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Father Christmas – Paolo goes to college.


Father Christmas

Paolo stumbles in.  Huffs steam through the cold air around his coat.  He throws down his yellow scarf, or the scrap that passes for one.  Max smirks from the couch.  “Tough day at the office, darling?”
“Mi rengo di festo” Paolo mutters.  I offer to make tea.
“I think not that they like me” grunts Paolo, heaped in an armchair, propped up by the folds of his day.  Through the kitchen archway I watch gravity work on him, sinking him into the cushions.  “No, they like me” he amends, “Just not what I stand for.  It is too short to make people understand inner peace.”  Today he started work in a hospital.  As a porter I think.  Tall porter.  I call from the kettle as it curls steam in front of the windows, “You’d think a hospital would understand.  I mean, they’re supposed to make people better.”
“No” corrects Max.  “Not better.  Not even ‘how they want to be’.  But how Today decides they should be.”  Paolo confirms: “They are the worst for blindness.”  That’s me told.  I ask Paolo if he’ll go back.
He sighs.  “I moved a patient wrongly.  I wheeled her into the sun.  Apparently this was a bad thing to do.  They said she should have sleep.  She had already had much sleep, in her dark bed, so I tried to cure her with sun and less sleep.  Misunderstandings.  It is what we live on.”  Max raises his mug: “To misunderstandings.”
The next day Paolo wakes early, a horn tooting, and throws off covers and puts on others, changing the layers that protect his disguise.  But the car tooting at the end of the drive is not a wished-for, fairy-tale lift to work, driven by benevolent elves to cut through the traffic.  It’s his mum.  She’s come to take him to college.

Paolo’s colour is grey.  Converting food is futility.  Brains’re like batteries.  Max’s colour is yellow, but since Darcy left, Paolo is more than ever the colour of rocks by the ocean, rain drumming on gutters, lost mausoleum applause and the one who remembers forgotten emblems on military coats.  When Satan and Father Christmas were kids they were very close, brothers, but have since drifted apart. In back yards on summer days young Satan and Santa wore shorts, scuffed shoes with buckles, and t-shirts with holes.  Dug up worms, swapped sweets, and put the bits in a bucket.  They spread mud on their faces.  Around a plastic swing they learnt to ride bicycles.  Santa didn’t have the beard then, nor Satan the horns, though Satan always had a tendency to sunburn, and Santa always wore wellies.
Many people don’t know they are brothers.  Myth has shaded the years.  Most people just think they’re cousins.

