
 

 

Over Biscuits 
A Short Story by Rohan Vargas 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

 

The bell rang its sweet sequence of notes and out those damned school gates I went. I caught 

a glimpse of the view around me, a real-time view of the infallible winter. That beech tree in 

the car park with frosted branches longed to stretch into the sky and grab the sun with 

winding fingers. It was surely one of the milder winters, an achingly beautiful one. There was 

something about the holidays that mustered a sense of warmth in me that remained dormant 

for so long.  

 

“What’s your plans for the holidays?” Seán asked between voracious sips of his flask. Wisps 

of steam leached into the air and lingered like a perfume. 

 

“Studying as usual, you know me!” I gushed.  

 

Studying was always my recourse when I couldn’t mask the truth with another silly excuse. 

Nobody sane would continue a conversation about anything remotely related to studying. Yet 

they’d all believe me. I’m treated as a stereotype, an anomaly in this world just because I’m a 

tad more quiet and taciturn than the others.  

 

“Okay, well... see you then Gabriel,” Seán replied with a perfunctory nod. 

 

Seán went his way down the tortuous paths behind the car park, the white pompom of his 

Santa hat bobbing up and down. He looked like he was choreographing his steps as he 

walked. A thick layer of snow was his stage, it glittered like a luxury carpet as the soft rays of 

light reached it. He occasionally flipped his hurl brashly. He never glanced back to smile, not 

even once. 

 

“Damn you Seán,” I mouthed. 

 

After thirty minutes of sluggardly walking, the gaudy lights of the estate came into view. As 

the morning’s shades of pastel blue mingled with the evening’s darker tones each family lit 

up their own constellation of Christmas lights. The air was heavy with the intoxicating smells 

of baked salmon, cream of mushroom and roast potatoes. The sidewalk appeared like it was 

encrusted with millions of Swarovski crystals and each of my steps ended with a satisfying 

crunch. I couldn’t wait to get home, I was nearing the door. 

 

My hands wrapped around the door handle and like I have done countless times before, I 

pushed down. Locked. I forgot Mum was working, she’d be back in time for dinner though. 

She’ll concoct her favourite dishes just for me, honey flan, crispy pork, her heavenly fruit 

salad. She never really liked Irish Christmas dinner. Not to worry. 



 

 

I plunged my hands into my coat pockets for the keys. Nothing. My hand fumbles under the 

terracotta pot. Nothing. I lift the doormat. Nothing. Nothing. Nothing. 

 

“Oh for fuck’s sake!” I curse under my breath. I could feel the coldness of my sweat trickle 

down the nape of my neck and the blood rush to my face giving me florid, warm cheeks. It 

hit me like a ton of bricks. The keys were inside. I’d have to wait here for two hours. 

 

I look around frantically, my eyes fixated down the deserted road trying to ascertain some 

sort of refuge from the wintry weather. I didn’t fancy sitting on the monotonous swings or 

among the playset and its desaturated walls.  

 

“Gabriel, what are you doing outside! It’s chilly young man! Do come in!” 

 

I eyed the house directly opposite me, not many decorations apart from a little wreath with 

artificial tangerines and twinkling string lights on a mini spruce. It was Mr Walder. The 

yellow light from inside spilt onto the road. The doorstep had two gnomes, their once vibrant 

paints now peeling away.  

 

“Hello sir,” I reply tentatively, fiddling with my collar and tidying up my tousled hair. “Are 

you sure? I don’t want to intrude..” 

“Nonsense son, do come in. N-no need to take off your shoes.” 

 

Mr Walder’s voice seemed to quiver slightly like the fire lighting in the living room which 

danced and made warping shadows as the front door opened and closed. 

 

I didn’t know too much about Mr Walder. I knew more about his cat, a chubby shorthair with 

sage-coloured eyes that often darted suspicious glances when I passed by after school. Mr 

Walder - on the contrary - had a very hospitable atmosphere about him. Despite needing a 

cane to walk he’d always come out to greet me with a gummy smile after school. He 

doddered jauntily, and when a smile beamed across his face his eyes hid behind his wrinkles 

in a strangely endearing way.  

 

“Do you want a bite to eat young man?”  

“I think I’m okay sir I don’t ne-” 

“Okay son, you can sit here, this was Emily’s chair. It was her favourite.” 

