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Advent 
  

 

He loved Christmas time, 

stealing trees from state plantations 

disguising them in home-made decorations, 

concocting the crib, 

the donkey out of scale 

the cow with a broken leg. 

And the presents, 

clockwork duck, 

plastic tool set, 

blank gun. 

All are gone, 

stored where no-one ever goes. 

  

He gathered responsibilities 

spent hours wrapping, 

ripped open in seconds, 

assembled jig-saws before dawn 

on floors toy-strewn 

for a day or two. 

Jolly cheers. 

  

This advent my grown-up children 

asked me what I wanted. 

I looked at them, their children, 

couldn’t think of anything. 

 

 

Michael Farry 
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Christmas in the Trenches 

 

 

            The others all upstairs asleep at midday, I find myself 

 

                    implausibly alone.  Our rib roast dressed and waiting 

in the kitchen — the hymn of Good King Wenceslas just 

 

            a whisper on the radio.  In the stillness of the moment 

 

                        I’m reminded of the poems of Robert Service: those old 

Ernest Benn editions of my father’s, their tales of Arctic 

 

            Sourdoughs, of silences like winding sheets — the blank 

 

                        and unrelenting snow.  My canning jar of winter ale near 

finished on the table.  Torn strips of tape-abraded wrap 

 

            discarded on the floor.  Such solitude on Christmas day 

 

                        consoles as it gives pause.  A panto clown in whiteface 

once the audience has gone, I study what’s reflected 

 

            in the mirror — find the cold cream — smooth it on. 

 

Phillip Crymble 
@phillipcrymble 
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A Christmas Stuffing  
 

 

Turkey, glazed, roasting in the oven, 

fevered pots rattling on the stove, herbs 

shredded on a wooden board, transform 

the kitchen into a haze of earthy scent. 

Cavalier towel tossed across a shoulder,  

the Chef cranks the patio door to release steam; 

liberates a bottle from the rack, pries 

the creaking cork and slaps an enormous glass  

on the table with a hollow ring, throws in  

a long slug of red. Repeats. Shuffles the bread,  

the pan of parsnips, dish of crystal salt 

and peppercorns, to make room for the bird: 

its gold-black gloss, the whiff of rosemary,  

the crack of a potato skin, knob of butter 

its undoing; breast forked to plate - not sliced  

torn - its oily juices running down my chin. 

 

 

Angela Carr 
@adreamingskin 
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A Queen in Repose 
  
 

I wake in the bed where you have slept      

since you were a girl. Late December         

morn, the air filled with booze fumes and              

Guinness farts, the room over-bright,         

 

fairy lights still blinking. As I turn,                

bleary-eyed, to cradle you, I see                  

that you have fallen asleep still                    

wearing the yellow paper crown                 

 

from last night’s cracker, wrinkled, torn at             

the front, one side fallen over your                                     

sleeping eyes.  I watch you, a queen                        

in repose, the trace of a smile                                  

 

on your lips. Don’t wake yet, my darling,                

let me open up the window and                               

air the room. The bells of St. John                           

of the Cross will soon be ringing. 

 

 

James Meredith  
@JamesMeredith68
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The ghost of presents past 
 

 

A garish silver bracelet that 

I deliberated over for three days, 

not knowing what she liked 

but wanting to be impressively extravagant. 

I cringe now at its size and 

how much of my disposable income 

I spent. 

She never wore it. 

Well not that I saw. 

We broke up in the New Year 

during the January sales. 

 

 
David Smylie 
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Holidays 
 
 
hexopaca 

  
You were a garland, sometimes a wreath. 

A forest of green, a bunch of red drupes, 

  

a sharp sprig barricading to protect 

a heart, a throat’s gulp. 

  

You were never a tree 

despite what white flowers you bore. 

  

Not a shade, an ornament 

nothing but 

  

evergreen clusters, cultivated, decorations 

arranged precisely when the chill bore down. 

  

You were the spine 

between the tin of sweets and eggnog. 

  

They said, Christmas service? 

Someone mumbled, Doubtful. 

  

The bitter, the acid, you pretended not to taste. 

 

 

Laura Madeline Wiseman 
@DrMadWiseman 
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Christmas Day 
 

 

I have no chestnuts to be roasting 

or an open fire even if I did. 

Just a Yankee Candle, “Christmas Memories“ 

and will light that in a little while. 

If anybody comes 

I have shortbread, in a Christmassy box, 

but they are just for me, not for sharing those. 

Some Spicy Dutch biscuits from Lidl, 

soon got tired of them, so they'll do rightly, 

if anybody comes. 

I have no chimney to be sliding down 

or any other unsecured means of entry. 

