It was an unusually quiet evening, just a few patrons scattered around the room pencilling answers to the crossword and nursing drinks of various descriptions. A couple of brave souls were gathered on the Naughty Step squeezing in a quick smoke, stamping their feet to keep warm against the snow silently accumulating on the stoop. The lights were set to a warm glow and a small welcoming fire crackled away in the hearth casting dancing shadows against the walls that were gaily festooned with homemade Christmas decorations - the modest Christmas tree in the corner, a dazzle of tinsel, baubles and winking coloured lights
 ‘Haven’t seen you around here before.’

‘It’s my first time here actually – bit of a newbie so to speak – well, in this part of the woods anyway. What about you?’

‘I’m here the same time every year - for the past five years at least. How long are you here for?’

‘Oh, probably until January the 6th I expect. And you?’

‘Same. Looks like we’re both here for the duration, so we might as well get acquainted. I’m Chris Bell, but most people just call me Chrissy.’
‘Pleasure to meet you Chrissy. I’m Noel Starr. I was originally stationed at a different branch but was moved here cos I’m so bright apparently. Geddit? Bright, Starr …’

‘Very funny – a sense of humour eh? Looks like we’re going to get along just fine but I’m not so sure about hanging around here too long though. It can get a bit noisy at times and those damn flashing lights are starting to give me a headache already’ Chrissy complained.
‘Don’t they ever turn them off?’ Noel asked.

‘I wish! They’re open 24hrs so we’d better get used to it. Don’t know whether you know this but I heard a rumour about Angela Topp and that young lad that plays the drum …’

Just about then, a perplexed Subbie carefully placed his pencil on the table and looked around the room. The crossword grid was almost complete (so far with only a few tell-tale scratchings-out) and he was certain he had only just finished his first drink of the evening. He couldn’t really hear any of the other patrons’ muted conversations in the room and he shook his head in disbelief before getting up, his empty glass in hand, and carefully picked his way through the mezzanine floor construction site to arrive at the bar.
‘Same again Subbie? You look a bit worried luv – summat wrong?’ Welsh Granny asked as she fussed over the position of the bowl of mixed nuts on the bar.
‘Look, I know this is going to sound stupid, but how many drinks have I had tonight?’ an anxious Subbie asked.

‘Just the one Subbie. Worried about driving home?’

‘No, it’s not that. I was sure I’d only had one drink. You don’t think that I’m going a bit … er … you know, bonkers, do you?’
It was quite a few seconds before a less-than-convincing Welsh Granny finally answered, ‘Well ….. ummm ….  not exactly Subbie. Why do you ask?’

Subbie leaned over the bar and looked around to make sure no-one other than Welsh Granny could hear what he was about to say
‘I could’ve sworn I heard two of those decorations on the Christmas tree talking to each other….’

