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The Reading Group: December


 

For Mum


 

It was the last meeting of the reading group before Christmas. Grace had been tempted not to go. She wasn’t sure if she could cope with sitting in the cozy, festively decorated snug listening to her friends chat about the forthcoming celebrations when she knew that Christmas in their house was cancelled.

‘Go,’ Ben had said. ‘It’ll take your mind off stuff.’

She had looked into his face, saw the concern for her there and nodded. ‘If you’re sure you don’t mind? What are you going to do?’

‘What I usually do on a Thursday evening. Watch MasterChef, stop the boys from killing each other.’ He kissed her nose. ‘Go. It’ll do you good to see the girls.’

So here she was. The front door of Serena’s house was partly open, spilling a wedge of light out into the night. In fact, it looked as though every light in the house was on, certainly in all the rooms that overlooked the drive, upstairs and down. In the lounge the huge tree twinkled with silver lights and fake frost glittered at the corners of the windows, the whole place looked like something from a festive film set, the kind where a family were busy stuffing stockings, the kind where nothing bad ever happened.

Grace swallowed. Could she handle this? Could she fix a smile on her face and pretend all was well? She wasn’t sure. What she was sure about was that she couldn’t mention her worries, because if she began she wouldn’t be able to stop. All the pain of the last few weeks, all the pain that she and Ben had managed to press down tight … well, if she were to lift the lid even a little the whole lot would flood out and it would ruin everyone’s evening. And the last thing Grace wanted was that.

Maybe she shouldn’t have come … then, suddenly it was too late. The crunch of wheels on gravel behind her heralded the arrival of another of the reading group. She straightened her back and headed for the door.

‘Grace, my angel, how are you?’ Jojo met her in the hall. Motherly, lovely Jojo, who wasn’t the host but who was the matriarch of the group. As they hugged Jojo’s bangles clashed and one of her scarves got hooked up on Grace’s necklace so that for a moment they were locked together by a thread.

Under the bright lights and the close proximity of the other women, her recent troubles was harder to hide. ‘You’re looking a bit pale,’ Jojo scrutinized her closely. ‘Been overdoing the Christmas brandy?’

‘Moi?’ Grace answered, lifting her eyebrows in mock shock.

‘Well in that case, tonight’s the night. You didn’t drive, did you?’ Jojo winked as she unhooked them, knowing that Grace only lived a pebble’s throw away.

‘You know I’m teetotal,’ Grace joked back (she was glad she wasn’t). After all her fretting, it suddenly was a surprising relief to step into the flow of chatter and gentle jibing. It would be OK. Ben had been right. A couple of hours of gossip and laughter – oh, and a bit of chat about books of course – was exactly what she needed. She sniffed the air. ‘Is that mulled wine I smell?’

*

But Grace’s attempts at cheeriness clearly weren’t quite as convincing as she’d hoped they would be. It wasn’t just Jojo who asked if she was all right. They all did, one by one, in a slightly different way.

Headmistress Serena whose house it was, said, ‘Gorgeous girl, how are you doing?’ with a question mark of concern in her blue eyes.

Clever Kate who’d once built websites for IBM asked, ‘Are you all right? You look tired, darling.’

Anne Marie, the youngest of the group at twenty-one, just raised her eyebrows slightly and said, ‘Everything OK, honey bunny?’

Grace smiled serenely at them all and nodded and gave them stock answers, flippant answers.

‘Doesn’t everyone get tired at Christmas? If you’re not having a nervous breakdown you’ve misunderstood the situation.’ Oh, and the biggest stock answer of all, ‘Bit hectic with the boys – you know.’

They all knew. Grace had five-year-old triplets; life was always hectic.

She perched at the end of one of the Chesterfields, sipping a small glass of mulled wine, the spices dizzying on her tongue. The wood burner was chucking out heat. The buzz of chatter ebbed and flowed around her. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so warm and safe.

‘Right then,’ Serena clinked her glass with a spoon. ‘I suppose we’d better start talking books. Jojo’s chosen our classic this month. What are we reading, sweetie?’

Jojo smiled and clapped her hands, her bangles jangling musically, ‘Now then. I know we’re all busy so I’ve picked a book that you could – if push came to shove – just watch on TV, it’s bound to be on over Christmas. Drum roll please …’

They all drummed their fingers obligingly on their knees, their glasses and the arms of the Chesterfields. Kate, who had the longest legs, drummed her heels on the edge of the stone fireplace.

‘We’re going to read a book by one of our great British novelists,’ Jojo said producing the book with a flourish. ‘I give you A Christmas Carol by Mr Charles Dickens.’

‘Yay!’ Kate said. ‘I love reading about Scrooge.’

‘I don’t think he was the baddie everyone says he is,’ said Anne Marie. ‘I know people who are far worse than him. One of my sister’s friends just got made redundant. The guy who did it made a whole department redundant right before Christmas, and he smiled while he told them. Can you believe that?’

‘My cousin Charlie once had the bailiffs come in on Christmas Eve,’ Serena added. ‘Mind you, he was always a bit of a chancer. Probably deserved it.’ She gave a rueful shake of her head so her dark bob swung.

‘I think Scrooge may have had a point,’ Kate said. ‘I’ve had some very dodgy Christmases in my time. I’d have liked to cancel a few of those, I can tell you.’

Grace was the only one who didn’t join in the laughter. She sat very still, clutching her glass. For several seconds she wasn’t even aware that she had tears rolling down her face.

Then Kate was suddenly next to her, putting a gentle hand on her arm. Then Anne Marie, at the other end of their Chesterfield, was rummaging in her bag and handing her a little pack of tissues.

Grace put down her glass and took them, but her fingers were shaking so much she couldn’t get them open so Anne Marie did it for her. The room had gone quiet save for the rustling of the cellophane wrapper and the hiss and crackle of the fire.

No one said, ‘It’ll be OK’ or ‘Don’t worry’, or any of the other platitudes they could have used. They all knew each other well enough not to do that. They all just waited, their eyes sympathetic, their faces still, until Grace had composed herself enough to speak.

Then all she could manage was to clear her throat.

‘You don’t need to talk about it if you don’t want to,’ Serena told her in her brisk way.

‘But you know we love you and if there’s any way we can help we will.’ That was Jojo.

‘Hear hear,’ Kate agreed softly.

‘It wasn’t the book that set you off, was it?’ Jojo said, and then clapped her hand over her mouth. ‘Oh gosh. It was, wasn’t it? I’m so sorry! We can read something else.’

She broke off as Serena thumped her.

Grace sniffed and gave them a wobbly smile. ‘I suppose in a way it was the book,’ she said. ‘Yes. Scrooge is a bit close to home. I thought … well I thought I could blag it through tonight. But I can’t.’

Everyone waited.

She took a deep breath. ‘We’re not going to have much of a Christmas this year. We’re about to get evicted. We were thinking it wouldn’t happen until New Year, but now … we’ve probably been burying our heads in the sand a bit, I guess.’ She paused. ‘I’m so sorry. I wasn’t going to do this. You don’t want to hear my problems.’

‘We do. We definitely do,’ they chorused.

‘They can’t throw you out on the street at Christmas!’

‘Tossers!’

Grace could hear the outrage in their voices.

‘There’s something else,’ Grace said softly and they all hushed around her. ‘It’s Harry. My lovely boy.’

This time it went properly quiet. Even the
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