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THE TARNISHED NAMEPLATE ON THE WEATHERED DOOR READ: THE MARTINS.
No one could recall ever seeing anyone coming or going from the house on
Beacon Street. The mystery about the Martin house took place a few weeks
before Christmas. A large green wreath with red berries and velvet ribbons
would mysteriously appear on the weathered door. A candle, placed in the

window, would cast a faint shaft of light onto the sidewalk. Behind the candle
hung heavy drapes concealing what might be inside the house.

The door was the highlight of the Christmas season in our neighborhood. We

were poor, and lucky to have a Christmas tree or gifts, much less holiday decorations for the house. Most families struggled to put food on the table, shoes

The Christmas Door

on small feet, and pay the gas bill.

Our neighborhood was on the decline. Many of the homes had sagging roofs,
windows covered with plywood, front porches leaning, rotting, never again to

welcome a neighbor for a cold lemonade and idle chat. There were empty lots

BY ALBERT M.

growing a good crop of weeds. Here and there, old refrigerators, bags of trash,
and skeletons of old cars found a resting place.

Bardsy Holiday Anthology, 2020
Coming Together Through Stories

I didn’t think much about being poor except at Christmas, when Mom ex-

plained why we wouldn’t have a new Christmas tree or gifts. My dad got hurt at
the steel mill and wasn’t able to work. The artificial tree and the few unbro-ken
ornaments in the attic would have to do. Mom said things would get better
and one day we’d have a real tree with bright lights and gifts stacked high.

I would sit on our porch, looking out over the vacant lots and tired old houses,

and think what it would be like to have a Christmas tree with colorful lights and
lots of presents. I’d think about other things like being able to go to the theater
down on Maple Avenue and sit in the soft seats the rich kids talked about at

school. Sometimes I’d think about having a new pair of shoes where the sole
wasn’t loose and flapping every time I took a step.

As Christmas drew near, we waited for the wreath and candle to make their

appearance. It took everything I had to wait until we finished dinner and dad
excused me from the table.
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Bundled against December’s frigid wind and blowing snow, I hurried to

Beacon Street and the Christmas Door, Mom shouting after me, “Be careful,

Mick.”

As we walked home from the door one night, Craig suggested that if any of

us moved away and later returned, we should leave a sign we had visited the
Christmas Door. Everyone agreed to carve their initials on the old lamp post.

We would gather across the street from the door, brushing the snow from the
curb, pushing and shoving to get the best seat. There was Marty Sumner, my

best friend, Lois, Marty’s sister, Craig Collins, Sammy Duncan, and me, Mickey

Wright. We were all in the seventh grade at Mission Elementary, except for Lois.

It wasn’t long before Marty and his family moved away because of the bank.
“They are for closing,” he said one night. He said he wanted to sit and look at
the Christmas Door one more time. “I know I ain’t ever going to see it again.”

She attended Mary of Faith School. Marty said she had trouble learning and

Soon after, Craig’s mom and dad divorced and Craig and his mom moved to

front of her house. We’d be walking to school in the cold and snow and the bus

on Jefferson Avenue. They never figured out who the shooters were. The news-

us from inside the warm bus.

when the gunfire erupted from a passing car. The target had been two mem-

needed special teachers. The bus would pick her up and drop her off right in
would come down the street splashing slush everywhere. Lois would wave to

Huddled together for warmth on the curb on Beacon Street, our breathing

Chicago; then Sammy died in a drive-by shooting the following summer, over

paper said Sammy was an innocent bystander. He had been riding his bike
bers of a rival gang sitting on the porch.

sending white puffs into the frigid night, our mitten covered hands clapping to

With my closest friends gone, my school year seemed to drag by. I still had

behind the door.

thought about my old friends. I missed them and wished we could still gather

“I bet a zillion dollars there’s a giant tree with a trillion gifts underneath,” Marty

a high school freshman, I would be too old to sit on the curb.

warm our numbing fingers, we’d bet imaginary sums of money on what was

said.

“Bet there is a big fireplace with stockings filled with gifts and candy like the
pictures in the Sunday paper,” Sammy added.

friends, but it wasn’t the same. On graduation day at Mission Elementary, I

on the curb on Beacon Street. I knew I’d never see my friends again, and being

The wreath and candle continued to appear every Christmas. A new group of
kids huddled on the curb to dream about what might be behind the weath-

ered door. I could see them sitting on the curb, hear the excitement in their

“How much you betting?” I asked as if somehow we could prove what was behind the door and determine a winner.

voices, and see the wonder in their eyes.

It was in my second year of high school that my dad was in a terrible automo-

“A bunch of millions,” Sammy replied. “More than all the money in the world.” He
was swinging his arms across his body, trying to keep warm.

bile accident. Dad died on the way to the hospital. A few weeks later, the aid

people came to our house. Mom listened as the man and woman explained

how to get help from the government. My mom cried for two days before get-

ting dressed and walking down to the aid office to sign up. Mom never got over

Lois kept saying, “Dolls, dolls in there.”

having to tell a stranger we needed help. She seemed to change after that. A

“I bet a million dollars there is a new bicycle with white mud flaps, a horn, and a
spotlight. Oh, and a new baseball glove,” I added. The time would come when
the clock forced us to drag ourselves away from the Christmas Door. The trip
home was always the longest and loneliest trip ever. It seemed like forever

few weeks later she got really sick.

Mom’s sister, Ruth, drove from Missouri to help around the house and make

sure Mom took her medicine. A few months later, Aunt Ruth said Mom would

before I got home and could feel my toes and fingers again.
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have to go away for a while because of her illness. I didn’t know what was

had been leaving a lot behind lately.

her just giving up. Uncle Luke drove his pickup truck down to help Aunt Ruth

I had graduated from high school and was working for Uncle Luke at the hard-

with them in Missouri until she got on her feet. They had me gather every-thing

he retired. He seemed pleased the store would be staying in the family. There

through the house looking for things Mom might want to keep.

trips, nice hotels, meals in the best restaurants. I was living a life I could only

With everything packed in the truck, Uncle Luke pulled out of the driveway and

mas would drift back to the old neighborhood, to the curb on Beacon Street.

the rear window as we drove down the street. I couldn’t help but think I’d never

to carve their initials on the street lamp? Did the wreath still appear on the old

wrong with her, though I heard Aunt Ruth say something to Uncle Luke about
take Mom to the hospital. When they returned, they said I would have to go live

ware store he owned. Uncle Luke said I would be taking over the store once

I wanted to keep and pack it in the back of Uncle Luke’s truck. Aunt Ruth went

were business trips to conventions to see what wares were available, plane

have dreamed of a few years before. But through it all, my thoughts at Christ-

Aunt Ruth followed close behind. We headed for the highway. I watched out

I wondered what had become of Marty, Lois, and Craig. Had anyone returned

return to my home.

door? Did the candle still glow in the window?

Living with Aunt Ruth and Uncle Luke was okay. They had a nice home in a

Uncle Luke retired, turning the store over to me. He said he’d check in for a while

neighborhood with green lawns and swimming pools.

until I felt I was able to handle it alone. By then I had moved into an apartment

Christmas brought both happiness and sadness. Aunt Ruth decorated the

Luke’s house, and there were times after I had closed the store that I’d sit all

inside of the house with twinkling lights and a large tree with gifts piled high.

not far from the hardware store. I missed the comfort of Aunt Ruth’s and Uncle
alone in my apartment and think about all the things I had left behind in my

Uncle Luke and I hung lights outside and placed the blow-up Santa and snow-

life. I often wished I could go back to those times, those places.

with the polished brass doorknob that I felt sad and empty. The small lights

Uncle Luke said he and Aunt Ruth had booked a world tour and they would be

man on the lawn. It was when Uncle Luke went to hang the wreath on the door
blinked off and on, and the red and green ribbons were so long they almost

leaving at the end of December. “You’re on your own then, son,” he told me.”

done in a long time.

There was something I had pushed to the back of my mind since the day I had

Aunt Ruth received a phone call one evening. I knew something was wrong as

dream had been to one day return to our old house. I wanted to visit Beacon

her head. Wiping her eyes, she rushed over and gave me a hug.

to walk down Beacon Street one more time. I told Uncle Luke of my desire to

Mom was buried next to Dad on a cold, blustery day when the clouds, looking

impossible once I took over the store. He nodded, a smile tugging at the cor-

touched the doorstep. I thought about the Christmas Door, something I hadn’t

left our home and headed for Missouri to live with Aunt Ruth and Uncle Luke. My

soon as she hung up. She looked at Uncle Luke with tears in her eyes and shook

dark and angry, hung so low you could almost touch them. The preacher from

the Baptist church came to say words over her casket. He went around

shaking everyone’s hand, saying how sorry he was for our loss. He looked sky-

Street. Had anyone returned to carve their initials on the lamp post? I wanted
return to our old house, the old neighborhood while I had a chance. It might be
ners of his mouth.

As he tossed me the keys to the truck, he said, “Be careful, they are predicting

ward and said Mom was in a better place now. We stood around a few mo-

snow.”

window as we pulled away, leaving my mom and dad behind. It seemed like I

I drove I-64, crossing the Mississippi River over the Poplar Street Bridge, the St.

ments more, then Uncle Luke said it was time to go. I watched from the back
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taking the exit ramp to my old neighborhood. I tried to visualize what it would

remained. The progress that had swept through our neighborhood had not

windows boarded up? I fantasized about running into Craig, Marty, even Sam-

abandoned buildings, the overgrown brush. I glanced up at the old street lamp

be like to see our house. Would it still be standing? Was the roof sagging, the

my. Maybe we could sit on the curb on Beacon Street and relive all those past
moments. The weather forecast predicted several inches of snow, but as I

pulled off the highway and took the exit ramp, there were only gray clouds. The
wind was becoming brisk, rocking the truck as I made it up the exit ramp.

As I drove down our street, I didn’t recognize the houses. Gone were the empty

lived long enough to reach Beacon Street. The empty lots were still there, the
as I passed, wondering if anyone had left their initials. Pulling to the curb In

front of the Martin place, I searched through the snow-covered windshield for
the door. The door was gone. In its place only a gaping hole of darkness. I
glanced to the window. The candle was gone. The glass was broken. The
drapes, faded and torn, fluttered in the wind.

lots, the abandon homes. In their place stood new apartments, houses with

I walked across the street as the driving snow covered everything in a white

mas trees with colorful lights appeared in every window. There seemed to be

and wrapping my arms around them. I squinted through the falling snow at

repaired porches, new siding, and lawns decorated for the holidays. Christ-

a wreath hanging on every door. I almost missed our house, only the address
giving me a clue. I pulled the truck to the curb and killed the engine.

