fees and clothes and meat on the table once a week. They would have to live on cabbage and peanuts and have nothing to spend on other food or clothes or medicine.
Two days after Wu’s funeral smiling Mr Zhou came to visit. He had found Wu’s job in the city and now he offered to find Ai work too. Her parents felt they had no choice. Mr Zhou gave them money and took Ai away with him. It was a long journey. Ai carried her little bag of spare clothes and her favourite doll through the mountains and down to a wide river. A ferry man poled them across and they got into the back of a truck. They got off at a station and took a bus into the smoky city. Ai was frightened by the traffic and the noise and the tall buildings and held tight to Mr Zhou’s hand. He took her down a narrow street to dark building. Inside he handed her over to man called Boss. Boss gave smiling Mr Zhou money, a lot more than Mr Zhou gave Ai’s parents.
Boss took Ai up some stairs to a big bright room lit by tube lights. It was very hot because there were no windows. Strange songs came from a loud-speaker on the wall. There were lots of children sitting at tables busy making things. The eldest was about thirteen. Boss took Ai to an empty chair at a table. He told her to put her case under the table on top of a thin foam mattress. This was her bed. He took her to a little room with a squat toilet and a tap. This was the bathroom for all of them. They were only allowed to go once in the morning, once in the afternoon and once in the evening. They worked from six in
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