Miracle and Other Christmas Stories
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TO CHARLESDICKENSAND GEORGE SEATON,
who knew how to keep Christmas

I ntroduction

| love Christmas. All of it—decorating the tree and singing in the choir and baking cookies and wrappi
presents. | even like the parts most people hate—shopping in crowded malls and reading Christmas newd
and seeing relatives and standing in baggage check-in lines at the airport.

Okay, | lied. Nobody likes standing in baggage check-in lines. | love seeing people get off the
though, and holly and candles and eggnog and carols.

But most of dl, | love Christmas stories and movies. Okay, | lied again. | don't love all Christmas s
and movies. It's a Wonderful Life, for instance. And Hans Christian Andersen's "The Fir Tree"

But | love Miracle on 34th Street and Christopher Morley's "The Christmas Tree That Didn't Get Trin
and Chrigtina Rosetti's poem "Midwinter." My family watches The Sure Thing and A Christmas Story
year, and we read George V. Higginss

"The Snowsuit of Christmas Past” out loud every Christmas Eve, and eagerly look for new classics to
our traditions.

There aren't alot. Thisis because Christmas stories are much harder to write than they ook, partly be
the subject matter is fairly limited, and people have been writing them for nearly two thousand yea
they've just about rung al the changes possible on snowmen, Santas, and shepherds.



Stories have been told from the point of view of the fourth wise man (who got waylad on the w
Bethlehem), the innkeeper, the innkeeper's wife, the donkey, and the star. Thereve been stories
department-store Santas, phony Santas, burned-out Santas, substitute Santas, reluctant Santas, and d
Santas, to say nothing of Santa's wife, his elves, his reindeer, and Rudolph. Weve had births at Chri
(natch!), deaths, partings, meetings, mayhem, attempted suicides, and sanity hearings. And Christir
Hawaii, in Ching, in the past, the future, and outer space. Weve heard from the littlest shepherd, the |
wise man, the littlest angel, and the mouse who wasnt stirring. There's not a lot out there that hasn't d
been done.

In addition, the Christmas-story writer has to wak a narrow tightrope between sentiment and skepti
and most writers end up faling off into either cynicism or mawkish sappiness.

And, yes, | am taking about Hans Christian Andersen. He invented the whole three-hanky sob s
whose plot Maxim Gorki, in afit of pique, described as taking a poor girl or boy and letting them ™
somewhere under a window, behind which there is usudly a Christmas tree that throws its radiant spl
upon them." Match girls, steadfast tin soldiers, even snowmen (melted, not frozen) al met with afate they
we) didn't deserve, especialy a Christmas.

Nobody, before Andersen came aong, had thought of writing such depressing Christmas stories.
Dickens, who hed killed afair number of children in his books, didn't kill Tiny Tim. But

Andersen, gpparently hell-bent on ruining everybody's holidays, froze innocent children, melted loya
into lumps of lead, and chopped harmless fir trees who were just standing there in the forest, minding
own business, into kindling.

Worse, he inspired dozens of imitators, who killed off saintly children (some of whom, I'll admit,
pretty insufferable and deserved to die) and poor people for the rest of the Victorian era

In the twentieth century, the Andersen-style tearjerker moved into the movies, which starred Ma
O'Brien (who definitely deserved to die) and other child stars, chosen for their palor and their abil
cough. They had titles like All Mine to Give and The Christmas Tree, which tricked hapless moviegoer
thinking they were going to see a cheery Christmas movie, when redly they were about little boy:s
succumbed to radiation poisoning on Christmas Eve.

When television came aong, this type of story turned into the "Very Specia Christmas Episode”’ of v:
TV shows, the worst of which was Little House on the Prairie, which killed off huge numbers of child
blizzards and other pioneer-type disasters every Christmas for years. Hadn't any of these authors ever
that Christmas stories are supposed to have hgppy endings?

Weéll, unfortunately, they had, and it resulted in improbably sentimental and saccharine storie
numerous to mention.

So are there any good Christmas stories out there? You bet, starting with the original. The recounti
the first Christmas (you know, the baby in the manger) has al the elements of great storytelling: c
danger, specia effects, dreams and warnings, betrayals, narrow escapes, and—combined witt
Easter story—the happiest ending of all.

And it's got great characters—Joseph, who's in over his head but doing the best he can; the wise
expecting a palace and getting a stable; dimy Herod, telling them, "When you find this king, tell me wh
IS s0 | can come and worship him," and then sending out his thugs to try to murder the baby; the ambi
innkeeper. And Mary, fourteen years old, pondering al of the above in her heart. It's a great story—no w
it's lasted two thousand years.

Modern Christmas stories | love (for a more complete list, see the end of this book) include O. H
"The Gift of the Magi," T. S. Eliot's "Journey of the Magi,” and Barbara Robinson's The Best Chri:
Pageant Ever, about a church Nativity pageant overrun by a gang of hooligans called the Herdmans
Herd-mans bully everybody and smoke and cuss and come only because they'd heard there were refresht
afterward. And they transform what was a sedate and boring Christmas pageant into something extraording

Since I'm a science-fiction writer, I'm of course parttiad to science-fiction Chrissmas stories.
fiction has dways had the ability to make us look a the world from a different angle, and Christmas
exception. Science fiction has looked a the first Christmas from a new perspective (Michael Moor¢
classic "Behold the Man") and in anew guise (Joe L. Hendey and Alexel Pan-shin's "Dark Conception™).



It's shown us Christmas in the future (Cynthia Felice's "Track of a Legend") and Christmas in space
Bradbury's wonderful "The Gift"). And it's looked a Christmas itself (Mildred Clinger-man's disturbing
Wild Wood").

My favorite science-fiction Christmas stories are Arthur C. Clarke's "The Star,” which tells the story
Christmas star that guided the wise men to Bethlehem, and Thomas Disch's hilarious story "The Santa
Compromise,” in which two intrepid six-year-old investigative reporters expose the shocking scandd &
Santa Claus.

| also love mysteries. You'd think murder and Christmas wouldn't mesh, but the setting and the poss
of mistletoe/ plum pudding/Santa Glaus—connected murders has inspired any number of mystery w
starting with Arthur Conan Doyle and his "The Adventure of the Blue Carbuncle,” which involves a Chri
goose. Some of my favorite mysteries are Dorothy Sayerss "The Necklace of Pearls” Agatha Chr
Murder for Christmas, and Jane Langton's The Shortest Day: Murder at the Revels. My absolute favo
John Mortimer's comic "Rumpole and the Spirit of Christmas,” which stars the grumpy old Scrooge
barrister, Horace Rumpole, and his wonderful wife, She Who Must Be Obeyed.

Comedies are probably my favorite kind of Christmas story. | love Damon Runyon's "Dancing
Chrigmas." (Actudly, | love everything Damon Runyon ever wrote, and if you've never read him, you ne
go get Guys and Dolls immediately. Ditto P. G. Wodehouse, whose "Jeeves and the Christmas Spirit
"Ancther Christmas Carol,” are vintage Wodehouse, which means they're indescribable. If youve neve
Wodehouse either, what a treat you're in for! He wrote over a hundred books. Start anywhere)) Both R
and Wodehouse balance sentiment and cynicism, irony, and the Christmas spirit, human nature and
endings, without a single misstep.

And then there's Christopher Morley's "The Christmas Tree That Didn't Get Trimmed," which was C
written in reaction to Hans Christian Andersen's "The Fir Tree" Unlike Andersen, however, M
understands that the purpose of Christmas is to remind us not only of suffering but of savation. His
makes you ache, and then despair. And then rejoice.

Almogt al great stories (Christmas or otherwise) have that one terrible moment when al seems logt,
you're sure things won't work out, the bad guys will win, the cavalry won't arrive in time, and they (an
won't be saved. John Ford's Christmas Western, The Three Godfathers, has a moment like that. So doe
Miracle of Morgan's Creek, and Miracle on 34th Street, which | consider to be The Best Christmas |
Ever.

| know, | know, It's a Wonderful Life is supposed to be The Best Christmas Movie Ever, with ten nr
showings and accompanying merchandising. (I saw an It's a Wonderful Life mouse pad this last Christ
And I'm not denying that there are some great scenes in it (see my story "Miracle€' on this subject), b
movie has rea problems. For one thing, the villainous Mr. Potter is still loose and unpunished at the end
movie, something no good fairy tale ever permits. The dreadful little psychologist in Miracle on 34th Str
summarily, and very appropriately, fired, and the DA, who after al was only doing his job, repents.

But in It's a Wonderful Life, not only is Mr. Potter free, with his villainy undetected, but he has d
proved to be a vindictive and malicious villain. Since this didn't work, helll obvioudy try something else
poor George is still faced with embezzlement charges, which the last time | looked don't disappes
because you pay back the money, even if the cop is smiling in the last scene.

But the worst problem seems to me to be that the ending depends on the goodness of the peoy
Bedford Falls, something that (especialy in light of previous events) seems like adicey proposition.

Miracle on 34th Street, on the other hand, relies on no such thing. The irony of the miracle (and let"
it, maybe what really galls my soul isthat It's a Wonderful Life is awork completely without irony) is th
miracle happens not because of people's behavior, but in spite of it.

Christmas is supposed to be based on selflessness and innocence, but until the very end of Miracle or
Street, virtualy no one except Kris Kringle exhibits these qualities. Quite the opposite. Everyone, eve
hero and heroine, acts from a cynical, very modern self-interest. Macy's Santa goes on a binge right &
Macy's Thanksgiving Day Parade, Doris hires Kris to get herself out of a jam and save her job, John |
invites the little girl Susan to watch the parade as away to meet the mother.

And in spite of Kris Kringle's determined efforts to restore the true spirit of Christmas to the c



continues. Macy's and then Gimbel's go dong with the gag of recommending other stores, not becaust
believe in it, but because it means more money. The judge in Kris's sanity case makes favorable rulings
because he wants to get re-elected. Even the postal workers who provide the denouement just want to get
stuff piling up in the dead-letter office.

But in spite of this (actudly, in a ddlicious irony, because of it) and with only very faint glimmerir
humanity from the principals, and in spite of how hopeless it dl seems, the miracle of Christmas occurs,
on schedule. Just as it does every year.

It's this layer of symbolism that makes Miracle on 34th Street such a satisfying movie. Also its scri
George Seaton) and perfect casting (especially Natalie Wood and Thelma Ritter) and any number of delit
moments (Santa's singing a Dutch carol to the little Dutch orphan and the disastrous bubble-gum episoc
Natalie Wood's disgusted expression when she's told she has to have faith even when things don't work
Plus, of course, the fact that Edmund Gwenn could make anyone believe in Santa Claus. All combine to v
The Best Christmas Movie Ever Made.

Not, however, the best story. That honor belongs to Dickens and his deathless "A Christmas Caral.
rumor that Dickens invented Christmas is not true, and neither, probably, is the story that when he died, ¢
costermonger’s little girl sobbed, "Dickens dead? Why, then, is Christmas dead, too?' But they should be.

Because Dickens did the impossible—not only did he write a masterpiece that captures the essen
Christmas, but one that was good enough to survive its own fame. There have been a million, mostly awft
movie, and musical versions and variations, with Scrooge played by everybody from Basil Rath-bone |
Fonz, but even the worst of them haven't managed to damage the wonderful story of Scrooge and Tiny Tin

One reason it's such a great story is that Dickens loved Christmas. (And no wonder. His childhoo
Oliver Twidt's and Little Dorrit's combined, and no kindly grandfather or Arthur Clennam in sight. His
adult life must have seemed like Christmas.) | think you have to love Christmas to write about it.

For another, he knew a lot aout human nature. Remembering the past, truly seeing the present, ima
the consequences of our actions are the ways we actually grow and change. Dickens knew this years &
Freud.

He also knew alot about writing. The plot's terrific, the dialogue's great, and the opening line—"Iv
was dead: to begin with"—is second only to "Cdl me Ishmad" as one of the great opening lines of liter
He knew how to end stories, too, and that Christmas stories were supposed to have happy endings.

Findly, the story touches us because we want to believe people can change. They don't. Welve al e
from bhitter experience (though probably not as bitter as Dickens's) that the world is full of money-gru
and curtain-ring stealers, that Scrooge stays Scrooge to the bitter end, and nobody will lift afinger to hely
Tim.

But Christmas is about someone who believed, in spite of overwhelming evidence, that humanity is cz
of change and worth redeeming. And Dickenss Christmas story is in fact The Christmas Story. Ar
hardened heart that cracks open a the end of it is our own.

If I sound passionate (and sometimes curmudgeonly) about Christmas stories, | am. | love Christmas,
its complexity and irony, and | love Christmas stories.

S0 much so that I've been writing them for years. Here they are—an assortment of stories about ¢
choirs and Christmas presents and pod people from outer space, about wishes that come true in ways you
expect and wishes that don't come true and wishes you didn't know you had, about stars and shepherds,
men and Santa Claus, mistletoe and It's a Wonderful Life and Christmas cards on recycled paper. There:
amurder. And a story about Christmas Y et to Come.

| hope you like them. And | hope you have avery merry Christmas!