Snowflakes were beginning to fall, the sky turning darker. The old house had
new siding and a bow window in the front, The door, a crisp white, held the

biggest wreath I had ever seen. I thought about walking up to the door and
knocking. I could see my mom opening the door, my dad standing behind

her, a big smile on his face. I imagined the warmth from the room, the smell

of fresh pine, cinnamon, and Christmas cookies. I visualized stepping inside to

see Mom and Dad motioning to the tree and all the gifts underneath, so proud
we could have the Christmas they had promised for so many years.

The snow was getting heavier, the wind blowing sheets of whiteness across

the street. I started the truck, debating if I should drive over to Beacon Street.
What if the Christmas Door no longer existed, the old street lamp no longer

stood? There wouldn’t be any carving of initials to record my return. I sat for a
while, the engine running, feeling the warmth of the heater as I watched the

snowflakes hitting the windshield and melting into small droplets before trick-

softness. I brushed the snow from the curb and sat down, pulling my legs up
the ugly black hole where the Christmas Door once stood. I glanced to my left,
and then my right, expecting to see Craig, Marty, and Sammy sitting next to

me, yelling out their bid for what they thought, what they hoped, was behind

the door. A car passed, slowing down as heads turned my way for a moment
before the driver sped up. The wind was picking up, the temperatures dropping, and my light jacket offered little warmth. I glanced toward the

streetlight; its halo glowed through the snow, the beams catching the flakes,
turning them into sparkling jewels.

For a moment I thought about heading for the truck and the warmth of the

heater, but I knew I couldn’t leave until I looked to see if anyone had returned

and carved their initials on the old street lamp. There were no initials or dates
on the street lamp. It looked as if I’d been the only one to return. I stood for a

moment, my pocket knife ready to proclaim my return to the Christmas Door,
to mark the historic date. But I returned the knife to my pocket and walked

back to the truck. Perhaps it would be better if no one knew I’d returned to find
the door gone, the window dark.

ling down the window. I put the truck in gear and headed for Beacon Street. I

The traffic was light as I pulled onto I-64 and headed home. I crossed the Mis-

burned in the window.

was shrouded in a white mist, its beacon casting a red glow in the low-hang-

couldn’t leave without knowing if the Christmas Door still existed, if the candle

As I turned onto Beacon Street, the snow became heavier, the wipers strug-

sissippi River, the city lights of St. Louis fading in the rear view mirror. The Arch
ing clouds.

gling to keep up with the large flakes. I was shocked to see that the old houses
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I thought about the Christmas Door. Who had placed the wreath on the old

weathered door, the candle in the window for all those years? Had there ever

been anything behind the door other than dust, falling plaster, and cobwebs?
There was sadness in knowing the Christmas Door no longer existed, but I

would carry the memories of my best friends, the curb on Beacon Street, and
the Christmas Door with me forever.

We may have been poor in some ways, but I had to admit our imaginations
provided us with a wealth beyond our dreams.

Jay to the World
BY KALPANA R.
Bardsy Holiday Anthology, 2020
Coming Together Through Stories
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“I HATE CHRISTMAS,” I SAID, AS I WALKED THROUGH THE GROCERY STORE WITH DAD.
“What? When did that happen?” he asked.
I was expecting Dad to react with shock, but he had other things on his mind.
He stood looking lost, in the wild, wild world of Christmas grocery shopping,
where people ran around filling their carts for holiday feasts.

That was not us, thankfully. Dad was having a hard enough time figuring out

which can of milk to get. I could just imagine him buying the ingredients for a
plum pudding.

“You know, Dad, I figure that Christmas is really not for us. I know we are not
Christians,” I said, as he stood hesitantly in the midst of a scrimmage in the
vegetable aisle.

dy canes …I could go on… was perfectly fine with me. I was even okay with the
dorky Christmas music that was playing in the grocery store.

But ‘Joy to the World’ was not really jiving with me this year. There was no joy

in my world, no joy in Dad’s world, he was currently struggling in the herb aisle
– basil vs. cilantro is tricky – and no joy in Mom’s world either – she was ill and
resting at home.

The “ Joy” in my “World” during Christmas was directly related to the Christmas
nativity show at Monroe Elementary.

I had been a lowly shepherd in the past, but last year, I had been upgraded
to the plum role of Mary. Also, I think Mrs. Rogers felt that it would be safer if

I didn’t have a shepherd’s crook to wield as a pretend baseball bat. Or to try

and yank off Susie’s angel wings. Shepherds’ crooks have many uses – one of

“Well, Jay, that’s not the point. I always thought you had so much fun celebrating Christmas traditions,” he said, as he gingerly reached for the last bag of
potatoes, only to be beaten by a determined old lady with a walker.

the main ones is to ensure that witches in Mrs. Rogers’ class - i.e. Susie - do not
pretend to be angels.

But, hey, as much as I missed my crook, I absolutely loved being Mary. I had

a blue outfit with a headdress that was simple, and just what the Mom of the

Fun?

Savior of the World should be wearing. None of that tinsel and glitter for Moth-

Christmas was no longer fun.

er Mary. Leave that to witches pretending to be angels – i.e. Susie.

It had been fun last year, even though Santa gave me a Lego set, yet again,

I also took my job seriously. When one of the wise men, played by my best

instead of a puppy.

friend Sam, tried to put down the myrrh, and high five the plastic Baby Jesus

It had been fun even though our Christmas tree was plastic.

loved being the class clown. But I was not having any of that in my manger.

lying in the crib, I gave him my “don’t-mess-with-the-Lord-God” look. Sam

We didn’t go to Christmas Mass…well, we don’t go to church…our Indian Gods
don’t live there, so that’s okay. We had rice and curry for our Christmas feast

which was also fine. Personally, I would have preferred ham, but that’s a small
problem - my family is vegetarian.

This was serious stuff; being Mother Mary made Christmas real. It was no longer a borrowed celebration – I was an integral part of it.

But that was being taken away from me this year. The school board had decided that nativity shows were not right for elementary school kids.

Mom usually made ‘gulab jamun’ for dessert. And that tastes almost as good
as plum pudding, chocolate cake, and pumpkin pie put together.

I didn’t care that we were celebrating Christmas although it was not really

Apparently, it was not okay to tell kids why we celebrate Christmas, by enacting a manger scene with angels, shepherds, wise men, and the star of the
show - Mother Mary -protecting a Baby Jesus doll.

ours to celebrate. Any borrowed celebration with gifts, sugar cookies, can-

17
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Christmas in schools should be all about Santa, amazingly making it to all

corners of the world from the North Pole without a transporter, coming down
chimneys, that don’t exist in the apartments where some of us live, with gifts
for everyone: including the witches in Mrs. Rogers’ class – you know who I’m
talking about.

in class, since I believed that the certain someone was a witch. NeenaMa’s English wasn’t that great, but we found a way to communicate in our video calls.
But now, NeenaMa did not want to talk much. Dad said that she had some-

thing called dementia. So, I might not be able to call NeenaMa on Christmas

Day and she might not be able to sympathize with me that Santa had not de-

The nativity scene issue was all about something called ‘freedom of religion’.

livered a puppy again this year.

Really? What was that?

That sucked.

It was a bummer, that’s what it was.

Let’s take stock now – no Mother Mary, perhaps no NeenaMa video chat, no

I wish I could tell the school board people to take away my ‘religious freedom’. I
just want to be Mother Mary in the nativity pageant – Mother Mary, the mother
of Jesus, the hope of Christians everywhere.

puppy, no ham, no plum pudding, no plastic Christmas tree.
How is Christmas supposed to be fun?

Dad looked with horror at the carnage in the bread aisle. There was no hope of

What’s the big deal with that anyways? Besides, guess what? I’m not even

getting even a loaf of high-carb white bread, at least without losing a limb or

Christian.

some other body part.

But who listens to me?

“How about we just get out of the grocery store and get takeout for dinner,
Dad? We can get Mom some soup,” It was time to take charge.

NeenaMa, that’s who.
“Dad, can we call NeenaMa when we get home?” I asked while he was trying to
gather his courage in the freezer aisle. There were a couple of ladies dribbling
their carts on a fast break to the Pepperidge Farm section.

“I’m not sure if that’s a good idea, Jay. NeenaMa does not seem to talk much

“I think you’re right, Jay,” He knew his limitations, especially in the grocery store
during the holiday season.

We picked up tacos from Cocina Maria – ground beef for me and black bean
for Dad.

these days,” he said as he made the wise decision to forfeit the freezer aisle.

“Feliz Navidad,” Mr. Alvarez, the owner, said.

NeenaMa was my great aunt and my most favorite family member in India.

I loved Cocina Maria tacos and Mr. Alvarez always gave me a free taco when I

With her sharp tongue and a “don’t-mess-with-me” attitude at 90 years old,
she never aspired to be anything more than a terror to the entire family.

But she was my savior, my salvation from the frustration of my Mom and

sometimes my Dad, when I did things that …well… I guess I wasn’t supposed to
do. She roared with laughter when I told her that I had put toothpaste in be-

tween Oreo cookies, or when I had hot-glued someone’s book onto their desk
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couple of days?” Dad asked as we drove home.
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Ahhh … the Christmas that keeps on giving.

mark on him. Of course, what else would Robert do? More good.

Mrs. Rogers had given us the option of giving her a family holiday photo to put

My growing hatred of Christmas was at direct odds with spreading Christmas

up on the class Christmas wall. Most of my friends had turned in their photos.
Rachel’s family had posed in front of their Christmas tree that was most defi-

cheer, but I really had no choice in the matter. I had to hang out with Robert’s
family.

nitely not plastic.

Ahhh … the Christmas that keeps on giving.

Sam was dressed in a suit that he had outgrown, and looked like he was going

Robert’s Mom gave me a carol book.

mm…I didn’t see any cauldrons or broomsticks in the photo.

“I’m so glad that you joined us, Jay. Caroling is so much fun,” she said to me,

to explode in his family photo. Dork. Susie’s family was dressed all in white. Hm-

“We don’t need to turn in a photo, Dad. It’s not like we really celebrate Christ-

with a sweet smile that reminded me of roasted marshmallows.

mas, anyway.”

I smiled back weakly. This was going to be so lame.

“Now, Jay, where’s your Christmas spirit?” he asked with concern, as he parked

“Mom, lets start with ‘Joy to the World’, Robert said, clapping his hands.

the car in the apartment garage.

What a choirboy!

Where was my Christmas spirit?

