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Stolen Christmas
Sarah M. Eden
EVERYONE HAS A FAVORITE CHRISTMAS. Mine, without a doubt, was the year I stole each and every one of my family’s Christmas presents.
We were fairly newly married, though at the time I felt like a very seasoned and wise wife. We had a one-year-old son whom I had never forgotten at the grocery store, therefore, I considered myself a very successful mother, as well.
Our adorable little family had earlier that year packed up our meager belongings, donated our non-operating car, and moved from the mountains of Utah to the arid deserts of Arizona. My husband was in his first year of graduate school with what felt like decades stretching out ahead of him. He was gainfully employed, if one could consider paychecks in the double digits “gainful.” We lived in a tiny apartment just below a heavy metal enthusiast whose enormous set of speakers were, apparently, only capable of playing extremely loud music, and only between the hours of midnight and five o’clock in the morning.
These things could be overlooked, though. Christmas was coming. I had always loved Christmas, but being a wife and mother had taken my devotion to a whole new level. I desperately wanted it to be perfect.
At the beginning of December that year, I packed up the little sweetie-pie and the two dozen diapers that a one-year-old requires for an hour long expedition into the vast world of retail shopping and made a trip to my own personal Mecca: the craft store. I bought a spool of discounted ribbon that I argued was close enough to green to be considered festive and the largest undecorated wreath I could afford, one that could, after the holidays, double as a very earthy-type bracelet. Several diaper changes and a short car ride later, I unpacked my purchases and set to work.
Glue guns and I have never truly understood one another. I cannot for the life of me manage to keep my fingers safe when using one. Tears were shed, but I soldiered on. Christmas required a wreath. I hung the final product on the front door with a short piece of silver duct tape and prayed that when the bass began thumping upstairs, the vibrations would not shake my little creation loose.
With that promising beginning, I set about decorating. We had no Christmas lights to hang and probably could not have afforded the electricity, anyway. I pulled the decorations out of storage, meaning, of course, I crawled under our bed and grabbed a tiny box. Inside sat the greatest Christmas-decorating invention since tinsel: an inflatable Christmas tree. After only thirty minutes of hyperventilation, I had an entirely portable, child-proof Christmas tree complete with ornaments painted onto its plastic exterior. Things couldn’t have been better.
At least, that’s what I told myself. In my heart I knew the entire thing was pathetic. There was no smell of gingerbread in the air or gentle, falling snow. We did not even have an electronic, animated Santa figurine in the front yard. I wanted the perfect Christmas. Years down the road when I pulled out pictures of that holiday season, there would be no sighs of blissful remembering.
Christmas was a complete flop!
I distinctly remember dropping dramatically onto my bed after putting my son down for a nap and fighting back tears of frustration. I could live without gingerbread, could manage without snow, could somehow muscle my way past the disappointment of the missing animatronic Santa Claus. I could not, however, get past the realization that we hadn’t a single dime to spend on presents. The space beneath our inflatable tree would be empty. I was failing miserably during what was supposed to be the most wonderful time of the year.
The company my husband essentially volunteered for—the running joke we cashed twice a month didn’t truly count as a salary—held its annual holiday party two weeks before Christmas that year. We tricked some unsuspecting friends into babysitting for us and made a dash for it. Two hours away from diaper duty made me miss the little guy a whole lot less.
“An evening alone together,” my husband said as we drove off into the sunset of parental freedom. “That will be a great Christmas present.”
He knew I worried about the emptiness beneath our blow-up Christmas tree. Bless his heart, he’d declared everything imaginable a great Christmas present. I appreciated the effort, but the glaringly empty space around our tree served as a constant reminder that something vital was missing from our holiday.
I began the evening in a less-than-merry mood. The company was not a large one, but covered a remarkably wide demographic. Those like my husband and I who had learned to look upon a glass of water and a plate of air as a very sustaining meal found ourselves rubbing shoulders with the Chief Everything Officers who could probably have counted out the entirety of my husband’s annual income in pocket change.
I felt remarkably disgruntled right up to the point when we were handed our ticket for the prize raffle.
“Prize raffle?” I asked my husband.
He nodded. “Apparently, it’s a tradition.”
“What sort of prizes?”
He didn’t have time to answer. Someone in a designer dress announced the first item. At the time DVD players were considered rather cutting edge and were the sort of electronic gadget that was drooled over. I required a napkin within moments.