—ConnieV

Miracle



“The Personnel Morale Special Committee had cable piped in for Chrigmas" the
receptionist explained, handing Lauren her messages. "l love It's a Wonderful Life, don't
you?"

Lauren stuck her messages in the top of her shopping bag and went up to her department.
Red and green crepe paper hung in streamers from the ceiling, and there was a big red
crepe-paper bow tied around Lauren's desk.

"“The Personnel Morae Specia Committee did it," Evie said, coming over with the catalog
sheld been reading. "They're decorating the whole building, and they want us and Document
Control to go caroling this afternoon. Don't you think PMS is getting out of hand with this
Christmas spirit thing? | mean, who wants to spend Christmas Eve a an office party?'

"l do," Lauren said. She set her shopping bag down on the desk, sat down, and began taking
off her boots.

"Can| borrow your stapler?' Evie asked. "I've lost mine again. I'm ordering my mother the
Water of the Month, and | need to staple my check to the order form."

"The Water of the Month?' Lauren said, opening her desk drawer and taking out her stapler.

"You know, they send you bottles of a different one every month. Perrier, Evian,
Cdistoga." She peered into Lauren's shopping bag. "Do you have Christmas presents in there?
| hate people who have their shopping done four weeks before Christmas.”

"It's four days till Christmas," Lauren said, "and | don't have it all done. | still don't have
anything for my sister. But I've got dl my friends, including you, done." She reached into the
shopping bag and pulled out her pumps. "And | found adress for the office party.”

"Didyou buy it?'

"No," She put on one of her shoes. "I'm going to try it on during my lunch hour."

"If it's still there" Evie said gloomily. "l hed this echidna toothpick holder all picked out
for my brother, and when | went back to buy it, they were al gone."

"| asked them to hold the dress for me" Lauren said. She put on her other shoe. "It's
gorgeous. Black off-the-shoulder. Sequined.”

"Still trying to get Scott Buckley to notice you, huh? | don't do things like that anymore.
Nineties women don't use sexist tricks to attract men. Besides, | decided he was too cute to
ever notice somebody like me”" She sat down on the edge of Lauren's desk and started leafing
through the catdog. "Here's something your sister might like. The Vegetable of the Month.
February's okra."

"Shelivesin southern Cdifornia," Lauren said, shoving her boots under the desk.

"Oh. How about the Sunscreen of the Month?'

"No," Lauren said. "She's into New Age stuff. Channeling. Aromatherapy. Last year she
sent meacrystal pyramid mate selector for Christmas.”

"The Eastern Philosophy of the month," Evie said. "Zen, Sufism, tai chi—"

“I'd like to get her something she'd redly like" Lauren mused. "l dways have a terrible
time figuring out what to get people for Christmas. So this year, | decided things were going
to be different. | wasn't going to be tearing around the mall the day before Christmas, buying
things no one would want and wondering what on earth | was going to wear to the office
party. | started doing my shopping in September, | wrapped my presents as soon as | bought
them, | have al my Christmas cards done and ready to mail—"

"You're disgusting,” Evie said. "Oh, here, | amost forgot.” She pulled afolded dip of paper
out of her catalog and handed it to Lauren. "It's your name for the Secret Santa gift exchange.
PMS says you're supposed to bring your present for it by Friday so it won't interfere with the
presents Santa Claus hands out at the office party.”

Lauren unfolded the paper, and Evie leaned over to read it. "Whod you get? Wait, don't



tell me. Scott Buckley."

"No. Fred Hatch. And | know just what to get him."

"Fred? The fat guy in Documentation? What is it, the Diet of the Month?"

"This is supposed to be the season of love and charity, not the season when you make
mean remarks about someone just because he's overweight," Lauren said sternly. "I'm going
to get him avideotape of Miracle on 34th Sreet.”

Evie looked uncomprehending.

"It's Fred's favorite movie. We had awonderful talk about it a the office party last year."

"I never heard of it."

"It's about Macy's Santa Claus. He starts telling people they can get their kids toys cheaper
a Gimbd's, and then the store psychiatrist decides he's crazy—"

"Why don't you get him It's a Wonderful Life? That's my favorite Christmas movie"

"Yours and everybody else's. | think Fred and | are the only two people in the world who
like Miracle on 34th Sreet better. See, Edmund Gwenn, he's Santa Claus, gets
committed to Bellevue because he thinks he's Santa Claus, and since there isn't any Santa
Claus, he has to be crazy, but he is Santa Claus, and Fred Gailey, that's John Payne, he's a
lawyer in the movie, he decides to have a court hearing to prove it and—"

“| watch It's a Wonderful Life every Christmas. | love the part where immy Stewart and
Donna Reed fdl into the swimming pool,” Evie said. "What happened to the stapler?!

They had the dress and it fit, but there was an enormous jam-up at the cash register, and then
they couldn't find ahanging bag for it.

"Just put it in a shopping bag," Lauren said, looking anxioudy at her watch.

"It1l wrinkle," the clerk said ominoudly and continued to search for a hanging bag. By the
time Lauren convinced her a shopping bag would work, it was adready 12:15. She had hoped
sheld have a chance to look for a present for her sister, but there wasn't going to be time. She
still hed to run the dress home and mail the Christmas cards.

| can pick up Fred's video, she thought, fighting her way onto the escalator. That
wouldn't take much time, since she knew
what she wanted, and maybe they'd have something with Shirley MacLaine in it she could get
her sister. Ten minutes to buy the video, she thought, tops.

It took her nearly haf an hour. There was only one copy, which the clerk couldn't find.

"Are you sure you wouldn't rather have It's a Wonderful Life?" she asked Lauren. "It's my
favorite movie"

“| want Miracle on 34th Street,” Lauren said patiently. "With Edmund Gwenn and Natalie
Wood."

The clerk picked up a copy of It's a Wonderful Life from a huge display. "See, Immy
Stewart's in trouble and he wishes held never been born, and this angd grants him his wish—"

"I know," Lauren said. "'l don't care. | want Miracle on 34th Sreet."

"Okay!" the clerk said, and wandered off to look for it, muttering, "Some people don't have
any Christmas spirit."

Shefindly found it, in the M's, of dl places, and then insisted on giftwrapping it.

By the time Lauren made it back to her gpartment, it was a quarter to one. She would have
to forget lunch and mailing the Christmas cards, but she could at least take them with her,
buy the stamps, and put the stamps on a work.

She took the video out of the shopping bag and set it on the coffee table next to her purse,
picked up the bag, and started for the bedroom.

Someone knocked on the door.

"l don't have time for this,” she muttered, and opened the door, still holding the

shopping bag.



It was a young man wearing a "Save the Whaes' T-shirt and kheki pants. He hed
shoulder-length blond hair arid a vague expression that made her think of southern
Cdlifornia

"Yes? What isit?' she asked.

"I'm here to give you a Christmas present,” he said.

"Thank you, I'm not interested in whatever you're selling,” she said, and shut the door.

He knocked again immediately. "I'm not selling anything,” he said through the door.
"Redly."

| don't have time for this, she thought, but she opened the door again.

"I'm not asdesguy,” he said. "Have you ever heard of the Maharishi Ram Das?'

A religious nut.

"I don't have time to talk to you" She started to say, "I'm late for work,” and then
remembered you weren't supposed to tell strangers your apartment was going to be empty.
"I'm very busy," she said and shut the door, more firmly this time.

The knocking commenced again, but she ignored it. She started into the bedroom
with the shopping bag, came back and pushed the deadbolt across and put the chain on, and
then went in to hang up her dress. By the time sheld extricated it from the tissue paper and
found a hanger, the knocking had stopped. She hung up the dress, which looked just as deadly
now that she had it home, and went back into the living room.

The young man was sitting on the couch, messing with her TV remote. "So, wha do you
want for Christmas? A yacht? A pony?' He punched buttons on the remote, frowning. "A new
TV?

"How did you get in here?' Lauren said squeakily. She looked at the door. The deadbolt and
chain were both still on.

"I'm a spirit," he said, putting the remote down. The TV suddenly blared on. "The Spirit of
Christmas Present.”

"Oh" Lauren said, edging toward the phone. "Like in A Christmas Carol."

"No," he said, flipping through the channels. She looked & the remote. It was till on the
coffee table. "Not Christmas Present. Christmas Present. You know, Barbie dolls, ugly ties,
cheese logs, the stuff people give you for Christmas.”

"Oh, Christmas Present. | see," Lauren said, carefully picking up the phone.

"People always get me confused with him, which is redlly insulting. | mean, the guy
obvioudy has aredly high cholesterol level. Anyway, I'm the Spirit of Christmas Present,
and your sister sent me to—"

Lauren head dided nine one. She stopped, her finger poised over the second one. "My
Sister?’

"Yeeh," he said, staring a the TV. Jmmy Stewart was sitting in the guard's room, wrapped
in a blanket. "Oh, wow! It's a Wonderful Life."

My sister sent you, Lauren thought. It explained everything. He was not a Moonie or a
serid killer. He was this year's version of the crystal pyramid mate selector. "How do you
know my sister?”

"She channeled me" he said, leaning back againgt the sofa. "The Maharishi Ram Das was
instructing her in trance-meditation, and she accidentally channeled my spirit out of the
adtral plane™ He pointed at the screen. "l love this part where the angd is trying to convince
Jmmy Stewart he's dead.”

"I'm not dead, am | ?"

“No. I'm not an angdl. I'm a spirit. The Spirit of Christmas Present. You can call me Chris
for short. Your sister sent me to give you what you readly want for Christmas. You know,
your heart's desire. So what isit?"

For my sister not to send me any more presents, she thought. "Look, I'm really in a hurry
right now. Why don't you come back tomorrow and we can talk about it then?'



"| hope it's not a fur coat,” he said as if he hadn't heard her. "I'm opposed to the killing of
endangered species.” He picked up Fred's present. "What's this?'

"It'savideotape of Miracle on 34th Sreet. | redlly haveto go."

"Who'sit for?'

"Fred Hatch. I'm his Secret Santa."

"Fred Hatch." He turned the package over. "You had it gift-wrapped a the store, didnt
you?’

"Yes. If we could just talk about this later—"

"This is a great part, t00," he sad, leaning forward to weatch the TV. The angd was
explaining to Jmmy Stewart how he hadn't gotten his wings yet.

"I have to go. I'm on my lunch hour, and | need to mail my Christmas cards, and | have to
be back at work by"—she glanced a her watch—"oh my God, fifteen minutes ago."

He put down the package and stood up. "Gift-wrapped presents,” he said, making a "tsk"-ing
noise, "everybody rushing around spending money, rushing to parties, never stopping to have
some eggnog or watch a movie. Christmas is an endangered species.” He looked longingly
back & the screen, where the angel was trying to convince Jmmy Stewart hed never been
aive, and then wandered into the kitchen. "You got any Evian water?"

"No," Lauren said desperately. She hurried after him. "Look, | really have to get to work."

He had stopped a the kitchen table and was holding one of the Chrissmas cards.
"Computer-addressed,” he said reprovingly. He tore it open.

"Don't—" Lauren sad.

"Printed Christmas cards" he said. "No letter, no quick note, not even a handwritten
signature. That's exactly what I'm talking about. An endangered species.”

"I didn't have time," Lauren said defensively. "And | don't have time to discuss this or
anything else with you. | have to get to work."

"No time to write a few words on a card, no time to think about wha you want for
Chrigmas." He did the card back into the envelope. "Not even on recycled paper,” he sad
sadly. "Do you know how many trees are chopped down every year to send Christmas cards?'

"l amlate for—" Lauren said, and he wasn't there anymore.

He didn't vanish like in the movies, or fade out dowly. He smply wasn't there.

"—work," Lauren said. She went and looked in the living room. The TV was still on, but he
wasnt there, or in the bedroom. She went into the bathroom and pulled the shower curtain
back, but he wasn't there either.

"It was a hdlucination,” she said out loud, "brought on by stress.” She looked at her watch,
hoping it had been part of the hallucination, but it still read 1:15. "I will figure this out later,"
she said. "l have to get back to work."

She went back in the living room. The TV was off. She went into the kitchen. He wasn't
there. Neither were her Christmas cards, exactly.

"You! Spirit!" she shouted. "Y ou come back here this minute!”

"Youre late" Evie sad, filling out a catalog form. "You will not believe who was just here.
Scott Buckley. God, he is so cute She looked up. "What hgppened?' she said. "Didnt they
hold the dress?'

"Do you know anything about magic?' Lauren said.

"What happened?"

"My sister sent me her Christmas present,” Lauren said grimly. "l need to talk to someone
who knows something about magic."

"Fa... | mean Fred Hatch isamagician. What did your sister send you?"

Lauren started down the hall to Documentation at a half-run.

"I told Scott you'd be back any minute," Evie said. "He said he wanted to talk to you."



Lauren opened the door to Documentation and started looking over partitions into the
maze of cubicles. They were dl empty.

"Anybody here?' Lauren cdled. "Hello?'