“Why don’t we all do a practice run,” Robert’s mom said to the carol group.

It was in the toilet bowl, as was Mom’s dinner. The takeout soup was not
working for her.

Joy to the world

The Lord is come…

Okay, let’s take stock again. – No Mother Mary, no NeenaMa video chat, no

puppy, no ham, no plum pudding, no plastic Christmas tree, no holiday photo
and a sick Mom.

Yes, this was totally lame. Sigh!
“Jay, you’re not singing,” Robert’s mom said. “C’mon, honey…we need some
help here. We need a big strong voice like yours to save us.”

You can’t blame me for a lack of Christmas spirit.
“I need you to stay with Robert while I take Mom to the doctor,” Dad said.
Robert was my friend from school. He was nice, polite, got straight A’s, played

the violin and went to Sunday school. All moms loved him, including mine. Robert was the true angel: unlike some pretend angels who were actually witches,
i.e., Susie.

“Yeah, Jay. It’s not going to be Christmas without some good caroling,” Choirboy said.

A big, strong voice to save us? It’s not going to be Christmas without some
good caroling? It’s not going to be Christmas without me?

I knew when it was time to race to someone’s rescue. Yes, I was not happy with

“Robert’s Mom says they are going caroling with a group of friends. Wouldn’t

that be fun?” Dad asked hesitantly. I guess my Christmas hatred had made a

Christmas. Yes, I did not possess Christmas spirit. But these people needed me.
Christmas needed me.
It was Jay-time.

21
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JOY TO THE WORLD, THE LORD IS COME...

into the nativity scene.

The words echoed off the walls and hung in the air. I had a loud voice and I

‘No…Rover…bad dog,.” The lady was panting and out of breath.

knew it. Now it was time for everyone in the neighborhood to hear it.

The caroling was … well… quite a lot of fun, I will admit. We went through ‘Silent

Night’, “Rudolph’, ‘We Three Kings’ and others, as we walked through the neighborhood, sang on driveways and doorsteps, and received candy canes and
other treats from appreciative audiences.

I felt myself smile as I looked at homes decorated with Christmas lights. I felt

good when a lady on Second Street gave me a bag of caramel popcorn, since
I had sung ‘Good King Wenceslas’ with such gusto. I felt warm when cranky Mr.
T around the corner thanked me for the wonderful Christmas cheer.

The dog grabbed Baby Jesus out of the crib with its teeth. And that was too
much for me. Rover might be a cute dog or a bad dog, but there he was,

crossing a line that should not be crossed. And the Mother Mary in this nativity
scene could not do anything about it.
But I could.
I pulled out a sugar cookie from my pocket as I headed towards Rover.
“Come here, Rover … good dog … dogs should not mess with Baby Jesus, should
they?” I said in a singsong voice that I had heard other people use when they

Wait…what? I had good Christmas cheer?

talk to dogs. Or babies.

“This is our last stop, people, “ Robert’s mom said, as we stopped at a house on

Rover, the cute-good-bad-wacky dog dropped Baby Jesus and ran up to me

Fourth Street.

“Wow, what a pretty nativity scene,” one of the carolers said. I held my breath
as I looked at the figurines on the front yard.

and wolfed down the cookie. I picked him up and handed him over to the relieved lady.

“Oh, thank you, honey, I hope you have the best Christmas ever, …you silly dog,
you bad dog, Rover,” she said.

It was beautiful.
It brought back so many memories – hey, this Mother Mary looked just like me,

Don’t mess with Christmas, silly Rover, or you’ll have Mother Mary on your case.

didn’t she?

I picked up Baby Jesus and placed him back in the crib gently. I hummed …

The door opened and a lady appeared with a poodle in her arms.

Joy to the world

Oh, what a cute dog!

Robert’s Mom came over and hugged me.

Just like the one that Santa would never get me.
We started singing when, all of a sudden, the dog leaped out of the lady’s
arms and raced around the front lawn.

“Rover…Rover…” the lady yelled, chasing after the dog as he ran around in cir-

cles between the bushes and us. It was quite a sight. The dog then ran straight
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“That was quite something, Jay. That’s such a good deed for Christmas. You
could say ‘Jay to the World’ ” she said with a laugh.

“Yeah Jay, good deeds are rewarded with miracles,” Robert said. Was that a
halo around his head?

JAY TO THE WORLD

24

a family like you. Quick, quick, take a photo of this beautiful family,” she said.

Jay to the World, huh? Hmmm, I like that.
Robert’s Mom dropped me home. I opened the door to the apartment and

stopped with a shock. There was a big beautiful tree in the apartment. And no,
it was not plastic. The smell of pine was heavenly.

Dad took a screen shot.

I looked at the photo. Goodness, this was the best family photo, ever.
I would rule Mrs. Rogers’ Christmas wall. It was even better than that of the

I ran over to Dad and hugged him.

wi… the wi…ok—let’s be nice now—it was better than that person in my class, i.e.,

“Do we now have our old Jay with the Christmas spirit back?” he asked.

Susie. Gosh, this Christmas spirit was getting to me.

“Ok, NeenaMa, you take care,“ I said, as we ended the call.

“You bet!”
Mom came over and hugged me, too. She looked a lot better.
“You know, Jay, I think I might be making something special for Christmas dinner,” she said. “I’ve been looking at recipes.”

What was going on? My home felt very different all of a sudden. Mom and Dad
looked different. Things felt festive.

“You too… little girl…whoever you are… you remind me of me. Don’t let anyone
boss you around,” she said.

I thought about those words as I woke up on Christmas morning.
I strained my ears to listen for puppy yelps. But all I heard were Mom and Dad
laughing and talking. I smelled something heavenly cooking.

A small box wrapped in a bow sat next to an Easton Diamond Elite baseball

Dad’s phone rang.

bat under the Christmas tree.

“Hey, Jay, it’s NeenaMa, she wants to talk to us,” Dad said.
Oh goodness, Robert was right. This was a miracle.

Whoa!
A baseball bat is definitely a good substitute for a puppy, I thought. And way

We all huddled in front of the laptop, as NeenaMa’s face appeared. She looked

old but those eyes were sprightly.

better than a Lego set. Thank you, Santa.

And what was in the other box? And why were Mom and Dad hanging around
expectantly, waiting for me to open it.

“Jay, Jay, is that you?” she asked.
“Yes, yes, NeenaMa. You know what I did? There was this dog and it grabbed
the Baby Jesus…”

Oh, all right.
I put down the baseball bat after I hit my first imaginary home run off it and

I told her the whole story. NeenaMa laughed, Dad laughed and so did Mom.

The tree in the background glittered. I felt happiness wrapping itself around

opened the box. There was an ornament in the shape of a baby inside the box

and it had the words “Baby’s First Christmas” engraved on it.

my family like a warm Christmas blanket.

I looked around at Mom and Dad with a puzzled expression.

Then, all of sudden, NeenaMa said, “Who are you guys that I am talking to? Oh

“How about a brother or a sister instead of a puppy?” Dad asked with a smile.

my goodness, what a beautiful family. I don’t know you but I would love to have
25
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My mouth fell open.
Mom was choking back tears. I picked my jaw off the floor and ran over to
Mom and Dad whooping with joy.
Jay, the older sister, to the World!
I love Christmas!

Oh Hanukkah
A Song of Celebration
Oh Hanukkah, Oh Hanukkah
Come light the menorah
Let’s have a party

We’ll all dance the hora
Gather ‘round the table
We’ll give you a treat

Sivivon to play with and latkes to eat
And while we are playing

The candles are burning low

One for each night, they shed a sweet Light
To remind us of days long ago

One for each night they shed a sweet Light
To remind us of days long ago.
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THE AIR WAS COLD AND CRISP. SNOW LAY IN DEEP DRIFTS, ENCASING EVERYTHING IN A FROSTY WHITE ICING.

The steam from her nostrils turned into icy crystals, but thankfully there was no
wind. This was a perfect time of year, the perfect day, one she always looked

forward to. It was time to go up into the mountains and cut down the annual

Christmas tree. This was something that Stella greatly anticipated every year.
Not only because it was Christmas, but because she would invariably get a
surprise.

Stella could hardly contain her excitement. “Will the tree be big this year, Papa?” she asked J.D., her uncle and, now, adoptive father.

The Christmas Tree

“Probably.” J.D smiled knowingly.
She secretly hoped it would be. J.D oiled up his chainsaw, gathered ropes to tie
the tree down to the truck bed, and headed off into the mountains to look for
the perfect tree.

BY MICHELE A.
Bardsy Holiday Anthology, 2020
Coming Together Through Stories

The area allotted by the Forest Service was covered with large stands of pines,

spruces, firs, and other large conifers. J.D. and Stella plowed through the drifts
to find just the right tree. Stella sank almost up to her waist, the snowbanks

practically as tall as she was. Still, she could brave the cold for what she was
expecting.

“I want something of my own,” Stella thought to herself. Getting the tree would
be part of that wish. Stella’s life had been quite lonely since the death of her

parents when she was seven. Though she knew that her aunt and uncle loved
her, she just missed her mother and father so much.

“Here’s the tree!” Stella pointed. It was a large, fat spruce, thickly thatched

with closely knit needles. Its dazzling blue-green hue stood out like a beacon
in the glistening snow. J.D. pulled out his chainsaw and started it up. BRRR-

RRAAAAPPPP, it went, slicing through the cold silence like a hot knife through
butter. The tree was more than eight feet tall, quite a feat to be tying down

onto the bed of a small truck. A large portion of it stuck out from the back end,
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but J. D. hefted the large, unwieldy boughs and fastened them down so they

wouldn’t be flapping all over the place. Then he strapped the trunk to the truck
bed and put away his chainsaw, satisfied that this was going to be a special
tree. Just the look on Stella’s face made the effort worthwhile. She couldn’t

locket that contained her picture.
She looked at them lovingly, saying, “I will always remember you, Mommy. I

miss you and Daddy so much!” With that she proceeded to decorate her

stop smiling.

“tree,” each small ornament a memory, and with each memory, the tears

“Granny! We got the tree!” Stella shouted excitedly. She always called her Aunt

said with a sigh. “Such a short time I had with you, but I will see you again in

Lucille “Granny”. Perhaps because her cousins called her that, and it just stuck.
Now began the process of untying this tree and lugging it inside. Lucille stood

at the door in amazement, and asked, “J. D., how are you going to bring that
thing into the house?”

flowed. “I know that Granny and Pa-Pa love me, but it’s not the same,” Stella
heaven.”