“Thank you, sir.” 

 

Mr Walder was sporting his usual look today, he wore a burgundy turtle-neck which made his 

head seem preternaturally large. His bald head shone underneath the flickering kitchen lights. 

The wisps of hair that were left on his head seemed to appear and disappear as he turned his 

head while rummaging through the oak cupboards. 

 

 

“So how was school today lad?”  



 

 

“It was fine sir, how about you?” 

 

Mr Walder was a maths teacher in our school back in the day. I recall one of the boys saying 

that Mr Walder was their dad’s teacher and that they’d often make him cry. He was a new 

teacher then. He didn’t deserve that. 

 

“Eh, same old, same old. Newspapers, crosswords, sudoku, poetry... What’s Mum cooking 

for Christmas this time?” 

“I think purple yam cake. I’ll definitely send you some sir!” 

“That’s my boy!”  

 

We exchange smiles then. My eyes scrutinize all the fine details between these beige walls. 

The paisley chair on which I sat had an elaborate flower design embroidered all over its 

armrests. The enveloping warmth of the fire continued to fill the room. On the suede lounge 

chair, there was a crochet blanket. Just beside it sat a knitted pouffe. Both were the same 

shade of soft lavender. The kettle boils in the background, whistling and hissing as if it's 

alive. Shortly after a song of silverware and porcelain begins. 

 

“Do you like them? Anne made them, Anne knitted while I would cook.” 

 

Mr Walder sat down again with two gargantuan mugs of hot chocolate and a saucer stacked 

high with chocolate digestives and shortbread cookies. He cut a slice of red velvet cake for 

me. It had an almost aggressive shade of red, like lipstick. 

 

“This is my Christmas ritual son, enjoy yourself. This is how they would have liked it.” 

“Thank you, sir. You shouldn’t have!” 

“No problemo.” 

 

The chorus of crunching began. Chew, swallow, drink, repeat. Like a ritual. The snow was 

piling up outside, falling onto the world like someone was sieving icing sugar from up high. 

Mr Walder saw this and began to smile, his black eyes glinting like resin. I chug down the hot 

chocolate, the chocolatey goodness scorching my throat.  

 

“I remember when my own Hugh would play in the snow on days like this. I’d sit here, Emily 

where you are now and watch him marvel in his own crafted world.” 

“Hugh's your son sir?” 

“Mhm. Hugh’s the light of my life. Anne’s the apple of my eye.” 

“Where are they now sir?” 

“Well, Hugh’s a lawyer, he’s in Sydney at the moment. Anne’s a nurse in Chicago. I’m so 

proud of them.” 

“You should be sir.” 

 

Mr Walder gesticulates towards a photo album with a faded, leather cover. He then grabs it, 

his nails like little clam shells gouging into the cover. He opens it. 



 

 

 

“Here’s Hugh and Anne, you’re fifteen right? They’re about your age here.” 

 

The lad in the middle must’ve been Hugh. The extraordinary duck egg blue of Hugh’s eyes 

was striking. His broad shoulders barely filled the periwinkle crewneck he wore and his 

blonde hair was coiffed like a cherub’s. Anne stood next to him, she had pillowy lips like two 

rose buds pressed together and fairy-like features. Her high-rise jeans and blush sweatshirt 

wrapped her petite frame. They both had incredibly beguiling smiles.  

 

 The photograph was captioned The loves of my life, nineteen-ninety-two. 

 

“I miss them so much Gab, so much…” 

“I can imagine sir. Are they coming for Christmas?” 

“No, too busy. As usual.” 

 

There’s a sudden knock at the door. Mr Walder and I suddenly break from the wistful air that 

plagues the room. I glance at him and he nods. Mum’s at the door, a combination of concern 

and anger painted on her face. My eyesight is blurry for a moment, making the streetlights 

around her look like mini supernovae. 

 

“Where were you? Did you not have the keys? I’ve been calling you!” 

“Sorry Mum, forgot the keys. Mr Walder let me in though, we’ve been chatting.” 

“Poor Mr Walder, having to put up with your nattering. Well, we’ve got to get cooking, your 

cousins and the guests will be here soon and-" 

 

“Mum… could Mr Walder come over for dinner?” 

 

Mr Walder could only smile. 


