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Author’s Note 2018

 


Crisis (crisis.org.uk) is a
national UK charity supporting homeless people, and is particularly
known for providing good food and a variety of useful services over
the Christmas period, with the help of volunteers. If you are
ready, willing and able to contribute, your time or money could
help significantly transform a person’s circumstances.

 


Caveat: I have donated
dosh, but I haven’t volunteered at a Crisis Centre myself, so I
apologise for any inaccuracies or infelicities in this story, and
really the whole idea is probably well inappropriate. But if my
heart’s in the right place, I may be forgiven … ?

 


Author’s Note 2022

 


I have long wanted to continue
Oliver and Finn’s story; the Rainbow Advent Calendar’s welcome
return in 2022 seemed the ideal time to do so. I have included both
parts of their story in this ebook, as I don’t expect anyone to
remember the details across four years!
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Crisis at Christmas


This was his first time
volunteering for Crisis at Christmas, but even Oliver knew that it
must be bad form to be checking out one of their guests. It didn’t
even matter that, after a blank moment, the guest seemed to respond
in kind. His dark eyes twinkled as he returned Oliver’s gaze, and
he smiled wryly, before ducking his head to hide behind a fall of
brown hair. The guest progressed another step or two in the queue
for the IT room, and Oliver continued down the corridor in the
opposite direction, and that really should have been that.

However,
Oliver was currently in charge of the hot beverages and biscuits in
the central “hub” area, and it felt inevitable that the guest
appear about half an hour later, obviously on a quest. Well, the
volunteers were meant to be friendly and obliging, so what else
could he do but greet the man with a happy grin? “Hello, I’m
Oliver. Can I help you to a cuppa?”

“Sure. Coffee,
thanks, as strong as you like.” There was that twinkle again, and a
hint of shyness – and just to add to the guest’s attractions, the
musical lilt of an Irish accent.

Oliver dealt
with the hot water, as the urns could be a danger even to the
initiated, then he placed the cup of coffee down further along the
bench. “Do you want to help yourself to milk and sugar, or – ?”

“Aye, I’ll do
it.” The guest poured in milk, and then hesitated a moment, casting
a surreptitious glance towards the next table along.

“And help
yourself to biscuits as well, of course,” Oliver smoothly supplied.
“Though don’t spoil your appetite! They’re very generous with the
Christmas dinner here, and it comes with all the trimmings.”

“Good, is it?”
The guest had slipped two biscuits onto his saucer, and now visibly
restrained himself from going for a third.

“Yes! Well,”
Oliver confessed, “I don’t know myself, but I hear it’s fantastic.”
That dark gaze considered him thoughtfully, and Oliver found
himself babbling on. “It’s my first time here, but the other
volunteers talk about hoping there’ll be food left over, because
it’s always well worth waiting for. But of course the guests come
first,” Oliver hurried on, indicating the man standing before him,
“and of course you must eat your fill! Don’t mind us. I shouldn’t
have even said anything. Um … I hope you enjoy your coffee,” he
finished rather foolishly.

After a
moment, the guest finally grinned at him, and Oliver felt he’d been
let off the hook – and maybe it had even been a tease to leave him
dangling there so long. “It’s my first time, too,” the guest
said.

“Ah.” Oliver
was deadly curious, but knew he mustn’t pry – though the volunteers
were meant to be friendly, after all, and if the guest was
in the mood for a conversation, then surely a bit of low-key
socialising could be considered one of the benefits to be found at
the Crisis Centre.

With
impeccably good (or bad?) timing, one of the other volunteers
showed up and announced, “Time for your break, Oliver. I’ll take
over here. Twenty minutes, okay?”

“Thank you,”
he responded, taking an aimless step away from where the urns
cycled into another bout of simmering. Perhaps the steam would
excuse any pinkness in his cheeks. But should Oliver now do the
proper thing and retreat to the volunteers’ room? Would it be
entirely inappropriate for him to stay … ?

The guest
decided for him. “You having a cuppa, then?” he asked, with a tilt
of his chin towards the beverage facilities.

“I’ll have a
tea,” Oliver found himself saying – and when the other volunteer
didn’t offer any objections, he quickly made himself a black tea,
and took it over to where the guest had settled at an otherwise
empty table.

A quiet moment
slipped by, as if they were both wondering how to pick up the
conversation from where they’d left off. Oliver tried not to stare
at the face before him that was made more intriguing than handsome
by a strong sharp nose.

Then the guest
said, “What’s your hard luck story, then?”

Oliver’s heart
almost stopped. Had this all been based on a complete
misunderstanding? “Oh, no, I’m not –” Then he realised he was being
teased – definitely teased – and he huffed a laugh, responding
despite his better intentions to the wicked glint of humour in
those dark eyes.

“My name’s
Finn,” the man said.

“Oliver.”

Finn nodded as
if confirming that he remembered as much. “I’m guessing you have
better places to be on Christmas Eve, Oliver.”