Stella finished decorating the tree and came out into the living room to look at

the big Christmas tree with a bad haircut. “It looks funny!” she said. “But it was
worth it. Too bad Mommy and Daddy can’t see it.”

“We’ll find a way,” J.D. said, then proceeded to untie the ropes and drag the tree
up the steps. With a great effort he dragged the top part of the tree inside.
Then he went around toward the stump to shove the rest of it inside, while

Lucille maneuvered the other end to keep it from knocking over everything
else in the house.

“Yeah,” Lucille said, as she remembered her baby sister Lee, Stella’s mother.
She had been so protective of her. As Lucille thought about it, she remem-

bered a time before Stella was born. Lee had been having some pains and

thought that she had cancer. Lucille, being the experienced nurse that she
was, listened to Lee’s complaints, then started laughing.

When they tried to get the tree into an upright position, it was too large to fit.

Some of it had to be cut off. But where would they make the cut? J.D., being

“What’s so funny?” Lee demanded to know. “This is serious!”

the resourceful guy he was, said, “Let’s lop off the top part!” With that, he took

“Lee, you’re pregnant!” Lucille continued to laugh.

rest of the tree looked like it had a bad haircut, but at least it fit. They would

“I AM NOT!” she retorted, remembering what the doctors had told her, that she

then decorate it as usual.

was unable to have children.

But what of the rest of the tree? That was what Stella was hoping for, the sur-

“Well, you are so!” Lucille smiled. Then Lee got mad.

her room and set it on the little stand atop her dresser drawers. It was a per-

“Why are you angry at me?” Lucille asked. “Get tested.”

out his dovetail saw and proceeded to cut about two feet from the top. The

prise she got every year. With her lopped-off portion, Stella quickly headed to
fect fit, a perfect little Christmas tree she could call her own.

Stella then proceeded to take out the little ornaments that Lucille had given

her. Some were small gloves with snowflake frosting. Oddly enough, they still
had their sparkle. Others were tiny reindeer, complete with a Santa’s sleigh.

And there were a few special ones that belonged to her mother, such as the

Lee eventually did get tested and sure enough, she was pregnant. Audrie,

her husband, could hardly contain his excitement. At 51 he hadn’t thought he

could ever have children. To have a child at this stage in his life, his joy knew no
bounds. It was too good to be true.

The memory came rushing back like a flood as she looked at the cherub face

of her niece, now adopted daughter, and thought, “This is for you, Lee. I prom-

31

BARDSY HOLIDAY ANTHOLOGY

THE CHRISTMAS TREE

32

ised I would take care of Stella. She will have the best home possible. Though, I
do miss you. You will always be in my heart.

In the heart. That’s what Christmas should be about: memories and family.

Miracles do happen and Stella just happened to be one of those. Though that
Christmas was bittersweet, Stella did have something she could call her own.

Her own little Christmas tree. A reminder that she was special and that family,

no matter what it looked like, was always there for her. Merry Christmas!

The Disgruntled
Reindeer
BY DAVID D.
Bardsy Holiday Anthology, 2020

Coming Together Through Stories
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ANNOUNCER: “TODAY ON THE MAURY SHOW, LIVE ON SATELLITE FROM THE

“Of course,” Maury starts. “Murray, I find it hard to believe the picture you paint

REINDEER CONFIDENTIAL.”

own foibles and pull the covers off of your mates. Please, start to set the record

KRIS KRINGLE STABLES, MURRAY THE DISGRUNTLED REINDEER, AUTHOR OF

of reindeer life—the toil, the politics, the naughty bits. Murray, you speak of your
straight, educate us. What’s your job? Why did you write this book?”

The applause light flashes and the audience responds.
Maury raises his hands to quiet the audience even though he knows the ap-

plause light will flash for another twenty seconds. The audience settles as the
light goes dark and Maury puts down his hands, as if he has brought calm to
the set.

“Welcome, welcome to the Maury Show. Today we have a treat for you. Live on

“First, it’s all true, Maury. I wrote the book for all the reindeer who don’t have

a voice. The reindeer who put in years of service with no recognition. For the

reindeer that are the backbone of the world’s most spectacular logistic event:
the delivery of nearly eight billion packages in twenty-four hours.”
Maury probes, “So, you are a whistleblower?”

satellite from the Kris Kringle Stables at the North Pole we will interview the au-

“Maury, there’s no whistle to blow. Kris gave them all away as stocking stuffers.”

of reindeer life at Kringle Stables. Murray, who some have labeled a disgrun-

“Well,” says Maury, feeling that Murray may have to be treated like a hostile

thor of Reindeer Confidential. The book that tells the behind-the-scenes story

tled reindeer, uncovers what goes on the other 364 days of the year and what

witness, “to begin with, you say the reindeer are misrepresented as being all

it’s like when you are not on the sleigh team.”

female.”

Again, the applause light flashes and the audience cheers.

“That’s a crock, Maury. Your scientists look at our sleigh in flight and because

“We’ll meet Murray and hear his story after these important messages.”

ing ordinary North American land-locked reindeer and attributing their biolo-

As the Murray tell-all was released just in time for the holidays, the important
messages include pitches for Clap On/Clap Off, the Pocket Hose, Chia Pets,
and mesothelioma.

“Thank you, thank you.” Maury addresses the audience, but really the camera.
“Now, let’s all say hello to Murray, the disgruntled reindeer. Murray, hello. Can
you hear me?”

the reindeer all have antlers, they conclude that they are all chicks. That’s takgy to us. We are flying reindeer; antlers help us control the aeronautics. None
of us shed our antlers till January.”

“Now, Vixen and Cupid are both female—don’t get me wrong. Kind of like Ginger and Mary Ann, if you know what I mean…. Then there’s Prancer. Maury, I’d
have to say his story would be better suited for your compatriot Jerry.”

“Murray, Murray, let me stop you there. We can discuss social life a bit later. I’d

Murray responds, already annoyed, “I can hear and see you just fine. We have
dedicated satellites which provide excellent coverage throughout the world.”
Maury continues, “Well, I hope our feed comes through strong. How should I
address you?”

like to understand the job first.”

“Ok, Maury. There are really three components to the job: executive staff, elves,
and reindeer. Now, the elves are unionized so they have their own spokeself.

The executives are Santa and Mrs. Claus; at the Pole we call them Kris and Jessica. She’s a saint what with all those ‘mommies’ trying to kiss her man.

“Call me Murray, Maury. May I call you Maury?”

“Now, the eight fliers and that showboat Rudy get all the press, but there are

countless reindeer bringing in the raw materials for the elves. And, those same
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reindeer stage the product. The system is incredibly time-sensitive; no delays
are acceptable.

“Maury, it’s true I had my conquests as a young reindeer. I was always so

caught up with the pressures and adrenaline of the job that I never settled

“I was the chief technical reindeer for the past ten years. I oversaw a complete
update of the system which had been in place since last century. Let me give
you an idea of the process. It begins with the N’n’N, the Naughty and Nice List.

We then collate that with the special requests, letters to Santa. That is forwarded to Kris for review. He checks it more than twice; it is actually under constant
review.

At this point, we start running the routing software. Kris just doesn’t hop in the

sleigh and go. There’s a tight route to follow if he’s going to finish on time. Every

down. And, not being a flyer, I always felt a little less than.”

“Murray, I read your story and didn’t you have a serious relationship as a young
reindeer?”

“Yes, Maury. I saw Cupid before she joined the team. But when she made the
team and I failed the vision exam, I cut it off. No flyer should have to be seen
with support staff.”

“And so, you spent the next fifteen years burying yourself in your work, never

third time zone, presents are restocked en route. Where do you think the air

settling down, not experiencing the joy of family or Christmas.”

stage and have the present sacks ready to go. Once Kris passes through a

Murray gruffed, “Damn, Maury! You’re killing me here. I loved Cupid, but it

force came up with the idea to refuel jets in the air? The nameless reindeer
restock zone the reindeer on duty clear the drop and return to the Pole. The
reindeer are due back by the 26th.

“Murray, what would you say if our staff reached out to Cupid for her side of

“It’s a high-pressure world, Maury. There’s a great deal of hypertension, berry
abuse, and broken family lives. Kris gives us January off to let off steam, but
the whole process starts again February 1.”

the story?”

Murray started to fidget in place. “Maury, that’s water under the ice floe. I don’t
think it would be fair to drag her through the past.”

“Murray, let’s talk about reindeer life and meet our extra special guest after
these words from our sponsors.”

“Well, she disagrees. So, I’d like to welcome to the show, live from the female
wing of the Kris Kringle Stables, Cupid! Welcome, Cupid.”

The stage lights dim as the show breaks for commercial. Murray is alarmed at
Maury’s toss to break.

The audience roars without aid of the applause light.
“Thank you, Maury.” Cupid speaks in a hushed tone. The audience all leans for-

He pleads, “Maury, Maury! Who is your special guest?”

ward in their seats.

The feed from Maury’s studio is silent. Murray senses he is about to be blindsided.

“And we’re back.” Maury begins the salacious segment of the show. “Murray,

your memoir paints quite the picture of a reindeer’s reindeer. A reindeer without a family. A reindeer who would jump from stall to stall. Where’s the Christmas spirit?”
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wasn’t meant to be.”

“Cupid, can you tell us about a young Murray and how your life has been?”
“Oh, Maury. Let me tell you—Murray was funny and smart. We had such good

times together. He just didn’t have very strong eyes. A flier needs strong eyes.

But not a single flyer could have done what Murray did in building the new system. He may not have told you, but his software saved us four hundred thousand kilometers last year. That’s ten trips around Earth.”
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Murray’s eyes and ears are bright and perked as he listens to Cupid. Old feel-

ings pull at his heart. But he knows the rest of the story and really doesn’t want
to relive it again.

of accomplishments, but there are no reindeer with whom to share them.
Maury returns his attention to his first guest, “Murray, how does Cupid’s story
make you feel?”

He tries to regain control of the conversation. “Maury, I think your audience
would rather hear about Kris and the A-team.”

“Lower than whale poop.”
“Murray, when my staff and I studied your book and did our research and pre-

Maury knows his people.

liminary interviews one idea kept coming up over and over. We broached the

“Who do you want to hear?” Maury asks and holds his microphone to the audience.

idea with Cupid and she was intrigued.”
“Murray, what if you are Rudy’s father?”

They chant, “Cupid! Cupid! Cupid!”

“That’s ridiculous, Maury. And, even if it were true, how would it change any-

Maury smiles as he knows the storyline is playing out as he had hoped. “Cupid,

thing? A lifetime has passed. I’ve missed so much. I love Cupid. I’ve always

please continue.”

loved Cupid, but I wasn’t there.”

