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Christmas Eve has arrived and the whole world, it seems, is intent on doing the very last of the last-minute Christmas shopping.

In some, the day brings out unexpected acts of kindness, where others are left unmoved.
This story views the day through the eyes of a 'gentleman of the road', shuffling his way from an early morning rude awakening to a magical end as the day draws to a close.
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He’d been woken early that morning by the rowdy crowd that set up the market stalls.  He hadn’t thought it was market day or he’d have woken earlier and cleared out.  They were a rough loud-mouthed lot who showed him no mercy when evicting him from whichever of the places round the market square that he’d decided would give him the best shelter for the night.  He usually slept under the arches just down the road, but had fancied a change the night before.

The unexpectedness of his rude wake-up call had left him in a dither, and he was unusually slow gathering his few belonging together and packing them in the ancient canvas rucksack in which he carried round his sum total of worldly goods.  

These few possessions might look like a small pile of rubbish to other people, but to him they were all he owned, and all he needed to get by in his rather precarious existence.  His hands cold and painful from sleeping out in the open, his sluggish fingers packed away and rearranged his stuff for the daytime.  He had an enamel mug and plate: no idea when they had come into his possession or how, but they had served him well.  He had, also, a knife, fork and spoon, again, all very old and unmatched, but they did the job they were made to do, and that was all that mattered to him,

His scant collection of old clothes lived in there also, un-wearable by normal standards and far from clean, but they provided extra layers in the winter when it got really cold, and gave him more of a chance of not freezing to death.  In here, also, went his worn blanket; not a necessity, as newspapers did just as good a job, but a small luxury he had rescued from a skip a couple of months ago, and which had served him well as far as comfort was concerned.

In the bottom of the bag, now, rested an old and battered book which he had had since ceasing to be a child, and began to learn how to face the world as a man.  It was a copy of Dickens’ The Pickwick Papers which, after all these years, he could almost recite now, but it was his prized possession, and had travelled more of the journey of his life with him than he cared to remember.

To shouts of, ‘Get out of here!’  

‘Stinky old Taff!’

‘You got no home to go to, you filthy old git?’ he began to make his way unsteadily to his feet, to escape the unwelcome taunts and jeers to which the market traders always subjected him, if they found him on their patch on market day.  But it wasn’t market day.  He was sure of it.  Why were they here?

At last, the pain from his arthritis overcome, he stood as erect as he could, lifted his rucksack onto his shoulders and limped off as fast as he could, from the hostility with which he had suddenly been confronted.  He’d go to the library.  It was warm there, and if he managed to get past the staff on the desk, he could hide away in a far, dark corner for a while, before someone sniffed him out.

But he did feel rum this morning.  It wasn’t just the unpleasant reveille call.  What was missing, he realised, was his usual craving for a drink, to get him going for the day, and keep out the cold which chilled his aching body so, in this season of the year.  Today, though, the mere thought of throwing the cheap acid fluids down his throat so early in the morning actually made his stomach contract with dread, although he couldn’t remember the last time he had felt this complete aversion to the numbing effects of alcohol.

Not good for him, he knew, but then what did it matter.  He had no life to ruin, no family to lose.  Provided he could pan-handle enough change from people, he hardly needed food: just this pain-killing liquid in whatever form he could afford it, so that he could block out what his daily round had become.

As he shuffled out of the market square, the smell from the bakery assailed his nostrils, and he realised that he was actually hungry; a sensation of which he had become unaccustomed, and he sniffed appreciatively at the yeasty, savoury fragrances drifting on the cold morning air.  His nostrils twitched, his mouth filled with saliva and his stomach flipped over in urgent entreaty.

Tough luck! He thought as he began to pass the bakery, casting an envious eye at the mouth-watering pastries and breads currently being piled in its window.  Can’t eat nor do nothin’ until I’ve managed to get a-hold of a few ‘donations’.  Tugging at the greasy peak of his cap for good luck, as this he also used as his begging-basket, he did everything within his powers to resist this siren call of nourishment.  

