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A Flamin’ Good Christmas Story / J. Crothall

Ah Chri st nas.

VWhat other tine of the year fills us with such a profound
sense of fraternal |love that we actually put down our cell-
phones and concern ourselves with the oncomng traffic? Wen
el se do we think of Ioving thy neighbor instead of blasting our
music to counter their pestiferous and rather intimdating |ove-
maki ng? What el se but the season of giving has us delivering
heart-felt gestures of gratitude instead of obscene gestures of
contenpt? Is it sonething in the nusic, a hypnotic chant
devi ously researched and conpiled by ‘big brother’ to sedate us
for a few weeks of the year and boost narket shares in
fruitcake? |1|s Father Christmas, Santa Caus, Jolly Ad Saint
Ni ck, just a synbol of sonme red political faction that likes to
cl ai m ownership of us, if only for the duration of one
m stl et oe-dodgi ng day? 1Is this done for the glory of good and
fellowship, or is it sinply to fulfill sone |last-m nute year-end
gquota of good deeds before sodding off into the New Year guilt-
free and ready to bonk your best friend s mate?

No no, take your time, nmull these thoughts over. |’'mvery
patient. One mght say | have the patience of an angel, which
actually could do a great deal towards explaining this rather
lum nous ring spiraling around ny head. OCh it |ooks all well
and good in those old paintings, but you try noddi ng off when

you have the gol den arches shining their neon |ight over your
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forehead. Still, it cones with the territory. The nanme’s not
inportant if it’'s all the sane to you, but the job is what it’s
all about. It’s your standard gaff, watching over the down-
trodden and patting the kiddies on the head when they’ ve wet the
bed. Not the nobst gl anourous job, but the benefits are good.

You still don’t believe ne, do you? What, just because |’'m
not speaking in ‘thou’s and ‘thy’s and | haven't yet °‘harkened’
sonet hing neans |’ m not sone divine bl oody being? Steady on,
it’s not all about choirs and angels singing “Aoria . | nuch
prefer alittle Frank Sinatra, thank you very nuch. Besides, |
don’t even know who this naffin” Goriais. She' s not on ny
shift, anyway. Muist be a right |ooker if you think we spend al
our time chatting about her.

No, I"'mhere to do nmy job and tell you all a poigniant
holiday story. Thought you were too old for that, didn't you?
This ain’t no bl oody pantom ne sunshine, so you can stop
expecting sone trollop in tights. |’mtal king about a Christnmas
story for grown-ups - the kind that makes you think. The kind

t hat nakes you feel a bit guilty about all the preoccupations

that stop you from appreciating what you have. |It’Il put you
right off your Christmas pudding, this will. | don’t know, do
you even still do Christmas puddi ng anynore? Things have
changed a bit, haven’'t they? | nean, there was once a tine when

there was only one place Christmas should be spent - a gathering
of joy and celebration in the nost sacred of places. The pub.

VWhat this world has cone to | just don’'t know.
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Anyroad, Christmas isn’'t all fun and ganes for everyone,
and it really isn't expected to be. For exanple, if sonme nother
just lost her son in a drive-by shooting right in heart of old
London, then of course she’'s not going to be pulling anyone’s
cracker this year, and to tell you the truth I'll be right there
al ongsi de her sipping on the Vodka. M/ friends, you' re not the
only ones feeling blue, so stop acting like you re the nost hard
done by person on this earth. Ah but therein lies the rub, or
sonme rubbish at least, don't it? The self-serving pity-nme’s who
act a right msery because Father Christnmas didn’'t bring them
the two hundred quid piece of high-fi they had their heart set
on, or those who brood every holiday season because it nmarks the
anniversary of their pet budgie' s death. There are those who
are not happy unless they’ ve got sonething to have a noban about.
And if that is you, then ‘you are who |I'’mtargeting, sunshine.

You and ny mate Duncan.

Duncan has always had a few dirty fingers in a fewdirty
pies He started doing it as a teen in order to supplenment his
wages at Tesco’'s, and it was only a gane until he had a wife and
two kids to care for. You see, Duncan and his brood are of the
poor persuasion, and with Christmas on the way he found it a bit
hard to find the enthusiasmrequired to crack open the egg nog.
add Duncan, it seens, was caught in the mddle of two |lines, one
of which is designated, in plain red lettering, as the ‘poverty
line’. He was too rich to qualify for nost social aid prograns,

but wasn’t poor enough to have Sir Bob Gel dof wite a song for
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his famly and gather up a gaggle of aging rock stars to sing
it. So all he had left was his mate-of-a-nmate who knew a guy
who coul d hel p hi m make a bob or two.