“No. Yes. No!”
How was he meant to answer that tactfully? Well, with the truth, of
course, he admonished himself. “You’re right. Usually I’d be doing
the family thing for Christmas, but my parents went gallivanting
off to the Bahamas for a week, so my sister and her husband decided
to take their kids to Disneyland Paris – and I could have gone with
either of them, but who wants to feel like the gooseberry, right?
Or the spare wheel, or whatever you call it. So I –” Oliver
suddenly ground to a halt. “Oh my god, that must sound absolutely
awful. Talk about lifestyles of the rich and infamous! I’m so sorry
–”

Finn was
grinning with honest humour. “No need to apologise! I’d be off to
the Bahamas myself without a second thought, if I could.”

“That’s good
of you to say.”

“It’s good of
you to be here, when you could have just put your feet up for the
day.”

Oliver shook
his head. “No, no, it’s nothing really.” He felt properly humble
for the first time in … far too long, obviously. “What about
you?” he asked Finn, in gentle tones that he hoped invited rather
than insisted. “What brought you here?” It seemed clear that Finn
hadn’t been homeless in the long term. He was rather too skinny and
pale, and his hair hadn’t been cut properly for months. However,
his clothes looked like they belonged to him, and they were very
grubby but not actually disintegrating, and Finn’s bearing
indicated he hadn’t had all the stuffing knocked out of him
yet.

Oliver didn’t
push any further, but after a few moments of thoughtful silence,
Finn slowly said, “One of those spirals of bad luck, you know?”

“A vicious
circle?” Oliver suggested.

“Right. Lost
my job due to the recession. Happened to a lot of us. But there’s
not much work around, and it gets harder to pick it up the longer
you go without. My mum passed –”

“Oh god, I’m
so sorry –”

Finn nodded
his thanks, but continued, “A while ago now – and before she knew
what an unscrupulous bastard my stepdad was, thank God for
that small mercy. So then I was sofa-surfing for a while,
but my friends either married or moved away or both, and
acquaintances get pretty thin on the ground once you start sleeping
rough. Favours dry up. I don’t mean to throw a pity party here, but
…”

“I
understand,” Oliver said reassuringly, though he wondered if he
did, really. It was chilling, the notion that life might take a
turn for the worse, and then another turn and another, and never
quite get back on track. The idea that friends and favours might
evaporate as you reached for them, until suddenly one day you find
you’re alone and out of resources. Oliver was sure (well,
ninety-nine point nine percent sure) he’d always have a comfortable
place to land, no matter what disasters befell him – but how many
people in the world were privileged enough to say the same? Oliver
was one of the lucky ones, absolutely.

Finn cleared
his throat and sat upright again, after having let his shoulders
slump a little. “O’ course, I’m my own worst enemy at times.
Stubborn. Proud. Cussedly independent.”

Wryness added
a delicious twist to Finn’s smile again, and Oliver’s grin grew
irresistibly in response. He thought of teasing the man a little
about these woeful character flaws, as it seemed the two of them
shared an ironic sense of humour, but Oliver resisted – and was
rewarded for his restraint with candour.

“I’ve never
been good at asking for help,” Finn admitted, “but I can see that’s
become a luxury I can’t afford.”

Oliver said
with simple sincerity, “I’m glad you came here today.”

“Ah! Fooled
myself into that one, didn’t I?” Finn’s eyes glinted with laughter.
“Couldn’t knock back the offer of a Christmas dinner, could I? That
would just be rude. And if I happen to make use of the other things
going on here, in between meals …”

“Who could
blame you indeed?” Oliver laughed out loud, and wondered wistfully
if he’d ever be blessed to hear Finn’s laugh. “So what do you have
planned for this afternoon?”

Finn twisted
in his seat to look up at the clock. “In about ten minutes, a
haircut. Sorely needed.”

Oliver didn’t
bother hiding the pang he felt. “Not too short, I hope. Unless it’s
a pain to look after, under the circumstances. I mean, don’t mind
me, but –”

“Like it long,
do you?”

“I do,” he
confirmed, with a wink for the innuendo. “The hair, I mean,” he
added. “It suits you.”

Finn nodded,
and said roughly, “Never used to wear it long. But it helps keep me
warmer, so there’s that.” Then he seemed to be struggling to find
his next words. He gazed down at the table top, and after a long
moment picked up his coffee and drank it off. Then he looked across
at Oliver very directly, with a slight tremor indicating that this
took courage. “Thank you,” Finn said. “For all o’ this. It’s been a
long while since anyone – Well. Thank you.”

“It’s been my
pleasure,” Oliver said quietly yet firmly.

And then, with
a nod of acknowledgement, Finn stood from his seat and left. Oliver
let out a happy sigh, and got back to work.
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It got a bit awkward afterwards,
which Oliver figured was probably due to a combination of the odd
circumstances and
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