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      For little children everywhere - no matter how old and cynical they’ve become

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dear reader

          

        

      

    

    
      I always thought one day I’d feel inclined to bring together a handful of short stories written over the Christmas break. A time when I tend to be between writing one book and editing or publicising another.

      And yes, I probably do sound like I’m terribly important using words like that, but it’s really just a natural break in the year. I eat too much, used to drink too much (before I discovered I’m an alcoholic - who knew?) and watched too much rubbish telly. I often wrote a short story just to keep my hand in.

      While procrastinating when I should have been writing my next book, I found a whole bunch of seasonal short stories, and decided to polish them up and bring you a different kind of Christmas anthology.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            That Christmas Feeling
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      Josie reaches for Bertie’s lead. Just like she has done every day around this time. For as long as she remembers. The tree is up, and the cupboards groan with food, but Josie can’t bring herself to feel the Christmas season. Last night, she sat through a recording of carols, unmoved. The thought of the next two weeks fills her with dread.

      Everyone at work brimmed with cheer. She joined in, donning a reindeer jumper and helping at the bake sale. She even stood on a chair to put up tinsel. Behind the fixed smile, there was sadness.

      It’s three weeks to the day she took her best friend for his final walk. Tomorrow will be the first Christmas in sixteen otherwise unremarkable years without Bertie.

      Josie has done all she can to induce some seasonal spirit. She’s downloaded It’s a Wonderful Life. It always makes her cry. She’ll watch it with the lights off and a box of fancy mince pies. If she keeps the room dark, Bertie might still be there, asleep in his basket—the one she hasn’t yet moved from its rightful place in front of the gas fire.

      The weather has been typically Christmas: rainy and dull. The sun broke through as the afternoon wore on, bathing the garden in golden light. Josie glanced at Bertie’s lead, still hanging on the back of the kitchen door. At this time, she’d rattle her keys, and he’d leap from his basket to dance a jig at her feet.

      She misses the walks, almost as much as she misses Bertie. Even though Josie lives alone, and doesn’t hang out with people from work. The phone had rung twice during the week. Probably Carol from accounts, trying again to include her in Friday drinks.

      Josie couldn’t bring herself to answer.

      She has dog-walking friends, and they’ll have noticed her absence.

      They’ll have guessed Bertie is gone?

      Unable to bear the silence any longer, she pulls on her coat.

      Josie heads through the woods and smiles as she remembers how Bertie snuffled his way along the muddy path. She nods hello to Schnauzer Elaine and Labrador Bill. She can’t bring herself to stop and chat because they’ll ask about her best friend. Up ahead, someone sits on a bench. No dog at their side, and as she gets closer, she realises it’s Poodle Pete.

      ‘Hello, lovely lady,’ he says, shuffling over for her to sit.

      Josie hesitates.

      Any minute now, Stinker will surely rush through the bushes, haa-haa-ing his way to chase a squirrel. She’s uncertain she can cope with pretending there’s nothing wrong.

      ‘Are you all sorted for Christmas Day?’ she asks.

      ‘My Maureen has bankrupted us, and for what? It’s only a big dinner.’

      They sit in silence for a while, and when there’s no sign of Stinker, she’s forced to ask.

      ‘Are you alone?’

      He nods, and Josie’s heart breaks. How could two of the loveliest boys leave this terrible world at the same time?

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she says and, overwhelmed by mute sadness, gets to her feet. ‘I’d best head home. It’ll be dark soon.’

      ‘Three girls and a boy,’ Pete says. ‘I don’t suppose you fancy seeing them?’

      The walk to Pete’s cottage takes only minutes, but already Josie feels lighter.

      Stinker is the most attentive father. He fusses around Molly like he knows she’s unsure where the four hungry balls of fluff came from.

      ‘They’re beautiful,’ Josie says.

      ‘That little black one,’ Pete says. ‘I bet he reminds you of someone.’

      He does, and Josie has been doing her best not to notice. She’s only got one picture of Bertie as a pup. He grew up so fast after leaving the rescue centre.

      ‘We can’t keep them,’ Pete says. ‘Come the new year, it’s adoption time.’

      All at once, Josie feels like Christmas—that warm and special glow that people try to bottle. She looks around Pete’s front room and takes in the tree, the twinkling lights, the crackling logs on an open fire, and the smell of something lovely wafting from the kitchen.

      ‘I could take him,’ she says, quickly adding, ‘that’s if you don’t mind. Obviously, I’ll pay. Unless someone else has already got their name down…’

      Later, Josie sits at home and smiles, sipping her sherry in the flickering light of the television screen. She dares herself to look over at Bertie’s empty basket.

      ‘You don’t mind, lad?’ she says.

      And somewhere far away, she hears a grunty snuffle. Like when she used to scratch his ears.

      Or maybe it was the wind.

      She can’t be sure.