But not this year. No, his wife had nade a stand. No nore
illicit dealings. Easier said than done though, weren't it?
She wasn’t the bread winner. She didn’t have the hopes of their
children resting upon her checkbook. She wasn’'t the one who was
going to receive the scathing stares of their disappointed
children when Father Christmas didn’'t deliver as promsed. Hi's
daughter was desperately in need of a ‘ Make Me Pretty’, an
eerily disenbodi ed head affi xed to a plastic base upon which she
could sadistically practice her evil art of cosnetology. His
son, not to be outdone, would apparently burst if he did not get
a car nodel kit, conplete wth attachable spoilers and | owrider
suspension. The entire ensenble was entitled ‘Pinp My Ride’.
Can you believe that? | renenber a day where toys did not rely
on adjectives that were once considered derogatory descriptions
of a highly illegal occupation in order to boost sales. Back in
my day, toys had class and taste. The Garden of Eden Pl ayset,
that’s what | had. Good whol esone fun. Ganted ny favorite
action figure was Cain - he had this brilliant kung-fu action
fratricide grip.

Anyway, his wife and darling (if not demandi ng) children
were Duncan’s strength and backbone. Wenever he canme hone from
a grueling day at work - be it on or off the taxman’s books -

they were the only people that could possibly show himthat it
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was not all in vain. Wenever he questioned the need behind his
voluntary sl avery, he had only need imagine their faces. H's
worl d revol ved around their’s, and their’s, in turn, revol ved
around his. Well, technically in causality that is an
inpossibility. Two planetoids can not orbit each other, as the
larger will snare the smaller as a satellite, such as Earth’'s
moon. One could argue that the two planetoids are the sane
size, but the odds of that happening are so mnute that |’ m not
even going to hunor you, and it’s really all aside fromthe
point, isn't it?

A d Duncan, it seens, was not filled wth the Christnmas
spirit, and was not very happy about going hone and telling them
that Christnas was going to consist of a processed m crowavabl e
turkey and a book voucher with a value of three quid. Wl one
thing was for sure, he couldn’t. | nean, no one wants a book
voucher on Christmas, do they? Well, nost don't. [|I’'m
unfortunately barred frompointing fun at those who do. No
child of his was going to be content wwth a sad present such as
that, and he was set to do sonething about it.

As ny mate Duncan trudged down the snow packed si dewal k he
made his way past grunbling shoppers who bal anced nore bags than
they could possibly carry. The old urge to relieve them of one
or two packages was present, but he fought that off like a
vanpire in a blood bank. One woman even went so far as
conpl ai ni ng about the age old quandary - what to buy the man who

has everything? |f he has everything, then why the flamn hel
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are we so worried about hin? Neverm nd, force an understandi ng
smle, there’'s a good |ad. Must practice that pleasant

di sposition now, nmustn’'t we? After a |long day sweating at the
unforgiving plant, it was nowtinme to | ook forward to goi ng hone
and relaxing wth a snifter of port by the fire, sat in your
favorite arnchair with the kids at your feet, watching sone
agi ng conedi an’s holiday special on the telly, right?

Wong. For one thing he didn't have a fire. Then, of
course, there was the fact that he would not get hone for
anot her five hours. In an attenpt to nmake that extra bit of
Chri stmas cash, old Duncan had taken on another job, in which he
sat in front of a tel ephone all evening calling people in their
homes and interrupting themwhile they watched that aging
conedi an’ s holiday special, asking themif they d |like to buy
tickets to a Christmas Eve Pageant. The nere fact that it was a
charity justified them paying himonly two quid an hour, and the
charity behind the operation had himgreatly suspicious.

So you’' re probably wondering by now what |’ m going to do
about all this. AmIl going to do sone ‘It’s a Whnderful Life’
type of deal and show hi m how buggered his wife's |ife would
have been if he’d never been born? WII | have himvisited by
several colorfully characterized ghosts to show hi mvari ous
phases in tinme to remind himof all his trespasses? WII |
| eave nysterious bundl es of pre-wapped presents under his
Christmas tree? Nope. There's only one thing that can resol ve

a situation such as this.
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|’ m gonna give hima right kicking.