A middle-aged woman emerged from the maze, carrying five rolls of wrapping paper and a
large pair of scissors. "You don't have any Scotch tape, do you?' she asked Lauren.

"Do you know where Fred Hatch is?' Lauren asked.

The woman pointed toward the interior of the maze with aroll of reindeer-covered paper.
"Ove there. Doesn't anyone have any tgpe? I'm going to have to staple my Christmas
presents.”

Lauren worked her way toward where the woman had pointed, looking over partitions as
she went. Fred was in the center one, leaning back in achair, his hands folded over his ample
stomach, staring at a screen covered with yellow numbers.

"Excuse mg" Lauren said, and Fred immediately sat forward and stood up.

"I need to tak to you," she sad. "Is there somewhere we can talk privaely?'

"Right here)" Fred said. "My assistant's on the 800 line in my office, placing a catalog
order, and everyone else is next door in Graphic Design a a Tupperware party." He pushed a
key, and the computer screen went blank. "What did you want to talk to me about?!

"Eviesaid youreamagician," she said.

He looked embarrassed. "Not redly. The PMS Committee put me in charge of the magic
show for the office party last year, and | came up with an act. This year, luckily, they assgned
me to play Santa Claus™" He smiled and patted his stomach. "I'm the right shape for the part,
and | don't have to worry about the tricks not working."

"Oh, dear," Lauren said. "l hoped ... do you know any magicians?'

“The guy a the novelty shop,” he said, looking worried. "What's the matter? Did PMS
assign you the magic show this year?"

"No." She sat down on the edge of his desk. "My sister is into New Age stuff, and she sent
me this spirit—"

"Spirit," hesad. "A ghost, you mean?"

“No. A person. | mean he looks like a person. He says he's the Spirit of Christmas Present,
asin Gift, not Here and Now."

"And you're sure he's not a person? | mean, tricks can sometimes really look like magic."

"Theresa Christmastreein my kitchen," she said.

"Christmastree?' he said warily.

"Yes The spirit was upset because my Christmas cards weren't on recycled paper. He
asked me if | knew how many trees were chopped down to send Christmas cards, then he
disappeared, and when | went back in the kitchen there was this Christmas tree in my
kitchen."

"And there's no way he could have gotten into your gpartment earlier and put it there?”

"It's growing out of the floor. Besides, it wasn't there when we were in the kitchen five
minutes before. See, he was watching It's a Wonderful Life on TV, which, by the way, he
turned on without using the remote, and he asked me if | had any Evian water, and he went
into the kitchen and . . . this is ridiculous. You have to think I'm crazy. | think I'm crazy just
listening to myself tell this ridiculous story. Evian water!” She folded her arms. "People have
alot of nervous breakdowns around Christmastime. Do you think | could be having
one?'

The woman with the wrapping-paper rolls peered over the cubicle. "Have you got a tape
dispenser?"

Fred shook his head.

"How about a gepler?!

Fred handed her his stapler, and she lft.

"Wdl," Lauren said when she was sure the woman was gone, "do you think I'm having a



nervous breskdown?'

"That depends,” he said.

"Onwha?'

"On whether there's redlly atree growing out of your kitchen floor. You said he got angry
because your Christmas cards weren't on recycled paper. Do you think he's dangerous?”

"l don't know. He says he's here to give me whatever | want for Christmas. Except a fur
coat. He's opposed to the killing of endangered species.”

"A spirit who's an animal-rights activist!" Fred said delightedly. "Where did your sister get
him from?"

“The astral plang” Lauren said. "She was trance-channeling or something. | don't care
where he came from. | just want to get rid of him before he decides my Christmas presents
aren't recyclable, too."

"Okay," he said, hitting akey on the computer. The screen lit up. "The first thing we need to
do is find out what he is and how he got here. | want you to call your sister. Maybe she knows
some New Age spell for getting rid of the spirit." He began to type rapidly. "I'll get on the
Net and see if | can find someone who knows something about magic.”

He swiveled around to face her. "Y ou're sure you want to get rid of him?!

"l haveatree growing out of my kitchen floor!"

"But what if he's telling the truth? What if he redly can get you what you want for
Christmas?"

"What | wanted was to mail my Christmas cards, which are now shedding needles on the
kitchen tile. Who knows what he'll do next?"

"Yeah," he said. "Listen, whether he's dangerous or not, |
think | should go home with you after work, in case he shows up again, but I've got a PMS
meeting for the office party—"

"That's okay. He's an animal-rights activist. He's not dangerous.”

"That doesn't necessarily follow," Fred said. "I'll come over as soon as my meeting's ove,
and meanwhile I'll check the Net. Okay?"

"Okay," she said. She started out of the cubicle and then stopped. "l really appreciate your
believing me, or a least not saying you don't believe me."

He smiled a her. "I don't have any choice. Youre the only other person in the world who
likes Miracle on 34th Street better than It's a Wonderful Life. And Fred Gailey beieved
Macy's Santa Claus was really Santa Claus, didn't he?'

"Yeeh," she said. "I don't think this guy is Santa Claus. He was wearing Birkenstocks."

“I'll meet you at your front door," he said. He sat down at the computer and began typing.

Lauren went out through the maze of cubicles and into the hal.

"There you are" Scott said. "I've been looking for you al over." He smiled meltingly. "I'm
in charge of buying gifts for the office party, and | need your hdp."

"My help?'

"Yeeh. Picking them out. | hoped maybe | could talk you into going shopping with me after
work tonight."

"Tonight?' she said. "I can't. I've got—"A Christmas tree growing in my kitchen. "Could we
do it tomorrow after work?"

He shook his head. "l've got a date. What about later on tonight? The stores are open till
nine. It shouldn't take more than a couple of hours to do the shopping, and then we could go
have a late supper somewhere. What say | pick you up a your apartment at Sx-thirty?"

And have the spirit lying on the couch, drinking Evian water and watching TV?"l cant," she
sad regretfully.

Even his frown was cute. "Oh, wdl," he said, and shrugged. "Too bad. | guess I'll have to get
somebody else” He gave her another adorable smile and went off down the hal to ask
somebody else.



| hate you, Spirit of Christmas Present, Lauren thought, standing there watching Scott's
handsome back recede. You'd better not be there when | get home.

A woman came down the hadl, carrying a basket of candy canes. "Compliments of the
Personnel Morale Specia Committee," she said, offering one to Lauren. "You look like you
could use alittle Christmas spirit."

"No, thanks, I've dready got one," Lauren said.

The door to her apartment was locked, which didn't mean much, since the chain and the
deadbolt had both been on when he got in before. But he wasn't in the living room, and the TV
was off.

He had been there, though. There was an empty Evian water bottle on the coffee table.
She picked it up and took it into the kitchen. The tree was still there, too. She pushed
one of the branches aside so she could get to the wastebasket and threw the bottle
anay.

"Don't you know plastic bottles are nonbiodegradable?’ the spirit said. He was standing on
the other side of the tree, hanging things on it. He was dressed in khaki shorts and a "Save the
Rain Forest" T-shirt, and had a red bandanna tied around his head. "You should recycle your
bottles."

"It'syour bottle," Lauren said. "What are you doing here, Spirit?"

"Chris," he corrected her. "These are organic ornaments,” he

sad. He held one of the brown things out to her. "Handmade by the Yanomamo Indians.
Each one is made of naturd by-products found in the Brazilian rain forest." He hung the
brown thing on the tree. "Have you decided what you want for Chrisgmas?'

"Yes" shesad. "l want you to go away."

He looked surprised. "l can't do that. Not until | give you your heart's desire.”

"Thet is my heart's desire. | want you to go away and take this tree and your Yanomamo
ornaments with you."

"You know the biggest problem | have as the Spirit of Christmas Present?' he said. He
reached into the back pocket of his shorts and pulled out a brown garland of what looked
like coffee beans. "My biggest problem is that people don't know whet they want."

"I know what | wart," Lauren said. "l don't want to have to write my Christmas cards dl
over agan—"

"You didn't write them," he said, drgping the garland over the branches. "They were
printed. Do you know that the inks used on those cards contain harmful chemicals?'

"l don't want to be lectured on environmental issues, | don't want to have to fight my way
through a forest to get to the refrigerator, and | don't want to have to turn down dates
because | have a spirit in my gpartment. | want anice, quiet Christmas with no hasdes. | want
to exchange afew presents with my friends and go to the office Christmas party and . . ."And
dazzle Scott Buckley in my off-the-shoulder black dress, she thought, but she decided she'd
better not say that. The spirit might decide Scott's clothes weren't made of naturd fibers or
something and turn him into a' Y anomamo Indian.

"...and haveanice, quiet Christmas," shefinished lamdly.

"Teke It's a Wonderful Life" the spirit said, squinting at the tree. "I watched it this
afternoon while you were a work. Jmmy Stewart didn't know what he wanted.”

He reached into his pocket again and pulled out a crooked star made of Brazil nuts and
twine. "He thought he wanted to go to college and travel and get rich, but what he really
wanted was right there in front of him the whole time."

He did something, and the top of the tree lopped over in front of him. He tied the star on
with the twine, and did something else. The tree straightened up. "You only think you want



me to leave" he said.

Someone knocked on the door.

"You're right," Lauren said. "l don't want you to leave. | want you to stay right there" She
ran into the living room.

The spirit followed her into the living room. "Luckily, being a spirit, | know what you
really want," he said, and disappeared.

She opened the door to Fred. "He was just here" she said. "He disappeared when | opened
the door, which iswhat al the crazies say, isn't it?'

"Yeah," Fred said. "Or else, 'He's right there. Can't you see him?" He looked curiously
around the room. "Where was he?'

"In the kitchen," she said, shutting the door. "Decorating a tree which probably isn't there
either." She led him into the kitchen.

The tree was still there, and there were large brownish cards stuck all over it.

"You really do have atree growing in your kitchen,” Fred said, squatting down to look a
the roots. "I wonder if the people downstairs have roots sticking out of their celling.” He
stood up. "What are these?' he said, pointing a the brownish cards.

"Christmas cards." She pulled one off. "l told him | wanted mine back." She read the card
doud." 'In the time it takes you to read this Christmas card, eighty-two harp seals
will have been clubbed to death for their fur." She opened it up." 'Happy Holidays."

"Cheery," Fred said. He took the card from her and turned it
over. " 'This card is printed on recycled paper with vegetable inks and can be safely used as
compost.' "

"Did anyone on the Net know how to club a spirit to deeth?' she asked.

"No. Didn't your sster have any ideas?"

"She didn't know how she got him in the first place. She and her Maharishi were channeling
an Egyptian nobleman and he suddenly appeared, wearing a 'Save the Dolphins T-shirt. | got
the idea the Maharishi was as surprised as she was" She sat down a the kitchen table. "I tried
to get him to go away this afternoon, but he said he has to give me my heart's desire first."
She looked up a Fred, who was cautiously sniffing one of the organic ornaments. "Didn't you
find out anything on the Net?"

"I found out there are alot of loonies with computers. What are these?"

"By-products of the Brazilian rain forest." She stood up. "l told him my heart's desire was
for him to leave, and he said | didn't know wheat | really wanted."

"Whichiswha?'

"I don't know," she said. "'l went into the living room to answer the door, and he said that
luckily he knew what | wanted because he was a spirit, and | told him to stay right where he
was, and he disappeared.”

"Show me" hesad.

She took him into the living room and pointed a where hed been standing, and Fred
sguatted down again and peered at the carpet.

"How does he disappear?’

"I don't know. Hejudt. . . isn't there."

Fred stood up. "Has he changed anything else? Besides the tree?"

"Not that | know of. He turned the TV on without the re-
mote," she said, looking around the room. The shopping bags were still on the coffee
table. She looked through them and pulled out the video. "Here. I'm your Secret Santa.
I'm not supposed to give it to you till Christmas Eve, but maybe you'd better take it before he
turns it into asnowy owl or something."

She handed it to him. "Go ahead. Openiit."

He unwrapped it. "Oh," he said without enthusiasm. "Thanks."

"| remember last year a the party we talked about it, and | was afraid you might aready



have a copy. You dont, do you?'

"No," hesaid, ill in that flat voice.

"Oh, good. | had ahard time finding it. Y ou were right when you said we were the only two
people in the world who liked Miracle on 34th Sreet. Everybody else | know thinks It's a
Wonderful Life is—"

"Y ou bought me Miracle on 34th Street?' he said, frowning.

“It's the original black-and-white version. | hate those colorized things, don't you?

Everyone has gray teeth."

"Lauren.” He held the box out to her so she could read the front. "I think your friend's been
fixing things again."

She took the box from him. On the cover wasa picture of Jmmy Stewart and Donna Reed
dancing the Charleston.

"Oh, no! That little rat!" she said. "He must have changed it when he was looking at it. He
told me It'sa Wonderful Life was his favorite movie."

"Et tu, Brute?" Fred said, shaking his head.

"Do you suppose he changed all my other Christmas presents?’

"We'd better check."

“If he has . . " she said, darting into the kitchen. She dropped to her knees and started
rummaging through them.

"Do you think they look the same?' Fred asked, squatting down beside her.

