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This	 is	 the	 fictional	 tale	 of	Albert	 Spiller,	 a	 young	 farm	worker	who	was	
one	of	the	two	million	men	called	up	in	January	1940	for	service	in	World	
War	 Two.	 By	 June	 of	 the	 same	 year,	 he	 was	 a	 prisoner	 of	 war,	 one	 of	
hundreds	who	were	not	rescued	at	Dunkirk.	

Albert	was	 liberated	and	demobbed	in	1945,	and	just	 left	to	get	on	with	
his	 life.	After	nearly	five	years	as	a	P.O.W.,	Albert	was	in	poor	health,	he	
also	suffered	from	acute	depression	and	frequent	nightmares,	all	courtesy	
of	The	Third	Reich,	which	had	left	him	unable	to	work	for	the	foreseeable	
future.	

Albert	arrived	home	a	broken	man	to	find	that	his	parents	had	died	during	
the	war.	Albert	had	an	older	sister,	who	was	married	to	a	serviceman,	and	
she	had	had	a	child	that	Albert	had	never	seen.	They	were	both	killed	in	
an	air	raid.	These	events	did	nothing	for	Albert’s	wellbeing.	

Living	on	his	own	 in	his	parent’s	 run-down	cottage	at	Salt	Pan	Hoe	near	
Cocklawburn,	where	he	had	grown	up,	Albert	became	more	and	more	of	a	
recluse.	He	never	sought	or	wanted	any	company;	he	would	go	out	of	his	
way	to	avoid	contact	with	anyone.		

Albert	 really	 believed	 no	 one	 cared	 about	 him.	 He	 was	 becoming	 very	
bitter	and	resentful.	

One	day,	alone	with	his	 thoughts	as	usual,	Albert	was	walking	along	the	
shore	when	he	heard	a	pitiful	whimper.	At	first,	he	could	not	see	anything,	
then	 he	 heard	 it	 again.	 First	 anger,	 then	 rage	 took	 over	 when	 he	
discovered	 some	 cruel	 person	 had	 tied	 a	 puppy	 to	 a	 stake	 so	 that	 the	
incoming	tide	would	drown	the	poor	thing.	Albert	waded	 into	the	water	
and	was	 just	 in	 time	 to	 rescue	 the	 puppy,	who	 by	 this	 time	was	 nearly	
under	the	water.	

Albert	took	the	puppy	home,	dried	it	in	front	of	the	fire,	he	heated	some	
milk	 in	which	he	 soaked	some	bread.	The	puppy	devoured	 this	offering.	



Albert	was	almost	moved	 to	 tears	when	 the	puppy	 licked	his	hand.	This	
was	the	first	kind	gesture	Albert	had	encountered	for	many	years.	

With	 a	 great	 deal	 of	 patience	 and	 TLC,	 the	 puppy	 thrived	 and	began	 to	
grow.	The	puppy	turned	out	to	be	a	type	of	lurcher.	Albert	called	him	Ben,	
after	 his	 late	 father.	 The	 pair	 became	 inseparable.	 Apart	 from	 Ben,	
Albert’s	 only	 other	 contact	 was	 an	 old	 wireless,	 which	 he	 would	
sometimes	listen	to.	

Listening	 to	 the	 news	 one	 day	 in	 December,	 Albert	 realised	 it	 was	
Christmas	Eve	and	his	thoughts	went	back	to	his	childhood.	On	Christmas	
Eve,	 with	 his	 sister,	 they	 would	 hang	 their	 stockings	 up	 beside	 the	
fireplace.	On	Christmas	morning	their	stockings	would	have	an	apple,	an	
orange	and	some	nuts	inside.	There	would	also	be	a	bar	of	chocolate,	and	
maybe	a	book	and	a	jigsaw.	Christmas	Day	would	also	be	the	only	time	in	
the	year	when	there	was	a	roast	chicken	and	Christmas	pudding.		

But	that	was	then,	and	this	was	now.	There	would	be	no	chicken	this	year.	
Food	rationing	was	still	in	place	and	the	cupboard	was	almost	bare.		

Albert	 thought	 about	 how	 his	 life	 had	 changed,	 he	was	 now	 alone.	 His	
only	 friend	 was	 Ben,	 he	 did	 not	 need	 anyone	 else	 in	 his	 life,	 but	 who	
would	care	about	that?	

Christmas	 Eve	 was	 a	 very	 cold,	 dismal	 sort	 of	 a	 day,	 a	 storm	 was	
gathering.	The	North	Sea	was	getting	very	rough,	the	wind	was	starting	to	
blow.	Albert	 and	Ben	 left	 the	 cottage	and	walked	along	 the	 sand	dunes	
and	then	inland	to	the	grass	banks	where	cattle	and	sheep	were	put	out	
to	graze	in	the	spring	and	summer.	

Albert’s	 mind	 went	 back	 to	 his	 school	 days,	 he	 remembered	 reading	
Dickens’	 ‘A	Christmas	Carol’.	Ebenezer	Scrooge	was	 right,	Christmas	was	
humbug.	



Suddenly,	 Albert	 was	 jolted	 back	 to	 reality.	 Ben,	 who	 by	 now	was	 fully	
grown	and	had	all	 the	attributes	of	 a	hunting	dog,	 flushed	out	 a	 rabbit,	
and	 it	was	 a	 big	 one.	 The	 chase	 lasted	 less	 than	 thirty	 seconds,	 a	 quick	
clean	bite	and	the	rabbit	was	dead.	Albert	gratefully	picked	up	the	rabbit	
and	made	a	fuss	of	Ben,	telling	him	what	a	good	dog	he	was.	

The	pair	turned	for	home,	Albert	sure	in	the	knowledge	that	both	he	and	
Ben	would	have	a	good	meal	this	Christmas.	They	just	got	home	in	time;	
the	storm	was	about	to	break.	On	Christmas	morning,	Albert	opened	the	
door	 to	 let	 Ben	 out,	 he	 was	 surprised	 to	 see	 a	 cardboard	 box	 on	 the	
doorstep.	 Albert	 carefully	 opened	 the	 box.	 It	 contained	 a	 Christmas	
pudding	and	a	tin	of	custard	and	a	bigger	surprise,	a	packet	of	dried	dog	
food,	he	just	needed	to	add	hot	water.		

There	was	no	note,	who	had	left	it?	Where	had	it	come	from?		

Albert	 spent	 Christmas	 Day	 preparing	 this	 unexpected	 but	 gratefully	
accepted	 meal.	 He	 cleaned,	 skinned	 and	 roasted	 the	 rabbit	 with	 some	
vegetables,	boiled	the	Christmas	pudding	and	heated	the	custard.	When	
mixed	 with	 water,	 the	 dog	 food	 was	 transformed	 into	 a	 canine	 feast.	
Better	still,	there	would	be	enough	for	another	day!	

Christmas	Day	was	very	stormy;	Albert	and	Ben	did	not	venture	outside.	
They	had	their	very	special	meal	 in	 late	afternoon.	Darkness	came	down	
quickly.	With	 their	 bellies	 full	 and	 a	 big	 log	 fire	 in	 the	 hearth,	 the	wind	
howling	around	the	cottage	and	Ben	sleeping	out	in	front	of	the	fire.		

Albert	 sat	 staring	 into	 the	 flames	 and	 thought	 Ebenezer	 Scrooge	 was	
wrong.	Christmas	wasn’t	humbug	after	all.	

Albert	never	found	out	who	had	left	the	box	on	the	doorstep	that	day,	or	
how	it	had	got	there.	

	