I held my breath, but watched a man in a suit claim the DVD player. A weekend getaway at a local resort went to a woman in a pair of heels I would sprain my ankle just looking at. The list went on and on and on. A couple standing near us won a honey-glazed ham. I thought of Christmas dinner and wondered how hard it would be to find good, quality ham in a 99-cent TV dinner.
The final prize actually made tears come to my eyes. They were giving away a $100 gift card to a retailer I loved enough to consider family but had not visited in quite some time.
I needed that gift card. My Christmas needed that gift card.
I didn’t win it.
We picked up our cranky one-year-old from the babysitter and returned home that night to the sound of blaring speakers and a conspicuously absent holiday wreath. Someone had stolen my wreath. What kind of sick, criminal mind would do something like that?
I couldn’t sleep that night. Thoughts of lost ham and my estranged relationship with my beloved retail chain kept me awake. Somewhere very near the end of our upstairs neighbor’s nightly concert, I devised a most devious and wicked plan.
I would simply steal the presents for my inflatable, ridiculous, failure of a Christmas. There was no other choice. The entire season was falling apart around me and something had to be done. Though I was desperate, sharing a cell with the lowlifes who fingered my wreath did not seem like a good idea. Subtlety would be key. That and stealing things I already owned.
The next morning, after kissing my husband and feeding our son like the loving wife and responsible mother I was, I set off on my trek into the world of nefarious activities. I flipped through our closet and selected my favorite of my husband’s shirts. We’d purchased it during better times, when ten dollars wasn’t so hard to come by. I tucked the ill-gotten goods under an arm and attacked his sock drawer. I figured taking his shoes would draw too much attention.
Our son’s belongings were far easier to pilfer. I simply pulled a couple toys from his pile and put them in storage. And, yes, that meant under the bed. This went on for the entire two weeks leading up to Christmas. I tip-toed around the apartment, snagged our more prized belongings and hid them like the hardened, Christmas-crazed criminal that I was.
I became quite adept at looking innocently curious when my husband began asking if I’d seen things, like his jeans or the salt shaker. I held off on taking his toothbrush until Christmas Eve after he’d gone to bed.
The apartment was quiet underneath the familiar thumping. I slipped from our bedroom into the living room. I took my pick of holiday TV reruns and began a flurry of wrapping that would require two hours, an entire roll of transparent tape and all the advertisements I’d received in the mail over the previous two weeks. We couldn’t even afford actual wrapping paper.
Christmas morning dawned early considering I’d been up half the night. I followed my husband into the living room and held my breath. I had no idea if my shady activities had paid off. Perhaps I’d only made things worse, more pathetic.
“Where did all these presents come from?” my husband asked.
Somehow I didn’t think “I stole them” would be the best answer. I shrugged and his expression grew more suspicious.
We opened present after present. I was particularly happy to receive my hairbrush—another item I had pilfered at the last possible moment. My husband expressed relief at finally locating his black shoelaces. Our son mostly just ate the paper.
Within the first few presents a remarkable thing happened. We began talking about the items we unwrapped and how glad we really were to have them: soap, clothing, utensils. They became “real” gifts. We realized that, while we were not wealthy, we were also not truly in need.
After we had unwrapped the entire pile of stolen gifts, my husband brought me a gift from the trunk of our car. It was not wrapped, which was not surprising.
He placed in my hands the most hideous Christmas wreath I had ever seen in all my life. He had gathered up all the loose change he could get his hands on and made a trip to a nearby thrift store. In the back, beneath the more presentable holiday decorations, he had found that bit of grotesque festivity and, knowing how upset I had been at losing the wreath I had spent my entire holiday budget on, he’d purchased it for me. I realized, standing there with that monstrosity of a Christmas wreath, surrounded by so many blessings I had taken entirely for granted, that even without fancy, flashy presents I had just experienced a perfect Christmas.
That wreath still hangs on our door every Christmas. Every year we give each other gifts we’ve “stolen” from ourselves— those things we are most grateful to already have. My husband always wraps up his wedding ring. I always steal a photograph of our family.
Everyone has a favorite Christmas. Mine was an inflatable, ridiculous, crime-riddled, failure of a Christmas I will never forget.
