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A Creature Was Stirring

by

Arlen Feldman

 

WRAPPING A DOZEN APPENDAGES AROUND THE CHIMNEY stack, it sent a spindly tentacle exploring deep down into the chimney until it felt heat. There was a fire far down below.

That wasn’t a problem for it—it could handle ridiculous temperature extremes. But the package wouldn’t survive. Closing most of its eyes to concentrate, it started to extrude a chitinous membrane from one of its larger body segments. After a few moments, the package disappeared into it, leaving a slightly incongruous set of right angles in its otherwise curvy and sinuous body.

Climbing headfirst into the chimney, its body automatically thinned out to fit into the narrow space. It had to compress the package very slightly to get through one section, but it was within the tolerances of the item.

When it reached the bottom, it allowed a small, eyeballed tentacle to drop below the lintel.

Empty.

Careful to avoid the ash that could leave smears in the room, it slid out and along the wall until it could plop down onto the floor. It took longer to retract the membrane back into itself, leaving a very slight pink area on its mostly gray body. The feeling was very slightly unpleasant, but it was used to it.

It used three tentacles to position the package under the Christmas tree and a fourth to absorb back bits of the slimy substance that had attached to the bow. There was a little bit it couldn’t get without risking damaging the delicate ribbon, but by morning the coating would harden and brush off like dust.

While doing this, other tentacles were exploring the room. On a small table, there was a hand-drawn picture of the human-perception of what a “Santa Claus” looked like, along with an even more unlikely drawing of a heart, both done in red crayon. It tasted the waxy surface with the tip of one of its many tongues.

Next to the drawing was a glass of cow mammary fluid, which it drained off appreciatively. There were also three irregularly shaped baked goods. The rules said that it could only eat one. The cookie disappeared into another mouth.

Then it flipped itself over and slid back up the chimney, going much faster without having to worry about damaging the package.

On the roof, it picked up its sack, which was made of the same chitinous material it had extruded earlier. Then it inflated its body into a canopy-shape, waited for a gust of wind, and hurled itself upwards, reshaping itself like a sail to guide itself towards the next rooftop.

It liked floating like this. If it could, it would have just let the wind take it wherever it wanted, but it had many more deliveries to make that night. Its many millions of siblings would be helping, but it was still responsible for dozens of packages.

The next roof was flat, but there was still a chimney. There was something strange about it, though. It tasted the chimney tentatively. Titanium. In hundreds of years, it had never encountered a titanium chimney.

But things changed. It used to be wood and stone homes. Then concrete came, and high-rises. Fortunately, high-rises tended to have intricate ventilation systems that were easy to navigate.

It slipped into the opening, two packages held in a bundle of tentacles as it made its way through the many turns of the chimney. Inefficient, it thought. Too many turns and a chimney ceased to function. It expected to run up against an electric heater—which would likely mean going out and finding a different route in. But no, there was simply an empty fireplace.

It dropped two eyes down this time and looked all around. White walls, no furniture. But there was an undecorated artificial tree against the far wall, its built-in LED lights flickering on and off.

Very slowly it dropped down out of the fireplace, leaving a handful of tentacles still running up the chimney. But the tree was too far across the room. It had to let go. It moved quickly, filled with an unquantified sense of unease. But it still took time to position the two packages neatly.

Several eyes had stayed pointing at the fireplace, and it saw the movement a moment before it heard the sound of metal-on-metal as a solid barrier crashed down, closing off the fireplace. It had started moving almost immediately, but it was too late. It slammed into the barrier, causing minor damage to several tentacles.

It tasted the barrier. More titanium. As strong as it was, it couldn’t break through titanium. It reshaped tentacles to their thinnest possible size and tried to insert them underneath the barrier to lift it, but there was not the slightest gap.

It was trapped.

Unpleasant stress hormones started flooding its bloodstream, and it quickly synthesized a mild tranquilizer to calm down. Then it started a systematic examination of the room.

All the walls were made of titanium. There was a slight indentation that might have been a door, but there was no crack big enough to exploit. There were also cameras everywhere, but that didn’t really matter since its kind didn’t show up on camera unless they chose to. But it had missed the pressure plate under the tree. The weight of the packages must have triggered the barrier.