Only Frank Sinatra and friends to sing around 

the Christmas tree, 

so I'll put that on now, 

and see if anybody comes 

I have a box of Xmas crackers, 

though the shop I got them in is long gone, 

and it is getting late, 

I don't think anybody is going to come, 

so I'll have a piece of shortbread and another cup of tea. 

And well, when tomorrow comes, 

sure it won’t be Christmas anymore. 

 

 

John Caulfield 



10 

 

 

 

The Inn 
 

I had just finished locking up for the night 

when they arrived, 

the insistent knock at the door, 

the girl leaning into him, 

the donkey tethered by a frayed rope. 

Two families from Jericho had already taken 

my last room earlier that day. 

I could see the weight around their eyes; 

they had seen much, travelled far. 

Then I noticed the swelling on her slight frame 

and fetched my keys for the stable. 

They were glad of it, resting where the animals 

had been sleeping before I shooed them away. 

I left them there a chill biting at my cheek. 

Later I heard the donkey bray 

as if it were singing with someone 

and it sounded like alleluia. 

The next day they were gone, 

only specks of blood left on the straw. 

 
 
Glen Wilson 
@glenhswilson 



11 

 

 
 

First Christmas 
in memory of Trude Salisbury 

 

 

From the photograph it is clear  

she never knew joy like this, taking  

you in her arms those first weeks,  

bundling you tighter than the few things 

she’d stowed for the journey. 

 

England looked nothing like Wien, 

the hard stares that could surprise  

even years later: her accent  

a trigger for those who didn’t care  

she’d spent the time hiding. 

She came in search of a father, 

found instead a man I never met 

save in the softness of your eyes, 

your quiet smile. And she promised  

that Christmas, the first as a family,  

would be the best one yet. 

Did she scour the whole of Chester 

to find the flour, ground almond,  

exotic spices,  to make Oma’s  

Linzer Kuchen from scratch? 
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Your brother found the recipe 

in a drawer. You’ll try it this year, 

relying on words on the page, 

though the voice you still hear 

may remind how to measure it. 

First Christmas. 

It can’t be the best one yet. 

The best will be kept  

in the frames we choose for them. 

Remembering takes time. 

Which we’ve got, my love. 

 

 

Nessa O’Mahony  

@nessao
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The Dead  

after James Joyce 
  

 

A young boy I used to know, 

he used to sing. He died for me. 

  

It was in the winter. We used to go walking 

the way they do in the country. 

  

I heard gravel at the window, 

the window so wet I couldn’t see. 

  

I ran into the garden, 

told him he would get his death. 

  

It had begun to snow; flakes, silver and dark 

falling softly, faintly falling. 

 

 

Breda Spaight 
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Her Table 

 

 

No tree this year, no lights, 

but she will not surrender her table, no  

matter how many empty chairs surround it. 

She will work up a dinner with memories  

of old dietary requests. 

 

Her preparation a fogged record, 

the thud of peeled potatoes, dull  

from her own mother’s hands into the sink. 

Crisp slices of onions, singular sounds of a son  

preparing the stuffing on Christmas Eve, 

 

rasping grates of cinnamon as a daughter  

mulls wine - oranges, too much brandy - 

rich and lively things. The place settings  

boast only echoes now, her own breath  

on full silver service, the good plates  

 

with their empty symmetry. 

She takes pride in the polish of it,  

small bowls, starched napkins, 

spoon of flaming Jameson for the pudding. 

She tapers candles with invitations to other tables, 
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lets small flares swaddle her.  

Their limited scope seals her in time,  

away from her own children, grown up. Now,  

she lets them be, seated with their own families, 

warm in their own houses. 

 

 

Liz Quirke 
@quirkeyliz 
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While Shepherds Watched 

 

 

My great grandfather was a shepherd, 

at least he looked after sheep in fields 

and sheds. Actual sheep, dirty, smelly, 

prone to ticks and foot rot, dropping 

strangulated lambs too early. 

Not the snowy sheep of the parables, 

tenderly rescued from precipices 

or waysides. His sheep didn’t stray, 

stayed anxiously clumped together 

in mud and rain. A huddled panicked 

mass at shearing time. Sometimes 

he found himself taken up, shaken up 

by history. But hunkered down 

in the yearly rhythm of dipping, 

shearing, sending to market, 

while the world shouted itself hoarse, 

soaked itself in blood. 

I wonder if he ever thought of 

those other shepherds, coaxed 

away from their flock by a persuasive 

angel. Then, after briefly witnessing 

a blinding light, trudging back 

in the dark, ears attuned for worried 

bleating. Waiting thirty years to realise 

what that night was about. 

 

 

Linda McKenna 
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