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At the darkest, coldest time of the year 
 
Why would anyone want children? They scream; they smell; they demand all your attention. 
They wreck your house, bring home unsuitable friends and eventually spend all your money 
(you reading this, Lucy?). You won’t be surprised to learn that I never wanted children. My 
wife, however, had other plans. 

 
The day she told me she was pregnant was the start of nine 
months in a bad mood. I was the least supportive father-to-
be you will ever know. It embarrasses me to remember it 
now. The day Lucy was born, however, was the day I 
became a man. Sorry if that sounds a bit over-dramatic and 
un-English, but as she spiralled into the world, like a little 
sausage out of a sausage machine (what a romantic I am!) 
everything changed. 
 

I lived in Sweden for four years during the 1970s then commuted there, from London, for 
another twenty. As Lucy was growing up I got involved in children’s literature and started a 
PhD on Astrid Lindgren, the Swedish children’s writer, whom we met a couple of times. I 
translated one of the Pippi Longstocking stories into English. Lucy’s second name is Astrid, 
after Astrid Lindgren. Her first name also connects her with Sweden, and this time of the year. 
 
At the darkest, coldest time of the year Swedes celebrate the beautiful festival of ‘Lucia’. 
Back in 1973, when I was a young man with more on his mind than in it, I taught English in 
a small-town high school in southern Sweden. I knew nothing about ‘Lucia’ then (I knew 
nothing about anything then!). Imagine my surprise when, at about five in the morning on 13 
December, there was a knock at the door of the little wooden cottage where I lived. It was -20 
Celsius outside, there was a metre of crisp snow and the black sky glittered with a million 
wintry stars. 
 
I rolled out of bed, more than half-asleep, onto an icy floor, and fumbled for something to 
wear. Finding what I thought was a towel I wrapped it around myself and opened the door. In 
fact, I had wrapped myself in the bedside rug, but never mind. I couldn’t believe my eyes. I 
stood there, shivering and holding onto the bedside rug very carefully, and was confronted by 
a host of tall, blonde, Swedes in long white dresses, each holding a lighted candle and singing 
an unearthly song: I thought I had died and woken up in heaven. Without a word, they stepped 
past me, gathered around my kitchen table and poured out fresh coffee by candlelight. They 
had spicy ginger biscuits, too. And then their strangely familiar ‘leader’ (Lucia herself), 
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wearing a crown of lighted candles and a bright red sash, spoke: “Hi, Stephen. Happy Lucia!”  
I thought I was dreaming. 
 
But it wasn’t a dream. It was my class of 17 year-old students (the boys were dressed in white 
costumes with pointed hats). They had got up early, packed the home-made biscuits and fresh 
coffee, and set off around the town to visit all their teachers to wish them “Happy Lucia!” 
from the Queen of Light and her Starboys. What a lovely tradition. 
 
It’s a tradition we have celebrated in our family ever since 
Lucy was born. This will be the first time for eighteen years 
that the house will be empty and silent at five o’clock in the 
morning on 13 December. Somehow I don’t imagine Lu will 
be awake at five in St Andrews. If it wasn’t so far away I’d 
drive up and surprise her, but I don’t suppose I’d be very 
welcome at that time of day. 
 
By the way, I was joking: Lucy never screamed. OK, she 
was a bit smelly (some things don’t change, then) but she 
wasn’t demanding or attention-seeking or anything other 
than absolutely lovely, always, but don’t tell her I told you 
so. 
 
If you’re Swedish or Lucy – or even if you’re not – Happy 
Lucia!  
 

 
 



 

 
 

Stephen Keeler © BBC Learning English 2007 
 Page 3 of 3 

bbclearningenglish.com 
 

 

Some useful words and expressions 
 
wreck 
ruin; spoil; badly damage 
 
father-to-be 
man whose partner is pregnant and who, therefore, will become a father 
 
embarrasses 
makes (me) ashamed 
 
spiralled 
moved forward with a turning motion 
 
commuted 
travelled to work 
 
got involved in 
started to work with 
 
PhD 
Doctor of Philosophy degree; doctorate 
 
with more on his mind than in it 
This expression suggests that I was worried about things I didn’t understand; that I was 
preoccupied with concerns (‘on his mind’) but not experienced or knowledgeable (‘in it’ [his 
mind/brain]). 
 
wintry 
adjective from ‘winter’ 
 
fumbled 
searched for clumsily because (I was) unable to see clearly (in the dark)  
 
rug 
small carpet 
 
host 
crowd (poetic word, usually used about a crowd of angels) 
 
sash 
a long narrow piece of cloth worn around the waist, usually as part of some kind of uniform or 
formal clothing 