“Well, when Murray failed the vision test, we were separated to different ed-

“Maury,” Cupid says softly, “I’d like to know. Murray was the most wonderful

ucation/career tracks. I heard Murray took it hard. Kris, being something of a

reindeer I’ve ever known.”

that he hoped I would be a good influence on Blitzen.”

Maury will be orchestrating the rest of the show.

matchmaker, thought Blitzen and I would be good together. Really, I now know

Murray’s microphone captures an utterance, “*BLEEP* Blitzen.”
“Right from the start Blitzen would stay out late. He liked the berries. Before I

“Murray, unbeknownst to you we collected a sample of your DNA following the

meal our on-site interviewer had with you at the Pole. We also had Cupid submit a sample of Rudy’s DNA. We have a third-party laboratory who has com-

knew it, I was pregnant. The calf came early.”

pared the samples. The results are in this hermetically sealed envelope kept in

Maury interjects, “That would be Rudy?”

the results will be revealed.”

a mayonnaise jar on Funk & Wagnalls’ porch since noon today. When we return

“Yes. Rudolph is smart, funny. He had his challenges as a youth because of the

red nose thing. Despite the one early flight, he’s actually studying for a logistics
role. The berries got the best of Blitzen and I raised Rudolph as a single reindeer.”

“You never remarried?” Maury asks even though he knows the answer.
“No. I focused on my career and my Rudolph.”

They spend the entire four-minute break in a frenzy. The four minutes feels like
four hours to Murray.

The show returns to a shot of Maury with an insert of Murray on the bottom left
and Cupid on the bottom right.

“And now the result.” Maury rips the envelope open. He studies the results much

As Cupid tells her story, Murray feels more alone than he ever has. His life is full
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“Murray, you are NOT the father!”
The crowd, anticipating that he would be the father, falls back into their seats,
silent. Cupid sobs. Murray hangs his head and just shakes it from side to side,
mouthing, “No, No.”

Maury, also a bit shocked by the results, notifies the audience.
“We will be back in a brief moment while everyone collects themselves.”
As the show returns, Maury is in the same frame. Cupid’s eyes are still tearful.
And Murray has left his stall. Maury concludes, “Today we learned about the

unsung heroes who toil year in and year out to bring us Christmas. Their personal sacrifice, some glory, and their foibles. I would like to thank Cupid who

The Christmas Gift

bared her soul with us. Unfortunately, Murray has left his stall apparently upset
that we tested his DNA.”

Maury had planned to stretch his finish for another thirty seconds, but he

BY DARRELL C.

hears a rustling in his earpiece. The director swaps Cupid’s stall shot for Maury’s, as Murray has made his way across the Kringle Kampground.

Bardsy Holiday Anthology, 2020
Coming Together Through Stories

Murray bursts into Cupid’s stall. As they nuzzle noses, Murray swipes off the

light switch with a twitch of his antlers. The shot goes to black, the credits roll.
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MARIANNE PAUSED. WAS THREE DOZEN ENOUGH? SHE SMILED. THE CHILDREN
LOVED HER CHOCOLATE CREAM COOKIES.

She twirled her diamond ring. Inscribed on the inside band were the words

“Andy & Marianne: I love you.” Twelve years and their love was just as fresh and
wonderful as it had been on their wedding day. If it could be better, the children enhanced it.

The nativity scene outside the patio door gave a gentle look to the dormant

flower garden. A light snow began falling. “Alexa, play Christmas hymns,” she
said, lighting candles. “Silent Night” resonated through the lower rooms.

Marianne dimmed the lights in the living room. She watched the falling snow.

Perfect. She loved this time of the year. The street lamps gave a cherry atmosphere. The only blight was the tumbled-down shack across the street.

She had just set the cookies out to cool when the children and Andy rushed in.
Paul reached for one. “Ah, ah, ah. Not until after dinner.” Marianne said from her
husband’s arms.

After dinner, homework, baths, and bedtime, Marianne and Andy finally had

some time together. As his wife snuggled into his arms, Andy said, “The owner
of the house on the corner showed up today.”

Straightening up, Marianne stared at her husband. “I thought he was dead.”
She shivered.

“We couldn’t find him; he’s staying in the house tonight,” Andy said.
“Andy, that old shack is a blight on the neighborhood.”
“I don’t even think the house has heat or electricity.” Andy mused. “It must be

freezing over there.”

“Can’t we get him out?” Marianne asked.
“And send him where honey?”
“I don’t care, maybe he could go to the mission. We would be doing him a favor. At least he would be warm and fed.”

That night, in a deep sleep, Marianne thought she heard sirens. Suddenly she

“Two,” Paul said, grinning.

set up in bed. The bedroom flickered with light. “What…what is it?” Seconds

later, red flashing lights bathed the front of the house. The siren, until then in-

“Three,” Charlotte said.

creasingly loud, died away.

“Four,” Paul countered.

“The house on the corner is on fire,” Andy said, as he buttoned his shirt, then

“Ok, you two. You can have your cookies and your mom and I will have the German chocolate cake she baked this afternoon.”

threw on his coat. “He must have been trying to keep warm.”

He ran from the room, his feet pounding down the stairs. “Oh, Andy, please be

“Cookies and cake,” Paul said.

careful,” Marianne called after him. Jumping from the bed, she pulled on her

Andy spread his hands in the air. “I can see it now, Wibble and Son, Attorneys at

door of the bedroom. Flames shot fifty feet in the air. As she watched, the roof

Law.”

collapsed.

“And you’ll let Paul take care of negotiations for the difficult clients,” Marianne
said. “Ok, you two. Wash up. Dinner in ten minutes.”

“What’s happening?” Paul asked, his voice high, almost breaking.
“I’m scared.” Tears streamed down Charlotte’s cheeks. She ran to her mother.

The children ran out of the room and up the stairs.
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Paul hesitated, wanting to act brave. Opening her arms, Marianne enfolded

BARDSY HOLIDAY ANTHOLOGY

THE CHRISTMAS GIFT

44

her daughter. Paul took a step into the bedroom, then went into his mother’s
arms.

“It’s ok. We’re safe. The old shack on the corner is burning,” she said, smoothing
her children’s hair.

Paul wiggled out of her arms, a horrified expression on his face. “B…but what

“He’s ok, isn’t he Daddy?” Paul asked, looking up at his father.
“I think he’ll be all right. He put on all the clothes he had, trying to keep warm.

He tore down some of a wall and burned the wood in the fireplace. That’s what

started the fire. Funny thing, all that clothing protected him from being burned.
They think he just breathed in some smoke.”

about the man inside? Did he get out ok?”

“The clothing and Jesus,” Charlotte said.

“How do you know there was anyone in the house?” Marianne asked.

“Yes, you’re right princess. That and Jesus.” Her father smiled.

“I saw an old man in a ragged coat go in there when I went to school yester-

“How long will you be gone?” Marianne asked.

day morning.”

For the first time, Marianne saw a bundle of what looked like rags laying in the
lawn near their sidewalk. As she and the children watched, Andy knelt down
next to the pile of clothing. Incredibly, the bundle moved. A hand appeared.
Andy grasped it. He seemed to be praying. At that minute, an ambulance
roared up the street.

Andy stepped back as two paramedics emerged from the ambulance.
Paul tore himself away from his mother’s arms. Dashing to the window, he
grasped the sill. “Is he going to die?” There were tears in his voice.
“No, Jesus won’t let him die,” Charlotte said. “Will he, Mommy?”
“Can we pray for him?” Paul asked, turning from the window.
“Of course. That’s a good idea,” Marianne said.

“I’m not sure. Go back to bed. I’ll be home as soon as I can.”
He kissed Marianne and Charlotte. Paul drew back. “I’m too old for that, Daddy.”
Andy smiled and held out his hand. Solemnly, Paul shook it. “I’ll be praying for
you,” Paul said, making his voice deeper.
“Thank you,” Andy replied.
Marianne stayed with her daughter until she fell asleep. As she drifted off,

Charlotte said, “He’ll be all right, won’t he Mommy?” Resentment rose in Marianne’s heart. Why all this interest in this elderly man? After all, he was just a

hobo. There were hundreds, maybe thousands across this country. “I’m sure he
will,” she replied offhandedly.

Returning to bed, Marianne closed her eyes, but sleep wouldn’t come. With the
fire out, the dark invaded the room. The street lamps and night-light down the

Paul bowed his head. “Lord, help this old man. Don’t let him die. He may not

hallway did little to dispel the darkness.

have any family or a nice home like we do. Let him live and I’ll be his friend.

“Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.” The Bible verse ran through her

The paramedics lifted the man onto a gurney and rolled him to the ambu-

“But he is not my neighbor.” The room was silent, with no answering words. Get-

door opened and closed and Andy climbed the stairs. “I’m going to the hospi-

pile of rubble seemed to mock her.

Amen.”

lance. Two minutes later they sped away, siren wailing into the night. The front
tal.”
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ting up, Marianne stepped to the window. In the glow of the street lamps, the
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Again, she heard the words of the Lord: “Love thy neighbour as thyself.”

“You sure?” Andy asked.

Marianne returned to bed. In her dreams, she ran from an army of homeless

“Yes, yes.” Leaping out of bed, Marianne began dressing. She wanted to add

men. Her legs growing weary, she tripped and fell. Hands reached for her as
she fought them off.

“Marianne, wake up. You’re having a bad dream.” She opened her eyes. Andy
held her in his arms.

“and protect our children,” but didn’t.

Downstairs, she heard Andy say, “My wife will join us in a few minutes.”
Paul proclaimed loudly, “My mommy makes the best pancakes! Just wait, you’ll
see!”

“Are you all right?”

Marianne slid to a stop at the door to her immaculate kitchen. Seated in her

” I am now.” She glanced at the window.

chair was a long-haired, gray-headed, craggy, bearded old man. The shirt

and the pants he wore looked familiar. To her horror, she realized they were An-

“Listen, we have a guest.”

dy’s. If he didn’t take them with him when he left, she would throw them away.

“A guest?” Marianne asked, frowning.

“You’re here!” Paul shouted as he jumped up from his chair, almost tipping it

“It’s…the man from across the street,” Andy said, his expression serious. She
struggled out of his arms.

over. “Mommy meet Oscar Porter.”

“His house burnt last night. Daddy said we’re going to help him out,” Charlotte

“You’re joking, please tell me you’re joking.” Andy just looked at her. Lowering

said, her eyes welling with tears.

her voice, she said, “He’ll smell up the entire house.”