It moved itself into a corner and stretched out as far as it could, changing colors slightly to match the wall. There was nothing else it could do but wait.

The worst thing was that it still had so many packages left to deliver.
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The rumbling didn’t come from the fireplace, but from one of the side walls. Several dozen eyes watched as a section of the wall slid away to reveal a window. On the other side was a man, staring right at it.

“I can see you,” he said.

It kept perfectly still, wary, and slightly afraid.

“I knew it! All these years, and finally I’ve proved it.”

The man was short, with thick glasses that made his eyes look like they were bulging. Or perhaps they were. To it, he looked very slightly deranged.

The man started taking pictures, then looked down at the screen on his digital camera with dismay.

“Why don’t you show up?” Then he looked at it directly in one of its larger eyes. “If I can’t get a picture, I’ll have to get proof another way.”

It couldn’t help it. It panicked. The window was an obvious weak spot. It propelled itself with all its considerable strength towards the narrow opening, its skin pulsing red and orange, and slammed into the glass.

It bounced off, landing heavily on the floor, several tentacles bent at strange angles.

It managed to point a few eyes towards the window. The man had disappeared, but a few moments later, he climbed back to his feet, breathing hard.

“Phew. I knew the titanium would hold you, but I wasn’t quite as sure about the plexiglass.”

It spent a few moments straightening itself out, then slid along the floor and positioned itself underneath the window. It still couldn’t get out, but at least it could no longer be seen by the man.

“Hiding won’t do you any good. I’ve waited too long for this. And I have contingencies.”

It didn’t have vocal chords, so it couldn’t speak as such, but it made several tentacles into strings and ran a rigid tentacle over it.

Who are you? The words sounded like a wheezy piano speaking but were understandable.

“You don’t remember me. No reason why you should. My name is Devin Cartwright. And we’ve met before.”

It searched its memory. It did know the name.

You were dying.

“I was alive enough to see and remember you, even if absolutely nobody believed me.”

Exactly forty-three years ago. It had come down a chimney to find a boy being beaten by his drunken father. It had snuck up on the father and knocked him out, then had resuscitated the boy with chest compressions, while dialing the rotary phone and calling for an ambulance.

“After everything happened, I spent years in foster homes, going to therapy. But I knew what I saw. There are monsters coming into everyone’s homes. It’s been my life’s work to prove it. And to find out why…” His voice suddenly got small. “Why you saved me.”

It said nothing. It had apparently not occurred to Devin that any creature that spent Christmas Eve delivering gifts to children was unlikely to allow a child to be harmed if it could prevent it.

Devin didn’t say anything for a while. It had snuck a small tentacle up to watch him, but the man was just standing there, looking like a lost little child.

But it had also looked towards the Christmas tree and the two small gifts sitting below it. It had delivered them because there were two children at this address, and neither of them had the name Cartwright.

Why are there children here? It thrummed.

Devin looked up, almost like he’d forgotten why he was there. “I’ve done research, you see. You’ve been seen lots of times. There’s lots of references in old books and online. If you know where to look.”

It hadn’t been seen very often, but in a family of millions, it was inevitable that there would be sightings and stories. It was unlikely that any human would be able to tell them apart. It was a huge coincidence that it happened to be it who Devin had captured.

The children?

Devin’s face sagged. “I had to. Don’t you see? You only come to houses with children, and I don’t have any children of my own.”

It felt genuinely sorry for Devin, but that didn’t matter now. Devin was no longer a child, but there were children here who needed its help. Assuming it could figure out how to get out of this room.

It did have one option, although it would be uncomfortable. Carefully it extruded out a section of its stomach into a long purple tongue-like extremity, then, with a quick, squelchy movement, wiped it across the glass, leaving a coating of stomach acid.

“What was that?” Devin was looking panicked now, and it was worried that he would close the panel over the window, but instead he pulled out a small remote and hit a button.

Current arced through the floor and walls, sending it flying, pain shooting through its limbs. It landed across the room in an amorphous blob.

“Don’t try to get out,” Devin warned. “You’re trapped.”

Very slowly it managed to form itself back into shape. As it did so, it tasted the floor. Titanium, yes, but also copper. Titanium was a poor conductor, so Devin must have embedded a grid of copper.