"Your present looked the same." She grabbed a package wrapped in red-and-gold paper and
began feeling it. "Evie's present is okay, | think."

"What isit?"

"A stapler. She's dways losing hers. | put her name on it in Magic Marker." She handed it
to him to fed.

"It fedslike astapler, dl right," he said.

"I think we'd better open it and make sure.”

Fred tore off the paper. "It's still a gapler,” he said, looking at it. "What a great idea for a
Christmas present! Everybody in Documentation's dways losing their staplers. | think PMS
steal's them to use on their Christmas memos." He handed it back to her. "Now you'll have to
wrgp it agan.”

"That's okay," Lauren said. "At least it wasn't a'Y anomamo ornament.”

"But it might be any minute," Fred said, straightening up. "There's no telling what he might
take a notion to transform next. | think you'd better call your sister again, and ask her to ask
the Maharishi if he knows how to send spirits back to the astral plane, and I'll go see whét |
can find out about exorcism.”

"Okay," Lauren said, following him to the door. "Don' take the videotape with you. Maybe
| can get him to change it back."

"Maybe" Fred said, frowning. "You're sure he said he was here to give you your heart's
desire?’

"I'msaure.”

"Then why would he change my videotape?' he said thoughtfully. "It's too bad your sister
couldn't have conjured up a nice, straightforward spirit."

"Like SantaClaus" Lauren said.

Her sister wasn't home. Lauren tried her off and on al evening, and when shefinally got her,
she couldn't talk. "The Maharishi and | are going to Barbados. They're having aharmonic
divergence there on Christmas Eve, so you need to send my Christmas present to Barbados,”
shesaid, and hung up.

"I don't even have her Christmas present bought yet," Lauren said to the couch, "and it's all



your fault."

She went into the kitchen and glared a the tree. "I don't even dare go shopping because you
might turn the couch into a humpbacked whae while I'm gone," she said, and then clapped her
hand over her mouth.

She peered cautioudy into the living room and then made a careful circuit of the whole
apartment, looking for endangered species. There were no signs of any, and no sign of the
spirit. She went back into the living room and turned on the TV Jmmy Stewart was dancing
the Charleston with Donna Reed. She picked up the remote and hit the channd button. Now
Jmmy Stewart was singing, "Buffdo Gals, Won't You Come Out Tonight?"

She hit the automatic channd changer. immy Stewart was on every channel except
one. The Ghost of Christmas Present was on that one, telling Scrooge to change his
ways She watched the rest of A Christmas Carol. When it reached the part where the
Cratchits were ditting down to their Christmas dinner, she remembered she hadn't had any
supper and went into the kitchen.

The tree was completely blocking the cupboards, but by mightily pushing severa branches
aside she was able to get to the refrigerator. The eggnog was gone. So were the Stouffer's
frozen entrees. The only thing in the refrigerator was a half-empty bottle of Evian water.

She shoved her way out of the kitchen and sat back down on the couch. Fred had told her to
call if anything happened, but it was after eleven o'clock, and she had a fedling the eggnog hed
been gone for some time.

A Christmas Carol was over, and the opening credits of the next movie were starting.

"Frank Cgpras It'sa Wonderful Life. Starring Immy Stewart and Donna Reed.”

She must have fallen adeep. When she woke up, Miracle on 34th Street was on, and the
store manager was giving Edmund Gwenn as Macy's Santa Claus a list of toys he was
supposed to push if Macy's didn't have what the children asked Santa for.

"FHndly," Lauren said, watching Edmund Gwenn tear the list into pieces, "something good
to watch," and promptly fell asdleep. When she woke up again, John Payne as Fred Gailey was
kissng Doris, ak.a Maureen O'Hara, and someone was knocking on the door.

| don't remember anyone knocking on the door, she thought groggily. Fred told Doris how
hed convinced the State of New York that Edmund Gwenn was Santa Claus, and then they
both stared disbelievingly at a cane standing in the corner. "The End" came on the screen.

The knocking continued.

"Oh," Lauren said, and answered the door.

It was Fred, carrying aMcDonal d's sack.

"What timeisit?' Lauren said, blinking at him.

"Seven o'clock. 1 brought you an Egg McM uffin and some orange juice.”

"Oh, you wonderful person!” she said. She grabbed the sack and took it over to the coffee
table. "You don't know what he did." She reached into the sack and pulled out the sandwich.
"He transformed the food in my refrigerator into Evian water."

He was looking curiously at her. "Didn't you go to bed last night? He didn't come back, did
I,E?l

"No. | waited for him, and | guess| fell adeep.”" She took ahuge bite of the sandwich.

Fred sat down beside her. "What's that?' He pointed to a pile of dollar bills on the coffee
table.

"l don't know," Lauren said.

Fred picked up the bills. Under them was a handful of change and a piece of pink paper. "
'Returned three boxes Christmas cards for refund,” Lauren said, reading it. "'$38.18."

"That's what's here," Fred said, counting the money. "He didn't turn your Christmas
cards into a Douglas fir after dl. He took them back and got arefund.”



"Then that means the tree isn't in the kitchen!" she said, jumping up and running to look.
"No, it doesn't."

She came back and sat down on the couch.

"But & least you got your money back," Fred said. And it fits in with whet | learned on the
Net last night. They think he's a friendly spirit, probably some sort of manifestation of the
seasona spirit. Apparently these are fairly common, variations of Santa Claus being the most
familiar, but there are other ones, too. All benign. They think he's probably telling the truth
about wanting to give you your heart's desire.

"Do they know how to get rid of him?" she asked, and took a bite.

"No. Apparently no one's ever wanted to exorcise one" He pulled a piece of paper out of
his pocket. "l got alist of exorcism books to try, though, and this one guy, Clarence, said the
most important thing in an exorcism is to know exactly what kind of spirit it is."

"How do we do that?' Lauren asked with her mouth full.

"By their actions" Clarence sad. "He sad appearance doesn't mean anything because
seasona spirits are frequently in disguise. He said we need to write down everything the
spirit's said and done, so | want you to tell me exactly what he did." He took a pen and a
notebook out of his jacket pocket. "Everything from the first time you saw him."

"Just aminute.” She finished the last bite of sandwich and took a drink of the orange juice.
"Okay. He knocked on the door, and when | answered it, he told me he was here to give me a
Christmas present, and | told him | wasn't interested, and | shut the door and started into the
bedroom to hang up my dress and—my dress” she gasped and went tearing into the
bedroom.

"What's the matter?' Fred said, following her.

She flung the closet door open and began pushing clothes madly adong the bar. "If he's
transformed this—" She stopped pushing hangers. "Il kill him," she sad and lifted out a
brownish collection of feathers and dried leaves. "Benign??' she said. "Do you call that
benign??'

Fred gingerly touched a brown feather. "What wasit?*

"A dress," she said. "My beautiful black, off-the-shoulder, drop-dead dress.”

"Redly?' he said doubtfully. He lifted up some of the brownish leaves. "I think it still isa
dress"" he said. "Sort of."

She crumpled the leaves and feathers against her and sank down on the bed. "All | wanted
was to go to the office party!”

"Don't you have anything else you can wear to the office party? What about that pretty red
thing you wore last year?'

She shook her head emphatically. " Scott didn't even noticeit!"

"And that's your heart's desire?' Fred said after a moment. "To have Scott Buckley notice
you & the office party?'

"Yes and he would have, too! It had sequins on it, and it fit perfectly!” She held out what
might have been a deeve. Greenish-brown lumps dangled from brownish strips of bamboo.
"And now he's ruined it!"

She flung the dress on the floor and stood up. I don't care what this Clarence person says.
He is not benign! And he is not trying to get me what | want for Christmas. He is trying to
ruin my lifel"

She saw the expression on Fred's face and stopped. "I'm sorry," she said. "None of this is
your fault. You've been trying to help me”

"And I've been doing about as well as your spirit,” he said. "L ook, there has to be some way
to get rid of him. Or at least get the dress back. Clarence said he knew some transformation
spells. I'll go on to work and see what | can find out.”

He went out into the living room and over to the door. "Maybe you can go back to the
store and see if they have another dress like it."" He opened the door.



"Okay." Lauren nodded. "I'm sorry | yelled a you. And you have been alot of hep.”

"Right," he said glumly, and went out.

"Where'd you get that dress?" Jimmy Stewart said to Donna Reed.

Lauren whirled around. The TV was on. Donna Reed was showing Jmmy Stewart her new
dress.

"Where are you?' Lauren demanded, looking a the couch. "I want you to change that dress
back right now!"

"Don't you like it?' the spirit said from the bedroom. "It's completely biodegradable.”

She stomped into the bedroom. He was putting the dress on the hanger and making little
"tK"-ing noises. "You have to be careful with natura fibers," he said reprovingly.

"Changeit back theway it was. Thisinstant."

"It was handmade by the Yanomamo Indians™ he said, smoothing down what might be the
skirt. "Do you redlize that their naturd habitat is being destroyed at the rate of 750 acres a
Ml

"| don't care. | want my dress back."

He carried the dress on its hanger over to the chest. "It's so interesting. Donna Reed knew
right avay she wasin love with Immy Stewart, but he was so busy thinking about college and
his new suitcase, he didn't even know she existed." He hung up the dress. "He practically hed
to be hit over the head.”

“I'll hit you over the head if you don't change that dress back this instant, Spirit," she said,
looking around for something hard.

"Cdl me Chris" he said. "Did you know sequins are made from nonrenewable resources?"
and disappeared as she swung the lamp.

"And good riddance," she shouted to the air.

They had the dress in a size three. Lauren put herself through the indignity of trying to get
into it and then went to work. The receptionist was watching Jmmy Stewart standing on the
bridge in the snow and weeping into a Kleenex. She handed Lauren her messages.

There were two memos from the PMS Committee—they were having a deigh ride
after work, and she was supposed to bring cheese puiffs to the office party. There wasit a
message from Fred.

"Oh!" the receptionist wailed. "This part isso sad!”

"| hate It's a Wonderful Life," Lauren said, and went up to her desk. "l hate Christmas,”" she
sad to Evie.

"It's norma to hate Christmas," Evie said, looking up from the book she was reading. "This
book, it's called Let's Forget Christmas, says it's because everyone has these unrealistic
expectations. When they get presents, they—"

"Oh, that reminds me" Lauren said. She rummaged in her bag and brought out Evie's
present, fingering it quickly to make sure it was still a stapler. It seemed to be. She held it
out to Evie. "Merry Chrisgmas."

"I don't have yours wrapped yet," Evie said. "I don't even have my wrapping paper bought
yet. The book says I'm suffering from
an avoidance complex." She picked up the package. "Do | have to open it now? | know it will
be something | love, and you won't like what | got you haf as well, and I'll feel incredibly
guilty and inadequate.”

"You don't have to open it now," Lauren said. "l just thought I'd better give it to you
before—" She picked her messages up off her desk and started looking through them.
"Before | forgot. There haven't been any messages from Fred, have there?!

"Yeeh. He was here about fifteen minutes ago looking for you. He said to tell you the Net
hadn't been any help, and he was going to try the library." She looked sadly a the present. "It's



even wrapped great,” she said gloomily. "l went shopping for a dress for the office party last
night, and do you think | could find anything off-the-shoulder or with sequins?| couldn't even
find anything I'd be caught dead in. Did you know the rate of stress-related illnesses at
Christmas is seven times higher than the rest of the year?"

"| can rdlateto that," Lauren said.

"No, you can't. You didn't end up buying some awful gray thing with gold chains hanging al
over it. At least Scott will notice me. Hell say, 'Hi, Evie, are you dressed as Marley's ghost?
And there you'll be, looking fabulous in black sequins—"

"No, | won't," Lauren said.

"Why? Didn't they hold it for you?"

"It was. . . defective. Did Fred want to talk to me?'

"l don't know. He was on his way out. He had to go pick up his Santa Claus suit. Oh, my
God." Her voice dropped to awhisper. "It's Scott Buckley."

"Hi," Scott said to Lauren. "I was wondering if you could go shopping with me tonight.”

Lauren stared at him, so taken aback she couldn't speak.

"When you couldn't go last night, | decided to cancel my dae"

"Uh... |..." shesad.

"I thought we could buy the presents and then have some dinner.”

She nodded.

"Greet," Scott said. "I'll come over to your apartment around six-thirty."

"No!" Lauren said. "'l mean, why don't we go straight from work?"'

"Good idea. I'll come up here and get you." He smiled melt-ingly and left.

"l think I'll kill mysdlf," Evie said. "Did you know the rate of suicides a Christmas is four
times higher than the rest of the year? He is so cute," she sad, looking longingly down the
hall after him. "Therée's Fred."

Lauren looked up. Fred was coming toward her desk with a Santa Claus costume and a
stack of books. Lauren hurried across to him.

"This is everything the library had on exorcisms and the occult,” Fred said, transferring
haf of the books to her arms. "I thought we could both go through them today, and then get
together tonight and compare notes.”

"Oh, | cant," Lauren said. "I promised Scott I'd help him pick out the presents for the
office party tonight. I'm sorry. | could tell him | cant."

