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“Mommy, where
is the Christmas tree? It’s Christmas Eve.” Mary tugged on Tessa’s
arm and lifted up doe eyes to her.

Tessa took in
a sharp breath and turned away. “I haven’t taken it out the garage
yet,” she said, pulling away. She took out a pot from the kitchen
cupboard to make some rice. “I’ve been so busy, Mary.” She knew her
voice shouldn’t sound irritated. She didn’t want it to. It wasn’t
Mary’s fault that she was half-dead on her feet most of the time,
working and looking after three children all by herself. The worst
was that she’d lent the Christmas decorations to a friend last year
when they went down to Margate along the South African east coast
for Christmas and the friend hadn’t spoken to her since. Something
about posting something private about her online.

Tessa had
given up on Facebook and any form of socialising. She didn’t have
time. Her kids were her life, but now she was growing tired of
them. She couldn’t bear their endless questions and requests for
her time, her love and assistance.

“Mommy,
everyone puts their tree up long before Christmas. Where are we
going to put the presents?”

She put the
pot down and rested her head in her hands. The throb from her head
radiated to her shoulders, and her muscled stiffened. “Mary, please
go and play. I need to make supper.”

“But Mommy.”
She whimpered, and Tessa could hear tears in her voice. Tessa’s
eyes filled with tears, but she swallowed the sob that rose into
her throat. If she started, she wouldn’t be able to stop.

“I’ll get the
tree and decorations from the garage,” her oldest son, Eric, said,
springing into the room.

“Eric, no,”
Tessa said. “I don’t have decorations. I lent them to Junie.”

“Well, can’t
we get them back from her?”

“No, we can’t.
She won’t talk to me. I don’t even know if she lives in the same
place.”

“Aw, Mom. Come
on.” Eric persisted.

“No.” Her
voice went deep and gravelly. She picked up the pot in a huff,
filled it with water and rice, and plunked it on the stove. Eric
and Mary disappeared. She defrosted some left-over chicken stew in
the microwave. It wasn’t a fancy meal for Christmas Eve, but it was
a treat to have meat. While she washed some dishes, her middle
child, Cally, came through with a book from the library. She
balanced the thick book on the kitchen counter.

“Don’t put
library books on the kitchen counter.”

Cally picked
it up and pushed it in front of Tessa’s face. “We can make our own
decorations. I know it would cost too much to buy new ones, but we
can make some pretty ones for next to nothing. Look at all these
craft ideas.”

“It’s too
late. It’s seven o’clock on Christmas Eve. We can’t start that now,
Cally.”

“We’ll stay up
until midnight. It’s Christmas Eve. It’s the best time to do
something together.” Cally’s beautiful brown eyes shone, and Tessa
smiled, touching her cheek gently with her clean finger. Something
about Cally’s simple optimism always seemed to pull out the last
glimmer of hope in Tessa’s heart.

“We will have
to go shopping for some stationery. We can buy a pie for each of
you to eat when we get home. I’ll put the casserole in the fridge
for tomorrow.”

“Or some
French fries,” suggested Eric.

Mary bounced
up and down in front of her with pure expectation despite Tessa’s
habit of disappointing her kids.

“Oh, all
right. What’s the harm? It is Christmas Eve.”

 


***

 


The
supermarket lights shone like a beacon at night. The Fourie family
walked hand in hand into the shop. There were few shoppers left at
this hour, and most of them were buying last-minute Christmas
dinner ingredients or presents. No one seemed interested in the
stationery aisle. Cally held onto the heavy, glossy-paged library
book with her finger in the right spot. She opened it up to the
page, placed it on the bottom shelf and they all stuck their heads
close to the book to find what they needed.

“Mommy, we
need gold ribbons. But this isn’t a sewing shop,” said Mary
loudly.

“Shhh!” Tessa
placed her finger to her mouth. “There are the gold ribbons, right
there.” She pointed to the gift-wrap section which was adjacent to
them. Mary ran towards the section and picked up every item to
inspect it carefully. Tessa watched her carefully while being aware
of Eric and Cally behind her finding papers, khokis, glitter glue,
craft glue, and whatever else was needed. Everything seemed to fade
around her except for the garish store decorations overhead and the
buzz of her children’s excited voices. Maybe she needed to try to
enjoy Christmas this year, even if she had little and felt lonely.
Cally touched her arm gently, but she felt as if she were in a
strange capsule of rest, floating in a bubble of acceptance.
Eventually Eric’s loud voice boomed in her ear.

“Mom, are you
okay?”

“Yes.”

“We can’t find
tissue paper. Most of the decorations are made with tissue paper.
If we don’t find it, this whole idea will fall flat.” Eric’s face
was drawn into a mature frown beyond his ten years.

She smiled
slightly. “I’m sure we’ll find it.”

“We’ve looked
everywhere,” Cally said in a matter-of-fact tone.

Tessa frowned.
Cally would be telling the truth. “Okay, I’ll look.”