Even as it lay there shuddering, it wondered what was wrong with Devin—what had driven him to this. He’d obviously become obsessed. Maybe it should have checked on him after what had happened, but there was little that it could do—other than deliver gifts.

Keeping its upper surfaces as still as possible, it carefully started to shift its weight away from the grid and onto dozens of tentacles that just fit within the space between the copper wires, all the while pointing an eye towards its captor.

Devin had put down the remote and was now trying to take pictures again, probably hoping that the electric shock would make it show up. He looked at the camera’s screen then looked down at it through the window.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” he said, his voice almost pleading. “But I have to have proof. Have to show them…” He picked up the remote again and hit the button. When nothing happened, he hit it again, looking horrified.

It hoped that enough time had passed. It bunched itself up and then drove at the window. The plastic, weakened by stomach acid, warped, then gave way. It had to grab Devin to stop him from being hit by the flying chunks of plastic. Then, as gently as it could, it knocked him out.
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The bedroom door was locked. It slid a tentacle into the lock and reshaped it until the pins clicked and the tumbler rotated open. It peered into the room through the tiny eye on the end of the tentacle.

There were two children—a boy of five and a girl of six. They were playing with toys that Devin had obviously put out for them, but there were tear tracks on both of their faces.

This was going to be tricky.

It reshaped and hardened a few tentacles into bells, then started to ring them softly. It was the sort of sound that the bells on reindeer might make. The little girl looked up, frowning.

Ho Ho Ho. It had a lot of practice with that one, and it genuinely sounded like a large man laughing, albeit with a bit of a stringy wheeze behind it. Now, both of the children were staring at each other.

Time to go children. A bit wheezy, but plausible. It opened the door slightly, then slipped down the stairs and waited. It took a few minutes for the children to build up their courage, but finally the door pushed open, and they stood there, holding hands.

There was a light over the stairs, and with a quickly shifted pair of tentacles it made a shadow on the wall—of a large man with a beard, and a sack over his shoulder. In previous centuries, that figure would have been terrifying, but today it was one of the most recognizable shapes on the planet. The children started down the stairs.

Just before they got to the turn, it slid away and opened the front door, then rolled at high speed to the neighboring house. This house had children and beautiful decorations. It must be safe. It pounded on the door.

There are children in danger. Help them.

The children were just coming out of the front door. With enormous effort, it puffed itself up into the shape it had shown as a shadow earlier, forcing bits of itself to color in a red body with white boots and a white beard. If they were even a little bit closer, the illusion wouldn’t have worked, but from a distance, it was just good enough. It beckoned to the children, and they ran towards him.

Just then, the front door of the neighbor’s house started to open. It used the distraction to thin itself out and turn gray before shooting up the wall. It waited until police cars and an ambulance pulled up at the house, then let itself float away.
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The following year it was happy to see the two children back at home, apparently none-the-worse for wear. It delivered two especially large gifts under their tree, sucked up the cow mammary fluid and ate a cookie, then went on to finish its deliveries.

But instead of returning home, it travelled far upstate to make a final delivery.

Getting into the building was surprisingly easy. It entered through a disused coal chute, then worked its way through the vents until it found the right place.

Devin’s room was not exactly a cell, though it was locked from the outside, and there were bars on the window. Even the children’s parents had thought that a psychiatric hospital made more sense for him than a prison, and the prosecutor had not pushed the issue.

He’d started to decorate the walls with hand-drawn images of uncanny creatures with lots of eyes and tentacles, as well as with maps of sightings, drawn from memory. Some of these drawings had been used at his trial.

It had to wait for Devin to finally fall asleep before unlocking the door with a tentacle, dropping the wrapped present on the table, and then withdrawing, locking the door after it. Technically, presents only went to children, but it could make its own decisions about when to break the rules, and Devin hadn’t really had a proper childhood.

It slithered back into the vents. It was done for another year.
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Devin didn’t notice the parcel at first, then gaped at it, afraid it was a trick. Then he thought that it really was a trick—something to silence him, perhaps. But the monster had had an opportunity to do that a year ago and hadn’t taken it.

But it was a bit pointless. The only thing he’d ever wanted, he’d never get. Still, it was Christmas. He picked up the package and opened it.