"Your heart's desire? Are you kidding?' He started avkwardly piling the books back on his
load. "You go shopping. I'll go through the books and let you know if I come up with
anything."

"Areyou sure?' she said guiltily. "I mean, you shouldn't have to do al the work."

"It's my pleasure," he said. He started to wak away and then stopped. "You didn't tell the
spirit Scott was your heart's desire, did you?'

"Of course not. Why?"!

"I was just wondering . . . nothing. Never mind." He waked off down the hall. Lauren went
back to her desk.

"Did you know the rate of depression a Christmas is sixteen times higher than the rest of
the year?' Evie said. She handed Lauren a package.

"What'sthis?'

"It'sfrom your Secret Santa."

Lauren opened it. It wasalarge book entitled It's a Wonderful Life: The Photo Album. On
the cover, Jmmy Stewart was |ooking depressed.

"I figure it'll take a haf hour or so to pick out the presents,” Scott said, leading her past two
inflatable pam trees into The Upscale Oasis. "And then we can have some supper and get



acquainted." He lay down on a massage couch. "What do you think about this?'

"How many presents do we have to buy?' Lauren asked, looking around the store. There
werea lot of inflatable pam trees, and a jukebox, and severa life-size cardboard cutouts of
Malcolm Forbes and Leona Helmdey. Againgt the far wal were two high-rise aguariums and
abank of televisions with neon-outlined screens.

"Seventy-two." He got up off the massage couch, handed her the list of employees and
went over to adisplay of brown boxes tied with twine. "What about these? They're handmade
Y ano-mamo Christmas ornaments.”

"No," Lauren said. "How much money do we have to spend?’

“The PMS Committee budgeted six thousand, and there was five hundred left in the
Sunshine fund. We can spend . . ." He picked up a pocket calculator in the shape of Donald
Trump and
punched severa buttons. "Ninety dollars per person, including tax. How about this?* He held
up an automatic cat feeder.

"We got those last year," Lauren said. She picked up a digita umbrella and put it back
down.

"How about acar fax?' Scott said. "No, wait. This, thisisit!"

Lauren turned around. Scott was holding up what looked like a gold cordless phone. "It's
an investment pager,” he said, punching keys. "See, it gives you the Dow Jones, treasury
bonds, interest rates. Ian't it perfect?”

"Well," Lauren said.

"Seg, this is the hostile takeover darm, and every time the Federal Reserve adjusts the
interest rate it begps.”

Lauren read the tag.” 'Portable Plutocrat. $74.99."

"Great," Scott said. "Well have money |€eft over.”

"Toinves," Lauren said.

He went off to see if they had seventy-two of them, and Lauren wandered over to the bank
of televisions.

There was a videotape of Miracle on 34th Street lying on top of the VCR/shower
massage. Lauren looked around to see if anyone was watching and then popped the
Wonderful Life tape out and stuck in Miracle.

A dozen Edmund Gwenns dressed as Macy's Santa Claus appeared on the screens,
listening to twelve store managers tell them which overstocked toys to push.

Scott came over, lugging four shopping bags. "They come gift-wrapped,” he said happily,
showing her a Portable Plutocrat wrapped in green paper with gold dollar signs. "Which
gives us afree evening."

"That's what I've been fighting againgt for years," a dozen Edmund Gwenns said, tearing a
dozen lists to bits, "the way they commercialize Christmas.”

"What | thought,” Scott said when they got in the car, "was that instead of going out for
supper, wed take these over to your gpartment and order in."

"Order in?' Lauren said, clutching the bag of Portable Plutocrats on her Iap to her.

"I know a greet Italian place that delivers. Angd-hair pasta, wine, everything. Or, if you'd
rather, we could run by a grocery store and pick up some stuff to cook."

"Actudly, my kitchen's kind of a mess" she said. There is a Christmas tree in it, she
thought, with organic by-products hanging on it.

He pulled up outside her gpartment building. "Then Itdian it is" He got out of the car and
began unloading shopping bags. "You like prosciutto? They have a great melon and
prosciutto.”

"Actudly, the whole apartment's kind of a disaster," Lauren said, following him up the



stairs. "You know, wrapping presents and everything. There are ribbons and tags and paper all

over the floor and—"
"Gredt," he sad, stopping in front of her door. "We have to put tags on the presents,

ayway."

"They don't need tags, do they?' Lauren said desperately. "I mean, they're all exactly dike."

"It personalizes them," he said, "it shows the gift was chosen especialy for them." He
looked expectantly at the key in her hand and then & the door.

She couldn't hear the TV, which was a good sign. And every time Fred had come over, the
spirit had disappeared. So dl | have to do is keep him out of the kitchen, she thought.

She opened the door and Scott pushed past her and dumped the shopping bags onto the
coffee table. "Sorry" he said. "Those were redly heavy." He straightened up and looked
around the living room. There was no sign of the spirit, but there were three Evian water
bottles on the coffee table. "This doesn't look too

messy. You should see my apartment. I'll bet your kitchen's neater than mine, too."
Lauren walked swiftly over to the kitchen and pulled the door shut. “I wouldn't bet on it.
Aren't there still some more presents to bring up?'

"Yeah. I'll go get them. Shall | call the Italian place first?' "No," Lauren said, standing with
her back against the kitchen door. "Why don't you bring the bags up first?' "Okay," he said,
smiling meltingly, and went out. Lauren legped to the door, put the deadbolt and the chain on,
and then ran back to the kitchen and opened the door. The tree was still there. She pulled the
door hastily to and walked rapidly into the bedroom. He wasn't there, or in the bathroom.
"Thank you," she breathed, |ooking heavenward, and went back in the living room.

TheTV was on. Edmund Gwenn was shouting at the store psychologist.

"You know, you were right," the spirit said. He was stretched out on the couch, wearing a
"Save the Black-Footed Ferret" T-shirt and jeans. "It's not a bad movie. Of course, it's not as
good as It'sa Wonderful Life, but | like the way everything works out at the end.”

"Wha are you doing here?' she demanded, glancing anxioudly at the door.

"Watching Miracle on 34th Street," he said, pointing a the screen. Edmund Gwenn was
brandishing his cane a the store psychiatrist. "I like the part where Edmund Gwenn asks
Natalie Wood what she wants for Christmas, and she shows him the picture of the house."

Lauren picked up Fred's video and brandished it a him. "Fine. Then you can change Fred's
video back."

"Okay," he said, and did something. She looked at Fred's video. It showed Edmund Gwenn
hugging Natalie Wood in front of a yellow moon with Santa Clauss deigh and reindeer
flying across it. Lauren put the video hagtily down on the coffee table.

"Thank you," shesad. "And my dress."

"Natalie Wood doesn't really want a house, of course. What she redly wants is for
Maureen O'Hara to marry John Payne. The house is just a symbol for what she really wants"

On the TV Edmund Gwenn rapped the store psychologist smartly on the forehead with his
cane.

There was aknock on the door. "It'sme," Scott said.

“| dso like the pat where Edmund Gwenn yells a the store manager for pushing
merchandise nobody wants. Christmas presents should be something the person wants.
Aren't you going to answer the door?"

"Aren't you going to disappear?’ she whispered.

"Disgppear?’ he said increduloudly. "The movie isn't over. And besides, | still havent
gotten you what you want for Chrissmas." He did something, and abowl of trail mix appeared
on his stomach.

Scott knocked again.
Lauren went over to the door and opened it two inches.



"It'sme," Scott said. "Why do you have the chain on?"

"l ... She looked hopefully a Chris. He was edting trail mix and watching Maureen
O'Hara bending over the store psychologit, trying to wake him up.

"Scott, I'm sorry, but | think I'd better take arain check on supper.”

He looked bewildered. And cute. "But | thought. . ." he said.

So did I, she thought. But | have a spirit on my couch who's perfectly capable of turning
you into aBrazilian rain forest byproduct.

"The Italian take-out sounds greet," she said, "but it's kind of late, and welve both got to go
to work tomorrow."

“Tomorrow's Saturday.”

"Uh ... | meant go to work on wrapping presents. Tomorrow's Christmas Eve, and | havent
even started my wrapping. And | have to make cheese puffs for the office party and wash my
harand. ..

"Okay, okay, | get the message,” he said. "I'll just bring in the presents and then leave.”

She thought of telling him to leave them in the hdl, and then closed the door a little and
took the chain off the door.

Go away! shethought at the spirit, who was eating trail mix.

She opened the door far enough so she could dlide out, and pulled it to behind her. "Thanks
for agreat evening," she said, taking the shopping bags from Scott. "Good night.”

"Good night,” he said, still looking bewildered. He started down the hal. At the stairs he
turned and smiled.

I'm going to kill him, Lauren thought, waving back, and took the shopping bags inside.

The spirit wasn't there. The trail mix was still on the couch, and the TV was still on.

"Come back herel" she shouted. "You little rat! You have ruined my dress and my date, and
you're not going to ruin anything else! You're going to change back my dress and my
Christmas cards, and you're going to get that tree out of my kitchen right
now!"

Her voice hung in the air. She sat down on the couch, still holding the shopping bags. On
the TV, Edmund Gwenn was sitting in Bellevue, staring at the wall.

"At least Scott finaly noticed me" she said, and set the shopping bags down on the coffee
table. They rattled.

"Oh, no!" she said. "Not the Plutocrats!”

"The problem is," Fred said, closing the last of the books on the occult, "that we can't
exorcise him if we don't know which sea-
sonal spirit heis, and he doesn't fit the profiles of any of these. He must be in disguise.”

"I don't want to exorcise him," Lauren sad. "l want to kill him."

"Bven if we did manage to exorcise him, thered be no guarantee that the things he's
changed would go back to their origina date.”

"And I'd be stuck with explaining what happened to six thousand dollars worth of
Christmas presents.”

"Those Portable Plutocrats cost six thousand dollars?”

"$5895.36."

Fred gave a low whistle. "Did your spirit say why he didn't like them? Other than the
obvious, | mean. That they were non-biodegradable or something?”

"No. He didn't even notice them. He was watching Miracle on 34th Sreet, and he was
talking about how he liked the way things worked out at the end and the part about the house.”

"Nothing about Christmas presents?"

“| don't remember.” She sank down on the couch. "Yes, | do. He said he liked the part



where Edmund Gwenn yelled at the store manager for taking people into buying things they
didn't want. He said Christmas presents should be something the person wanted."

"Well, that explains why he transformed the Plutocrats then,” Fred said. "It probably aso
means there's no way you can tak him into changing them back. And I've got to have
something to pass out a the office party, or you'll be in trouble. So well just have to come
up with replacement presents.”

"Replacement presents?' Lauren said. "How? It's ten o'clock, the office party's tomorrow
night, and how do we know he won't transform the replacement presents once weve got
them?'

"Well buy people what they want. Was six thousand al the money you and Scott hed?"

“No," Lauren said, rummaging through one of the shopping bags. "PMS budgeted
sixty-five hundred.”

"How much have you got left?"

She pulled out asheaf of papers. "He didn't transform the purchase orders or the receipt,”
she said, looking a them. "The investment pagers cost $5895.36. We have $604.64 |eft."
She handed him the papers. "That's $8.39 apiece.”

He looked at the receipt speculatively and then into the shopping bag. "'l don't suppose we
could take these back and get arefund from The Upscale Oasis?!

"They're not going to give us $5895.36 for seventy-two 'Save the Ozone Layer' buttons,”
Lauren said. "And there's nothing we can buy for eight dollars that will convince PMS it
cost sixty-five hundred. And where am | going to get the money to pay back the difference?!

"l don't think you'll have to. Remember when Chris changed your Christmas cards into
the tree? He didn't redlly. He returned them somehow to the store and got a refund. Maybe
he's done the same thing with the Plutocrats and the money will turn up on your coffee
table tomorrow morning.”

"Andif it doesn't?

"Well worry about that tomorrow. Right now weve got to come up with presents to pass
out a the party.”

"Likewhat?'

"Staplers.”

"Steplers?”

“Like the one you got Evie. Everybody in my department's dways losing their staplers,
too. And their tape dispensers. It's an office party. Well buy everybody something they
want for the office."

"But how will we know wheat that i1S? There are seventy-two people on this list.”

"Well cal the department heads and ask them, and then well go shopping.” He stood up.
"Where's your phone book?"

"Next to the tree." She followed him into the kitchen. "How are we going to go shopping?
It'sten o'clock a night."

"Bizmart's open till deven,” he said, opening the phone book, "and the grocery store's open
al night. Well get as many of the presents as we can tonight and the rest tomorrow morning,
and that still gives us dl afternoon to get them wrapped. How much wrapping paper do you
have?'

"Lots. | bought it half-price last year when | decided this Christmas was going to be
different. A stapler doesn't seem like much of a present.”

"It doesif it'swhat you wanted." He reached for the phone.

It rang. Fred picked up the receiver and handed it to Lauren.

"Oh, Lauren," Evie's voice said. "l just opened your present, and | love it! It's exactly what |

wanted!"



"Redly?' Lauren said.