Shepherds and Kings
Angie Lofthouse
LEILA WAS DYING AND SHE KNEW IT. Death tasted bitter in her throat. She’d really blown it big this time, and now there was no way out. I’m a failure, just like everyone said I would be. Leila shut the blinds in her tiny one room apartment to keep out the lights and general good will of the world around her, the cheer of the stupid holiday she would probably never celebrate again. Some neighbor’s Christmas music floated through the walls, and the memories sprang unbidden into Leila’s mind.
She could see herself as a little girl again, healthy, happy and hopeful—before everything started to go wrong. She’d always set up the little Nativity scene near the Christmas tree. She pictured the shepherds and the wise men gathered around Mary and Joseph and Baby Jesus, offering the Christ Child their gifts. All shining softly in the glow from the tree and surrounded by the scent of pine.
Now it was gone, all of it. She couldn’t go back to the past and she had no future to speak of. Now there was no way out.
The carpenter sits in his solitary cottage deep in a forgotten forest, and picks up a shapeless piece of wood to carve another figure. What this one will become, he doesn’t yet know. He works as his hands direct him, lovingly and with great care.
Something about remembering Christmas got Leila to thinking that maybe she should try to set things right before it was too late. She hadn’t a phone in her apartment, so now she shivered in the cold at a pay phone on a corner. Trembling, she dialed the phone number that she had never forgotten though she hadn’t dialed it in years. Almost, she hung it up when it started ringing, but she stayed on the line.
“Hello?”
Leila hesitated for the briefest moment. “Mom?”
Silence on the other end. Cold, deep silence. Then at last a single word. “Leila.” Her mother’s voice was icy, and Leila could picture her standing at the phone in the gleaming white kitchen with her lips pinched together in disapproval—the look Leila tried to escape when she ran away all those years ago.
“Mom—” Her voice caught, and she coughed for a time before she could speak again. Still her mother kept her silence. “I had to call, Mom. I’m—I wanted to set things right with you. You see, I’m dying. I have AIDS.”
“AIDS,” her mother said at last. Her words were crisp and clipped. “You know what, Leila? I always knew it would come to this. You think you can just desert your family and run wild, and have all the ‘fun’ you like, and then when it’s time to pay for your mistakes, you crawl back to us and expect us to take care of everything. Well, it doesn’t work that way, Leila. You dug your own grave, now you can lie in it.”
Leila sat silent through the tirade, then quietly said, “I’m sorry,” and hung up. A burning anger flared up in her when she put down the phone. How dare her mother say those hateful things?
But the anger left as quickly as it had come. Leila didn’t have the strength in her body to sustain it. Her mother was right, anyway. It was all her own fault. She had left them. There was no reason why they should accept her now. She had long ago resigned herself to the fact that she was alone in the world. A failure and a disgrace.
Surrounded by years and years of shavings and the sweet smell of soft pine, the carpenter moves his carving knife skillfully and gracefully across the wood. The figure is beginning to take shape now. The carpenter smiles. It will be another fine work.
Leila wanted to curl up on her bed and never get up again, but something kept tugging at her heart, urging her out of her isolation. She couldn’t stop thinking of Christmas. In all her years away from home, Leila had forced Christmas from her mind. The memories of happier times were too painful. But now that she was seeing her last holiday, Leila couldn’t keep Christmas out of her mind.
She found herself aimlessly wandering the downtown streets, staring at the lights and decorations, watching the busy shoppers move like a sea around her. She felt like she was searching for something, but she didn’t know what—and whatever it was, she didn’t think she would find it.
The disease that ravaged her body left her too weak to walk for long, so she sat on a park bench and thought. That was the hardest part, the thinking. Thinking about all she would miss out on when she died. Thinking about how she would never see her family again, and worst of all, how she would never have a family of her own. She was surprised to find there was no room in her heart for bitterness or anger. Only regret and despair.
It was nearly dusk and a light snow began to fall. Leila knew she should go home, but she couldn’t seem to remember how to get there. She couldn’t make herself care.
As the snow fell harder, her mind became more and more muddled. Her thoughts slipped away before she could grasp them. Tears welled up in her eyes. Not much time left now. Not much time at all.
It surprised her when, through the haze of her thoughts, a little girl stepped up to the bench and held out a candy cane. Leila took the offered gift and looked questioningly at the little girl who had a face like an angel. “Merry Christmas,” the angel whispered, then scampered shyly off to grasp her mother’s hand. As they left, the little angel turned and waved to Leila. Then they disappeared into the crowd.