It was a framed photograph. At first, it just looked like Santa Claus, but if you looked really closely, you could see that it wasn’t Santa Claus at all. The shape and the colors weren’t quite right, and what should have been buttons and bells were actually eyeballs.

Devin stared at the picture for several long moments. Then, for the first time in years, he smiled.
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The Key to Christmas

by

Josh Morrey

 

SADIE PUSHED THE STOOL AGAINST THE CABINET in the kitchen and climbed up to peer onto the countertop. Her goal was the large tray of toffee Mommy had made that afternoon. Sadie was hoping to snitch a piece before the toffee got divided up for the Christmas plates Mommy was making for friends and neighbors.

To her disappointment, the counter was bare. No treats, no candy, not even cookies. All she found were some crumbs, a few Christmas cards, and a strange little object lying beside one of the cards. Curious, Sadie stretched out her little arm, straining to reach the thing. Her tiny fingers were just able to touch it, and she dragged it across the counter towards her. Prize gained; Sadie climbed down before examining it.

She thought it was a key of some kind, but it was different. Not like the keys Mommy and Daddy used for the car or the house, this one was long and skinny, with a fancy handle on one end and three big teeth on the other. She’d never seen anything like it, and she wondered what it was for.

A racket sounded from the nearby stairs as Sadie’s oldest brother Steven bounded down, jacket in hand.

“Hey, kiddo,” Steven said. He tousled Sadie’s hair as he passed, stopping to pull open the fridge. He was tall and skinny, with brown hair like Sadie’s, and bright, happy eyes.

Sadie smiled as she watched him. She liked Steven, and not just because he was her brother. He was always nice to her—unlike Simon, who could be really mean sometimes—and Steven was old enough to drive! She wanted to be just like him someday.

Sadie looked at the key in her hands again. If anyone knew what it was for, Steven would.

“Steven?” she said, walking over to the fridge.

“Hmm?” Steven mumbled. He shut the door and looked at Sadie. A large, red apple was jammed into his mouth. Sadie giggled. He pulled the apple out with a big bite. “What’s up, kiddo?” he said as he chewed. “I have to go soon.”

Sadie held up the key. “What’s this for?” she asked.

Steven looked at the object, then at the cards on the counter, then back at Sadie. A tiny smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. He crouched in front of her and took the key, looking at it closely.

“Oh, this is important,” he said.

“It is?” she said.

“Yup. You found the Key to Christmas.”

“The Key to Christmas? What’s that?”

“It’s very special. Don’t lose it.” He returned the key and stood back up.

“But what does it do?” she asked, turning it over in her hands.

“That,” he said, bopping her on the nose, “you’ll have to figure out for yourself. Now I gotta run. Love you, kid.” He kissed her on the head and hurried out the door to the garage. It was Saturday, which meant Steven had to go to work.

“Love you, too,” she muttered quietly as she stared at the key.

The Key to Christmas.

What was that? She’d never heard of it. Granted, this was only her sixth Christmas, so maybe she still had a lot to learn, but no one had ever said anything about a key before. What did it open? A door? A treasure? Did it have something to do with Santa? Sadie really wanted to know. Why hadn’t Steven explained it better before he left? She decided she would have to ask someone else, so she left the kitchen to find Mommy or Daddy.

In the family room she found Simon playing a racing game on the TV. Simon was ten, and was around a lot more than Steven, since he couldn’t drive. His hair was red, like Mommy’s, and his face was covered in freckles. Daddy liked to tease that a strawberry had sneezed in Simon’s face when he was a baby. Simon was usually nice to Sadie, but sometimes he said mean things. He always said sorry later…when Mommy or Daddy made him.

“Simon, do you know what the Key to Christmas is?” she asked.

Eyes glued to the screen, Simon said, “The what?”

“The Key to Christmas.”

He mashed the buttons on the game controller. “Oh, that’s easy. It’s all the presents.”

Sadie stared at him. That didn’t even make sense. The key is presents? No, it’s not, it’s a key. The presents are wrapped and under the Christmas tree. The key is in her hand. Maybe he didn’t understand her. “But—”

“Shh!” he hissed. “I’m winning, and you’re gonna mess me up.” He leaned to the left as his car went around a corner.