Firmly turning his eyes front, to deprive even them of this early morning feast, he began to shuffle past its temptations, only to be halted by a cry from the shop’s doorway.  ‘Hey!  You!  Stop a minute!  Please!’  The old man came to a shambling halt and looked warily over his shoulder, hoping that this wasn’t his first spot of trouble for the day.  ‘Yes, you!  Here!’  A young woman, probably no more than thirty-five if he was any judge, was approaching him with something in her hand and was holding it out to him.

He instinctively cringed away from her, having learnt that no one could be trusted when you presented yourself to the world as he did, but her face only showed kindness.  Gradually relaxing a little, he waited for her to reach him, hoping he had not misjudged her intentions.  ‘Here you are,’ she said.  ‘This is for you?’ as she handed him a white paper bag with the logo of the shop printed on it, and with it, a bottle of some patent fizzy drink.

‘For me?  But you don’t know me.  Why?’ he asked, taking the bag, nevertheless, for he could smell that it contained something very desirous at that moment, and he really shouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth.

‘Because it’s Christmas Eve,’ she stated simply, ‘and because I want everyone to be happy today.  I can’t do much to make your burden any lighter, but I can, at least, do this,’ she finished, giving him a dazzling smile, with none of the nose-wrinkling with which people usually noted his presence.  ‘Merry Christmas!’ she said, then turned and trotted back into the shop, leaving behind a small but visible trail of her breath on the air, like the Jetstream of some aircraft at a much loftier height, headed for more exotic climes.

Unable to believe his luck, he looked inside the bag and discovered the presence of a still hot Cornish pasty and, in a separate bag, a jam doughnut covered in crunchy, sweet sugar that mirrored the tiny spicules of frost on the ground.  His eyes rounded, and his gastric juices increased from a drip to a steady trickle.  Best get to a park bench and get this inside him.  It was just what he needed, and, somehow, it had been provided, as if in answer to a prayer.  

Not that he believed in God or anything like that.  No one who had led the life he had could be so naïve as to retain any hope that a benign higher being were looking out for him.  He’d given that up decades ago: in fact, life had never really put him in a position to have faith in anything except the unrelenting cruelty and bigotry of other people.

Sitting stuffing the hot food into his mouth on one of the benches he frequented in the park, until, inevitably being moved on, either by threatening behaviour or the forces of law and order, his eyes watered as the heat from the food suffused his body, and his nose ran with the pleasure of the tastes he was experiencing.

And the woman had said it was Christmas Eve, he thought, as he wiped his mouth and fingers with the remains of the paper bag.  Christmas Eve?  Why had he not realised?  He’d always known before when it was Christmas Eve.  It was one of only two days of the year when he had ever experienced any enjoyment, and then, only for a brief period of his life.

It puzzled him that he should have lost so much with the passage of the year that he was not aware of the date.  For two days every year, he could usually rely on there being soup kitchens handing out food, and even shelter, if he were really lucky.  And he had his memories, of course, and these he only took out and polished up on these very special days.  

Their brightness warmed the chill that lay round his heart, and made him feel young again: but only on these two days would he indulge.  He didn’t want to tarnish their brightness, nor impair their ability to uplift him.  He may not have much, but he did have these few precious moments of the past with which to comfort himself.

The food had done wonders for how his body felt, and the fizzy drink had also added to his blood sugar levels and hydrated him just a little, but he still had this odd feeling, lodged in a place he could not identify, and he didn’t know whence it came, but it seemed, somehow, important.

Christmas Eve!  He rubbed his hands together with glee.  There would be the usual benefits of the day, but it was also probably the best begging day of the year, and he needed to get to work; mustn’t waste the opportunity just because he’d lost track of the day.  Anyway, there was no point in creeping back under the arches, as the market stalls would be occupying that space until darkness fell.