Leila stared numbly at the candy cane in her hand. Why would she do that? What was a skinny, sickly stranger to a little angel girl, that she would wish her a Merry Christmas? Leila scanned the park to see if she could see the little girl again and thank her, but she was gone, vanished in the dimming light and the crowd of holiday shoppers.
Leila’s eyes were drawn to a large sign not far from where she was sitting, depicting the holy family bathed in a soft light and inviting visitors to come to the Nativity display elsewhere in the park. The baby Jesus smiled and reached for his mother, Mary. “Jesus is the Reason for the Season,” the sign proclaimed. Leila stared at it for a long while, and found her thoughts getting muddled again. Her vision blurred until all she could see was the shining face of the Christ Child.
Suddenly she was a young child again, sitting in the warmth of her living room, looking at the Nativity scene while her father told her the story of the first Christmas; of the angels and the shepherds and the wise men and the star, and why they had all come to worship the little baby Jesus. The memory hit her right in the heart.
“Oh, God,” Leila gasped. “God, please forgive me. Please help.” Then she wept as the cold, numbing snow continued to fall around her.
The figure is finished now, and the carpenter is pleased. It is a shepherd this time, another humble shepherd. The shepherd is a woman, her face thin and sad. She kneels to worship the Christ Child, and in her hands she holds her gift for Him—her broken heart.
The carpenter gently places the shepherd in his carefully carved Nativity scene to join the countless other worshipers, some shepherds and some kings, who all kneel before the baby Jesus and offer Him their hearts.
Arrows to Heaven
Tristi Pinkston
I’VE BEEN THE OWNER OF THE O TANNENBAUM, a Christmas tree lot, for twenty years. It's the only lot in the valley that doesn’t cut their trees weeks in advance, expecting them to last through the holiday season without losing their needles. We take pride in the fact that our trees are cut the week before the lot opens, and that we cut fresh, as needed. In fact, the majority of our trees come in buckets, so the environmentally conscious can plant the tree after they’re done with it.
Ironic. People can be so worried about the environment, but pay so little attention to why they’re buying the tree in the first place. I guess it's trendy to take care of the earth, and maybe not so trendy to talk about Who created it in the first place.
A lot of things struck me as ironic a year ago. I had reached the age where I was expected to turn into a grumpy old coot, and rather than disappoint, I'd gone with the flow. There were few men grumpier, or cootier, than myself. I was turning into a cynic, barely able to stand the holiday. Don’t get me wrong; I’m a Christian to the core. But as I get older, my tolerance for certain things has been reduced to a mere shadow of its former self. Situations that used to merely make me shake my head now caused me great consternation. I've always loved that word—consternation. It sounds exactly like the kind of word a grumpy old coot would use on special occasions.
Take, for instance, the woman who came to the lot and stood for twenty minutes debating whether or not a certain blue spruce was taller than the one Nancy Englebrecht had in her foyer (she pronounced it “foy-yay”—I guess no one ever told her we don’t have those in Utah), as if I should have known who Nancy Englebrecht was.
I was on the verge of telling her I had been to Nancy’s house with a tape measure, and the blue spruce in question topped Nancy’s by a whopping six inches, when the lady in question turned, sighed, and told her husband that they had better keep looking. It just wouldn’t do.
It was a tree, for crying out loud, and a right pretty one, too. I had cut that one myself and felt a sense of pride whenever I looked at it. But for some reason, if it couldn’t compete with Nancy What’s-Her-Name’s tree, it wasn’t good enough. After all that, I’m not sure I would have sold it to her anyway. Sure enough, that woman caused me a great deal of consternation.
I had given myself up as a lost cause, resigned to my fate of scuffing around in bedroom slippers, shaking my cane at the newspaper boy and grunting "Bah, humbug" at the season. But one particularly bright and clear night midway through December, my cynicism vanished.
It was the kind of night where the air is so cold you can feel your nostrils freezing from the inside out. I had a long woolly scarf wrapped around the lower half of my face. I sat on the stool I always sit on, overseeing the place and listening to Harvey, my eager assistant, point out the merits of a fir tree to a young couple celebrating their first Christmas together.
I had been thinking of selling the lot and doing something downright self-indulgent with the money, like a cruise or a second-hand motor home. I doubted I'd made enough money to do something really spectacular, like give my wife the total kitchen makeover she always wanted, but I thought a cruise would suit her just fine. I was weighing the merits of Alaska vs. Cancun when a family drove up in a sad brown station wagon and tumbled out like puppies. Three children and a mother, a blonde with a ponytail. She was too tired to be pretty, but the potential was there. Give her a nap and she would sparkle.