Sadie shut her mouth, scowling at him. He probably didn’t really know what the Key to Christmas was anyway. She left him to his game and went looking for Mommy.

Mommy was in the laundry room, pulling a pile of clean clothes out of the dryer when Sadie walked in.

“Mommy?” Sadie said.

“Hi, honey,” Mommy replied. “What are you doing?”

“I’m trying to learn what the Key to Christmas is.”

Mommy put the last of the clothes in the laundry basket and opened the washer. Like most Saturdays, she wore a pair of Grampy’s old overalls, with holes in both knees, and her faded, but brightly colored “chore shirt” as she called it. “The key to Christmas? Where did you hear that?” Mommy asked. She pulled out wet towels a few at a time and shoved them into the dryer.

“Steven told me.”

“I see. So, what did he tell you?”

“Nothing, he just left for work. Do you know what the Key to Christmas is?” Sadie held the key up, but Mommy didn’t look.

“Well, to me, the key to Christmas is helping people who are less fortunate than ourselves. It’s about serving others.”

Mommy’s answer made less sense than Simon’s. Sadie was about to ask more when the doorbell rang.

Mommy slammed the dryer shut and pushed the button. The dryer hummed to life. “That’s probably the pizza guy,” she said. “Go tell Grampy it’s dinner time, okay?”

Before Sadie could reply, Mommy hurried out of the room. Sadie tucked the key into her pants pocket, though it was so big the top stuck out. Maybe Grampy would know what the Key to Christmas was.

Sadie walked down the stairs to the basement where Grampy lived. He’d moved in with them after Grammy died. Sadie didn’t remember Grammy; she was just a baby then. But she sure loved Grampy and played with him almost every day.

Grampy was sitting in the big, soft chair in his bedroom, reading a book, like always. His white hair and beard made him look like Santa Claus, except that he was too skinny. He sure was jolly enough, though. Grampy looked up when Sadie walked in.

“Well, hello, darlin’,” he said, his eyes lighting up. He slipped a piece of paper into his book and set it on the table beside the chair. “Come here.”

Sadie climbed up into his lap. He wrapped his big arms around her and squeezed until she giggled. He smelled like spice cake.

“What are you doing down here, little one?” Grampy asked.

“I want to know what the Key to Christmas is, but everyone keeps giving me weird answers.” Sadie snuggled into Grampy’s warm sweater.

“The key to Christmas, eh?” Grampy said. “Seems to me you already know the answer.”

“I do?” Sadie said, looking up at him.

“Sure, you do. Whose birth do we celebrate at Christmas?”

“Baby Jesus.”

“That’s right. He’s the reason for the season, as they say. Without him, there would be no Christmas, no atonement, and no resurrection.”

Sadie pursed her lips. “What’s rez-nur-ecshun?”

Grampy laughed. “Well, that means we all get to live again, and see each other again, after we die.”

Sadie sat up. “So…you’ll get to see Grammy?”

“That’s right.” Grampy nodded. “And it’s all because of what Jesus did for us. That’s why we celebrate his birth. Without him, we would all be lost.”

“So that makes him the Key to Christmas?” Sadie asked. She still didn’t understand what that had to do with the key poking out of her pocket.

“Well—”

“Dad?” Mommy called from upstairs.

“Oh!” Sadie gasped. “I was supposed to tell you the pizza is here.”

“Pizza? And you didn’t tell me?” Grampy tickled Sadie. As she squealed with laughter, he shouted. “We’ll be right up!”

Grampy stood, threw Sadie over his shoulder, and carried her upstairs, tickling her all the way. She didn’t even mind that the key kept poking her in the side.

In the kitchen, Mommy and Daddy were getting plates and cups out while Simon sat at the table playing a game on Dad’s phone. Grampy dropped Sadie into her seat and sat next to her. Daddy passed the plates around while Mommy set the pizza in the middle of the table. It smelled like cheese and pepperoni, Sadie’s favorite.

“Let’s say a prayer,” Daddy said, snatching his phone away from Simon, who gave a whine.

Sadie started to fold her arms, but the key was still poking her in the side. She quickly pulled it out and set it on the table next to her plate.

“What’s that, Sadie?” Mommy asked.

“It’s the Key to Christmas,” Sadie replied.