She grins at him, curly-haired from the driver’s seat.  Apparently Paolo has applied to go to college by the coast.  He doesn’t remember this, but his mum assures him that they both filled out an application form and spoke with the Dean.  He’s not sure where the college is, or what he’s supposed to be studying, in fact hasn’t got a clue, but she seems to be sure about it.  Besides, he’s late for his interview.  It’s way out in the sticks, and he doesn’t drive, apparently.  “And you’re no great academic,” she says.  “Best take whatever chances you get.”  The college is indeed a long way, about 2 hours and rather small.  By a seaside town, in fact, with a little fishing port.
The building is not at all suitable for a college.  One of those pre-fab boxes made by local council, who design everything on rectangles, and then try to work out what to do with them.  Schools, offices, fire stations…  All start as the biggest rectangle, then work down.  They get the outer structure in place first, girders and joists to make the shape, then rooms are added with thin walls.  If you want an office block you stick it on end.  Doors come when you’ve worked out which way up it goes.  Steps are an after-thought.
Paolo shakes his head.  A bit like a rectangle himself.  As he talks he considers the structure of his head, and his mother’s head.  This little woman, permed by his side, looks more classically Polish than he does.  Dumpy, pale and curly mat of a colour that looks dyed but nobody would bother.  Her knitted wool coat, with its patterns of ochre and red sienna, that doesn’t even have to pretend to fit.  He considers how the rooms are made inside her head, and his head, and how they fit together.  Are they joined as loosely as in municipal buildings?
“They always wear tall rectangles of glass” observes his mother, “to reflect grey blue the sky, and not quite distinguish it from the concrete.  Always grey rectangles of paving slabs, concrete or granite.”  Yes, concurs Paolo.  90° degree paths that do not cut corners as people do, but rock to and fro, traps for water, laid with no passion.  Here we meet the grey glazed building.  Pass through the entrance door with its hydraulic closing device, more noise than function, and wonder, was there perhaps a wooden slope once added to the step?  There, where those linear marks remain, damp and green?  For, in designing a building they think nothing of wheelchairs.
Wooden slope.  El ponto di mecho.  Of plywood, Gi-pecho conbénho, and a little used.  Pre-scuffed, so as to say it had served in office somewhere else first, then moved to this place where they felt its triangular profile would be a solution to these stubborn right-angles.  It is still there, their slope.  He hadn’t noticed the wood slope properly at first, el ponto.  Just the grey-green moss lines on the path, as if it had been taken up, left its ghost.  He sort of felt it at first, its trace, and felt its reasoning before he really saw it.  They walk up its dusty wobble and think how it is the only thing there made of wood.  Apart from the geometric trees, all of a single kind, poplars maybe, like a sparse army of easy-draw wallpaper.  Muchi confortato...  The wood board feels like the only thing to accept people as individuals.  It is a prosthetic nose, a bent wooden elbow joint, breaking 90 degrees into its parts.  His mum stands on the top step, humming ‘The girl from Ipanema’, and supportively adjusts his tie.

Old Nick, Saint Nick, you know who I mean.  The brothers Nichlaus, Satan and Santa.  
As they grew older, Satan grew cloven and began to resent his wrinkles.  Exacerbated by eczema, and by the milkweed they treated it with, his face became a red ploughed field.  Sun and age threatened his complexion, and deepened the frown lines that cut his face.  Satan saw, through the years, grey hair and arthritis warp his relatives, and he knew that one day he too would be found and slayed by the beast of Age.  So he sold his soul.