The children ranged in age from about five, up to around ten. I’m a terrible judge of age, but that’s my best guess. The woman I estimated to be younger than she looked. Lines of care touched her eyes where they had no right to be this early in the game. They stood near the entrance, staring up at all the garish lights I had strung along the fence for the purpose of attracting passing motorists. The children’s eyes reflected the colors in a way the bulbs themselves could only aspire to.
“Let’s walk around,” I heard the mother say. The children reached out and took each other’s hands. They went from tree to tree, admiring, standing back to see the tops. They had a look of reverence on their faces, almost as if they had walked into a church or something. I had arranged the trees from largest to smallest, but this family didn’t seem to have a target in mind. They looked at every tree on the lot.
Finally they reached the back corner, where I stack the dead branches. To one side of the stack was a small tree I’d cut way back when the lot first opened. It had lost some limbs on one side and looked as though it was in danger of losing all the others too. I couldn’t have it out on the lot. I take pride in my quality and selection.
I heard a squeal as the family rounded the corner and saw the trash heap. The next thing I knew, the oldest, a boy, was standing in front of me, holding that tree like a trophy, asking how much it was.
“Well, now, that tree has seen better days. Are you sure it’s the one you want?”
“Yes, sir,” he said. “This one is perfect.”
I nearly fell off my stool when he said “sir.” I haven’t heard that since I was too young to be addressed that way.
“This tree is straight out of Charlie Brown,” I told him. “There are much nicer trees out there.”
“We really like this one,” he insisted.
I shrugged. What fool ideas some kids got into their heads… always getting attached to the strangest stuff.
“Well, I can’t see myself taking any money for that old thing,” I began, but the mother interrupted me.
“Go look at the lights,” she told her children. They looked at her in surprise, but then walked off hand in hand as she had directed. She kept an eye on them as she turned back to me.
“I appreciate what you were about to do,” she said. “But please don’t. The children have been saving their money for months to buy a tree. If you were to give it to them, it would be kind, but it wouldn’t mean quite the same thing, you know?”
I looked at her for a long moment. I did know. I remembered the first thing I ever saved my money to buy. It was a Secret Spy Decoder Ring, a piece of junk that was created for the purpose of luring young innocents like myself into forking over their hard-earned allowance, but I treasured that ring like almost nothing else.
She misunderstood my silence. “It’s not that I’m ungrateful, really, I’m not. But you should have seen them, all summer long, gathering up loose change from the parking lot at the store and taking out trash for the neighbors. They kept the money in a can on Peter’s dresser. This means so much to them.”
“Why a tree?” I found my voice at last. “Why work so hard to get money for a tree? Why not candy, or toys?”
“Peter says a Christmas tree looks like an arrow, pointing up to Heaven,” she said. “With all we’ve been through this year, we need every reminder of Heaven we can get.”
I must have looked as lost as I felt, for she continued, “Oh, I see the rumor mill hasn’t made it this far. I’m Margaret Keith. You know, of the ‘her husband was an alcoholic and left her for another woman and hasn’t been seen in six months’ Keiths.” Her tone was light and I could tell that she wanted to inject some humor into her admission.
“I only know the Albuquerque Keiths,” I told her. “Your bunch must have immigrated later.”
She smiled in acknowledgment as the children returned. The boy I took to be Peter was all business. “We’re ready to buy our tree,” he said, holding up a tin can. “How much is it?”
I looked to the mother for some kind of sign, and bless her heart, she held up five fingers, giving me the answer I needed.
“That tree is four dollars,” I said, wanting to leave them something to rattle in the bottom of their can. “And you are in luck. For the next ten minutes, all trees sold come with a string of lights, free.”
They chose white lights, “like the stars,” the youngest said, and the transaction was completed. I have never in my life seen so much joy on the faces of three young children as I did that night after helping them put the tree in the car. It was so small, it fit in the front seat next to Margaret. They thanked me and drove away, full of excitement.
I stood there for a long time, watching their taillights disappear. People came and went, ably assisted by Harvey, barely noticed by me. At last I turned and went back to my stool, looking at the trees as I did so. Each and every one of them was an arrow, pointing to Heaven, just like Peter said.
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