“Of course, he did,” Marianne replied.

“He didn’t have any place to go.”

“I hope you’re hungry, Mr. Porter. Saturday morning is pancake day in our

“What about the mission? After breakfast, he can go there.”
Andy just shook his head. “They’re full. I checked with them last night.”
“He can’t stay here.” Marianne stiffened.

house.” Marianne looked for her skillet, not finding it.

“Your husband was kind enough to fry me several eggs and bacon,” Oscar
said.

Then she knew why Andy was leaning against the counter. He was hiding her

“We have a guest room.” Andy frowned.

burnt skillet from her. He couldn’t cook anything without burning her utensils.

Tears filled Marianne’s eyes. Her beautiful guest room was about to be de-

She gave her husband an icy stare. He held out the pan to her. Sure enough, it

stroyed by this homeless man. She felt sick to her stomach. She became
aware of the laughter of her children. Could he be dangerous?

“Go, go, go. I’ll be down in a minute.” She made a sweeping motion with her
hands.
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was burnt.

She grabbed her frypan and severely scrubbed it.
Then she prepared pancakes for Oscar, Andy, and the children. She had no appetite, nor did she intend to set at her neatly appointed table with this smelly
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hobo. It would take more than one scrubbing to remove the smelly odor from
him. The light tinge of smoke surrounded him like a funeral shroud.

that coat.
What followed was an hour and a half of misery for Marianne. Even her favor-

Breakfast was a difficult affair, with Oscar regaling Charlotte and Paul with

ite stores bought her no joy. They passed the long line for Santa. In the center

the elderly man’s stories.

have revelled in the concert, gripping her husband’s hand, letting the music

tales of his life on the road. Even Andy seemed to be taken with the charm of

Finally, Marianne said, “There aren’t many places to bathe when you’re traips-

court, a flash mob sang “The Hallelujah Chorus.” Normally, Marianne would

wash over her. Not today, not now. She just wished for the day to be over.

ing all over the county are there?”

The lunch she had envisioned was gone, replaced by one at the food court.

“Oh, you’d be surprised. There is always a stream or river to wash up in.” Oscar

Oscar had not done, or place he had not been. Paul became so excited he

laughed.

Now it became a story hour for their children. It seemed there was nothing
knocked over his soda. Marianne jumped back to avoid being splashed.

“Our mommy makes us take a bath every night.” Paul folded his arms on the
table.

Returning home, Marianne complained of a headache and excused herself.
Laying on her bed, she had a good cry. It was all wrong. They had ruined her
perfect weekend. Why couldn’t he stay away until after Christmas? Why did

Charlotte nodded. “And wash behind our ears, too.”

Oscar have to come back at all?

Marianne shot Paul a look. He took his arms off the table.
“That’s good,” Oscar said. “A person can never have too many baths, unless his

skin gets all wrinkly.” The children laughed, as if this was the funniest thing they
had ever heard. Andy smiled.

When Andy came up to check on her, she quietly unloaded on him. She kept

her voice low but menacing. He set on the bed, listening as she ranted. When
she finally ran down, he stood up and said, “One of these days you’ll realize

Christmas is not about you and your perfect house. It’s about people. That’s
why Christ came and that’s why we have Christmas.”

Paul bounded to his feet. “Mr. Porter is going to the mall with us. Isn’t that
great?”

He quietly closed the door, leaving her alone. Who did he think he was? His
tone was the same one he used when correcting the children. “I am not a

“Daddy can loan you a coat. He has about a zillion of them,” Charlotte volunteered.

child,” she said, her face buried in her pillow.

Resentment built in her heart. She closed her eyes. In her troubled sleep home-

Andy just shrugged his shoulders.

less men invaded her beautiful house, making a ruin of every room. She ran

Not only had Oscar Porter invaded her beautiful home and disturbed her life,

fore her eyes. Exhausted, she threw herself down on the bed, weeping. “I can’t

but now their family tradition of holiday shopping was in shambles. Marianne
looked from one to the other. They were excited. Not her.

They piled into the car for their trip to the mall. It was all wrong, Marianne

thought. Oscar set in her place beside her husband. IN HER SEAT. He wore the
coat she had given her husband for Christmas five years before. She loved
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after them, cleaning each room, only to have them become a mess again bedo it, Lord. I just can’t keep my house clean for you.”

She woke with Andy’s words echoing in her mind. “It’s about people. That’s why
Christ came and that’s why we have Christmas.”

Beside her, Andy breathed heavily. Pulling her robe around her, she stepped
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into the hallway and closed the door. She entered the kitchen before she real-

ized Oscar sat at the table. A cup of coffee and an old tattered Bible lay before
him. Too late to turn around. She stepped to the coffeepot and poured herself

picked it up, intending to put it somewhere safe. Her eyes fell on the passage
Oscar had been reading.

a cup.

“Charity suffereth long, and is kind; charity envieth not; charity vaunteth not

“Are you feeling better?” he asked, his voice gravelly.

is not easily provoked, thinketh no evil; Rejoiceth not in iniquity, but rejoiceth in

itself, is not puffed up, Doth not behave itself unseemly, seeketh not her own,

“Yes, thank you.” She didn’t want to set at the table with him. She leaned
against the counter, sipping from her coffee.

“Must be difficult having a stranger disrupt your family, especially at Christmas
time. Becky, that was my wife, used to decorate our home starting right after

Thanksgiving. Left it that way until New Year’s Day,” he said, staring out into the

the truth; Beareth all things, believeth all things, hopeth all things, endureth all
things.”

The dam broke. Marianne wept. With the tears came healing. She fell to her

knees, her head resting on the chair Oscar had just occupied. After a time of
prayer and confession, Marianne returned to bed, to a dreamless sleep.

night. “I want to thank you.”

When she woke in the morning, Marianne again read the passage from last

Was he mocking her? “Thank me for what?” Even to her, her words sounded

house to frying ham and eggs.

hostile.

night. This time from her own Bible, marking the verses. At 7:30, she woke the

“Oscar’s going to church with us this morning,” Paul said, beaming.

If he noticed, it didn’t show.
“After Becky died, I kind of lost my anchor. We had been buying houses and

“Yes,” Charlotte added. “He’s going to teach our Sunday School class.”

renting them out for our retirement. The one across the street is the last one. I

“Woah, youngster. I only said I have taught Sunday School.”

reminded me of the Christmases with my wife and the love we shared.” Tears

“I invited him.” Andy looked at Marianne.

sold the others after her death. Life lost its luster. Being with your family today

misted his eyes. “We never had children, but the children from our church were
a great blessing to us.”

that will fit you perfectly.”

“Your church?”

Andy smiled at his wife. She returned his smile.

“Yes, I pastored a small church just outside of St. Louis. When my Becky died,
I became bitter against the Lord.” He got to his feet. Stepping to the sink, he
washed out his cup. “I want to thank you again, for restoring my faith in the
Lord and mankind. Goodnight.”

While the children ran to get dressed for church, Marianne trimmed Oscar’s
hair and beard. Forty-five minutes later they entered the sanctuary. Oscar
looked like a handsome grandfather in Andy’s dark blue suit and red tie.

He laughed at the antics of the children during the Christmas play, and sang

“Goodnight,” Marianne said, distracted.

the hymns heartily, not needing a songbook. Afterward, at Marianne’s insis-

A minute later she noticed he had left his Bible. She started to call out to him,
but he was already up the stairs. Finishing her coffee, Marianne hesitantly
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Marianne smiled at Oscar. “Yes, please come with us. I’m sure Andy has a suit
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tence, he joined them for lunch at her favorite restaurant.
Oscar stayed with the family until after Christmas.
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Christmas morning was spectacular. Andy presented Oscar with a new suit
and his own red tie and white shirt. Having learned his shoe size, Marianne

gave Oscar two pairs of shoes, one pair black and the other brown. Paul and

Charlotte offered him homemade gifts that Oscar cherished as much as the
gifts from Marianne and Andy.

In June, the family received a wedding invitation. Now pastoring a church in

the small village of Hazel Dell, Oscar had met a wonderful Christian widow. The
next year, Oscar and Kathleen joined the family for Christmas. At Marianne’s
invitation, of course.

Conspiracy: Naughty List
BY COURTNEY K.
Bardsy Holiday Anthology, 2020
Coming Together Through Stories
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“LET’S GO! YOU’RE GOING TO BE LATE FOR SCHOOL!”

Written on green construction paper, red bold letters said: “It’s all a lie! Uncover
the Naughty List conspiracy!”

“I’m coming, chill out.”
“Talking like that is going to get you on the Naughty List this year, buddy!”

And that was it. There were no further instructions, no website, no explanation.
Questions flooded Shane’s mind.

“Whatever, Mom. Maybe I want coal for Christmas. You ever think of that?”

“What does ‘conspiracy’ mean?”

Shane wasn’t always so brazen with his mother, but it seemed like as soon as

“Don’t lies put you on the Naughty List?”

that Santa Claus was watching. He definitely didn’t want to disappoint Santa.

“Isn’t Santa’s list top secret?”

start with his mom, Shane’s hopes for the day were low.

“Who else knows about this?”

He dragged his feet as he walked through the driveway and hopped in the

“Where did this come from? This has to be a joke.”

Thanksgiving rolled around, she was constantly threatening him with the idea
But he could do without all of the reminders. After getting off to such a rough

backseat of his mom’s little red sedan. He kept his head down the entire drive

to school, even as his mom belted out Christmas carols using the wrong words
to try to make him laugh. It didn’t work. She wouldn’t let him sing the version of

“Jingle Bells” all of the other boys in his class were singing. And he thought that
one was funny! How do you not laugh when you say that “Batman smells”?

Arriving at school was always a letdown for Shane. Every day was the same.
And he was bored with it. He wished he was one of the kids who had a lot of

friends, but he wasn’t. He just talked to Patty, and that was only because she
always needed to talk to him about something.

He folded the paper and slipped it into his pocket when Ms. Harrow told the

class to take their seats and get the day started. Shane tried to pay attention
in class, but his mind was stuck on that paper, burning a hole in his pocket.

He had to wonder why he was expected to focus on remembering “Never Eat
Soggy Wheaties,” and how that was so important, when the paper he had in
his pocket could change his future!

Didn’t Ms. Harrow understand that Christmas was just around the corner, and

a kid has to worry about what list they end up on if they want anything good to
be waiting for them Christmas morning? The Naughty List is serious business!

