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To Mum
I miss you most at Christmas
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3.08 a.m.

Christmas Eve

The Thief

All is quiet on Newbury Street.

The person in the navy beanie hat looks out along the two, grey rows of familiar Victorian terraced houses, taking a deep breath as they watch the Christmas lights shine from the house fronts onto the newly formed puddles. There are flashes of colour as the lights reflect with petrol swirls, reminding them of festive shop windows. It’s nearly time.

So many of the neatly spaced archways between each set of ten houses, that lead to the narrow gardens at the back, are gated these days, but people often forget to lock them. Even now. Of all the streets that look like this, stretching out around the centre of Norwich, this one’s special. This one’s theirs.

They let out a slow puff of breath that turns to ice crystals in the dark, waiting for the perfect moment. Timing is everything.

The thief stands far back on the pavement, tucked away in their purpose-bought plain-soled boots. They’ve chosen to wait, with careful forethought, in the shadows of The Mariner pub at the far end of Newbury street, not quite seen from the CCTV camera outside, nor from the one outside The Stop Shop convenience store over the road, which people had thought would catch wrongdoers so easily when they’d first been installed.

They glance over at Victory House, the four-floored, mostly council-owned block over on the other side of the street, where Brighton Road travels past it. Why the address of Victory House is Newbury Street and not Brighton Road they’ve never understood, but the three buildings form a sort of safe triangle of dark corners around them as they wait.

They take another deep breath and step forward slightly. They’re ready.

The thief has come prepared and wears black clothes, their night-time uniform of tracksuit bottoms, hoodie with button fastenings instead of a zip, and the big rucksack over their shoulder. They have a spare wool sack stuffed inside the rucksack, just in case, and as they lean forward they catch their shadow from the street lamps on the pavement and realise they look a bit like a day-early Father Christmas. They laugh to themselves, because if there’s one thing they’re not, it’s Santa.

Maybe I should wear a fake beard for next year, they think, trying to imagine the incongruousness of all that synthetic hair strapped to their smooth face. Just for fun.

The thief has always loved the thick silence that comes at this very specific time in the early hours, when nearly everybody’s asleep and everything looks like a child’s drawing of night-time. They’re often about at this hour. They still love the sneakiness of it, like they’re doing something they shouldn’t be doing, which, following a pattern that started in childhood, is usually true. They remember they still haven’t finished their Christmas shopping, but they’ve always been one of those high-street-on-Christmas-Eve-afternoon-between-popping-in-and-out-of-the-pub sort of people anyway. There’ll be time tomorrow. It’s a shame they couldn’t give all the things they’ve taken since this all began, as gifts. People aren’t that stupid. Well, not all of them.

The thief pulls back, invisible, while three women in party hats wrapped about with tinsel in badly put on coats wobble across the road, arms linked, probably on their way home from late-night two-for-one Christmas cocktails on the Prince of Wales Road, using Newbury Street as a shortcut. The thief’s excursions are usually timed perfectly to fit in the space between the drunks and the NHS workers and shift workers going out or coming back in. Today they’re on the lookout for families where someone’s insisted they all get up at a ridiculous hour to get to the other side of the country before the traffic. They don’t want to be caught out. Not today of all days, so they stay focused, raising themselves up and down from the balls of their feet with excess energy. They can’t rely on the usual routines the people of Newbury Street follow as they go about their daily lives, although, by now, they know those particular comings and goings by heart.

The thief checks their watch. It will soon be time for the upmarket milk float to be driven the length of these streets to the loyal customers who keep it going, with this year’s promised brandy cream and good cheese to be delivered in the early hours of Christmas Eve. Every morning it hums along the length of Newbury Street like someone has switched on the mains to get the day started.

It’s so quiet, and so cold, and the rain is not quite sleet, but it’s still got enough freeze to sting on its way down. Once the revellers have moved on, the thief steps out and makes their way along Newbury Street in the dark.

Their quiet boots walk past Number 135, one of the houses split into two flats so the landlord can make a fortune from those who are single and can’t afford to rent a house of their own. There are several of these down Newbury Street, usually at the other end, with proportionally high rents when it comes to it, and then the student houses, much further down, split into paid-for rooms that cost almost the same as renting a whole house. They always look ill kept from the outside because the landlords never put any care into them to start with. These houses sit there, not quite knowing what they are, with their overgrown gardens and their neon decorated wheelie bins.