“Wait,” Simon said. “That’s what you were talking about?”

Sadie nodded. “I found it on the counter. Steven said it was the Key to Christmas, but I don’t know what that means, and no one will tell me.”

“No one will tell you?” Daddy said. “Who did you ask?”

“Everybody,” Sadie whined. “Simon said the Key to Christmas is presents, Mommy said it was helping other people, and Grampy said it was Baby Jesus. I just want to know what it opens.”

Mommy and Daddy smiled at each other. Simon laughed. “It’s just a tree ornament, dummy. It came with the Thornocks’ Christmas card this year. It doesn’t open anything.”

“Simon!” Mommy snapped.

Simon looked away and slid down in his seat. “Well, it doesn’t.”

Daddy gave Simon one of his you’re in trouble looks, then looked at Sadie. “Well, sweetie, everyone is right.”

Sadie didn’t understand.

“Sometimes words have more than one meaning,” Daddy said. “Like the word ‘bark.’ It can mean the stuff on the side of a tree, or—”

“Or the sound a dog makes!” Sadie said, grinning.

Daddy smiled. “That’s right. Well, it’s the same thing with the word ‘key.’ It can mean an object that unlocks things—like the one you have—or it can also mean the most important part of something. So, while you were asking about a physical key, everyone else was telling you what they thought is the most important part of Christmas. Do you understand?”

Sadie stared at her little key. “I think so.”

“To Simon, the most important part of Christmas is giving presents, right Simon?”

Simon shrugged.

“And to Mommy, the most important part of Christmas is serving others. And to Grampy, the most important part of Christmas is our Savior, Jesus Christ.”

“What do you think is the Key to Christmas, Daddy?” Sadie asked.

Daddy looked around the table. “Well, I agree with everyone else’s keys. But I think there’s one more I would add…you.”

“Me?” Sadie said in surprise.

Daddy laughed. “All of you. My family. The ones I love the most. I think the key to Christmas is love.”

Mommy reached over and squeezed Daddy’s hand. Grampy nodded. Simon even sat up straighter in his chair and smiled at Sadie.

Sadie looked at each of them, thinking about what Daddy said. “Well,” she said after a moment. “If the Key to Christmas is love…then maybe what it unlocks is our hearts.”

Daddy smiled bigger. “I think you’re right, sweetie.”

Mommy wiped a tear away from her eye.

Simon looked at her and snickered. “Are you crying?”

“No,” Mommy said with a sniffle. “Of course not. Now, somebody say the prayer, the pizza’s getting cold.”

Everyone laughed.

“Wait,” Sadie said. She grabbed the key from the table and climbed down from her chair. She hurried around to the living room where the Christmas tree stood tall and beautiful, with twinkling lights and ornaments hanging all over it. She thought about hanging the key on the tree—Simon had said it was an ornament—but it would just get lost among all the other decorations.

Instead, she walked over to the little table beside the tree; the one that held the figures of Mary and Joseph and the shepherds. Sadie gently placed the key in the little manger, right next to baby Jesus.

Then, she ran back to have pizza with her family.

 


[image: A green wreath with red berries and a bow  Description automatically generated]



 

About the Author

 

Josh Morrey loves a good story, in any format. Whether it’s novels, short stories, video games, movies, TV, bedtime, campfire, or anything else that tells a captivating tale of what it means to be human. He’s been writing stories of his own for nearly twenty years. Most of those were submitted to Writers of the Future and, when they didn’t win, were forgotten about in some subfolder or another on his computer. Six of those submissions earned Honorable Mention in Writers of the Future, and one a Semi-Finalist. The struggle continues. In the meantime, Josh has finally started searching for homes for these long-forgotten tales. He lives in Utah with his wife and four amazing kids. Find him online at www.joshmorrey.com.


Time to Remember

by

Katie Kent

 

“YOUR SISTER WOULD HAVE LOVED IT HERE.”

I push the half-eaten slice of carrot cake to the side of my plate, my appetite suddenly gone as my stomach churns. “Why do you have to do that, Mum? We were having a nice time. Why do you have to ruin things?”

She sighs, looking into my eyes and reaching for my hand. “We can’t avoid mentioning her forever, Vicky. I’m sad too, but she would want us to get on with our lives.”