"It's perfect! | was so depressed about Christmas and the office party and till not having
my shopping done. | wasn't even going to open it, but in Let's Forget Christmas it said you
should open your presents early so they won't ruin Christmas morning, and | did, and it's
wonderful! | don't even care whether Scott notices me or not! Thank you!™

"Youre welcome," Lauren said, but Evie had dready hung up. She looked a Fred. "Tha
was Evie. You were right about people liking staplers.” She handed him the phone. "You call
the department heads. I'll get my coat."

He took the phone and began to punch in numbers, and then put it down. "What exactly did
the spirit say about the ending of Miracle on 34th Street?”

"He said he liked the way everything worked out & the end. Why?'

He looked thoughtful. "Maybe we're going about this al wrong."

"What do you mean?"

"What if the spirit really does wat to give you your heart's desire, and dl this
transforming stuff is some roundabout way of doing it? Like the angd in It's a Wonderful
Life. He's supposed to save Jmmy Stewart from committing suicide, and instead of doing
something logicd, like talking him out of it or grabbing him, he jumps in the river so Jmmy
Stewart has to save him."

"Youre saying he turned seventy-two Portable Plutocrats into 'Save the Ozone Laye
buttons to help me?*

" don't know. All I'm saying is that maybe you should tell him you want to go to the office
party in ablack sequined dress with Scott Buckley, and see what happens.”

"See what happens? After what he did to my dress? If he knew | wanted Scott, held
probably turn him into a harp sed.” She put on her coat. "Well, are we going to cal the
department heads or not?"

The Graphic Design department wanted staplers, and so did Accounts Payable. Accounts
Receivable, which was having an outbreak of stress-related Christmas colds, wanted Puffs
Plus and cough drops. Document Control wanted scissors.

Scott looked at the list, checking off Systems and the other departments they'd called.
"All weve got |eft isthe PMS Committeg,” he said.

"l know whet to get them," Lauren said. "Copies of Let's Forget Christmas.”

They got some of the things before Bizmart closed, and Fred was back a nine Saturday
morning to do the rest of it. At the bookstore they ran into the woman who had been stapling
presents together the day Lauren enlisted Fred's help.

"I completely forgot my husband's first wife," she said, looking desperate, "and | don't have
any idea of what to get her."

Fred handed her the videotape of It's a Wonderful Life they were giving the
receptionist. "How about one of these?' he said.

"Do you think shell likeit?!

"Everybody likesit," Fred said.

"Especidly the part where the bad guy steals the money, and Jmmy Stewart races around
town, trying to replace it,” Lauren said.

It took them most of the morning to get the rest of the presents and forever to wrgp them.
By four they weren't even haf done.

"What's next?' Fred asked, tying the bow on the last of the staplers. He stood up and
stretched.



"Cough drops," Lauren said, cutting a length of red paper with Santa Clauses on it.

He sat back down. "Ah, yes. Accounts Recelvable's heart's desire.”

"What's your heart's desire?' Lauren asked, folding the paper over the top of the cough
drops and taping it. "What would you ask for if the spirit inflicted himself on you?'

Fred unreeled a length of ribbon. "Well, not to go to an office party, that's for sure. The
only year | had an even remotely good time was last year, taking to you."

“I'm serious,” Lauren said. She taped the sides and handed the package to Fred. "What do
you redly want for Chrigmas?"

"When | was eight,” he said thoughtfully, "I asked for a computer for Christmas. Home
computers were new then and they were pretty expensive, and | wasn't sure I'd get it. | was a
lot like Natalie Wood in Miracle on 34th Street. | didn't believe in Santa Claus, and | didn't
believe in miracles, but | realy wanted it."

He cut off the length of ribbon, wrapped it around the package, and tied it in aknot.

"Did you get the computer?"

“No" he sad, cutting off shorter lengths of ribbon. "Chrismas morning | came
downstairs, and there was a note telling me to look in the garage" He opened the scissors
and pulled the ribbon across the blade, making it curl. "It was a puppy." He smiled,
remembering. "The thing was, a computer was too expensive, but there was an outside chance
I'd get it, or | wouldn't have asked for it. Kids don't ask for stuff they know is impossible.”

"And you hadn't asked for apuppy because you knew you couldn't have one?"

“No, you don't understand. There are things you don't ask for because you know you can't
have them, and then there are things so far outside the realm of possihility, it would never
even occur to you to want them." He made the curled ribbon into abow and fastened it to the
package.

"So what you're saying is your heart's desire is something so far outside the realm of
possibility, you don't even know what it is?"

"l didn't say that," he said. He stood up again. "Do you want some eggnog?”'

"Yes, thanks. If it's still there.”

He went into the kitchen. She could hear forest-thrashing noises and the refrigerator
opening. "It's still here," he said.

"It's funny Chris hasn't been back," she called to Fred. "I keep worrying he must be up to
something."

"Chris?' Fred said. He came back into the living room with two glasses of eggnog.

"The spirit. He told me to call him that," she said. "It's short for Spirit of Christmas
Present.” Fred was frowning. "What's wrong?' Lauren asked.

"I wonder . . . nothing. Never mind." He went over to the TV. "l don't suppose Miracle on
34th Street's on TV this afternoon?”

"No, but I made him change your video back." She pointed. "It's there, on top of the TV."

He turned on the TV, inserted the video in the VCR, and hit play. He came and sat down
beside Lauren. She handed him the wrapped cough drops, but he didn't take them. He was
watching the TV. Lauren looked up. On the screen, Jmmy Stewart was walking past Donna
Reed's house, racketing a stick along the picket fence.

"That isn't Miracle," Lauren said. "He told me he changed it back." She snatched up the
box. It still showed Edmund Gwenn hugging Natalie Wood. "That little snesk! He only
changed the box!"

She glared a the TV. On the screen Jmmy Stewart was glaring at Donna Reed.

"It's dl right," Fred said, taking the package and reaching for the ribbon. "It's not a bed
movie. The ending's too sentimental, and it doesn't really make sense. | mean, one minute
everything's hopeless, and Jmmy Stewart's ready to kill himsdlf, and then the angd
convinces him he had a wonderful life, and suddenly everything's okay." He looked around



the table, patting the spread-out wrapping paper. "But it has its moments. Have you seen the
scissors?”

Lauren handed him one of the pairs they'd bought. "WEell wrap them last.”

On the TV Jmmy Stewart was dtting in Donna Reed's living room, looking awkward.
"What | have trouble with is JImmy Stewart's being so self-sacrificing,” she said, cutting a
length of red paper with Santa Clauses on it. "I mean, he gives up college so his brother can
go, and then when his brother has a chance a a good job, he gives up college again. He even
gives up committing suicide to save Clarence. Theré's such a thing as being too
self-sacrificing, you know."

"Maybe he gives up things because he thinks he doesn't deserve them.”

"Why wouldn't he?'
"He's never gone to college, he's poor, he's deaf in one ear. Sometimes when people are
handicapped or overweight they just assume they can't have the things other people have™

The telephone rang. Lauren reached for it and then realized it wason TV.

"Oh, hello, Sam," Donna Reed said, looking at Jmmy Stewart. "Can you help me with this
ribbon?' Fred said. "Sure," Lauren said. She scooted closer to him and put her finger
on the crossed ribbon to hold it taut.

Jmmy Stewart and Donna Reed were standing very close together, listening to the
telephone. The voice on the phone was saying something about soybeans.

Fred still hadn't tied the knot. Lauren glanced up a him. He was looking & the TV, too.

Jmmy Stewart was looking a Donna Reed, his face nearly touching her hair. Donna Reed
looked a him and then away. The voice from the phone was saying something about the
chance of a lifetime, but it was obvious neither of them was hearing a word. Donna Reed
looked up a him. His lips amost touched her forehead. They didn't seem to be breathing.

Lauren realized she wasnt either. She looked a Fred. He was holding the two ends of
ribbon, one in each hand, and looking down & her.

"Theknot," shesaid. "You havent tied it."

"Oh," hesad. "Sorry."

Jmmy Stewart dropped the phone with a clatter and grabbed Donna Reed by both arms.
He began shaking her, ydling a her, and then suddenly she was wrapped in his ams, and he
was smothering her with kisses.

"Theknot," Fred said. "Y ou haveto pull your finger out."

She looked uncomprehendingly at him and then down at the
package. He had tied the knot over her finger, which was still pressing against the wrapping
paper.

"Oh. Sorry," she said, and pulled her finger free. "You were right. It does have its
moments.”

He yanked the knot tight. "Yeeh," he said. He reached for the spool of ribbon and began
chopping off lengths for the bow. On the screen Donna Reed and Jmmy Stewart were being
pelted with rice.

"No. You were right," he said. "He is too self-sacrificing.” He waved the scissors at the
screen. "Inaminute he's going to give up his honeymoon to save the building and loan. It's a
wonder he ever asked Donna Reed to marry him. It's a wonder he didn't try to fix her up with
that guy on the phone."

The phone rang. Lauren looked a the screen, thinking it must be in the movie, but JImmy
Stewart was kissing Donna Reed in ataxicab.

"It's the phone," Fred said.

Lauren scrambled up and reached for it.

"Hi," Scott said.

"Oh, hello, Scott," Lauren said, looking at Fred.



“| was wondering about the office party tonight,” Scott said. "Would you like to go with
me? | could come get you and we could take the presents over together."

"Uh... | ..." Lauren said. She put her hand over the receiver. "It's Scott. What am |
going to tell him about the presents?'

Fred motioned her to give him the phone. "Scott,” he said. "Hi. It's Fred Hatch. Yeah, Santa
Claus. Listen, we ran into a problem with the presents.”

Lauren closed her eyes.

"We got a call from The Upscae Oasis that investment pagers were being recalled by the
Federa Safety Commission.”

Lauren opened her eyes. Fred smiled a her. "Yesh. For excessive cupidity.”

Lauren grinned.

"But there's nothing to worry about,” Fred said. "We replaced them. We're wrapping them
right now. No, it was no trouble. | was happy to help. Yeah, I'll tell her." He hung up. "Scott
will be here to take you to the office party a seven-thirty,” he sad. "It looks like you're
going to get your heart's desire after dl."

"Yegh," Lauren said, looking a the TV. On the screen, the building and loan was going
under.

They finished wrapping the last pair of scissors a six-thirty, and Fred went back to his
gpartment to change clothes and get his Santa Claus costume. Lauren packed the presents in
three of the Upscale Oasis shopping bags, said sternly, "Don't you dare touch these" to the
empty couch, and went to get ready.

She showered and did her hair, and then went into the bedroom to see if the spirit hed
biodegraded her red dress, or, by some miracle, brought the black off-the-shoulder one
back. He hadn't.

She put on her red dress and went back into the living room. It was only a little after
seven. She turned on the TV and put Fred's video into the VCR. She hit play. Edmund Gwenn
was giving the doctor the X-ray machine held dways wanted.

Lauren picked up one of the shopping bags and felt the top pair of scissors to make sure
they hadn't been turned into bottles of Evian water. There was an envelope stuck between two
of the packages. Insde was a check for $5895.36. It was made out to the Children's Hospital
fund.

She shook her head, smiling, and put the check back into the envelope.

On TV, Maureen O'Hara and John Payne were watching Na-
talie Wood run through an empty house and out the back door to look for her swing. They
looked seriously a each other. Lauren held her breath. John Payne moved forward and
kissed Maureen O'Hara.

Someone knocked on the door. "That's Scott,” Lauren said to John Payne, and waited till
Maureen O'Hara had finished telling him she loved him before she went to open the door.

It was Fred, carrying afoil-covered plate. He was wearing the same sweater and pants hed
worn to wrgp the presents. "Cheese puffs" he said. "l figured you couldn't get to your stove."
He looked serioudly a her. "I wouldn't worry about not having your black dress to dazzle
Scott with."

He went over and set the cheese puffs on the coffee table. "You need to take the foil off
and heat them in a microwave for two minutes on high. Tel PMS to put the presents in
Santa's bag, and I'll be there a eeven-thirty."

"Aren't you going to the party?*

"Office parties are your idea of fun, not mine" he said. "Besides, Miracle on 34th Sreet's
on at eight. It may be the only chance | have to watch it."



"But | wanted you—"

There was aknock on the door. "That's Scott,” Lauren said.

"Wdl," Fred sad, "if the spirit doesn't do something in the next fifteen seconds, youll
have your heart's desire in spite of him." He opened the door. "Come on in," he said. "Lauren
and the presents are al ready." He handed two of the shopping bags to Scott.

"l really appreciate your helping Lauren and me with al this™" Scott said.

Fred handed the other shopping bag to Lauren. "It was my pleasure.”

"l wish you were coming with us," she said.

"And give up a chance of seeing the real Santa Claus?' He

held the door open. "You two had better get going before something happens.”

"What do you meaen?' Scott said, alarmed. "Do you think these presents might be recalled,
too?'

Lauren looked hopefully at the couch and then the TV. On the screen Jmmy Stewart was
standing on a bridge in the snow, getting ready to kill himself.

"Afraid not," Fred said.