The names Irma Woźniak and Isaac Iwu are biro-scrawled and lit up in their rectangle buzzer slots beside the blue door of Number 127. Flat 1 and Flat 2. A little further along, Number 121 stands out in contrast, with its expensive subtlety, small white and peach star lights around the porch roof and the decorated tree in its green-glazed clay pot, every branch threaded through with glowing white baubles. John Ellis Housing says the classic font on the For Sale sign. The house is not for sale, it’s just a little well-placed advertising that stays up all year round.

The thief smiles as they cross the road and stop, suddenly, outside Number 118, watching new rain tap into the growing puddles. The sound is comforting. The chill and the lights and that smell in the air, whatever it is, feels like Christmas. Tomorrow, there will be roast dinner and cranberry sauce and Shakin’ Stevens impressions. There will be comedy plastic glasses on springs, fortune-telling fish from the crackers and a selection of socks and mugs and keyrings that say Prosecco! or Gin! or Beer! as though these things sum a person up entirely. The thief will nod and join in and be part of it all, while not really being part of it because of their own secrets. They’ve never liked Christmas, despite putting on a good front, so they’re glad of this moment, of everything coming together, of the here and the now. Even though most roads in the city never stop completely, for this moment, everything is still.

Almost everything.

The thief breathes slowly and carefully as they put the key into the Yale lock of Number 118.

They are now an intruder.

It’s so easy when you have a key. None of that noisy, time-consuming forced entry. Using a key is so clean, it’s almost like being invited, and the last thing any intruder wants is a child staring at them with big eyes from the darkness as though Father Christmas is a day early. Witnesses make things messy, and the thief hates mess. It always ends the same way. With somebody getting hurt. Despite everything, they’d prefer not to have to resort to violence.

Frank Blake and Jen Mullany are the sort of couple who have a special Christmas welcome mat they’ve brought from John Lewis with subtle mistletoe printed on the bristles. The intruder very quietly tuts. They’re not the only one to have noticed the change in Frank Blake since his wife Allie died from cancer and he’d set up home with Jen. Even the way he dresses has changed, all smart-casual, blazer over a pressed band T-shirt and those tan square-ended lace up shoes from Next that look like pasties in Greggs. The thief would feel sorry for Frank, but considering Jen left a loving husband and good father of her kids for the man, their sympathy is severely lacking. Selfish bastard. Selfish bitch.

The living room is messy, which surprises the thief. Jen had always been so pristine before. You could eat your food from the floor back then, and she’d never have gone to bed without tidying everything away. But there are toys out and bowls with crisps and dried-out dips on the coffee table. There’s the smell of yesterday’s baked ham, and the thief turns on the small head torch that has proved so useful in these night-time excursions. Maybe she lets herself go at Christmas now. There are games still spread across the floor. Twister, Jenga, and a child-friendly version of Trivial Pursuit. The thief, gently, kicks the loose coloured wedges across the carpet. There’s an open box of Roses, with discarded wrappers all about it, shining in the dark and two half-eaten Nutcracker chocolate figures, their foil uniforms peeled down and folded over the broken edges. They hold the torch over the chocolates, pick out a handful and put them in a hoodie pocket for later. It would be rude not to.

Just like in nearly all the other houses the thief has visited so far, the presents are in the cupboard under the stairs. Lots of people on Newbury Street have been keeping them there, even after the first Amazon boxes went missing, even after the hushed voices asking how anybody could be so cruel as to steal people’s Christmas presents spread through the terraces in whispered horror. Lots of these cupboards are just covered over with a curtain, so are even easier to get to. People never think it’s going to happen to them. This always works in the thief’s favour. People rarely change their habits, even after bad things happen that suggest they should. Or they change them for a bit, then go back to exactly the way they did things before. The thief had actually committed some of the smaller burglaries in broad daylight during a chat and a cup of tea.

Because Jen and Frank – well, Jen – have more money than most on the street, there’s hope for some expensive tech, and the thief is not disappointed. In the cupboard are an Xbox 360, an iPad, a Kindle Oasis and a child’s interactive doll that looks so sad the thief has to withhold the unexpected urge to give it a cuddle. There are wrapped things too, bright in foiled paper, and they’re added to the huge sack, along with everything else. The intruder will have fun unwrapping them later.