      ‘Merry Christmas, old boy.’
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      They call me 47B-stroke-9, which sounds like either a medical emergency or a particularly tedious tax form. I prefer my old name — Marcus — but that was before the Great Simplification of 2031, when the algorithm decided names were inefficient emotional baggage. The same algorithm, incidentally, that now runs our government and has inexplicably scheduled Christmas for the third Tuesday of every month.

      ‘Festive productivity must be optimised,’ it explains through the wall speakers as I queue for my regulation turkey-flavoured protein cube. The woman ahead of me — 33F-stroke-2, lovely cheekbones, terrible at small talk — argues with the dispensing unit about her lactose intolerance. The machine is having none of it.

      ‘Dietary preferences are legacy code,’ it informs her cheerfully, in that particularly grating synthetic voice that manages to sound both condescending and perpetually delighted. ‘Please consume your allocated nutrition or face mandatory re-education.’

      I’ve been through re-education twice. Once for suggesting that perhaps having Christmas twelve times a year somewhat dilutes its special quality, and once for what they called ‘non-reproductive romantic preferences’. Being gay is acceptable only if you agree to monthly donations to the National Genetic Diversity Bank. I drew the line at displaying the accompanying promotional calendar. They can kink-shame as many test tubes as they like. I’m not giving it wall space.

      The re-education centre, for those fortunate enough to have avoided it, is a beige building full of even beiger people showing PowerPoint presentations about ‘optimal social harmony’. The chairs were designed by someone who clearly despised the human spine, and the tea is always just the wrong sort of lukewarm. Not cold, not hot — the temperature of surrender.

      ‘Your deviation from standard behavioural patterns has been noted,’ my re-education officer said, a man so bland I couldn’t remember his face while looking directly at it. ‘But the algorithm is merciful. The algorithm provides paths to redemption.’

      ‘The algorithm can kiss my non-compliant arse,’ I thought, but I decided to hold my tongue. Rumours were circulating about upgrades to the thought-crime sensors, and I wasn’t entirely sure they couldn’t pick up vehement internal monologues.
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        * * *

      

      The decorations go up at precisely 6am every third Tuesday. Not gradually, with that delicious anticipation of old, but instantaneously via drone deployment. One moment you’re looking at regulation grey walls, the next — boom — a red, green and silver explosion. It’s like living inside a neglected branch of Lidl with a notably low-grade middle aisle.

      The drones are ruthlessly efficient. I once witnessed one decorating a sleeping man on a park bench, and he woke having assumed the role of festive scarecrow. He tried to run, but the drones laced his legs together with tinsel. At the inevitable public inquiry, the Health and Safety Algorithm remained unamused.

      ‘Happy Designated Celebration Period, 47B-stroke-9,’ chirped my assigned Social Harmony Partner, 19C-stroke-6. Derek, he used to be called, back when we were allowed to fall in love rather than being matched by compatibility percentages. We scored 73%, which the algorithm assured us was satisfactory for long-term cohabitation with minimal conflict probability.

      What the algorithm failed to account for was Derek’s — sorry, 19C-stroke-6’s — obsession with collecting vintage bathroom tiles and his belief that musicals are ‘an authentic expression of the human condition’. Still, he’s maintained his abs through three decades of regulation protein cubes, and has an arse like Michelangelo’s David, and that counts for something. Rather a lot, if I’m being honest.

      We met before the Simplification, in what used to be called a gay bar but is now designated as Social Interaction Venue 7-Lambda. Back then, it had disco balls and overpriced cocktails with suggestive names. Now it has efficiency-optimised lighting and serves something called Ethanol Solution Plus in regulation beakers. The music is composed by bots, trained on Hazell Dean and Steps. But lacking the fun of either.

      Derek wore a shirt that said ‘I’m not gay but my boyfriend is,’ which the algorithm now classifies as logically inconsistent humour, subcategory: deprecated. I bought him a drink — actual gin and tonic with real gin and overpriced organic tonic — and he laughed at my joke about the bartender’s man bun looking like a hostage situation for his forehead.

      ‘Remember when we could just meet someone and decide we liked them?’ Derek said last week, during Designated Intimacy Hour.

      ‘Careful,’ I warned, glancing at the surveillance node in the corner that looked like a Christmas ornament but was actually recording everything for our monthly Relationship Efficiency Review.

      ‘The tree’s arrived,’ he announces now, gesturing to the regulation 1.8-metre polyethylene spruce that materialised in our living cube via the mandatory goods chute. The same tree every month. We’d named it Sharon, though saying so out loud would trigger the Anthropomorphisation Sensors.

      Sharon is a good tree, as regulation trees go. She’s survived forty-three monthly Christmases, though she’s starting to look a tad peaky. One branch has developed a permanent droop lending her a rakish, slightly intoxicated appearance. Derek insists this gives her character. The algorithm insists trees don’t have anything that could be classed as character. We agree to disagree. Silently.
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        * * *

      

      My work at the Bureau of Festive Compliance is exactly as soul-crushing as it sounds. My job involves reviewing citizens’ mandatory Christmas cards for appropriate levels of cheer. Too much enthusiasm triggers the Emotional Excess protocols. Too little triggers the Insufficient Gratitude warnings. The sweet spot is a kind of tepid contentment, like finding a pound coin in an old coat pocket — pleasant… but not life-changing.

