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18th December 2023

Canterbury, England

“You’ve seriously outdone yourself this Holiday season,” 

Florist Freddie Stewart just smiled to himself as his Mum came into his large perfectly clean, refreshing Florist shop. She was wearing her normal flowery dress with massive fake blue poinsettias on the loose, airy material. Freddie had never really liked the dress because it was flat out impossible for poinsettias to be blue, but it made his Mum happy so he didn’t mind. Too much.

His Mum had her long brown hair tied up in a bun and her black handbag, designer of course, provided a great contrast to the dress.

And the store for that matter.

It always impressed Freddie how his Mum just always knew what to wear to stand out like a sore thumb in his florist shop. He made sure the long white sterile walls of the stores that stretched to the very back of the store, were covered in bright colours like oranges, reds and yellows. Then he softened the harsh bright colours with other softer flowers and branches and leaves.

Freddie had made sure to even keep the soft, fluffy cream carpet of the store subtle and neutral so everyone would focus on the flowers instead of him and any other customer.

Freddie even kept the four glass counters in each corner of the store perfectly see-through so no one noticed them. He loved those counters where his employees worked on arrangements making their various orders with their fast, entertaining craft to wow customers into ordering their own creations.

It was brilliant to see customers’ faces light up. 

“Oh you’ve got more fir and pine since I last saw you,” his Mum said grinning.

“Yeah I got a delivery last night,” Freddie said.

He had always loved how fir and pine worked together perfectly to create an instant Christmassy scent that everyone loved. And thankfully, it seemed to make customers order even more Christmas flower arrangements.

Hardly a bad thing at all.

He had worked so hard to make this store a symphony for the senses that he almost wanted to laugh whenever his Mum came in, because if another customer came in, they would focus on his Mum. Simply because she looked so out of place.

Thankfully, it was coming up to 5 pm so most of the customers had already gone home with their goodies. Freddie flat out loved making Christmas flower arrangements and as his Mum came over to the one he was working on, he had to agree it did look great. 

As the customer, Mr Charlie Ball, lived in the countryside, Freddie had created the flower design in a large clay vase with an aged look. Then he had carefully used real poinsettias with their beautiful red and green vibrancy to evoke the spirit of Christmas. 

He had added a few red berries and holly leaves in the front of the arrangement, because he wanted the arrangement to symbolise joy and goodwill. From what he had heard about Charlie Ball, and the way his business was going, he needed it.

He had wanted to ask his Mum more questions but she didn’t want to say anything. Yet now he wanted to.

Freddie had wanted to add a single Christmas Rose to the arrangement. He flat out loved these beautiful, amazing flowers that came in shades of pink, white and burgundy. They were always perfect for Christmas and added a nice contrast in colour against the traditional red and green.

Then he finished it all off with delightful branches and twigs of pine, cedar and spruce that made the store smell heavenly and just like Christmas. Freddie normally brought pine twigs en mass so he could just sell them without flowers.

Everyone needed some Christmas joy and smells and pine just managed to do that perfectly.

“Mum, what’s going on with Charlie Ball?” Freddie asked. “I have to deliver this to him later on, and I want to know if I’m walking into something,”

Freddie had no idea if that was actually why he wanted to know but Charles lived on the outskirts of Canterbury surrounded by woodlands, he had no idea why someone wanted to live there of all places, and he was curious.

“Charlie is a sweetheart. He’s a woodworker and creates wonderful things, but he’s going through a rough patch. His business isn’t doing well so that’s why I put the order in for him,” his Mum said.

Freddie just looked at his Mum. He was sure that the name on the order form was Charlie Ball himself, and the money came from Charlie, not his Mum.

He realised that any of his four employees that he had let go home earlier today could have changed the Order forms on the request of his Mum. He had been paid anyway and the arrangement was done so Freddie supposed he had to deliver it.

“Please don’t do this again,” Freddie said picking up the clay vase and heading towards the door.

“I won’t darling but you’ll be grateful that I did,” his Mum said giving Freddie a kiss on the cheek before she left so he could lock up.

And as Freddie went along the cobblestone road towards his little black Fiat, he had a feeling that a surprise flower arrangement was going to seriously backfire or go seriously well.

He had no idea what Charlie Ball would be like.

But he was about to find out and he was about to find out more than ever could have wished for.
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Canterbury, England

Woodcrafter Charlie Ball folded his arms and admired his large workshop inside his old converted ban with newly fitted wooden log-cabin style walls (packed full of insulation), a massive handcrafted wooden sliding door that looked like it was right out of a fantasy novel. And massive metal cabinets filled with more tools, designs and drawings than Charlie knew what to do with lined the walls.

