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Tis the season of goodwill.  More like the
season of hard work.



Don’t get me wrong I’m no humbug.  Christmas day is brilliant.
 Ever since I was a kid, my entire family, and I have a big
family, would all trek into my Gran’s house.  For about two or
three hours before everyone leaves to cook their own Christmas
dinners, there’d be a complete, sherry soaked bedlam as everyone
crammed in and fought for space on the sofa’s, struggling to say
hello, and ‘my haven’t you grown?’ while they catch up on all the
usual gossip. 



Christmas is great.  It’s just the run up to Christmas that
gets me.  I should explain. 



When most people think of Christmas, they think of tinsel, of
twinkling fairy lights or buying presents and having advent
calendars.



When I think of Christmas, I think of turkeys.  Of bald, cold,
tied up turkeys with giblets.  I think of selling turkeys.
 I think of endless customers who’ve ordered the wrong size
bird, or are demanding more pigs in blankets.  I hear shrieks
of ‘what do you mean you’ve sold out of chipolatas?  And phone
calls asking if we’re open on Christmas day.



My father, if it isn’t obvious already, is a butcher.  The
only butcher in a very large village, and somehow, I ended up
working for him.



 I joke with my sister that twenty years from now, I’ll end up
in a rehab center, coming out in a chipolata shake at the sound of
Noddy Holder’s ‘I wish it could be Christmas.’ The sad part is, is
that I’m afraid it could end up that way.



I sometimes envy people when it comes to Christmas.  For most
people, Christmas is one long party.  Here, its cold work
pushing wet meat through the mincer pan, linking up endless runs of
sausage while trying to keep warm in ski trousers and thermal
underwear. 



Last year we made 1.7 tonnes of sausage on Christmas week. 
Those figures aren’t exaggerated.  They’re actually true.
 My dad makes a competition out of it.  We have a prize
for whoever comes closest to guessing the right total. 



But I digress.  Working for my dad wasn’t the original career
plan.  I was trying to become a photographer.  I went to
university and had a few pictures on a wall of a student art show.
 But then came the end of the studying bubble, the soundless
pop as I returned home.  I applied for jobs everywhere, but
after a few rejections, things started to run short.  So my
part time hours stared to increase.  Cameras cost money after
all, so does film, and the development of it, and so
on. 



Soon my confidence started to shrink.  This Christmas will be
my third year in the shop now.  A feat that’s impressed most
of the customers, as they endless enquire with a sneer as to
whether this is a ‘proper’ job or not.  



There was a new customer in the shop today, who made the worst
comment so far.  Ironically, he looked the part for the
season, with a pure white beard and round belly.  He wasn’t in
red though, and he didn’t bring any Christmas cheer. 



‘So, I guess you’d rather be working here, than at the national
portrait gallery, eh?’ he said. 



I’ll be honest, I was so caught up in wrapping the turkey up
without dropping it that I hardly noticed what he said.  It
was only afterwards, I realised he was still laughing. 



That’s the thing that brings a sting to this job; the customers.
 Despite all that you do, you feel ashamed to be seen working
sometimes.  All they see is a face behind the counter, glad in
overalls as they try to stuff giblets into turkey’s crevices.
 They don’t see the hours spent trying to change, trying to
sculpt a life away from the counter.



They make you kind of numb, like you’ve been out in the cold too
long.  You start to lack hope in everything, at
times. 



But I’m being to negative.  My lack of hope isn’t what this is
about; it’s about finding that hope again.  And it hit me
right out of the blue. 



A small boy burst into the shop, five minutes before we closed.
 In his small hand was a crumpled tenner.



 Four burgers!’ he cried.  



No please, no thank you, just a blunt, straightforward demand.
 Rudeness is contagious I sometimes think, it seeps down from
father to son.  But as I take his order, I spot him smiling
proudly behind the counter, swaying back and forth in the way that
kids do when they’re happy. 



‘I’ve got a new iPod touch, I have.’ 



There was no stopping him.  He threw out words quicker than
the DJ’s on the radio.  Even with his slight lisp where he
stumbled and fought for each word, he still reeled them out as if
he couldn’t contain himself.  He was gushing to tell someone,
anyone at all, and he found me. 



He’d been with his grandfather, he said, to buy a new iPod, he
said.  He’d talked so much his grandfather told him to be
quiet – hard to believe, I know – he even confused the store
attendant with so many questions, he said.  He told me what
colour the iPod was, and he used his hands to explain how the new
cover folded back to protect the screen.  His cheeks were red
from the cold and his eyes shone up at me.  He was so proud of
himself. 



I couldn’t help but smile at him.  Rudeness is contagious, but
so is happiness. So I smiled and told him that I have an iPod
too. 



‘What, really?  How does it work?  I can’t get mine to
start.  I’ve tried every button I could think of.’ 



He was stumped, the poor thing.  He didn’t get it at
all.   He couldn’t have been more than eight or
nine.  It was hard not to feel for him really, if he was this
excited with just a dead iPod, imagine how high he’d been when he
got it working. 



So I lent over the counter and told him about the white wire that
comes in the box.  ‘Yes,’ he nodded, hanging on every word.
 I told him to plug the iPod in, and plug the other end to the
computer, and wait for iTunes to load up.  Then you just
follow the instructions. 



It was the simplest advice to give.  Almost redundant by how
blindingly obvious it was, but to this small boy, it was the
missing link. Both him and his grandfather had missed the
technology gap, and neither of them had thought to plug the damn
thing in. 



 As he craned up on his tiptoes to take the burgers, his eyes
widened. 



‘Ohhh… I didn’t know that.  Finally I’ve met someone who knows
what they’re talking about.  Its lucky I’ve met you, you
know.’ 



He was like a miniature geriatric.  He smiled brightly and
slapped his thigh, mimicking the gestures and mannerisms of the
grandfather that he spends so much time with.  His tiny frame
transformed into a parody of his relatives, and even his lisp
disappeared.  He smiled, thanked me again and ran off to plug
in the iPod. 



It’s a curious thing about children.  Even if you barely know
them, if you know you’ll never see them again, when they’re happy,
you can’t help but be happy with them. 



When most adults are happy, it’s always at a price. They’re either
happy because they know they’ll make someone jealous, or envious.
 They buy the biggest turkey, not because they need it, but
because they can.  They’re happy knowing that everyone can see
them spending so much money, they like that they’re envied. 
To them, happiness is like a see-saw.  If they’re up, someone
else is down. 



But when kids are happy, they seem to radiate it, like heat.
 It’s innocent, pure.  Hopeful.  I think that’s
something amazing, regardless of the time of year. 



Hope, too is contagious it seems.  I looked over my photos
again after seeing that boy.  I even sent a few ones off as
well.  And why not?  Anything is possible if you hope,
right?  Because life goes on, regardless of seasons,
regardless of what you’re doing.  Aside from all the tinsel
and fairy lights, I think there’s a great deal of hope to be found
at Christmas.



And there should always be hope.
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