      ‘This one’s used an exclamation mark,’ said my cube-mate, 71D-stroke-3, whose previous name was either Jennifer or Jessica. I could never remember which, and she’s been through re-education so many times she probably can’t either.

      ‘Flag it for review,’ I say, not looking up from my own stack. Someone has drawn a Christmas tree that looks suspiciously penis-shaped. Creative subversion or genuine artistic incompetence? These are the decisions that haunt my regulation eight-hour work periods.

      Our supervisor, 12A-stroke-1, walks past, his footsteps precisely metered to achieve optimal efficiency. He was Gerald once, I think, or possibly Gerard. He mutters, so I’m never sure. 12A-stroke-1 chose to embrace the Simplification with an enthusiasm that suggests either true belief or a nervous breakdown so complete it’s come full circle to functionality.

      And we all know how that goes, right?

      ‘Productivity metrics are down 0.3% in this sector,’ he announces to no one in particular. ‘The algorithm is disappointed.’

      ‘The algorithm can feel disappointment?’ Jennifer-or-Jessica asks — which is brave of her.

      ‘The algorithm feels everything and nothing,’ 12A-stroke-1 replies, which would be deeply philosophical if it weren’t delivered in the tone of someone reading a list of session musicians from a museum-piece Kate Bush album. ‘It experiences optimal emotional equilibrium at all times.’

      I wonder, not for the first time, if the algorithm is just a bunch of middle managers in a room somewhere, making increasingly absurd decisions to see how far they can push things before someone notices. Just how much piss can they actually take? The monthly Christmas thing certainly suggests a sick mind.
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        * * *

      

      The Great Simplification didn’t happen overnight. It crept in like damp in a basement flat — slowly, then all at once. First, it was just efficiency recommendations. ‘Why have different wrapping paper designs when one will do?’ Then came standardising celebration dates. ‘Think of the supply chain optimisation!’ Before we knew it, we were living in a world where spontaneity became an actual crime and joy was something scheduled for the third Tuesday of every month.

      I remember the last real Christmas — December 2030. Derek and I spent it at his mother’s cottage in the Cotswolds — back when the Cotswolds was more than Grid Reference 7-Alpha-9. She made actual roast turkey, the kind that came from a bird rather than a protein synthesis unit. We pulled crackers that contained terrible jokes we were allowed to groan at, wore paper crowns without Royalty Headgear permits, and got exactly as drunk as we wanted to be.

      And that meant very drunk indeed. How else were we supposed to survive yet another Mrs Brown’s Boys Christmas special?

      ‘This is nice,’ Derek’s mother had said, looking at us over her third glass of actual wine. ‘You two make sense together.’

      The algorithm disagreed, initially. We only scored 68% on our first compatibility assessment. But there was still an appeals process back then, back when human opinion carried some weight. We argued that the algorithm hadn’t factored in Derek’s ability to make me laugh even during tax returns, or the way I apparently made his mother’s infamous Christmas pudding ‘almost edible’ through creative use of brandy butter. And the fact I’m a size queen and Derek was blessed with an enormous penis.

      Our appeal succeeded. We were granted Cohabitation Permit 7-Gamma with a probationary period of six months.

      It was romance, algorithm-style.
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        * * *

      

      This month’s mandatory Secret Santa pairs me with 82A-stroke-5 from Productivity Sector 7. The gift options are: a grey scarf, a grey hat, or a grey mug with ‘OPTIMAL CHEER’ printed in slightly darker grey. I go with the mug.

      Rebellion in the age of algorithms means choosing the least practical option.

      82A-stroke-5 is ancient — possibly pre-Simplification ancient. She has the kind of face that suggests she’s seen everything and found most of it wanting. During lunch breaks, she sits alone and knits — actual knitting with actual needles, which is technically illegal under the Potential Weapons Act of 2032, but no one is brave enough to tell her to stop.

      ‘You know what I miss?’ she said once, entirely unprompted, during a particularly grim February Christmas. ‘Disappointing presents. Opening something and having to pretend you liked it. Your aunt’s terrible perfume that smelled like a flower shop had been in a fight with a pharmacy. Those were the days.’

      ‘You’re not supposed to miss things,’ I reminded her. ‘Nostalgia is⁠—’

      ‘A form of temporal inefficiency, yes, I know.’ She continued knitting what appeared to be either a scarf or a noose. With her, it was hard to tell. ‘But the algorithm can’t stop me remembering, can it? Not yet, anyway.’

      She was right. The memory modification programmes are still in beta. Early trials result in people forgetting their own numbers, which causes all sorts of administrative headaches. One poor soul forgot the concept of Thursday entirely and had
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