Inside it’s a bit warmer.  The walls are done up with some taste, or at least some paint.  Paolo meets college secretaries in their secretary room, pink and cosy.  They greet him with smiles and send word to the man.  The Principal arrives in a permanent hurry.  Not hurry because speed is needed, but because he’s a man who thinks that to make the world work he must always hurry.  A man who, in a small place, gets noticed because he looks like he wants to make things work, and because he is a man.  A man who, you can tell, calmly controls nothing and never has time for anything.
Paolo is directed into a corridor and a nearby room.  It’s not at all suited for interviews.  A classroom with big windows, bordered with metal bars, moveable tables with plastic chairs like school kids or visiting a prison.  Another family are seated at another table.  A middle-aged mother and her husband with their favourite son.  Two interviews are apparently to be conducted in the same room.  Paolo feels fidgety by comparison.  Their coats are already off, somehow comfortable in those plastic kidney diggers, nudging and pointing.  The man boy looks over at him with envy.
“Come in” offers Paolo to his mother.
“Hatzen bach.” She shakes her head from the door, and waves a hand dismissively from her wool coat. “These people have got their whole family, Mishkin, so I see no need for two.”  In her other hand is a dainty cup giving off vapours of cold cure.  She walks away down the hall.  Although Paolo doesn’t have a clue who she is, he wishes she’d stay.
The Principal, Mr Santini, consults a giant gold wrist watch.  He’s a short man but strong, in a footballer’s suit, deep blue and shiny over broad arms and shoulders that could substantiate many a threat.  His hair is dark, neat and slicked into a black hammock.  He fixes Paolo with a holiday rep smile and Godfather stare, a trick he learnt from the self-help shelves: ‘Insipidness for World Domination’ and other Edward de Bono titles.  Paolo hums in the note of C to break the spell - a trick from ‘Beat de Bono – hints and cheats’.  He gazes out the dark windows at silhouettes of the garden rooftops; fir trees and scrub mostly.
Santini smiles harder, and begins a recitation of promotional material about the college’s history.  It’s ghosts and who slept there and when,  then how it achieved blah on so-and-so a date, and bla-bla on such-and-such other, and was appointed bla-bla-bla by some guy in a foppish wig.  Weary facts mercilessly dragged from their bed and forced to keep living long after they’ve begged for euthanasia, loaded onto Paolo like millstones.  And through the blabberish Paolo thinks: This man’s function is unknown.  His purpose is ephemeral, not something you can clutch onto, not even solid as a moth, which sits in your hand or flies away, and is anyway mostly dust.  He watches Santini’s words, multicoloured fireworks, as they tumble to the floor, all bright sparks around his feet, then fizzle to nothing, leaving not a trace.
At the back of the classroom a door bursts open and a tall man falls in carrying a ladder.  The Principal stops.  “What is it Mr Constance?”  The ladder man declares that “The bus is late.”
Santini excuses himself and looks at this teacher of ladders as though he is a displeasing social construct, a weary theory daubed in pink.  “Where,” he murmurs, “is the bus?”
They’re not sure.  It’s gone missing.  A couple have, in fact.
Buses collect the college’s students.  That’s the idea anyway.  It was obvious upon first view that the college was difficult to access, so Santini installed bus pick-ups.  A pioneering scheme.  A bus does the rounds of student houses and picks them up at agreed times to help them get to college on time.  Did Paolo receive his timetable?  Paolo says he didn’t.  Why didn’t he get one?  It should have been with the letter they sent.  Paolo doesn’t know.  He is esconced into another room.  Is that a word?  Esconced?  Well, anyway it’s what happens to him.  And in the corridor in between, Santini goes all fox-eyed and asks him again.  Are you sure you didn’t  get a timetable?  Everyone is supposed to get one.  Then they settle in another room.
More high walls, more tay-bles, bare brickwork painted with thick red glossy paint, like a plastic skin.  Bricks disguised as fake bricks.  Paolo asks if the lawns have daisies in summer.  This room is even dimmer than the last.  It craves for light but receives only darkness.  Curse those energy saving light bulbs.
“Are you absolutely sure you didn’t receive one?  Mrs Smurt always sends them with the invitation letters.”  And Paolo thinks, I know the secretaries names better than he does.  He still hasn’t said the least thing about my course.  Probably doesn’t know what course I’ve applied for.  Or who I am, other than a name.  He’s asked nothing about me.  How does someone get accepted onto a course here?  By having received a timetable I know nothing about, for a bus that doesn’t turn up.
“Do they often do this?” he asks.  “I mean the students…  How can you get students to meet a bus?  I always thought it’s a miracle if they know who they are half the time, let alone what they’re studying, or which bus to catch.”
Santini glares at him.  Paolo considers that Santini’s function is perhaps less ephemeral that he had thought.  He is Satan and Santa.  He insists on working with children but doesn’t understand what they are, their joy, and so ends up in college distributing gifts and pain.  Santini asks why he didn’t get one.
“Look,” says Paolo, “If it’s so damned important I’ll go and find out,” and he stomps off outta there, back to reception and the secretaries’ with their happy 40W heater glow.

Paolo’s kinda tired.  The one he wants isn’t there.  Take the lid off this dream.
Her colleague asks if she can help.
“I’m supposed to ask Mrs Arnold why I didn’t receive a timetable.”
“Oh,” she replies.  Apparently Mrs Arnold has popped out for a moment.  Why didn’t he just say he had one?  There’s nothing.  Only Mrs Arnold can save him now.  He returns to the other room, Santini sitting in the chair, unmoved in grey greivance.  “I don’t know.” He squeals.  “I don’t know why Mrs Arnold didn’t include a timetable in my letter.  Maybe because she thought the whole idea was stupid, too stupid to even think about.  She’s not in the office, so I don’t know.  Now can I please go.  Finish this.  What did you expect?  Di bengo ni go fuengo!  Were you never a student?  The bus would be an hour late and lost beyond time-zones by the second student.  This place is ridiculous.  Just because you can’t control whether they know who they are or what they’re studying, you think you should change the one aspect of their lives that impacts you, like whether they attend.  Mi Dieo!  You can’t base education on buses….    and on it goes.  then he’s out.