One large box shakes with Lego with just the slightest movement. ‘Shhh,’ the thief says, smiling. Lego is expensive these days. Lots of things are. The thief has built up quite the collection.

This whole thing has been easy, one house every five days or so, saving the best till last. All the while, posters being put up saying, ‘Be vigilant!’ ‘Keep each other safe!’ People wouldn’t know how to be vigilant or keep each other safe if they tried. The thief laughs. Just a little. They try not to be smug, in case it leads to their downfall, but, really, people are ridiculous.

At the other houses it had always been a case of take the gifts and leave. For some reason, tonight, maybe it’s because it’s the early hours of Christmas Eve and everything in the house still feels so festive, the thief stops to think about how it will make Frank or Jen feel in the morning, and has the urge to do more. Money means nothing to them, Jen has enough of the stuff. So, the thief goes into the kitchen and opens the tall duck-egg blue fridge-freezer. It’s a spur-of-the-moment thing, and they know the risks of deciding to do something unplanned, but before they can stop themselves, every carefully stacked packet or tub of Christmas food or drink – turkey, pigs in blankets, brandy cream, sprouts, salmon, champagne, the lot – is carefully pulled out and put into the rucksack. There’s a bottle of sherry on the side, probably for Santa. ‘Ho, ho, ho,’ the thief mimes with a grin, sliding it into the sack with everything else.

The intruder starts to grab at the food in an almost frenzy. All they know is that every chocolate, every shiny packet, every little piece of Christmas Frank and Jen have set out neatly in their cupboards and fridge, or laid out to defrost on the kitchen side, must be taken. Nothing must be left behind. They wonder, for a moment, about themselves, about what all this means. But they don’t even feel bad as they take the little iced gingerbread people laid out on the wire racks that one of the adults has obviously made with the children, and tip them into the sack, spurred on by the fact all this makes them feel powerful, somehow.

When there’s only an old tube of tomato puree, some nearly empty jars of jam and a supermarket packet of parsley stuck to the ice at the back, the thief closes the fridge and turns to leave. It’s a good haul. Joy to the World! As always, there’s that high of just walking in and taking whatever they fancy, a disregard to the laws of hospitality that always gives them a thrill. Sometimes they take the battery out of a wall clock. Or move a bookmark. Or angle a lamp differently. The fact it’s people they’ve looked in the eye, people they’ve loved in their own way, or who have supposedly loved them, just adds to the sense of satisfaction. They know this makes them a terrible person, but that doesn’t bother them either. There are worse things than being a terrible person. And lots of people are terrible anyway and just aren’t honest about it. Most people, actually.

As the thief opens the front door to leave, they find themselves confronted by the stray tabby cat Jen calls Valentino, pressing past to come into the house. ‘Shhh. Don’t get me in trouble.’ The cat looks up and rubs his body against their calves, purring loudly. ‘You really do love without expectation, don’t you?’ they whisper and lean down to stroke him. ‘You could teach human beings a thing or two.’ They shake their head and give the cat a tickle under his chin. ‘See you later,’ the thief winks and blows a kiss at the cat. The door closes between them, quietly but firmly, as the quiet boots, and Jen and Frank’s first proper Christmas together, disappear along Newbury Street into the navy dark.


9.13 a.m.

Christmas Eve

Joanie Blake
The Patterson House, Earlham Road

Joanie runs her hand along the banister as she steps down the spiral staircase. The wood is polished to perfection and she stops to breathe in the scent of pine, of cinnamon, of the mince pies that were glazed and baked in the oven in the early hours of this morning. Everything about the scene below says Christmas, the sort of Christmas she has imagined since she first walked past Jarrolds front windows with her mum at the start of December as a child. From the dried slices of orange sewn to ivy vines, to the smell of mulled wine slowly warming through with cloves and ginger on the hob, to the birch logs in the grate, crackling, everything is perfect.

Nathan Patterson stands beside the fireplace and looks up at Joanie as she walks down the steps, and they smile at each other. He’s warming his fingers around the mug with his name on that one of the children made him at school. He’s lit candles. There are tens of them set out like a photo shoot from a glossy magazine, like in church, in clusters on the mantelpiece, and others on top of the bookshelves. He’s wearing one of those big grey jumpers you see in expensive catalogues and has pushed his dark hair back so it sits in a kind of off-centre peak. It is ridiculous really, thinks Joanie, that a person should be that well-groomed, that handsome. That dishy, as her mum used to say.