As soon as he opened his locker and reached for his pencil case, a sheet of
paper floated down and landed at his feet. At first, Shane didn’t think twice

about it. He wasn’t the neatest kid in the world, and third grade was the first

time he had ever had a locker. Although he felt more grown up getting to have
a locker of his own instead of the cubbies he had always been assigned in

Shane made it to lunch, but just barely. He was bouncing up and down in his

seat, waiting for a chance to get up and figure out what the deal was with the
note that had been left in his locker. He plopped down in a seat and unzipped
his lunch bag.

lower grades, it turned into a catch-all for him. Homework, uneaten lunches

“Hey, what do you have today?” Patty asked as she sat in the seat next to him.

be signed, and some unidentifiable sticky items took up most of the space in

“Ugh. Stinky tuna fish. You?”

about that paper that made him stop and look at it instead of shoving it back

“The usual turkey sandwich. Moms are so boring!”

that his mom sent in, notes from the teacher that he didn’t dare bring home to
his locker. Things seemed to fall out every day. But there had been something
in the locker.
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them, he heard something that made him think he wasn’t the only person who
got a paper like he did.

“So, what did your brother tell you? I don’t understand this note.”
“He told me he has just learned that Santa’s lists only exist because he made

Jason and Tyler were always up to something, and Shane usually stayed away,

a deal with our parents and teachers. He’ll never give us coal, but they can

but this time he was drawn in.

threaten us with it if it makes their lives easier.”

“Dude! I’m telling you; my brother knows everything. He’s in SIXTH grade so he

“That’s it?” Shane shook his head in disbelief.

wouldn’t lie about something like this.”

“Yeah, it’s not as exciting as it sounds. But I think we can use knowing that

“No way! I don’t believe that for a second.”

against our parents,” Tyler said.

“You just don’t get it.”

Jason and Shane exchanged an uncertain look.

Shane tried not to let on that he was eavesdropping on the conversation, but

“Did you guys put this note in my locker?”

same thing he had found that morning. Probably not. They never seemed too

“Nope.”

he had to figure out what they were talking about. He wondered if it was the
concerned about being “nice,” but he had to know.

“That means someone else knows about this! We should figure out how many
kids got this note. I can’t be alone.”

“Hey, did you guys see this?”
Shane pulled the paper out of his pocket and handed it over to Jason and

Tyler. The two boys became wide-eyed. Jason bit his bottom lip, and Tyler just

shook his head slowly. Shane looked down, took the paper back, and turned to
leave. As he started to walk away, Tyler began to talk.

“Good idea!”
Shane was a little uneasy just approaching other kids, but this was about uncovering the biggest scam in Christmas history! He didn’t have a choice. The
boys decided on different groups to approach, thinking if they split up, they

could cover more ground. Lunch and recess were only forty-five minutes, and

“I told you! This is real!”

they’d spent the first fifteen just getting this far. They needed to work quickly.

“I dunno man, but we should figure it out before it’s too late.”

Shane was tasked with approaching the kids who had lockers closest to him,

“Hey! Shane, come back here!”

Tyler took the kids who skateboarded after school, and Jason was given the

Shane turned on his heel and tried to hide his smile as he rejoined the conver-

a lot of kids unaccounted for, so the plan was to tell the kids they talked to to

sation. It wasn’t very often that he found a reason to talk to the “cool” guys in
his grade.

“My brother was telling me about this, and Jason told me he was full of it. I think
we should talk.”

athletic kids. They figured that got a lot of ground covered. Of course, that left
tell their friends, too. They boys split up and got to work.

First up was Patty. Shane needed her to talk to some of the other girls in the
grade. She didn’t get a note, but maybe one of her friends did.

Tyler motioned for Shane to take a seat.
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“Hey! Patty, I know you didn’t get this note, but we need to talk about it. It’s super important!”

needed a plan.
When the teachers blew their recess whistles for the students, everyone raced
outside and huddled up in the middle of the schoolyard. Shane joined Jason

“Ok…” she said hesitantly.
“Christmas as we know it might be a huge scam! It’s up to us to uncover this lie.
We think that Santa and our parents, even our teachers, are working together

and Tyler in the middle of the circle and the boys took charge.
Tyler told everyone that his smart

older brother had warned him about

to make us behave in fear of coal that doesn’t exist.”

this, but he didn’t want to believe it. When Shane showed the note he found in

“Coal exists, though.”

ment, but what could they do about it? They were, after all, just kids.

his locker, he knew there was no more denying it. This was a major disappoint-

Shane rolled his eyes. He didn’t have time for the technical side of this. Patty
was smart; maybe she was too smart.

wanted to ignore it, others wanted revenge, and the rest of them were too

“I know it’s real, but do you think someone is really going to give kids a bunch of
dirty rocks?”

Tyler and Jason took a faster approach to getting the word out. The two boys

ran around the cafeteria, hopping from table to table with a single statement.

scared to test the waters. Christmas morning was the best day of the year;
why would they jeopardize that?

“If we all stick together, I think we can get an answer. But we need to agree,”
Shane said.

“What do you mean? You want to take a vote on what to do?” a kid yelled from

“The Naughty List is a lie! Pass it on.”

the crowd.

Soon the entire cafeteria was buzzing.

“Not exactly, but we need to agree.”

“Did you hear?”

“Ok. Agree on what?”

“Do you think it’s true?”

“Let’s put this theory to the test! It’s like an experiment. If we all try to get on the

“Do you know what conspiracy means? Let’s look it up. This sounds fake.”

Naughty List, we can see if it’s real or not,” Shane explained.

A murmur came over the crowd. This was a risky idea. If they were wrong,

Conspiracy:

Christmas would be terrible!

Noun
The idea that something is the product of deceptive plots unknown to the
general public.

It all started to make more sense. It really might be a conspiracy! The cafeteria
was in agreement; they had to uncover this conspiracy. Why should the kids

continue to get tricked by their parents and SANTA CLAUS of all people? They
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Ideas came pouring in from the kids, yelling out their thoughts. Some of them
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“Too risky!” kids shouted.
“I think it’s too risky not to try,” Shane said.
Jason and Tyler looked at each other, unwilling to give up. They knew they had
to get the rest of the kids on their side or there would be no way to prove the
list was a huge plot being used to control them.
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Tyler hopped up on the stone wall behind him and shouted to the crowd of kids
standing there in disbelief.

“Don’t you want to know? I do! I need to! You just want to let some fat old guy
control you? I don’t like that. Be strong!”

Kids started nodding and it seemed like the tide was turning in favor of exposing the conspiracy.

“Make a mess in the living room and don’t pick it up!”
The kids came up with an extensive list of things, and they were all in agreement. If they did everything on the list, every one of them would earn themselves a spot on the Naughty List. It was time to try it out.

The whistle blew for the kids to go back inside and get to work. The first whistle
stopped them in their tracks, but one kid threw a football to his friend who ran
across the yard. Girls started jumping rope and a massive game of tag broke

“What can we do?” someone shouted.

out. It was chaos! The teacher blew the whistle again, and it didn’t slow the kids
down at all.

“Misbehave! It’s easy!”

“The whistle has blown! It’s time for class! Line up!” the teachers yelled.

“Sounds dangerous,” Patty chimed in.

Still nothing. The kids were in this to win. Eventually the principal came out and

“Dangerous is fun!” another classmate yelled at her.

forced recess to end. The sense of pride the kids felt as they walked back to

“Let’s do it!”

class, laughing, was palpable. What was next?

“Yeah!”

It was impossible for the third-grade teachers to get control of their classes.

“Expose the lie!”

air, gum was chewed, and kids refused to sit down and focus. Eventually they

They tried everything, but it was useless. Paper airplanes whizzed through the

The teachers were watching the kids do something they had never witnessed
before. Every student was playing together. No one was left out or shunned.

Everyone was getting along. Any teacher knows things like that are too good
to be true; however, rocking the suddenly harmonious boat was not a smart
move. This time, it may have been better to interrupt the kids, but how were

gave up and found themselves more eager than usual for the end of the day.
The kids were their parents’ problems come 3:00 p.m.!

When Shane arrived at home, his mother asked him to do his homework before playing video games. Fortnite could wait, she thought.

they supposed to know that?

“No! I’m not doing my homework today.”

“Let’s make a list of the things we’ve been too afraid to do because we didn’t

“Yes, you are! Do you want to be on the Naughty List? Santa is watching.”

want to end up on the Naughty List.”

“I hope he is!”

The ideas came flooding in.

His mother unplugged the Wi-Fi router and shut down Shane’s game. That

“Don’t do your homework!”

didn’t change anything for him. He was still going to be defiant.

“Don’t clean your room!”

At Tyler’s house, Tyler grabbed some slime from his room and ran to the living

“Ignore the teacher!”

embedded in the carpet, and when his mom told him to clean it up, he just
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going to have some sad kids on Christmas morning. Maybe they were over-

shook his head and returned to the TV.
At Jason’s house, it was more of the same. He dropped his backpack at the

playing the threat of a spot on the Naughty List. It was time to call the big guy!

door and went to the freezer to get some ice cream.

The next day at school, the kids were still off the walls and causing as much

“You’re going to spoil your dinner! You can’t have ice cream now!”

who were always bossing them around. When bells began to jingle they froze

the kids in their tracks. Mr. Lasser came over the intercom and announced a

Jason just grinned and kept eating it.

school-wide assembly, immediately.

Patty was at home buying games on her mom’s cell phone. If she was willing
to keep her credit card hooked up, it wasn’t Patty’s fault when she charged

hundreds of dollars in the app store. This wasn’t the first time she had done
that, so her mom was having none of her excuses.

This time, the kids listened. They filed into the auditorium and turned to their
classmates in confusion, wondering what could be going on.

“Boys and girls, listen up!” Mr. Lasser said. “There has been a lot of trouble here,

“I’m going to call Santa and get you put on the Naughty List, missy!”
“Yeah, sure thing, Mom,” Patty said.

and from what I’m told, there’s been trouble at home, too. I know someone who
can provide some answers.”

“We did it!” Shane said to Jason and Tyler, who were sitting next to him.

All around the town, parents were in for a battle with their kids. It seemed futile.
The kids were going to win, at least they thought so.

The jingling bells returned and got louder as a big man in a red suit approached the stage.

After the argument with Shane over video games, his mom found the note
that had started all of the trouble.

A hush fell over the crowd and the kids were in awe. Could it really be him? Why
was he here? Shouldn’t he be making toys or checking his list?

“Shane, what’s this?”

“Ho, ho, ho!"

“Huh? Oh, that’s the truth! We know you parents are conspiring with Santa
Claus. The Naughty List is fake!”

"Hawthorne Elementary School, I’ve seen a huge spike in naughty behavior. I’ve
also heard a rumor about a conspiracy being uncovered.”