As al ways, the battery-operated chine played a brutalized
version of ‘Joy to the Wirld as Duncan opened the door. He
pl anned to take a hanmer to the thing on his |ast day of work.

It was a small rented office space, occupied by a few tables, a
variety of chairs in assorted condition, a few phones, and a
mass of wires that worned their way underfoot and towards a
panel on the wall. ©Ch, and a short twelve inch Charlie Brown
quality Christmas tree sitting on the corner of the supervisor’s
desk. There were no wi ndows and only one exit, and he coul d not
imagine it being up to any sort of building code.

“Dunk!” a lanky man in festive red suspenders call ed,
greeting himwth a horribly wwde smle and imtating a
basket bal | er’ s sl am dunk.

The supervisor was an odd sort with a nost unfortunate
di sposition fromwhich he suffered quite noticeably - he was
American. |t never ceases to amaze ne how cul tures can
contradi ct thensel ves so severely. After all, you wal k down
virtually any street in England, approach a conplete stranger,
make direct eye contact and ask them how their afternoon is, and
next thing you know you' re chatting up a storm You try that in
New York City and you're liable to wind up shot. However, you
i nport an American businessman and allow himto inpose his
i deol ogy upon his enpl oyees and you have a level of famliarity
so invasive that even your chatty nei ghbor would fee

i nti m dat ed.
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“Duncan,” our man corrected, and not for the first tine.

“Not a basketball fan, eh?” the supervisor asked, patting
his back forcefully. “lIs it just soccer in this country? Do
you play?”

Duncan gritted his teeth. “Haven't the tine,” he nuttered,
trying to force a smle. It hurt his face. It really, really
hurt.

The supervisor | ooked at his watch. *“Speaking of tine,
five o' clock, right on schedule!” He pronounced it ‘shed-ule’.
Duncan wanted to bludgeon himto death. The supervisor
punctuated his sentence by pointing two fake finger-pistols at
hi m and maki ng a clicking sound.

The beeping version of ‘Joy to the World went off again,
and Duncan took advantage of the supervisor’s distraction to
break away and nmake it to his workstation. As he set his coat
over the back of his chair he | ooked over to his neighbor, a
young man who had taken the job to help pay for his fast-
approachi ng weddi ng. They nodded a hell o, which pretty nuch
covered all that needed to be said between them They were both
in the sanme boat, only Duncan had two kids and a nortgage tw ce
the size of his house. But who's counting?

“CGood evening M....nanme,” Duncan recited quietly as he
stretched his arns and cracked his knuckles. “M nane is...Joe
and I"mringing you on behalf of the Hackney Young Actor’s and
Playwight’'s Society...got it...”

Well, with the whole spiel fresh in his mnd, Duncan dial ed
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the first nunber on the long printed list set before him

‘Hel | 0?7

“Yes, Ms. Bradden?”

‘Yes?' the voice asked suspiciously.

“CGood evening Ms. Bradden! M nane is Fred and |I'm
calling on behalf of the Hackney Young Actor’s & Playwight’s
Society and...”

‘“I's this sonme sort of flamn' telemarketing??

“Well...l hesitate to use the word Ms. Bradden. W’'re a
charitabl e organi zation and...”

‘Listen squire, don’t you think I'’m spendi ng enough Bugs
Bunny over the naffin’ holidays? 1It’s not enough that ne
husband is off down the rub-a-dub skiving every evening and |’ m
sat here on ne April watching the Liza all on nme Jack, but you
want to ring me up on the dog and beg for ny bees and honey?
|”ve told you | ot to bugger off, now scarper!

aick.

Duncan still held the phone a few inches away | ong after
she hung up. He couldn’t hear the dial tone for the ringing in
his ear. Well that went well. Sadly, you' re | ooking at the
archetype for his entire eveni ng.

5:45pm

“Good evening Ms. Jackson, ny nanme is Thomas and |’ m
calling on behalf of the Hackney Young Actor’s and MIIlwight’'s
Society, and | was wondering if you d be interested in

purchasing tickets to our Christmas Eve Pageant. All proceeds
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go to charity.”