‘This is for you,’ says Nathan, holding a red glittery envelope out in front of him as she walks towards him. ‘It looks lovely in here. Thank you.’

‘You’re welcome. The candles are lovely too,’ she says. ‘Nice touch.’

As Nathan passes the envelope, she feels the warmth of the fire, smells the birch, and the cloves, and hopes her mum would be proud of her. Is proud of her, if there’s an afterlife, like her kids keep telling her with great certainty there is.

She takes the envelope and nods.

‘A little something extra for Christmas in there too,’ he says, his cheeks flushing. ‘I’m sorry it isn’t more. And I’m sorry about your mum. We miss her. This Christmas must be hard.’ He goes quiet.

The money part of this job is always embarrassing, even without the added bit about her mum. Even now, ten months since Allie died, Joanie doesn’t know why she’s kept on all her mum’s cleaning jobs. She hates cleaning, and she could have taken on extra work doing something else. But. There was something about not wanting anyone else to wipe away her mum’s fingerprints, her mum’s work. Something to do with wanting to touch the things she’d touched, to take pride in the work her mum had taken pride in, to keep it going and to prove it wasn’t all for nothing. To make her mum last.

‘Juliette says to have a wonderful Christmas. I’m sure she goes out when you’re doing your thing because she’d clean the whole place ready for when you got here! We …’ Nathan trails off.

Joanie saves them both the agony of opening her wages in front of him. ‘You want me here on the 27th, right? Usual time?’

‘That’s right,’ says Nathan. ‘We’ll probably have a lot of recycling. Bottles and things … We’ll probably have some toys we’ll be getting rid of, if you think either of yours might like them.’ He must realise how this sounds because he says quickly, ‘Nothing wrong with them, and not that you’d want or need our …’ But he doesn’t finish the sentence.

Joanie slips her arms into her Puffa jacket sleeves, pushing the envelope deep into one of the pockets. ‘Thank you. I’ll sort through it.’ She doesn’t mention the toys. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll wash all the tins and bottles out too. After all,’ she can’t help herself, ‘that’s what you pay me for. Have a lovely Christmas, Mr Patterson. Enjoy your time off.’

‘You too, Joanie,’ says Nathan Patterson, brightening. ‘I’m still on call for any juicy local stories, and I’ve got a few ideas of how to push a few bigger stories along. But I’ve pre-recorded my main slots for the next few days, so my time’s my own. Give or take.’

Joanie nods as if in agreement and puts her hand on the big iron door handle just as the mighty red door swings open and in comes Juliette, rosy-cheeked, curls falling loosely from under an oversized, silver beret. She has two of her children on each side of her, bundled up in scarves and big hats, as, together, they heave in a twelve-foot, dark green spruce tree. Joanie tries not to make comparisons with Jen Mullany, although the women are so similar they could be sisters. She’d much rather Jen didn’t pop into her head quite so often as she does. She’d liked the woman. Once.

‘Might need your help Nath,’ says Juliette, laughing. ‘We got a bit … carried away.’ She drops the trunk end of the Christmas tree down on the wooden floor and turns to Joanie. ‘Oh! It looks lovely in here. It’s practically sparkling. Oh my gosh, your hair!’ She looks at Joanie properly now. ‘I love it.’ Juliette reaches her arm towards Joanie, who flinches her head away, but Juliette’s fingers are already on her, lightly bouncing. ‘Wow! It’s set solid. I love the yellow! It looks great on you. I wish I could do my hair like that, but I could never carry it off. My hair’s not the right … texture.’

Joanie narrows her eyes, wondering what she might say in response about why women like Juliette think they have the right to touch her hair, but, for now, keeps her thoughts to herself.

‘Have a lovely Christmas, all of you,’ she says in the end. Next time, she’ll channel her little sister Tash and say, ‘Don’t fucking touch my hair.’ She bets nobody’s ever touched Juliette’s hair uninvited. Or Jen’s for that matter. Stop thinking about Jen, for God’s sake. But it’s not that easy to stop thinking about the woman your dad moved in with sixth months after your mum died. The woman who used to be your mum’s best friend. Let Dad be happy, she thinks. Still, it’s not always easy.