I pull my hand out of her grasp. Sad? I’m not sad. I’m angry. Really angry. How could Kerry do that to me? I’d always thought we were close.

“We need to go.” The temperature suddenly feels too warm, the lights too bright, the chatter too loud. I’m struggling to breathe, feeling lightheaded. I want to stand up and leave, get some air, but I don’t trust my legs to carry me out of here.

Mum reaches across the table for my hand again, but I pull it away. Pins and needles are shooting through my body. “Vicky, talk to me.”

Her voice sounds far away, as if I’m in a dream. I wish I was dreaming. Since Kerry died, my life has been more like a nightmare. I went to bed one day thinking everything was fine, and when I woke up the next day, Kerry was gone. I can still hear Mum’s screams in my ears.

“What can I do?” Mum asks.

Nothing. Unless you know how to bring her back.

Mum calls one of the waitresses over and asks her for a glass of water. “My daughter isn’t feeling very well,” she says.

I’m fine. It’s your other daughter who wasn’t well. And no one knew. She didn’t even leave a note. When I heard the paramedics mention suicide, I’d almost laughed. Kerry wasn’t depressed. She’d always been one of those people who was always happy. She was a glass half-full kind of girl, always telling me to be more positive. But then Mum told me she’d found her with the empty pill bottle next to her. There was no denying the evidence. At the inquest, they said that Kerry had taken her own life. It was an open-and-shut case. It wasn’t just my sister I’d lost. I’d also lost everything I thought I’d known about her.

The waitress comes back quickly with the water. Mum thrusts the glass in front of me and encourages me to drink. Soon, I am feeling a bit more normal.

“Are you going to finish that?” She points to the remainder of the cake on my plate.

I shake my head. “You have it if you want. I’m not hungry.” It’s not quite the truth, but I doubt I could keep anything down now. I’d actually had my eye on the red velvet cake, but that had been Kerry’s favourite, and I didn’t need reminders.

Mum gives me that look, the worried one that I’ve seen a lot of lately, but luckily, she seems to realise that now isn’t the time for another argument.

After she asks the waitress for the bill, I stand up. “Gotta pee,” I announce, taking a few paces in the direction of the toilets.

She touches my shoulder with her hand. “I should come with you. What if you have another funny turn?”

“I’ll take my phone.” I retrace my steps, take my phone out of my bag, and slip it into the pocket of my jeans.

As I walk past the other tables, I see the big Christmas tree with the tinsel wrapped around it, the lights sparkling and the angel standing proudly on the top, and realise that Mum was spot on. Kerry would have loved it here. She always loved Christmas; it was her favourite time of the year. The thought hits me like a sledgehammer and I shake my head to try and dislodge it. This is Mum’s fault, bringing her up like that. I keep trying to forget what happened, but Mum seems determined to remind me at every available opportunity.

After using the toilet, I look at myself in the mirror and wince. My blonde hair looks lifeless, my skin blotchy. There are dark rings under my eyes—I’ve not been able to get a good night’s sleep since it happened. When I do drift off to sleep, I’m often woken again by nightmares of Kerry. I dream that she’s drowning and that no one is there to rescue her.

Not once did she tell me she was struggling. I could have helped. I could have talked her out of it, reminded her of what she had to live for. But she didn’t give me the chance. Whatever was going on in her head, she chose to hide it, chose to pretend that everything was fine.

You don’t get to do this to me. When she made the choice to take the pills, she ruined not only her life but also mine. I take a deep breath, trying to dislodge Kerry from my mind, then turn around and walk back to Mum.

She’s looking around the room when I enter, a wistful look on her face. I clear my throat, and her expression immediately rearranges itself into a smile. “Ready to go?”

I nod, and she stands up and gathers her things.

“What shall we do now?” she asks when we get outside. It’s a cold December day, and there’s frost on the ground.

I pull my coat around me, put my gloves on and shrug. “I don’t mind.”

“How about we go over to Harrods? We could buy some new Christmas decorations.” Her eyes don’t leave my face as she makes the suggestion.

“No.” I know what she’s doing, and I’m not having any of it. I don’t want to celebrate Christmas this year; too many bad memories. We should never have come here. “Let’s just go home.”