It was snowing by the time they pulled into the parking lot a work. "It was redlly selfless of
Fred to help you wrgp al those presents” Scott said, holding the lobby door open for
Lauren. "Hesanice guy.”

"Yes" Lauren sad. "Heis."

"Hey, look at that!" Scott said. He pointed at the security monitor. "It's a Wonderful Life.
My favorite moviel" On the monitor Immy Stewart was running through the snow, shouting,
"Merry Christmas!"

"Scott," Lauren said, "l can't go to the party with you."

"Just a minute, okay?' Scott said, staring at the screen. "This is my favorite part." He set
the shopping bags down on the receptionist's desk and leaned his elbows on it. "This is the
part where Immy Stewart finds out what awonderful life he's hed.”

"Y ou have to take me home," Lauren said.

Therewasagust of cold air and snow. Lauren turned around.

"You forgot your cheese puffs”" Fred said, holding out the foil-covered plate to Lauren.

"Theré's such athing as being too self-sacrificing, you know," Lauren said.

He held the plate out to her. "That's what the spirit said.”

"He came back?' She shot a glance at the shopping bags.

"Y eah. Right after you left. Don't worry about the presents.

He said he thought the staplers were a great idea. He also said not to worry about
getting a Christmas present for your sister.”

"My sister!" Lauren said, clapping her hand to her mouth. "I completely forgot about her.”

"He said since you didn' like it, he sent her the Y anomamo dress."

"Shell loveit," Lauren said.

"He dlso said it was awonder Jmmy Stewart ever got Donna Reed, he was so busy giving
everybody €l se wha they wanted," he said, looking serioudy & her.

"He's right,” Lauren said. "Did he also tell you Jmmy Stewart was incredibly stupid for
wanting to go off to college when Donna Reed was right there in front of him?"

"He mentioned it."

"What agreat moviel" Scott said, turning to Lauren. "Reedy to go up?"

"No," Lauren said. "I'm going with Fred to see a movie" She took the cheese puffs from
Fred and handed them to Scott.

"What am | supposed to do with these?"

"Take the foil off," Fred said, "and put them in amicrowave for two minutes."



"But you're my date," Scott said. "Who am | supposed to go with?"

Therewas agust of cold air and snow. Everyone turned around.

"How do | look?' Evie said, taking off her coat.

"Wow!" Scott said. "Y ou look terrific!"

Evie spun around, her shoulders bare, the sequins glittering on her black dress. "Lauren
gaveit to me for Christmas," she said happily. "I love Christmas, don't you?'

"l love that dress," Scott said.

"He also told me" Fred said, "that his favorite thing in Miracle on 34th Street was Santa
Clauss being in disguise—"

"Hewasn't in disguise,” Lauren said. "Edmund Gwenn told everybody he was Santa Claus.”

Fred held up a correcting finger. "He told everyone his name was Kris Kringle."

"Chris" Lauren said.

"Oh, | lovethispart,” Eviesad.

Lauren looked a her. She was standing next to Scott, watching Jmmy Stewart standing
next to Donna Reed and singing "Auld Lang Syne."

"He makes al sorts of trouble for everyone" Fred said. "He turns Christmas upside
down—"

"Completely disrupts Maureen O'Haraslife," Lauren said.

"But by the end, everything's worked out, the doctor has his X-ray machine, Natalie Wood
has her house—"

"Maureen O'Hara has Fred—"

"And no on€e's quite sure how hedid it, or if he did anything."

"Or if he had the whole thing planned from the beginning." She looked serioudly a Fred.
"Hetold me only thought | knew what | wanted for Christmas."

Fred moved toward her. "He told me just because something seems impossible doesn't
mean a miracle can't hgppen.”

"What agreat ending!" Evie said, sniffling. "It'sa Wonderful Life is my favorite movie"

"Mine, too," Scott said. "Do you know how to heat up cheese puffs?' He turned to Lauren
and Fred. "Cut that out, you two, well be late for the party.”

"We're not going,” Fred said, putting his aam around Lauren. They started for the door.
"Miracle'son a eight.”
"But you can't leave" Scott said. "What about al these presents? Who's going to pass them
out?'

There wasagust of cold air and snow. "Ho ho ho," Santa Claus said.

"lsn't that your costume, Fred?' Lauren said.

"Yes It has to be back a the renta place by Monday morning,” he said to Santa Claus. "And
no changing it into rainforest by-products.”

"Merry Chrisgmas!" Santa Claus said.

"I like the way things worked out at the end,” Lauren said.

"All we need isacane standing in the corner," Fred said.

"I have no idea wha you're talking about,” Santa Claus said. "Where are dl these presents
I'm supposed to pass out?'

"Right here," Scott said. He handed one of the shopping bags to Santa Claus.

"Plastic shopping bags" Santa Claus said, making a "tk"-ing sound. "You should be using
recycled peper.”

"Sorry," Scott said. He handed the cheese puffs to Evie and picked up the other two
shopping bags. "Reedy, Evie?'

"We can't go yet," Evie said, gazing a the security monitor. "Look, It's a Wonderful Life is
just starting.” On the screen Immy Stewart's brother was faling through the ice. "This is my
favorite part,” she said.



"Mine, too," Scott said, and went over to stand next to her.

Santa Claus squinted curioudly a the monitor for a moment and then shook his head.
"Miracle on 34th Sreet's a much better movie, you know," he said reprovingly. "More
redistic.”

Inn

Christmas Eve. The organ played the last notes of "O Come, O Come Emmanuel,” and
the choir sat down. Reverend Wall hobbled slowly to the pulpit, clutching his sheaf of
yellowed typewritten sheets.

In the choir, Dee leaned over to Sharon and whispered, "Here we go. Twenty-four
minutes and counting.”

On Sharon's other side, Virginia murmured, " 'And all went to be taxed, every one into
his own city."

Reverend Wall set the papers on the pulpit, looked rheumily out over the
congregation, and said, " 'And all went to be taxed, every one into his own city. And
Joseph also went up from Galilee, out of the city of Nazareth, into Judea, unto the city of
David, which is called Bethlehem, because he was of the house and lineage of
David. To be taxed with Mary, his espoused wife, being great with child." He paused.

"We know nothing of that journey up from Nazareth," Virginia whispered.

"We know nothing of that journey up from Nazareth,” Reverend Wall said, in a
wavering voice, "what adventures befell the young couple, what inns they stopped at
along the way. All we know is that on a Christmas Eve like this one they arrived in
Bethlehem, and there was no room for them at the inn."

Virginia was scribbling something on the margin of her bulletin. Dee started to
cough. "Do you have any cough drops?" she whispered to Sharon.

"What happened to the ones | gave you last night?" Sharon whispered hack.

"Though we know nothing of their journey," Reverend Wall said, his voice growing
stronger, "we know much of the world they lived in. It was a world of censuses and
soldiers, of bureaucrats and politicians, a world busy with property and rules and its
own affairs."

Dee started to cough again. She rummaged in the pocket of her music folder and came
up with a paper-wrapped cough drop. She unwrapped it and popped it into her mouth.

"...aworld too busy with its own business to even notice an insignificant couple from
far away," Reverend Wall intoned.

Virginia passed her bulletin to Sharon. Dee leaned over to read it, too. It read, "What
happened here last night after the rehearsal? When | came home from the mall, there
were police cars outside.”

Dee grabbed the bulletin and rummaged in her folder again. She found a pencil,
scribbled " Somebody broke into the church,” and passed it across Sharon to Virginia.

"You're kidding," Virginia whispered. "Were they caught?"

"No," Sharon said.



Therehearsal on the twenty-third was supposed to start at seven. By a quarter to eight the
choir was till standing at the back of the sanctuary, waiting to sing the processiona, the
shepherds and angels were bouncing off the walls, and Reverend Wall, in his chair behind the
pulpit, had nodded off. The assistant minister, Reverend Lisa Farrison, was moving
poinsettias onto the chanced steps to make room for the manger, and the choir director, Rose
Henderson, was on her knees, hammering wooden bases onto the cardboard pam trees. They
hed fallen down twice aready.

"What do you think are the chances well still be here when it's time for the Christmas
Eve service to start tomorrow night?' Sharon said, leaning against the sanctuary door.

"I can't be" Virginia said, looking at her watch. "l've got to be out a the mall before nine.
Megan suddenly announced she wants Senior Prom Barbie."

"My throat feels terrible," Dee said, fedling her glands. "Isit hot in here, or am | getting a
fever?

"It's hot in these robes," Sharon said. "Why are we wearing them? This isarehearsad."

"Rose wanted everything to be exactly like it's going to be tomorrow night."

"If I'm exactly like this tomorrow night, I'll be dead,” Dee said, trying to clear her throat.
"I can't get sick. | don't have any of the presents wrapped, and | haven't even thought about
what we're having for Christmas dinner.”

"At least you have presents” Virginia said. "l have eight people left to buy for. Not
counting Senior Prom Barbie."

"I don't have anything done. Christmas cards, shopping, wrapping, baking, nothing, and
Rill's parents are coming,” Sharon said. "Come on, let's get this show on the road.”

Rose and one of the junior choir angels hoisted the palm treesto standing. They listed
badly to theright, asif Bethlehem were experiencing a hurricane. "Isthat straight?' Rose
called to the back of the church. "Yes," Sharon said. "Lying in church,” Dee said. "Tsk, tsk."

"All right,” Rose said, picking up a bulletin. "Listen up, everybody. Here's the order of
worship. Introit by the brass quartet, processonal, opening  prayer,
announcements—Reverend Farrison, is that where you want to talk about the 'Least of These
Project?'

"Yes" Reverend Farrison said. She waked to the front of the sanctuary. "And can | make a
quick announcement right now?" She turned and faced the choir. "If anybody has anything else
to donate, you need to bring it to the church by tomorrow morning a nine" she said briskly.
"That's when we're going to deliver them to the homeless. We still need blankets and canned
goods. Bring them to the Fellowship Hal."

She walked back down the aisle, and Rose started in on her list again. "Announcements, 'O
Come, O Come, Emmanud,' Reverend Wall's sermon—"

Reverend Wall nodded aweke a his name. "Ah," he said, and hobbled toward the pulpit,
clutching a sheaf of yellowed typewritten papers.

"Oh, no," Sharon said. "Not a Christmas pageant and asermon. Well be here forever."

"Not a sermon,” Virginia said. "The sermon. All twenty-four minutes of it. I've got it
memorized. He's given it every year since he came.”

"Longer than that," Dee sad. "I swear last year | heard him say something in it about
World War I."

"'And dl went to be taxed, every one into his own city," Reverend Wall said. " 'And
Joseph also went up from Galilee, out of the city of Nazareth.™

"Oh, no," Sharon said. "He's going to give the whole sermon right now."

"We know nothing of that journey up from Bethlehem," he said.

"Therk you, Reverend Wall," Rose said. "After the sermon, the choir sings 'O Little Town
of Bethlehem' and Mary and Joseph—"



"What message does the story of their journey hold for us?' Reverend Wall said, picking
up steam.

Rose was hurrying up the aisle and up the chancel steps. "Reverend Wall, you don't need
to run through your sermon right now."

"What does it say to us"" he asked, "struggling to recover from aworld war?'

Dee nudged Sharon.

"Reverend Wall," Rose said, reaching the pulpit. "I'm afraid we don't have time to go
through your whole sermon right now. We need to run through the pageant now."

"Ah," he said, and gathered up his papers.

"All right,” Rose said. "The choir sings 'O Little Town of Beth-lehem' and Mary and
Joseph, you come down the aide.”

Mary and Joseph, wearing bathrobes and Birkenstocks, assembled themselves a the back
of the sanctuary, and started down the center aide.

"No, no, Mary and Joseph, not that way," Rose said. "The wise men from the East have to
come down the center aide, and you're coming up from Nazareth. You two come down the
Sde ade

Mary and Joseph obliged, taking the aide at atrot.

"No, no, dow down," Rose said. "Youre tired. You've waked dl the way from Nazareth.
Try it again.”

They raced each other to the back of the church and started again, dower a first and then
picking up speed.

"The congregation won't be able to see them," Rose said, shaking her head. "What about
lighting the side aide? Can we do that, Reverend Farrison?’

"She'snot here," Dee said. " She went to get something.”

"I'll go get her," Sharon said, and went down the hall.

Miriam Hoskins was just going into the adult Sunday school room with a paper plate of
frosted cookies. "Do you know where Reverend Farrison is?' Sharon asked her.

"Shewasin the office aminute ago,” Miriam said, pointing with the plate.

Sharon went down to the office. Reverend Farrison was standing at the desk, talking on
the phone. "How soon can the van be here?' She motioned to Sharon she'd be a minute. "Well,
can you find out?'

Sharon waited, looking at the desk. There was a glass dish of paper-wrapped cough drops
next to the phone, and beside it a can of smoked oysters and three cans of water chestnuts.
Probably for the 'Least of These Project, she thought ruefully.

