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The sky was a shade of morning grey, the air clear, crisp and
alive. White dots bounced on the surface of the snow as Elijah
stood holding himself, warmed only by his navy pyjamas and brown
slippers. Small icicles stuck to his cheek, teardrops frozen in
time, and the silence of winter encapsulated him. He had been
outside that house, his house, for what felt like a
lifetime; in hours, days or weeks he could not say. There was much
that Elijah didn’t understand: he didn’t know why his family were
choosing to ignore him, nor did he know why he was stuck outside
his house in the cold. He had always thought his mother and father
loved him - the unconditional love of one’s parents, he had always
thought, was something that a son could take for granted. But how
could his parents love him when they refused to welcome him back
into their house and ignored his cries for acknowledgement?

Through the window he saw his mother standing next to the
fireplace in the front room, decorated with photographs of family
members in oak wooden frames. His mother had taken his photograph
off the mantelpiece and clutched it tightly to her chest. There was
the sound of shuffling upstairs as Elijah’s younger siblings leapt
from their beds, waking their father in the process. His mother
looked at his photograph one last time, her large blue eyes
moistening, kissed it and placed it back on the mantelpiece. The
photograph fit snugly between a photograph of his grandparents, who
had died when Elijah was young, and a photograph of his mother’s
sister, Amelia, who had died of pneumonia at fifteen.

His siblings raced into the room and ripped their stockings from
the mantelpiece; his stocking was hung next to his siblings, but
his was empty. He had waited until Christmas in the hope that
something would change, that his family would speak to him again,
but the aching realisation that this was not to be proved too much
for Elijah. He clenched his fist, trying to hold back tears, and
for the first time since his family had abandoned him he left his
front garden, exiting through the garden gate.
 

 

All was silent but for the sound of snow crunching under his
feet as he paced away from his house, wrapped fully in his own
thoughts as he made his way towards the woods. He was walking
without purpose, walking simply to get away from everything and
everyone. The flickering of a streetlamp caught his eye, forcing
him to retune himself into the world around him. The streetlamp
blinked again before extinguishing itself for good, and one by one
all the streetlamps began to fade out, darkness making its way up
the street like a chain of dominoes being knocked over.  With
their increasing absence a new source of light at the end of the
street appeared, becoming brighter with each streetlamp that went
out. As this new source of light brightened it began to take the
form of a figure. A girl. She was wearing a red-wine coat
and evergreen scarf, her skin was ghostly pale and her hair a deep
shade of brown. Elijah made his way towards her. There was
something familiar about her face, similar to a face he had seen
before only younger, free of wrinkles and the stain of
tears. 

‘Please, come with me. They are waiting.’

Her voice was soft yet piercing; it surrounded him as though it
had a body of its own, and he felt warm as it embraced him. She
entered the woods, leaving Elijah behind in the darkness. He ran
after her, following the trail of light she left behind.

He struggled to keep up with the girl; she seemed to glide
instead of walk.

‘Who is waiting for me?’ he asked, gasping for breath. ‘Hey, I
asked you a question!’

The girl didn’t hear him, it seemed, as she gave no reply. They
kept on through the woods, surrounded on either side by pine trees
glittered with snow. He could hear twigs snapping and the sound of
something gliding through the air. He looked towards the sound.
White shadows swept through the trees, shadows formed by the
presence of light and not the absence. Yet, they were shadows
nonetheless, and with them fear pulsated through Elijah’s body. The
shadows’ pace quickened and terror rushed through Elijah’s body,
faster, faster, until he could bear to follow the girl no more. He
turned to run back, only to find the girl was already behind him.
He fell to the ground.

‘Come, they are waiting.’

The girl reached down and helped him up. Her hand was soft and
surprisingly warm. She pointed forward, signalling the boy to
continue. He understood he no longer had a choice and carried on
walking, the girl following behind. They eventually came to a
stream, in which there was a small rowing boat. Though he did not
notice the girl pass him, she was already seated in the boat. She
nodded at Elijah, beckoning him to join her. He turned to look
behind him but there was nobody there. Further down the stream a
faint light could be seen, no bigger than a star and housed inside
a lantern. He got in the boat and the girl began to row.

 

Row, row, row your boat…

 

They made their way down the stream. Elijah looked past the
girl’s shoulder to view the lantern, and he discovered it was in
the hand of an old man. That there was something about the girl
that Elijah recognised made him anxious, and he avoided looking at
her face. He lowered his eyes and watched the ripples in the
stream, drawn by the oar as it caressed the water.

 

Gently down the stream…

 

The girl turned towards the lantern. Elijah raised his eyes to
sneak a glance at her, but as he did so he found her eyes already
focussed on his. Elijah shivered as their eyes met, but then the
girl smiled and he felt warm again. Her smile. Her
close-lipped smile, somewhat shy without a hint of teeth, yet it
seemed to Elijah that in that very smile there was more life than
he had ever known.

 

Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily…

 

Their gaze was still fixed upon one another. He found himself
sinking into her eyes. Her eyes. Her large blue eyes in
which one could swim or row a boat and find everything they were
ever looking for.

 

Life is but a dream.

 

The old man watched Elijah as the boat neared. Like the girl
there was something strangely familiar about the old man, but
Elijah couldn’t quite put his finger on what it was. Elijah climbed
out of the boat and stepped on to the shore. The girl remained
seated.

‘Elijah,’ the old man said, ‘you are finally here. Come, it is
Christmas Day.’

The girl stayed behind in the boat, whilst the old man led
Elijah deeper into the woods. They walked down a path, narrowed by
the surrounding trees, and continued until they came to a wooden
door. The old man turned and stepped aside, ushering Elijah
forward.

‘Go ahead,’ the old man said, smiling and nodding his head
towards the door.

Elijah reached out for the golden handle on the door, his hand
shaking. He wanted to turn and run back to his family, but he knew
the girl would be waiting in the boat. He looked at the old man,
who gave him another reassuring nod. With a large inhalation of
breath, Elijah turned the handle and stepped through the door.

 

He quickly lifted his hand to hide his face, wincing as a
dominating light scorched his eyes, causing his pupils to all but
disappear. Slowly the white light faded and his eyes began to
adjust. He made out the shape of a pair of lips. The lips smiled at
him, and then a face began to appear behind them, the face of the
old man. Behind the old man in the middle of a great forest was a
giant oak table, filled with the finest feast Elijah had ever seen
and decorated with fairy lights and spiced apple scented candles.
The table went on beyond the horizon, and not a seat went unfilled
but for one at the head of the table next to a girl.

‘Here,’ the old man said, ‘take this seat, next to Amelia’.

Amelia. He looked across to where he was to be seated.
Aunt Amelia. The Girl!

Amelia gave Elijah a welcoming smile and he seated himself next
to her. Ahead of him he could see the old man, holding the hand of
a woman that Elijah recognised as his Grandmother. Amelia hugged
Elijah tightly.

‘Welcome home.’

Home, he thought, smiling a close-lipped smile and
looking down the table at family long forgotten but never lost.

 

 

Life is but a dream.
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