“You nust be joking. | just sat through nme kid s Christnmas
pageant. |I'mglad | only have to do that once a year.

6: 15pm

“CGood evening M. Watts, ny nane is Donald and I’ mringing
on behalf of the Young Hack Actor’s & Playwight’'s Society, and
we would like to know if you' d be interested in buying tickets
to our Christmas Eve Pageant. All proceeds go towards buying
presents for the needy.”

‘Needy? Mate, | amthe needy.’

7:45pm

“I's there a M. Caplet there?”

‘This is Ms. Caplet.’

“Ms. Caplet, | was calling to speak to your husband, but

|’ m sure a woman such as yourself can nake decisions on his

behal f.”
‘“Well | have to, really. He....he died three weeks ago.
“Ch. Well. I'msorry. Perhaps....perhaps I'Il call back
|ater.”
8: 34pm

“Good evening M. Stout, ny nane is Mdses and |’ mringing
on behalf of the Hackney Young Actor’s & Socialist Playwights,
and we were hoping that you'd like to buy tickets to our
Christmas Eve Pageant. All proceeds go towards buying presents
for the needy.”

“Christmas pageant, huh?’
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“Yes sir. It would be a great evening for the kids.”

“Yeah. It would, wouldn't it?

“Can | put you down for a famly pass?”

“...uh, no. No, | can't...’

“Are you sure? There' |l be ganmes and prizes for the
children afterwards.”

‘Yeah, they'd love it, I'"msure, but I’ve just finished

with the divorce. M wife got custody of ny kids. Ex-wfe, |

guess | should say. | still can’t get used to that.’
“I"'’'msorry sir. Really...l am”
‘“You and ne both, mate. [|’Il be lucky to see them even on
weekends. Listen, 1'Il sort you out for a donation though,

how s that? Maybe | can help out sone other kids.’

“That’s kind of you sir, very kind.”

He jotted down on his notepad as the man gave himhis
details, then sinply said his goodbye. Duncan had opened his
mouth to say sonething conforting to the man, but when he took
too long to think of sonething relevant the man sinply hung up,
assum ng that he wouldn’t even get a ‘goodbye’ in gratitude for
his donation. Duncan very slowy put the receiver down and
scratched the name off the |ist.

9: 56pm

He turned to his neighbor.

“Last nunber,” he said with alnost a hint of a smle. It
had al ways been a conpetition between the two to see who coul d

finish their list before ten o’ cl ock.

11
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“Done,” the young man replied, hanging up the phone.

He al ways won. There went his al nbst-good nood.

Duncan di al ed the final nunber on the seem ngly never-
ending list. It rang about five tinmes, which was the maxi num he
gave before giving up. He fought with his urge to abandon the
call and | eave, but he was hoping to nake at | east one nore sale
for the night. Finally, as he notioned to hang up, a faint and

child-1ike voice answered the phone.

‘“...hello....?
“Hell 0,” he said, applying the sanme tone he still spoke to
hi s daughter with. “Is your nmumy or daddy hone?”

There was a | ong pause until the child spoke again, her
voi ce quivering as she tried to remenber how to address a
stranger.

‘...1 don"t...i don't know...

“Well ny nanme is Jamhal and I'"mcalling fromthe
Hackney...” He hesitated, his concern budding. “Do you know
where your parents are, |uv?”

“...1...1 don’t know...” she said again, a little nore
di straught this tine.

He | eaned forward. “Are you all by yoursel f?”

‘...1"’mnot supposed to say...

That was an obvious ‘yes’ to him
“How | ong have you been on your own, sweetheart?”

.1 don’t know. ..

It was at that point that she began to cry. She said a few
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nore words, but they were unintelligible while veiled in her
sobbi ng.

Duncan felt a tap on his shoulder. He turned to see his
supervi sor nmaking a circular notion with his finger - a signa
to wap it up. Duncan underlined the nunber on the |ist and
pointed to it. He then cupped his hand over the nouthpiece.

“Find out the address of this place.”

“\hy 2"

“I think there’s sonething wong there. There's alittle
girl all by herself.”

A knowi ng authority assuned the persona of the man that
Duncan had grown to resent. He gained a take-charge aura as he
hel d out his hand. “Here,” he said in his ‘I'll take care of
this problem citizen’ voice. For a nonent Duncan coul d
actual ly understand why he was the man in charge. He handed the
supervi sor his phone.