“You didn’t handle that very well,” observes his mother.  Jee—Zus.  As if he didn’t do his absolute best to tolerate the place.  And it occurs to him he didn’t see a single student.  But waddaya expect with that kind of.-     “Really!” she says. “What was all that carry-on about?  Accusing him of sleeping with your wife!  Of giving her herpes and gono-whatsit.”    And Paolo thinks “but I don’t even have a wife.” He really doesn’t remember any of it.  Why he’s here, what he’s doing outside this stupid college.  I’ve already done my studies.  Fucked up 3 years of college already.  I don’t have to do all that again.  I never even applied to this dump.
“Are you alright?” asks Max.
Paolo falls down.  Max carries him home.

Satan sold his soul for eternal youth.
He was a bit late.  He remained fixed in early middle-age.   Too old to be a footballer, but somewhat wiser.  He set up an underground business.  Satan never really enjoyed the work.  That’s why he’s often bad tempered.  He stays down there because the mineral springs purge his melancholy.  The yellow-gold sulphur hangs in the air and forces sadness out of his thoughts, through his forehead, where it grows into horns, balanced by the tail of passing happiness, so those who see him may be comforted that, as long as his tail exceeds his horns, he is more happy than sad.
The older brother became Father Christmas.  It wasn’t a career move.  He just did it.  Being Father Christmas is not as effective as selling your soul but, as we all know, children rejuvenate the spirit.  Santa may not be physically young, but eternal youth will always be with him.  And he’s fit.  He lugs great sacks of presents all over the place.  Now the only thing to show they’re brothers is a penchant for the colour red.  They still chat sometimes, if they’ve got free calltime on their mobiles, and Satan sometimes sends Santa little helpers.  Imps who aren’t naughty enough.  Those who use their forks to toast squishy marshmallows and sing campfire songs, and develop an interest in carpentry.  There is no place for wood in hell.  When the imps get thoroughly pissed off with carving out trains and puppets in Greenland, Santa sends them back, keen tempered and eager for misdeed.
Both Satan and Santa continue to cheat age, but only one of the brothers has kept his soul.