The smell of sawdust, pine and cedar filled the workshop and Charlie loved the wonderful smell. It was a great mixture of hard work and Christmas and all the joy he was hoping to spread this holiday season.

The icy coldness of the countryside seeping into the converted barn made Charlie shiver a little, and he stomped his feet down on the sawdust-covered ground. Making the Christmassy smell of pine get even more intense for a moment.

Charlie paced around the workshop for a few moments admiring the long shelf he had made run all around the ceiling of the workshop. It was filled with some of his favourite creations.

He had loved crafting the wooden dolls, Santas and elves. He could spread so much joy with them and he normally donated one or two of the best ones to the homeless people around Canterbury. It made them smile at a time of year when they didn’t have much to smile about.

He knew the feeling.

He wasn’t so sure how much joy he would be spreading this year as he looked at the massive “sleigh” in the middle of his workshop. He had managed to get the basic shape right and he had managed to get the wood smooth, detailed and he really liked the handcrafted elves in the woodwork.

But it was missing something major.

He just didn’t know what.

It was even better he had managed to make the sleigh look like it was made from a single massive block of wood, instead of the various lengths and thicknesses of pine he had been skilfully crafting for the past month amongst smaller, faster projects that he sold at weekends at Christmas markets.

Again even the Christmas markets were down this year. He was only making half of what he was last year and he sold out completely during the first Christmas market. He had liked the smiles on people’s faces, the laughter of children as they played with their new toys and he had liked seeing the cute men around.

But he had been to five Christmas markets so far this year and he had still barely sold half of his inventory. He had managed to figure he had enough money to last him through to the new year but after that, things were looking tight.

He might even have to go back to his father’s business in accounting. 

Charlie shivered. He hated the idea of seeing his father’s big, silly grin on his face. He had always called Charlie stupid, dumb and silly for wanting to become a woodworker compared to making hundreds of thousands of pounds each year in accounting.

Charlie liked working with his hands, he liked spreading joy and whilst he was good at numbers, he liked making people smile.

That was what he wanted to do with his life, he didn’t want to crunch numbers for soleless corporations that were robbing people blind.

It was why he only ever saw his parents on Christmas morning, he could only stomach them for a few hours at most. Their record was two hours before they started berating, criticising and planning his life for him. 

Charlie just wanted to live his own life and do what he wanted. All whilst making people happy along the way.

He went over to the sleigh and ran a hand over the perfectly smooth wood. He just couldn’t work out what it needed, he was making this for the Canterbury Christmas Eve parade, a brand-new major event that could save his business.

People from all over Kent were coming to the Canterbury Parade so there would be tens of thousands of potential customers for him to sell to, advertise to and he could spread a lot of joy.

That would only happen if he could figure out what was wrong with the sleigh.

He supposed it could have been because of the lack of paint, but he had worked on projects where the missing thing was paint, and those projects felt different.

This feeling was like there was something seriously wrong with the sleigh. Charlie couldn’t understand why he felt like that because it was a good sleigh, it was like all the other smaller ones he had made over the years for kids, families and other charities.

There was nothing physically wrong with this sleigh.

Charlie shrugged. Maybe he was the problem, maybe he wanted to create something new, exciting and unique but he didn’t have the inspiration for it.

He realised that was the problem and someone banged on his front door, he rolled his eyes and just hoped this distraction could inspire him.

Little did he realise just how true that hope was.
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As Freddie stood outside the massive converted barn with its bright white, red and green planks that were artfully painted to make the barn an artwork in its own right, he was seriously shocked by the door.

It was clearly a large sliding door but it was perfect and stunning and beautiful. He had never seen detailed little carvings in wood before, especially on a front door twice the height of him.

There were little carvings of elves, Santas and arches. Freddie could see the little strays of hair, the little buttons on Santa’s suit and even the frayed ribbons of some of the presents in the sleigh.

This was breathtaking.

Freddie held the Christmas arrangement in his hand, and he wished he had brought gloves now. The icy coldness of the countryside was bad enough, let alone how the clay vase was chilling his skin.

Freezer burn was the last thing Freddie wanted, but outside, it felt like a real possibility.

Freddie kicked the front door again, almost feeling bad he was basically defacing a beautiful piece of art. He could see bright lights inside through the windows at the top
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