No, he’d better get himself off to the precinct and get set about begging a little loose change from the last minute shoppers who should be feeling extra generous today, smug at their own cosy celebrations to come, and seeing him as a figure, not of contempt today, but of pity.  He was sure his takings should be enough to keep him for more than a few days, after the rest of the world had celebrated.

As he chose himself a prime pitch outside the Anglican church, he pulled his greasy cap from his head and put it down in front of him, placing beside it the dog-eared cardboard sign that read ‘Homeless and hungry’.  He’d need a new sign soon, but the dog-eared appearance of this one was just right for pulling on the heartstrings.  It advertised the fact that he had been in this state for some time, and the lights from the tall tree just a few yards away would remind people that at this time of year, there were some that weren’t looking forward to a few days of over-indulgence.

As he settled himself, he ran a hand over his matted grey locks of filthy hair, and his other hand went automatically into his rucksack to rummage round for the knitted hat that he kept in there for emergencies.  His head would certainly be too cold without any cover, and that was his only alternative.  Still, it didn’t look as if it was going to rain today; it was too cold for that.  Cold, he could deal with; wet was another matter altogether.

He’d only been sitting there a few minutes on the unforgiving stone, his blanket under his skinny body to keep a degree of the cold out of his elderly frame, when someone tossed a two pound coin into his hat and called out ‘Merry Christmas’.  

So surprised was he by this early largesse, that he didn’t even see who it was, and was only aware of a large male figure strolling purposefully towards the now opening shops.  Lucky that woman had reminded him what day it was, he mused, moving the coin from his cap to a pocket somewhere in the jumble of his ragged clothes.  I’d have really missed out if I hadn’t cottoned on quick.

Soon the precinct started to fill with shoppers eager to be parted from their hard-earned money, and quite a few of them threw a handful of change into his cap as they wished him the compliments of the season, and he began to feel a frisson of something he hadn’t experienced for a long time; that of happiness.  People were being kind this year.  He knew, due to his access to discarded newspapers, that times were hard all over the country.  Maybe hardship had made some people feel a little more kindly to those who had so much less than they.

After transferring more change into the unspeakable pocket deep in his clothing, he put the cap on his lap and began to drop off to sleep.  He had been woken earlier than anticipated this morning, and he was feeling just a little tired from this wakening, before the sun had even tipped her head above the horizon.

A sharp kick to one of his tattered boots soon roused him, and he awoke with a start to find a couple of dark-countenanced teenagers staring down at him in disgust.  ‘Dirty old fucker!’ spat one.  

‘Should be put down.  Filthy old bastard!’ fired off the other one.

‘Why don’t you fuck off somewhere else?’

‘And stop makin’ a mess of our town.’  As the second one issued this instruction, he kicked again at the old man’s boot and made a lunge for his cap.  The old man was terrified.  Here he was, doing no one any harm, and these two ‘pieces of work’ were going to give him a good kicking, by the looks of things, and steal his takings.

He was saved from any more violence by a deep voice that sounded behind the two thugs.  ‘Not on Christmas Eve, lads.  Leave it, or I’ll have to take you to the station, and your mummies wouldn’t be very happy if you weren’t tucked up in bed at home waiting for Santa Claus tonight, would they?  He might even give you a book on good manners and civilised behaviour.’

The first young lad curled his lip in disdain, as he took a step back; the other grounded his foot, which had been lifted to have another kick at the helpless figure crouched on the ground, cringing with fear.

As the first stepped away, the old man became aware of a figure in blue standing just a couple of steps away, ready for any trouble he might encounter.  Thank God it was a policeman!  He didn’t usually welcome the presence of the officers of law and order, as they had this distressingly frequent habit of moving him on from where he had become settled, and telling him he couldn’t stay where he was, as he was creating a nuisance.  This one, he welcomed.  But he assumed the inevitable would happen, and he’d be upbraided for begging and asked to move on somewhere else.