Max’s colour is yellow.  Sunshine and friendship.  Daffodils.  Narcissus.  Trump, trump, trumpets, and the spirit of the yellow-blonde face of Rutger Hauer.  Paolo’s colour is grey.  Tall buildings which resent their legacy to the skyline and to the earth.  The deep dark sea.  Rocks.  Elephant skin, and the coating on statues.
“Who was that woman?” asks Max.
Paolo doesn’t know.
“I saw her take you away in a car.”
“I thought she was taking me to work,” whispers Paolo.
“You don’t have any work,” says Max.  “They fired you.  Don’t you remember?  You left that old lady in the sun.”
“Ah yes.”
“It wasn’t her, was it?  The one who drove you away?”
“Niet”, replies Paolo.  “Tell me, Max, why does Satan have horns?”
“You haven’t lived long among sulphur have you?” says Max, and he leans forward to Paolo, our one-time Polish boxing champion, and lowers his head, parts his spiky blonde roots and shows Paolo what lies beneath.  Growing on Max’s head, at the top of his forehead, are two rounded bumps.  They feel like bony extrusions or hard bruises.  “I lived in Iceland,” explains Max, “in a grotto among hot springs.”  He closes his hair.  “Had I stayed longer I would have grown a tail as the other hermits did.”  I remember this very clearly, and if I still knew Max I would look again through his hair for horns.
For a while they roll on in silence in their train carriage, only the clickety-clack of the tracks for interlude.  Max breaks it: “Hands up who’s bored with Paolo’s story.”  Paolo thrusts up both his hands.
It’s a bit later, trundling in the nether lands between Rocheen and Cabonara, that Paolo gets up to hunt for food in the buffet car, and meets Father Christmas.  He’s sat, big and jolly, by a window in first class.  Paolo is taken aback, of course, but it’s definitely Father Christmas.  You can tell.  Paolo asks what he’s doing there.  He’s a little puzzled that no-one else has noticed him.  But then, weird things happen on trains.
Father Christmas™ smiles a beamer.  “I’m very Happy today,” he says.  “Just finished my Christmas shopping.”
“Oh,” says Paolo.  “Well done.  It must take you a long time.”    He thinks “Happy”.  Like in the cards.
“Indeed” booms F.C.  “Takes ages.  Now it’s all back to Lapland for cake and celebrations.”
“A bit of Lap dancing?”
“Perhaps” giggles F.C. “And what have you been doing?”  Paolo tells how he escorted his brother around a college ill equipped for his needs.  Father Christmas smiles and says simply “It was you.”
Paolo’s impressed.  “I know when you lie,” says Santa.  “We are not like our brothers.  No matter how much we would like to be.”
Paolo dips his head.  It is true.  “I’m just going to the buffet car.  Can I get you anything?”
Santa considers for a moment.  “A bag of crisps please.  Cheese and onion.  No, Salt and vinegar.  And, erm…. One of those round things with leaves on.”
“A pond?”
“Smaller.”
“A bird bath?”
“You eat them.  They come a tin cup with a wine dip.”
“Oh,” says Paolo. “Mince pies.”
“That’s the fellow,” says Father Christmas.  He studies Paolo through his white beard and whiskers, and asks “What about you, young man?  What do you want?”
Grey shoes, grey towns, Helo Pinheiro.  The girl from Ipanema goes walking…  So much walks by.   Paolo wipes his forehead.   I’ve been good.   “I would like a new colour, please.  I have had enough of grey.”


author:     Matt Smart   
Jackie Onassis

Jackie Onassis smiles elegantly from the telly. She’s not changed, looks just the same as she did when she sat next to John F. just before he lost his headache, and when she familiarly hitched up with Onassis the oil barren or barrel or whatever he was. That girly bob curls around her cheekbones. Go Jackie!
Max wants to meet her. Even he’s not sure why. She’s on husband 6, but she’s not too keen. In fact spends no time with him. Generally on holiday in the sun resorts, seen boogie-ing around Marrakech or up Mont Blanc, posing provocatively on the piste.
Max needs her for his next record. Actually it’s his first, but he likes to call it his ‘next’ as it “pervades an air of confidence. Believe me, honey, in the music industreee, bullshit and confidence ground their lovebones together so long ago on the dirty mattress of opportunity, that now they’re one.”
The paper shows that Sheikh SSar of Spain is holding a banquet. Max and Paolo’s wicked toothgrins show they think we can crash it.  “Raoulo Mundi is bound to be there,” explains Max. “He’s this big swarthy god who swims well and dines well and does good suit. The type who looks good in magazines and on coins. Don’t care for him myself, but Jackie Onassis is said to have a dinky schoolgirl crush on his torso/moustache. She just needs an excuse to be there….”
So Max and Paolo prepare an ad for the newspaper. It’s the European, the one owned by the Barclay twins who built a castle on an island, then promptly shot everyone who had a hand in building it, to preserve its secret. At least, they would have done if they thought they’d get away with it. The European isn’t much of a paper. It’s difficult to say what it’s about. Stuff mostly. Jackie reads the back pages, so rumour has it, to spot good parties and arrange her social life.
“Obituary.  Winslow W. Bergmont The Third has regrettably passed away in his home in Gibraltar. Loving wife Jackie Onassis-Delauney-Bergmont was at his side to the end. He leaves two children, four grandchildren, and seven yachts.”
“When Jackie sees that she’s gonna flip! She’ll get straight down to that party with a new diamond frock.   I need her on that record!” blurts Max. “Err, sorry.”
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