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 Mary’s Story…



You won’t believe what I did yesterday. Honestly, it’s so not like
me.

I went into town to get a few last minute things as you do. The
place was heaving, and I mean really, really packed. But I suppose
it always is at this time of year. You couldn’t move on
Northumberland Street at about four o’clock last night. It wasn’t
just the shoppers. There was some kind of street market on
too.



I could smell it in the air before I even saw it. There were
sausages from Germany, I mean I don’t know why we associate
Christmas with German sausages but it all added to the atmosphere I
suppose. Same with crepes. I mean, crepes! What are we thinking of?
Still, people seem to like that sort of thing and I’d been in town
all day so I thought why not? And I decided to treat myself to
something from one of the stalls.



I know it’s not good for the diet but it is Christmas and we all
eat too much at this time of year don’t we? Caroline was with me
all day so of course we had lunch too. We popped into Debenhams and
just sat and chatted for ages. So long in fact that I didn’t
realise what the time was, after we had pudding and
everything.



I’d already bought one of the Xbox things for the boys. Not just
the one of course, they needed one each because they can play
together on them or something, I don’t really understand. But if
they have one each at least they won’t argue over them.



I’d found one of those really nice shirts for Bryan, quite
expensive but it I think it will suit him. It will go with the
handmade suit that I ordered for him last week.



Anyway, I was telling you about the market. Well, the thing is,
those places don’t actually take cards.  Now, anyone who knows
me knows that neither I nor Bryan ever use cash. I never go
anywhere that I can’t use my card for but on this occasion I had no
option. So I went off to look for a cash point.



Have you noticed how many beggars there are in town these days?
They seem to be everywhere. I’m sure half of them aren’t even
homeless, they’re just there for a handout and of course you bet
your life savings that they’re on drugs. There was that report in
the Daily Mail a week or so ago that confirmed it for me. 
It’s not that I don’t care about these people, I mean it is
Christmas and if nothing else it’s a time for caring about other
people but I just don’t believe that a perfectly employable young
man with a dog in tow is as needy as he likes us to believe. If he
hasn’t got anywhere to live why has he got a dog for heaven’s
sake?



Well, as I was saying, I eventually found a cash machine on Grey
Street. There were a couple of others down a back alley by the
cinema but one of those homeless immigrants was sitting next to it
asking everyone for money and I just didn’t have the energy to
ignore him.



Then I did such a stupid thing! Caroline had gone off to John Lewis
for something for her Father in Law, and try as I might I couldn’t
remember my number that the machine wanted me to punch in. There
was a queue of people building up behind me, all getting very
impatient. I was rather alarmed to notice that the person right
behind me was the beggar that had been sitting by the first cash
machine I had been to. I told myself not to panic, it’s probably a
coincidence, but he did look very shifty.



I was beginning to regret my decision to get a snack off the stall.
I had absolutely no idea how much anything would be so I thought
I’d get £100 out just to cover all possibilities. Then I saw Ralph,
or rather he saw me. He’s such a tiresome man. He means well, but
to be quite honest he is just plain boring. He’s in the Salvation
Army and of course he was in town to play hymns like they do at
Christmas. But because of the tramp behind me I was pleased to see
him. So I was stuck with him for the next twenty minutes while he
told me all about how much money they’d raised so far and how he’ll
be going to the church hall on Christmas Day to dish out food to
the freeloaders. Very proud of himself he was.



I didn’t tell him about the tramp, it would seem rather silly. But
as soon as I noticed that he had gone I made my excuses and hurried
off to meet my friend.



I was so pleased to see her. After an interminable wait we finally
reached the front of the queue at the crepe stall and I asked one
of the foreign girls there for a lemon and sugar one as I didn’t
want anything too exotic and it was as I went to pay that I
realised that I didn’t have any money on me! I had left it in the
machine when I was distracted by that tramp. I bet he took it.
Well, if that’s the case, I hope he has a miserable Christmas. He
will probably be out of his head on drugs anyway so he wouldn’t
notice.



I know it’s only money, but even so it was so inconvenient.
Caroline paid for my crepe, which to be honest I didn’t really
enjoy, what with all the upset. I told the girl at the stall in no
uncertain terms just what I thought of the crepes she was selling.
I can laugh about it now of course, but I think I’ll leave getting
cash out of machines to Bryan in future.



Anyway, I must get on. The family will be here soon, and the
caterers are asking me how I would like this turkey cooked. How am
I supposed to know for goodness’ sake? That’s what I’m paying them
for…



Joe’s Story…



Do you believe in God? I know it’s not very fashionable these days
but do you? I know I didn’t, at least not until a couple of days
ago. But then something happened and I tell you, it just has to be
Divine Intervention. And at Christmas too!



The thing is, I went into town to try and get something for the
kids. We haven’t had much money of course since the shipyard closed
so we have had to make do with whatever we can. The bailiffs are no
strangers to our house. But what sort of Father would I be if I
couldn’t at least give my kids something for Christmas? Even if
they go on to be rich and famous – and there’s a good chance our
Katie will with a voice like hers, in fact I’m going to put her in
for the X Factor when she’s old enough – they would always remember
a Christmas where their Mum and Dad didn’t get them anything.
 



So as I was saying, I went into town. I had no idea how much we had
in our account. When you are as poor as we are you’re afraid to
look. It’s almost as if the bank would catch you looking at your
own account and leap out and tell you off.



I went to the cash machine near the cinema and decided to get a
balance. I never get used to that feeling when it tells you that
there are “insufficient funds in my account to cover the request.”
Sure enough, that’s what I got this time too.  It was then
that I thought I just couldn’t take anymore and I sat down then and
there and just cried. All I wanted was twenty quid! I began to pray
to God right there and then.



Some woman saw me sitting there and it was so obvious what she
thought when she clocked me, then turned and walked away. She was
all dolled up to the nines and dripping with jewellery, and so she
must’ve seen me and thought I was about to mug her. I would have
looked a right state, sitting there on the pavement in my old coat
and bawling my eyes out like a child.



When she walked away I just got angry. How could she judge me like
that? She looked at me like I was dirt and it was clear that she
was scared of me. I wanted to tell her that she has nothing to be
frightened of from me, so as she walked off I got up and followed
her as far as the cash machine in Eldon Square. I even stood behind
her in the queue, and she seemed oblivious to the fact that I was
there. Maybe I had got it wrong. She wasn’t scared of me at all. It
was worse than that – she hadn’t even noticed me.



I was going to speak to her as soon as she finished at the machine.
But she took ages. I don’t know what it was that was keeping her
there but at least it gave me time to think about what to
say.



Then a guy in a Sally Ann uniform came up to her and said hello and
she started to talk to him. I watched them for a bit when the lady
behind me asked whether I was going to use the machine or not. I
nearly said no, but as I turned to go I noticed that there was some
cash still in the slot. It must have been the old girl’s.



I had to make a decision then and there. And you may well say that
it was the wrong one. But I stepped up, said another silent prayer,
and took the cash. I slipped it into my coat pocket and turned to
look for the woman.



I found her at the crepe stall, berating a poor girl at the counter
while stuffing her face with some kind of pancake. That settled it.
This woman was going to pay for my kids’ Christmas this year.



She’ll never know of course, but she did us all a great favour. I
hope she has a lovely Christmas, whoever she is.
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