Slowly, the
peace that had enfolded her began to dissolve as she couldn’t find
the tissue paper. Eventually, she stood in front of her three
distraught children. “There is no tissue paper in this store. Have
you seen the time? It’s nine o’clock at night. This store is
probably closing right now. We will have to just make the bells
with the cardboard.”

“Ma’am, may I
help you?” a man asked, walking towards her.

She
scrutinised him to see if he had the supermarket staff uniform on,
but he appeared plain clothed. She shook her head and turned to
pick up the basket of goods they had collected.

“I do work
here,” he said. “We’re wearing our Christmas cheer uniform today.”
He smiled broadly at her.

She smiled
back at him. He had round cheeks with two very prominent dimples
beside his wide mouth. His greying hair was thick and a little
messy. His red golf shirt had a circular badge on the right with
the supermarket logo on. He seemed to smell of cinnamon and Turkish
delight. She wondered if he’d been working in the sweet aisle.

“We can’t find
tissue paper.”

The dimples
disappeared. “I’m so sorry. We ran out today.”

“Oh, it’s
okay. We have to get going anyway.”

“I have loads
of it at home. My elderly mother collected it, and I inherited her
collection,” the man said.

“Cally, pick
up the library book. You nearly left it behind. That would have
been terrible.” Tessa quickly grabbed the gold ribbon from the
shelf. She began to put back all the other things they wouldn’t be
using.

He peered
closely at the book before Cally closed it up. “Are you making
Christmas decorations?”

“We were going
to,” said Eric, “but without tissue paper we can only make
bells.”

“For once
Mommy wasn’t sad,” said Mary, moving close to the friendly
stranger. Tessa pulled her away from him awkwardly. “Mommy’s always
sad, but tonight she was happy to make decorations for our tree.
Without the decorations, we won’t have a tree, then we won’t have
presents.”

“I would have
still given you presents…” Tessa stammered.

The worker
looked up at her as if he understood how she felt. She stepped back
farther. How would he know?

“If you wait
for me, I have surprise for you all. I finish work in fifteen
minutes,” he said.

“Thank you for
your help,” said Tessa, “but we should really get going. It’s late
and my children are hungry.”

“Don’t worry,”
he said. “I’ll have my elderly aunties with me in a moment. I’m
taking them home with me for Christmas. In fact, I’ve been dreading
it for months. I’ve got no clue how to amuse them. But before that,
I was going to take them out for supper. I thought you guys could
do with a Christmas Eve feast too, on me, of course.”

The Fourie’s
stared at him, paralyzed with uncertainty. At that moment, two
elderly women arrived and greeted the man with kisses and hugs and
fussing, making him blush visibly. He took their hands and asked
them if they were well and if their trip was good.

Tessa relaxed.
If she drove to the restaurant, what harm would it do to have a
free meal? It was a little awkward, but the man was like a thin
Santa Claus bearing Christmas goodwill.

“What
restaurant are you going to, Mr…?” Tessa asked.

“It’s Clark.
Clark Richards. The restaurant is behind the supermarket.”

“Oh, that’s
easy. I know that one. I’ll meet you there.”

He nodded and
went back to his aunts. She rushed to the till to pay for their few
decorations. While standing and waiting, she looked at the glum
faces of her kids. “I’m so sorry about the decorations, but at
least we get to have a nice supper.”

They nodded
submissively.

She paid and
walked with them to the restaurant, took a table for eight, and
waited awkwardly for Clark to arrive. She stared at her watch every
few minutes and after forty-five minutes, began to get edgy. What
if he never came? This restaurant was way too expensive for them
even to order a drink. They would have to just walk out. The shops
would be closed, and they wouldn’t have bought supper. Tessa
sighed. This Christmas was becoming more and more
disappointing.

“Hello,
dears.” Tessa heard a lady’s voice behind her. Next minute, she was
surrounded by the jovial aunts with curly grey hair and machine gun
questions. Her children kept them busy answering questions while
Clark sat next to her and waited patiently for her to look through
the menu. She didn’t want to choose something too expensive, but if
she chose the cheapest on the menu, he would be insulted. She
stared at the choices for some time.

“Choose what
you like out of the menu, even if it’s the cheapest.” He brought
his face close to hers. She felt an uncontrollable heat rise up her
neck and swallowed quickly.

“How did you
know?”

“I had a
feeling.” He gave her a smug smile. “Earlier, I was watching you
from my office while you were with your kids in the stationery
aisle. I was amazed at your love and patience towards them. They
seem like a busy bunch and you looked so calm.”

Tears sprang
to her eyes. “I’m never calm with my kids. I’m probably the worst
mom they could ever have.”

“Nonsense.
Look how happy they are.” He pointed at her kids, talking
animatedly with the two aunts.

She shook her
head. “My kids are miserable because I can’t even give them a
decent Christmas.”

“It’s the love
that counts.”

She shook her
head. “I don’t think they have that either.”

He just looked
into her eyes, his own bathed in sympathy. She looked down at the
menu. It felt prickly to have someone care, like a new jacket with
the tag still on. She was used to handling everything
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