“Fake, huh?”

“See?”

“Yup. Do you know what conspiracy means?”

The kids were in disbelief.

“Of course. Do you?”

“You’re on to something. But that doesn’t mean the Naughty List is a lie. I have

“Yeah. You all joined forces to keep kids down. We are fighting back!”
His mom just nodded and carried the paper with her to the kitchen. She had
some phone calls to make. The parents and teachers let each other know

what was going on, and they knew they had to put an end to this or they were
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trouble as possible. They had to admit, it was pretty fun not to listen to people
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The kids nodded eagerly.

“The truth is, coal is heavier than toys! I don’t like making the reindeer carry too
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much of it. That doesn’t mean no one gets coal. It means it’s hard to get on the

Naughty List. But, that’s no reason to misbehave! If I see more uprisings like this,
inventive or not, I’ll have to carry more coal, and fewer toys.”

Santa suggested the students apologize to their teachers and parents. And
everyone, both the children and adults, decided it was time for some fun.
Christmas should be full of joy and children laughing.
“Let’s eat some cookies!” Santa declared.
Not all conspiracies are bad-natured. Occasionally, the answer is more cookies and milk!

The Memory Ornament
BY PAMELA R.
Bardsy Holiday Anthology, 2020
Coming Together Through Stories
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EVERY ORNAMENT STORES A MEMORY.

ma’s eyes shone brightly, and she smiled a full-wattage grin as she told Kylie

Or at least that’s what Kylie’s grandmother told her when they decorated the

horrendous thunderstorm. Grandma said Kylie’s birth set the tone for her life;

Christmas tree every year. Grandma would unwrap worn-out tissue paper and
caress one of her treasured ornaments before searching for the right branch

on the tree. She’d sometimes circle the evergreen, tapping her finger on her

chin, with brows puzzled, as she fought to find the perfect place of distinction.

Kylie knew which ones went on the top, away from toddler curiosity, puppy an-

the story once again—how Kylie’s birth came two weeks early in the midst of a
she’d go full throttle in whatever she wanted to do. Kylie was born at home,

bolts of lightning and claps of thunder accompanying her arrival. Grandma

said after Kylie was born, no one dreaded a thunderstorm anymore; they as-

sociated them with Kylie’s birth, so they were always nature’s welcome events.

tics, or teenage clumsiness. The half-eggshell, the one with the crystal edging

“Ky—” her mother’s voice cut through her reminiscences.

where, if it fell, it would be buffeted by the branches below and not shatter

“Sorry.” Kylie shook her head to clear the past and concentrate on the present.

would also find a sturdy tree branch. These two coveted possessions were

next, Mom?”

and the tiny reindeer peering out, would hang on the sturdiest top branch,

on the ground. The feather-weight teapot that was so faded from past years
Grandma’s favorites. The egg with its fragility, and the teapot with its history,
made it to the center of Grandma’s heart.

She kneeled down in front of her mother’s wheelchair. “Which ornament goes

Since Grandma’s unexpected death this summer, Kylie and her mom had

become a tree-decorating team of two instead of three. Girl time! her grand-

The delicate teapot with its elegant design was Kylie’s favorite.
My mother gave them to me; I gave them to your mother, and one day, she’ll
give them to you.

Kylie knew the stories behind most all the ornaments—the cable car was from

mother liked to call it, shooing Kylie’s dad from the room once he set the tree
up. Kylie would roll her eyes at Grandma’s phrase, but now, she wished she
could do that eye roll one more time.

Christmas ornaments hold the best of the people and times they represent.

Grandma’s trip to San Francisco, the guitar from her grandfather’s front porch

She watched her mom situate herself in the chair, shifting slightly from left

laugh as a memory came to the forefront of her mind, or sometimes give a

Mom’s body. Physical deterioration had accelerated after Grandma’s death,

sing-alongs. When Grandma unwrapped each ornament, she’d sometimes

to right. The multiple sclerosis diagnosis from last year lit up in neon signs in

sad smile, the happy memory tainted by loss.

and Kylie did her best to make her mother comfortable. The groans her mom

Even if the memory is tinged with sadness, I wouldn’t trade it for the world.

she had to make do.

In Kylie’s sixteen years, she learned more about her grandmother as they

“Unwrap that one, Mom,” Kylie directed as she pointed to a thickly wrapped or-

conjured up visions of sentimental dinners, silly adventures with Kylie’s mom, or

Grandma’s passing hadn’t changed this activity, charred this yearly tradition.

stifled made Kylie cringe, and she longed for Grandma’s steadfastness. But

decorated the Christmas tree than at any other time. Grandma’s tales
serious events that Grandma said shaped a person’s character.

nament on her mother’s lap. They were trying to keep positive, pretending that

As her mom fumbled with the tissue, Kylie tried to fight the pity that overtook

Material objects aren’t as important as people or experiences, but their value

her at times. Why did Grandma have to die? Why did her mother have to get

is in reminding us of them.

MS?

When Kylie was five, she found a baby shoe with her own name on it. Grand-

A simple Christmas ornament can remind you of happy times. This Christ-
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mas was rough. Although she hadn’t brought the subject up in a while, Mom’s
health was declining rapidly. Still, they held on to these traditions to pretend it
wasn’t. Decorating the tree, hanging up stockings, these had lost their magic.
Kylie dragged herself away from self-pity and paid attention to her mother,
who finally unwrapped the gold-flecked teapot.

this disease!” she cried out. Then she dropped her head into her hands, crying
again as fury mixed with tears. “Why did this happen to me?”

Kylie didn’t know what to do. She’d never heard her mother cry out like this before. It scared her. She felt like her mother had given up, and she wasn’t ready
for her to let go.

That’s when it happened. And they couldn’t pretend anymore.
One of the characteristics of her mother’s MS was spasticity, when the mus-

cles spasm or stiffen uncontrollably. Usually it happened to her legs, even from

the wheelchair, but today it affected her arm.

Just as Kylie’s fear turned to panic, her mother’s sobs turned to sniffles. Kylie

saw the determined face returning, the one Mom always put on to deal with
obstacles or setbacks, the one so like her grandmother’s.

Her mother reached and patted Kylie, who was still planted on the ground

Mom’s arm jerked outward, her hand clawing and fingers tensing. The pre-

amidst the fragments of teapot. The watery smile morphed to a real one. “You

helplessly as the crunching of the fragile ornament and the tinkling of the

both that matters.”

cious teapot was crushed in the sudden clenching of her hand. Kylie watched

glass led to shards of the past showering at their feet.

Kylie was struck dumb with shock. She simply stared at the ground unable

to process the loss. It was more than a Christmas tree decoration; it was the

shattering of their lives and the overwhelming burden of their futures. She fell

know what Grandma would say: Good comes with bad; it’s what you do with

Kylie smiled back. It was true that as much as Grandma treasured her ornaments of joyful experiences, she accepted pain as a normal part of life and
valued the items that brought memories and a few tears.

to her knees still staring at the pieces of a once-treasured ornament, not no-

Sweeping up the pieces, Kylie tried not to wallow in self-pity. She loved the tea-

ticing the piercing pinpricks of the remnants on her shins and knees.

pot because her grandmother had loved it so, but it was just a thing.

Her mother, meanwhile, burst into tears, her body shaking and her voice sob-

Let go of what’s unimportant.

bing. The teapot represented Christmases past and the future ones her mother would never have. It had survived three generations of handling, several

moves, and countless unwrappings, but it couldn’t survive the effects of MS.
Kylie was the first to speak. “Mom,” she urged, “don’t worry about it. It’s just an

Studying the remaining ornaments, Kylie realized that her little family hadn’t

added ornaments to the pile in a long time. She put the broom down and told
her mom she’d be right back. In her room, Kylie rummaged through her box

of memorabilia until she found the tiny, key chain-sized flamingo, fuzzy and

ornament.”

faded pink, that she’d picked out ten years ago when the family had gone to

Neither she nor her mother believed that.

ocean shoreline, rolling her pants legs up to her knees and hopping over the

Miami, Florida. The flamingo reminded Kylie of her grandmother wading in the

Treasure the things that mean the most and make the right things your treasures.

“Kylie, I’m so sorry. Grandma held on to that teapot for so long, and my stupid

breaking waves.

She raced downstairs and held it out to her mother. “Let’s add a wire ornament
hanger to this and make it our newest ornament.”

body let it go.” She wasn’t sobbing now as anger crept into her voice. “Damn

An ornament that might seem plain to one person is a trove of love to another.
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Her mother’s smile was genuine and big, one of those grins that cover your

whole face from mouth to eyes. “How did you get so insightful?” she said jokingly.

“I’ve had the two best women to teach me,” she answered.

Miracles

BY WALT WHITMAN

***

Why! who makes much of a miracle?

“Dad, you can’t put two chunky ornaments right next to each other,” Kylie explained the following Christmas.

As to me, I know of nothing else but miracles,
Whether I walk the streets of Manhattan,

Or dart my sight over the roofs of houses toward the sky,

Her father was just learning the art of Christmas tree decorating, now that it
was just the two of them.

Or wade with naked feet along the beach, just in the edge of the water,
Or stand under trees in the woods,

Or talk by day with any one I love—or sleep in the bed at night
with any one I love,

“So, what should go next?”

Or sit at table at dinner with my mother,

They had placed the flamingo near the top of the tree, not because it was
fragile, but because it was so important.

Or look at strangers opposite me riding in the car,

Or watch honey-bees busy around the hive, of a summer forenoon,
Or animals feeding in the fields,

“Here,” she said, handing him a new one. It was a hand-painted wooden

Christmas tree. On one side it had three ladies holding hands. The words Girl

Time! floated over their heads. On the other side it had a girl and a man stand-

ing underneath the banner “Family Time.”

Or birds—or the wonderfulness of insects in the air,

Or the wonderfulness of the sun-down—or of stars shining so
quiet and bright,

Or the exquisite, delicate, thin curve of the new moon in spring;
These, with the rest, one and all, are to me miracles,

The whole referring—yet each distinct and in its place.

Some traditions change to accommodate life.

To me, every hour of the light and dark is a miracle,
Every cubic inch of space is a miracle,

Every square yard of the surface of the earth is spread with the same,
Every foot of the interior swarms with the same;
To me the sea is a continual miracle;

The fishes that swim—the rocks—the motion of the waves—the
ships, with men in them,

What stranger miracles are there?
This poem is included in our anthology with the

hope that good cheer, and the joy of simple pleasures,
will follow you throughout the new year. —THE EDITORS
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