She sighs again, and I feel a sudden stab of guilt, but I can’t do this. The lid is threatening to come off the bottle I’ve tightly bundled my emotions into. “Okay,” she says. “If that’s what you want.”

“It is.”

We walk in silence until we come to the outdoor ice rink. Kids and adults glide around on the ice, laughing gleefully. I glance at it and start to walk in the other direction, but Mum grabs hold of my sleeve.

“Want to have a go?” she asks. “We’ve got time.”

“No.”

“Vicky…” she begins. “You and Kerry used to love ice skating.”

“Used to.” I try to push away the image of me and my sister on the ice. As the eldest, she took it upon herself to teach me how to skate. Later, we went skating together, trying to outdo each other to complete a lap of the rink first. She always won, although sometimes I came close.

“She always wanted to go to an outdoor rink. Do you remember?”

I feel like steam is shooting out of my ears, just like in the cartoons. How many times have I told Mum that I don’t want to be reminded of Kerry? But she keeps on bringing her up, over and over again.

“I want to go home.” I take off before Mum can argue again, striding as fast as I can towards the train station, my head down so that I don’t have to see any more happy people. How I wish I could turn back time, be one of those people who are looking forward to Christmas. Mum struggles to keep up, but I don’t slow down—until we get to a street performer.

People are in my way, and I am naturally forced to slow my pace. As I push through the crowd, I turn my head to the side. A small guy dressed as an elf is street dancing to pop songs. He’s not bad, actually. Music is booming out of an old-fashioned ghetto blaster. As I pass, one song ends and everyone breaks out into applause. Then ‘Last Christmas’ starts, and it stops me in my tracks.

There’s a lump in my throat as a flashback of Kerry singing along to this song hits me. This was always her favourite Christmas song. Tears are pricking at my eyes, and I swallow. There are stars in my vision.

“Vicky, are you alright?” Mum has managed to catch up to me.

“No, I’m not okay. I miss her, Mum.” The tears finally start to flow, then. I’m sobbing so hard that people are looking at us and whispering.

I feel Mum’s arm around me, and I manage to manoeuvre myself—half walking and half being led by her—to some steps up to the nearby market. I flop down onto the step, still crying. Now I’ve started, it’s like I can’t stop. I’d cried when I’d found out Kerry had died, of course, but not since I found out how she died. I didn’t even cry at her funeral. I was too angry with her. I’d felt really out of it whilst Mum had cried next to me. I hadn’t even tried to comfort her or anything. It was like I wasn’t even in my own body, like I was watching it from far away.

It’s a few minutes before I notice that Mum is crying, too. Not like me, but there are tears rolling down her cheeks as she sits next to me on the step.

“Mum?” I manage to get myself under control. My voice is croaky, my face wet.

“I’m sorry,” she says, sniffing. “For bringing you here. But you were so closed off, so detached about Kerry’s death—I hoped all the Christmas things might trigger something.”

I clench my fists. “That’s not fair.”

Mum’s face pales, but she continues speaking. “I just wanted you to admit that you needed help.” She shakes her head. “I think about what Kerry did every day. I wish I’d noticed there was something up. I can’t help but feel responsible.”

“That’s how I feel.” I sigh. “How could I not notice that she was so depressed?”

Mum tries to smile. “Whatever your sister was going through, she kept it to herself. There was nothing either one of us could have done. And we’ll never know why she did it. That’s hard, but we have to find a way to move past it.”

I lower my head.

“It’s too late to help Kerry. But I don’t want to lose another daughter. I could see you struggling, and I couldn’t bear to sit by and do nothing. I wanted to suggest counselling, but I knew you weren’t in the right headspace for it. Maybe now?”

I trace a shape on the step with my foot. “Yeah, maybe. I’ve been trying to forget her. I thought it would be less painful that way. That’s why I got angry when you kept mentioning her name. But I don’t want to forget her, Mum. I want to remember my sister.”

Mum reaches out her hand and puts it on my shoulder. It’s comforting. “What happened to Kerry, it was shocking and tragic, but let’s try and honour her memory by thinking about the good times we had with her. Especially at Christmas. She’d want us to do that. Remember how excited she always got when we put the tree up? She’d dance along to the songs as
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