‘We will have a merry Christmas, won’t we, darling?’ Juliette smiles at Nathan and then frowns, just a little. ‘At least he’s promised he won’t go out on any of those early-hours local interest stories he’s so fond of. How many local reporters do you think are off out at three in the morning, chasing stories? None. That’s how many. I always say, there’s ambition and then there’s … whatever Nathan’s got.’ She shakes the tone out of her voice. ‘The daft angel.’

‘That’s quite enough of that!’ laughs Nathan, quickly. ‘I’m sure Joanie doesn’t want to hear all the boring tales about me watching badger setts in Elveden Forest, trying to see how gamekeepers catch poachers or sneaking up on fly tippers off the A47. Say Merry Christmas to Joanie, kids!’

‘Merry Christmas, Joanie!’ the four Patterson children chirrup together, and then they’re all back to it, with Nathan helping them, heaving the big tree fully into the hallway. ‘Dad, you won’t believe what Mum got to go on top this year. She knows you like that star and it’s tradition and all that, but just wait till you see!’

Joanie steps outside and closes the door behind her.

How do they manage to be so … perfect? Is it just money, like her dad always said? Money would certainly make things easier, would give her and the kids more choices. She’s seen the receipt for the Pattersons’ Christmas alcohol delivery – £500. Joanie earns £850 take home a month from her job as a teaching assistant. Cleaning is an extra £32 a week. She tops up her gas and electric on a card and a key. She pays for their water on a card that still has Allie’s name on. Different worlds. Her dad’s in that world now too. And he’s left her and the kids, and Tash, far behind. Even though they still see so much of him, it’s different.

She pulls her phone out of her coat pocket.

Dad. 3 Missed Calls. She’ll call him later.

As she walks, she thinks of all the years her mum made his pack up for work, wrapping his favourite sandwiches in foil, with him saying proudly to friends, ‘Nobody makes sandwiches like my Allie.’ She pictures a long road disappearing into the distance, made of all the foil her mum had ever used to wrap them, smoothed out, covered in breadcrumbs, in little fallen pieces of ham and tomato. What was it all for?

She turns into Earlham Road. Despite everything she has been forcing herself to look forward to Christmas. She’s tried to keep as many of her mum’s traditions as possible. It’s important for both her kids, Patti and Dylan, who loved her mum as much as she did. It’s important for Tash too, even though she’s being closed off and having a go at her for trying to be like their mum. Joanie tries not to think too much about any of it. She reminds herself how lucky she is. Every night before bed she says thank you to the Universe for Patti and Dylan. Nobody has everything. Her mum used to say that. And looking back at how this year has progressed, and her mum not even being here at all now, she realises how right she was. Just keep going. Some days it’s as simple, or as hard, as that.

She walks quickly. The paths are empty, although the road is busy, steamed-up car windscreens and light drizzle, people from outside the city rushing in for last-minute presents. In many ways, she is glad her dad is happy. She will never forget his face when her mum took those last breaths. He’d sat with her as long as he was allowed, his head on the side of the bed and his hand on the pillow. When they got home from the hospital, he got into bed, and didn’t get out until the next afternoon, when he had to arrange things, like funerals song sheets and who was going to make the food for the wake and letting people know. Joanie would never let herself forget watching him begin the unthinkable journey of being Frank without Allie and it’s why she can’t be as angry with him about Jen as Tash, who wasn’t there to see any of it. Even though it hurts.

Joanie imagines Tash saying, ‘Don’t go soft on him. He’s betrayed Mum. And us.’ Standing with her hand on her hip, twirling a strand of multicoloured hair between her fingers. They’d already had one argument today, about the turkey of all things. Mum might have laughed about that. That’s the thing when someone dies. You can only imagine what they’d say or do in all the situations they are no longer here for, but, really, that’s the imaginary them you’ve created. It’s not really them. Everybody who loved them is imagining a different person.

She takes a detour, like she always does, past the cemetery and whispers, ‘Merry Christmas, Mum’ as she goes. She hasn’t visited the grave yet. She keeps meaning to but somehow never quite gets past the main entrance.

Just take it one day at a time.

Nobody has everything.

She repeats these phrases to herself as many times as she has to, to stop the wretched feeling sink insider her.