‘You okay?’ asked the deep voice, watching the youngsters who had been set for trouble moving away.  The policeman was young and looked down on the old man with some sympathy in his eyes.  ‘Look,’ he said, before Taff could get a word in.  ‘It’s Christmas Eve today and I don’t want any trouble on my patch.  I’m going to be around here a lot of the time today, looking out for pickpockets and fleeing shoplifters.  What say you that you just stay there and keep your nose clean, and I’ll leave you in peace?  At least you won’t be threatened again, with me around.’

At the word ‘nose’, Taff unaware that he was actually responding to it, lifted his filthy sleeve to his running nose and gave it a good wipe.  ‘Thanks, Officer,” he croaked.  If he could just while away the hours without getting hassled and moved on, he could get back to the arches after the market had finished and settle down for the night.  Tomorrow would be a very quiet day and, although places like the library wouldn’t be open – in fact, nothing would – he could wander around the shop windows and feel like a lord, looking at all the pretty things he didn’t need, but which fed his eyes and made him smile.

Around midday, someone even came out of a shop and threw a sandwich and an apple into his lap, and a street vendor selling hot drinks approached him and offered him a polystyrene container of hot, strong coffee.  For Taff, it was as if he’d won the pools.  People were being especially kind to him this year, and later on there would be the soup kitchen, from whence he could get some more food to fill his belly.  

Funny thing, but he hadn’t thought about booze all day, and he couldn’t remember the last time that had happened, nor the last time he had felt really and truly hungry.  The easiest solution had always been to drown the hunger in noxious liquids: poison his body and damage his liver to gain relief from the gnawing in his empty belly.

Around mid-afternoon ‘Harry Broken Nose’ joined him – nobody had a real name at this level of existence -  and handed him a brown-paper wrapped bottle to swig from, but he found himself refusing, and actually asked the other down-and-out to leave what he had come to think of as his ‘pitch’ for the day.  

The other was bad for business, and his takings were already down in the short time that Harry had sat throwing cheap booze down his throat and cackling, his boozy voice occasionally breaking out into a line or two of songs he could now no longer remember, with any accuracy, the tune or the words. 

As Harry staggered off towards the church to see if he could get himself a nice Christmas bonus from the soft-hearted vicar, the sun dipped down out of sight and Taff was suddenly aware, not only of the darkness, but of the beauty of the town’s Christmas tree and the shops’ displays of lights.  It was as pretty as he could ever remember it and it touched his heart just a little.  Tonight he would get his memories out and have his own personal Christmas, now long-buried in the past.

His faded-denim rheumy eyes were drawn again to the Christmas tree, where a group of darkly clothed people were assembling and he realised, with pleasure, that he was going to be treated to a grandstand seat for the Salvation Army, oompah-ing their way through a selection of favourite old Christmas carols, rather than the tinny modern pop songs about the season that had wafted out from the doors of the shops, as they had opened and closed.

He let his attention wander as they got their instruments in tune and warmed up, but when they started blasting out ‘O Come All Ye Faithful’, he joined in with as much enthusiasm as he could muster.  His voice was croaky with age and lack of use, but after a few carols he really began to enjoy himself, remembering all the familiar old tunes and words, with no difficulty.  

He’d learnt these before he’d had to face the world on his own, and nothing but death could erase them from his mind; words and music dredged up from a time when he didn’t realise that he had no future; had probably never had any future in the great scheme of things; a time when he had hopes and dreams, and their familiarity gave him unsought for comfort.

As he sang with gusto, a small girl, about eight years-of-age, came over and shyly handed him a bag of roast chestnuts, and this simple act of pure kindness brought tears to his eyes, as he thought, how could he not have known it was Christmas Eve today?  The thought that he might have missed all the random acts of kindness and charity to which he had been treated today brought another tear, and soon his face was streaming as he roared out ‘Hark the Herald Angels Sing’.

He hadn’t tasted roasted chestnuts since he was a nipper, and their floury texture raised even more memories.  What a day


















































[image: ]

















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