“Hello? H there, is your nomor dad hone little girl?
No? Do you know when they'l|l be back? OCh. Wll just you tel
themthat the Hackney Young Actor’s & Playwight’ s Society
called. Can you renenber that? W' |l get them a shout back, so
never you mnd. Bye now.”

He casually hung up the phone. Duncan stared at himwth
the bew | derment of a man who had just witness a horrid and
spect acul ar crash.

“What the flam n’ hell was that?”

“W're not babysitters, Dunk. 1It’s not our place to
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interfere.”

“What are you tal king about? That girl could have been...”

“Here Dunk,” he said, trying to maintain his spirited
attitude as he handed hima cheque. “Last week’ s wages.

Listen, we only have a few days left, and your sales are down.
|’mreally going to need you to push a little harder, okay? Now
| don’t want to be the bad guy, especially on top of Christnas,
but we’ve got to help those kids. You understand what |’ m
saying, right?” He wasn’'t about to wait for a response, and was
prepared to wal k away when he saw the page with the underlined
phone nunber still sitting on Duncan’s desk. “Ah, I'll take
that, shall 1? 1’1l add it to the finished list pile.”

Duncan tried arguing a few nore tinmes, but he just received
that plastered benign smle inreply. It was the supervisor’s
best response in the face of adversity. He' d like to see how
he’d respond in the face of a cricket bat. At a conplete |oss,
Duncan left the rented office. As he trudged off honme he
desperately tried to recall the nunber, but the order of digits
was overwitten by the flood of other arrangenents he had
encountered through the course of the evening. He had to | eave
it tothe fates, as it were, and hope that he was over-reacting,
or at least the girl had a nosey nei ghbor who woul d intervene.

Duncan took the cheque out of the envel ope and hoped to
console hinself with the fruits of his labor. It wasn't half
bad. Well, it wasn’'t that good either, but it was a few quid

nore than he had five hours ago. That dark cloud that hovered
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over himparted to allow a ray of light in, if only slightly.
Perhaps the turkey would be a little dry, and the only port he'd
be ‘snifting’ would be Tizer, but if he planned his noney
carefully then he and his son just m ght be pinping sone rides
this holiday season. He threw off the chains of an arduous
evening and decided to return to his famly wth a newf ound
appreciation. He d stop by the sweet shop and pick up a few
candy canes on his way, and naybe even wake them up when he got
home to tell themthat he overheard Santa at the mall talking
about a little girl who wanted a severed head to practice her
makeup on. The anticipation of seeing her face light up

i ncreased his step.

And that, in a nutshell, is ny mate Duncan.

Now | know you're trying to one-up ne. You' re making al
sorts of assunptions on what exactly it was | did in this
situation. Did | arrange it so that Duncan woul d get that
particular list? Didl fix it so that he'd talk to those
particul ar people? Was | the little girl on the other end of
the line? Nah. | was the yob who kicked the stuffing out of
hi s supervisor and nicked his wallet as he made his way to his
BMN That put a right smle on old Duncan’s face the next day
when he heard. | told you there was a ponce who needed a right
ki cking. You just assuned | neant Duncan. You just assuned |
was being nmetaphorical. ©Oh conme on, you d have done the sane
t hi ng.

The noral of this tale, kiddies, is that there is always
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sonmeone worse off than you. Yes it’'s nice if you can go on a
crusade and save themall, but no one is that productive.
Sonetines it’s just enough to realize that you' re not as bad off
as you think. Every man and woman i s capabl e of happi ness
provi ded they can just shut it and take a good | ook at
t henmsel ves. Count your flamn blessings, squire. And if you
can help out one or two of those people worse off than you in
the process, then you d be doing ne a personal favor.

Well that’s it for me. |[|’ve done ny bit, and now I’ m of f.
| know you probably have a few questions, and quite frankly
that’s why |'mgoing to scarper now. Not happy with such a
sinple concept? Not what you expected fromny sort? Ch well,
mustn’t grunmble, could have been worse. | didn’t guilt you into
going to church, did I? Mill it over, talk anongst yoursel ves,
and have a good flamn’ Chri stnas.

Ch, and don’t worry about the little girl. | know you were

wondering about her. Relax, mate. |It’s just a bl oody story.
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