Joanie faces the sky and lets the drizzle fall on her face. It’s so cold, but she can’t remember the last time it snowed at actual Christmas. Maybe this year there’ll be a blanket of white along Newbury Street, a fresh start, the kids making their footprints on all that Christmas perfection. Despite herself, this makes Joanie laugh.

As she turns the corner onto Newbury Street, she allows herself a big breath of damp air, and the comfort of coming home. She loves coming in at the opposite end from where she lives, just to take the whole street in.

The Christmas lights attached to the fronts of so many of the houses flash brightly, even in the daytime, gaudy and joyful like the seaside arcades, and Joanie ups her step. Number 57 has switched-off Christmas lights up all year, they never come down. They are switched on now, row after row of flashing red and green, making the most of the fact that, once again, their time has come. She can’t help thinking there’s a lesson in there somewhere.

She’s relieved to be nearly home. It’s always been home here, and Joanie lets herself walk with a Christmas Eve bounce just as she gets to the twenty-metre square ‘tiny park’ with its slide, its two swings and a duck on a spring for toddlers that rocks back and forth when they sit on it. Its face wore off years ago, but someone has tied a bit of silver tinsel round its neck and put a Santa hat on its head and this makes her smile. Tidings of joy amongst the peeling paint and just-good-enough-to-pass-Health-and-Safety metal.

It’s then she sees it. The heap of clothes in a bundle, getting wet on the pavement.

She feels sick, that feeling you get when you know something terrible has happened and there’s nothing you can do about it. She runs towards the bundle, knowing it isn’t really a bundle, and when she gets to it, she sees it is, in fact, a man. Not just any man either, not a complete stranger, although that would have been bad enough. The man is Mr Finch from Number 133.

It doesn’t look like Mr Finch though. The man lying in a bundle, breathing slowly and heavily, with the trickle of blood travelling down his forehead onto the pavement looks like he hasn’t eaten a proper meal in weeks. There’s a cut on his face, and his body is lying out at all the wrong angles.

Joanie kneels beside him. ‘Mr Finch!’ she says too loudly. ‘Mr Finch, can you hear me? It’s Joanie Blake. From the flats. Allie and Frank’s daughter.’ She flinches at using her mum’s name as though she’s still alive. ‘Mr Finch?’

The man raises his head slightly and nods. His raincoat is almost hanging off him, he’s so thin. Joanie’s heart sinks. It doesn’t look good.

‘Somebody bring me some blankets!’ she shouts, even though there’s nobody else there. She doesn’t want to leave him lying in the street, but he needs to be warm. She pulls out her mobile and immediately taps on the green phone icon, keying in 999.

‘Ambulance please,’ she says, and is connected. A voice at the end of the line starts asking her questions as Mr Finch takes her hand in his. His fingers are cold, and thin, like the cord on the Hoover.

‘Check on Wendy,’ he says so quietly she can barely hear him, his voice rasping and peculiar. ‘She’ll not manage by herself.’

‘Of course!’ she says. ‘Of course. And we’ll bring her up to the hospital to see you as soon as we can. I’ll bring her straight up, don’t you worry!’ She sounds cheery, overly bright, that voice you put on for children when something awful is happening but you want to hide it from them, want to allow them to believe they are safe when they’re anything but. She can feel her smile stapled to her face, like one of the displays on the cork boards at school.

Mr Finch coughs, a deep cough from somewhere far down inside him, and his hand loosens its grip on Joanie’s own. She knows then, and reaches towards him, as though there’s anything she can do, even though she knew there really isn’t. Mr Finch lets out one of those long breaths people do at the end, like her mum did in that hospital bed on the ward, and she feels helpless. She can almost see the life come out of him, can almost see it in the cold and the rain, and she instinctively looks up to the sky to say goodbye.

When she looks back down, she stares at him, gone now, getting wet in the street, and realises she’s holding her own breath, tight in her chest. She breathes out. She hadn’t even got a chance to ask him what had happened.

The voice at the end of the line is still asking her questions. She tries to put her words together properly. I miss my mum, she thinks, but can’t let that thought go any further.

‘It’s Mr Finch,’ she says quietly, almost as though someone else is saying it, someone far away. ‘He’s dead.’
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One street, nine lives,
and a secret behind every door ...
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