"Fifteen minutes? All right. Thank you,” Reverend Farrison said, and hung up. "Just a
minute," she told Sharon, and went to the outside door. She opened it and leaned out. Sharon
could feel theicy air as she stood there. She wondered if it had started snowing.

"Thevan will be here in afew minutes," Reverend Farrison said to someone outside.

Sharon looked out the stained-glass panels on either side of the door, trying to see who
was out there.

"It'l take you to the shelter,” Reverend Farrison said. "No, you'll have to wait outside."
She shut the door. "Now," she said, turning to Sharon, "what did you want, Mrs. Englert?"

Sharon said, still looking out the window, "They need you in the sanctuary.” It was starting
to snow. The flakes looked blue through the glass.

"Il be right there," Reverend Farrison said. "l was just taking care of some homeless.
That's the second couple weve had tonight. We dways get them a Christmas. What's the
problem? The pam trees?’

"Wha?' Sharon said, still looking at the snow. Reverend Farrison followed her gaze. "The
shelter van's coming for them in afew minutes” she said. "We can't let them stay in here
unsupervised. First Methodist's had their collection stolen twice in the last month,



and weve got al the donations for the 'Least of These' Project in there" She gestured toward
the Fellowship Hall.

| thought they were for the homeless, Sharon thought. "Couldn't they just wait in the
sanctuary or something?' she said.

Reverend Farrison sighed. "Letting them in isn't doing them a kindness. They come here
instead of the shelter because the shelter confiscates their liquor.” She started down the hall.
"What did they need me for?"

"Oh," Sharon said, "the lights. They wanted to know if they could get lights over the side
aide for Mary and Joseph.”

"I don't know," she said. "The lights in this church are such a mess"" She stopped at the
bank of switches next to the stairs that led down to the choir room and the Sunday school
rooms. "Tdl me what this turns on."

She flicked a switch. The hal light went off. She switched it back on and tried another
one.

"That's the light in the office,” Sharon said, "and the downstairs hdl, and that one's the
adult Sunday school room."

"What's this one?' Reverend Farrison said.

There was ayelp from the choir members. Kids screamed.

"The sanctuary,” Sharon said. "Okay, that's the side aide lights" She called down to the
sanctuary. "How's that?'

"Fine," Rose cdlled. "No, wait, the organ's off."

Reverend Farrison flicked another switch, and the organ came on with a groan.

"Now the side lights are off," Sharon said, "and so's the pulpit light.”

"l told you they were a mess," Reverend Farrison said. She flicked another switch. "What
did that do?'

"It turned the porch light off."

"Good. We'll leave it off. Maybe it will discourage any more homeless from coming,” she
sad. "Reverend Wall let a homeless man wait inside last week, and he relieved himself on the
carpet in the adult Sunday school room. We had to have it cleaned.” She looked reprovingly
a Sharon. "With these people, you can't let your compassion get the better of you."

No, Sharon thought. Jesus did, and look what happened to him.

"The innkeeper could have turned them away," Reverend Wall intoned. "He was a
busy man, and his inn was full of travelers. He could have shut the door on Mary and
Joseph."

Virginia leaned across Sharon to Dee. "Did whoever broke in take anything?"

"No," Sharon said.

"Whoever it was urinated on the floor in the nursery,"” Dee whispered, and Reverend
Wall trailed off confusedly and looked over at the choir.

Dee began coughing loudly, trying to smother it with her hand. He smiled vaguely at
her and started again. "The innkeeper could have turned them away."

Dee waited a minute, and then opened her hymnal to her bulletin and began writing
on it. She passed it to Virginia, who read it and then passed it back to Sharon.

"Reverend Farrison thinks some of the homeless got in," it read. "They tore up the
palm trees, too. Ripped the bases right off. Can you imagine anybody doing something
like that?"

"Astheinnkesper found roomfor Mary and Josgph that Chrigmas

Eve long ago,” Reverend Wall said, building to a finish, "let us find room in our
hearts for Christ. Amen."



The organ began the intro to "O Little Town of Bethlehem," and Mary and Joseph
appeared at the back with Miriam Hoskins. She adjusted Mary's white veil and whispered
something to them. Joseph pulled at his glued-on beard.

"What route did they finally decide on?" Virginia whispered. "In from the side or
straight down the middle?"

"Sdeaisle," Sharon whispered.

The choir stood up. " 'O little town of Bethlehem, how still we see thee lie," they sang.
" 'Above thy deep and dreamless sleep, the silent stars go by." "

Mary and Joseph started up the side aisle, taking the dow, measured steps Rose had
coached themin, side by side. No, Sharon thought. That's not right. They didn't look like
that. Joseph should be a little ahead of Mary, protecting her, and her hand should be on
her stomach, protecting the baby.

They eventually decided to wait on the decision of how May and Joseph would come,
and started through the pageant. Mary and Joseph knocked on the door of the inn, and the
innkeeper, grinning broadly, told them there wasn't any room.

"Patrick, don't look so happy,” Rose said. "You're supposed to be in a bad mood. You're
busy and tired, and you don't have any rooms left."

Patrick attempted a scowl. "I have no rooms le&ft," he said, "but you can stay in the stable.”
He led them over to the manger, and Mary knelt down behind it.

"Where's the baby Jesus?' Rose said.

"He's not duetill tomorrow night," Virginiawhispered.

"Does anybody have ababy dall they can bring?' Rose asked.

One of the angels raised her hand, and Rose said, "Fine. Mary, use the blanket for now,
and, choir, you sing the first verse of ‘Away in a Manger.' Shepherds," she called to the back
of the sanctuary, "as soon as'Away in aManger” is over, come up and stand on this sde" She
pointed.

The shepherds picked up an assortment of hockey sticks, broom handles, and canes taped
to one-by-twos and adjusted their headcloths.

"All right, let'srun through it,"” Rose said. "Organ?"

The organ played the opening chord, and the choir stood up.

"A-way," Dee sang and started to cough, choking into her hand.

"Do—cough—drop?' she managed to gasp out between spasms.

"I saw some in the office," Sharon said, and ran down the chancd steps, down the aide,
and out into the hall.

It was dark, but she didn't want to take the time to try to find the right switch. She could
more or less see her way by the lights from the sanctuary, and she thought she knew right
where the cough drops were.

The office lights were off, too, and the porch light Reverend Farrison had turned off to
discourage the homeless. She opened the office door, felt her way over to the desk and
patted around till she found the glass dish. She grabbed a handful of cough drops and felt her
way back out into the hal.

The choir was singing "It Came Upon a Midnight Clear,” but after two measures they
stopped, and in the sudden silence Sharon heard knocking.

She started for the door and then hesitated, wondering if this was the same couple
Reverend Farrison had turned away earlier, coming back to make trouble, but the knocking
was soft, almost diffident, and through the stained-glass panels she could see it was snowing
hard.

She switched the cough drops to her left hand, opened the door a little, and looked out.
There were two people standing on the porch, onein front of the other. It was too dark to do



more than make out their outlines, and a first glance it looked like two women, but then the
onein front said in ayoung man's voice, "Erkas."

"I'm sorry,” Sharon said. "'l don't speak Spanish. Are you looking for a place to say?' The
snow was turning to sleet, and the wind was picking up.

"Kumrah," the young man said, making asound like he was clearing his throat, and then a
whole string of words she didn't recognize.

"Jugt a minute" she said, and shut the door. She went back into the office, felt for the
phone, and, squinting &t the buttons in the near-darkness, punched in the shelter number.

It was busy. She held down the receiver, waited a minute, and tried again. Still busy. She
went back to the door, hoping they'd given up and gone away.

"Erkas," the man said as soon as she opened it.

"I'm sorry," she said. "I'm trying to call the homeless shelter,” and he began taking rapidly,
excitedly.

He stepped forward and put his hand on the door. He had a blanket draped over him, which
waswhy she'd mistaken him for awoman. "Erkas," he said, and he sounded upset, desperate,
and yet somehow still diffident, timid.

"Bott lom," he said, gesturing toward the woman who was standing back almost to the
edge of the porch, but Sharon wasn't looking at her. She was looking at thelr feet.

They were wearing sandds. At first she thought they were barefoot and she squinted
through the darkness, horrified. Barefoot in the snow! Then she glimpsed the dark line of a
strap, but they still might as well be. And it was snowing hard.

She couldn't leave them outside, but she didn't dare bring them into the hall to wait for the
van either, not with Reverend Farrison around.

The office was out—the phone might ring—and she couldn't put them in the Fellowship
Hall with dl the stuff for the homelessin there.

"Just aminute" she said, shutting the door, and went to see if Miriam was still in the adult
Sunday school room. It was dark, so she obvioudy wasn't, but there was alamp on the table
by the door. She switched it on. No, this wouldn't work either, not with the communion silver
in adisplay case againgt the wal, and anyway, there was a stack of paper cups on the table,
and the plates of Christmas cookies Miriam had been carrying, which meant thered be
refreshments in here after the pageant. She switched off the light, and went out into the hall.

Not Reverend Wall's office—it was locked anyway—and certainly not Reverend
Farrison's, and if she took them downstairs to one of the Sunday school rooms, shed just
have to sneak them back up again.

The furnace room? It was between the adult Sunday school room and the Fellowship Hall.
She tried the doorknob. It opened, and she looked in. The furnace filled practicaly the whole
room, and whet it didn't was taken up by a stack of folding chairs. There wasn't a light switch
she could find, but the pilot light gave off enough light to maneuver by. And it was warmer
than the porch.

She went back to the door, looked down the hall to make sure nobody was coming, and let
them in. "You can wait in here," she said, even though it was obvious they couldn't understand
her.

They followed her through the dark hall to the furnace room, and she opened out two of
the folding chairs so they could sit down, and motioned them in.

"It Came Upon a Midnight Clear" ground to a halt, and Rose's voice came drifting out of
the sanctuary. " Shepherd's crooks are not wegpons. All right. Angd?'

"I'll call the shelter,” Sharon said hastily, and shut the door on them.

She crossed to the office and tried the shelter again. "Please, please answer,” she said, and
when they did, she was so surprised, she forgot to tell them the couple would be inside.

"It1l be at least haf an hour," the man said. "Or forty-five minutes.”



"Forty-five minutes?'
"It's like this whenever it gets below zero,” the man said. "WEll try to make it sooner."

At least shed done the right thing—they couldn't possibly stand out in that snow for
forty-five minutes. The right thing, she thought ruefully, sticking them in the furnace room.
Rut at least it waswarm in there and out of the snow. And they were safe, as long as nobody
came out to see what hed happened to her.

"Deg" she said suddenly. Sharon was supposed to have come out to get her some cough
drops.

They were lying on the desk where sheld laid them while she phoned. She snatched them
up and took off down the hall and into the sanctuary.

The angel was on the chancel steps, exhorting the shepherds not to be afraid. Sharon
threaded her way through them up to the chancel and sat down between Dee and Virginia,

She handed the cough drops to Dee, who said, "What took you so long?'

"I had to make aphone cal. What did | miss?* "Not athing. We're still on the shepherds.
One of the palm trees fell over and had to be fixed, and then Reverend Farrison stopped the
rehearsal to tell everybody not to let homeless people into the church, that Holy Trinity had
had its sanctuary vandalized.”

"Oh," she said. She gazed out over the sanctuary, looking for Reverend Farrison.

"All right, now, after the angd makes her speech,” Rose said, "she's joined by a multitude
of angdls. That's you, junior choir. No. Line up on the steps. Organ?'

The organ struck up "Hark, the Herdd Angels Sing," and the junior choir began singing in
piping, nearly inaudible voices.

Sharon couldn't see Reverend Farrison anywhere. "Do you know where Reverend Farrison
went?' she whispered to Dee.

"She went out just as you came in. She had to get something from the office."

The office. What if she heard them in the furnace room and opened the door and found
them in there? She half stood.

"Choir," Rose said, glaring directly a Sharon. "Will you help the junior choir by humming
aong with them?"

Sharon sat back down, and after a minute Reverend Farrison came in from the back,
carrying apair of scissors.

"'Late in time, behold Him come,™ the junior choir sang, and Miriam stood up and went
out.

"Where's Miriam going?' Sharon whispered.

"How would | know?' Dee said, looking curiously at her. "To get the refreshments ready,
probably. Is something the matter?*

"No," shesad.

Rose was glaring a Sharon again. Sharon hummed, " ‘Light and life to al He brings™
willing the song to be over so she could go out, but as soon as it was over, Rose sad, "All
right, wise men," and a sixth-grader carrying a jewelry box started down the center aide.
"Chair, 'We Three Kings.' Organ?'

There were four long verses to "We Three Kings of Orient Are" Sharon couldn't wait.

"I have to go to the bathroom," she said. She set her folder on her chair and ducked down
the stairs behind the chancel and through the narrow room that led to the side aisle. The choir
called it the flower room because that was where they stored the out-of-season dtar
arrangements. They used it for sneaking out when they needed to leave church early, but right
now there was barely room to sgueeze through. The floor was covered with music stands and
pots of silk Easter lilies, and a huge spray of red roses stood in front of the door to the
sanctuary.



Sharon shoved it into the corner, stepping gingerly among the lilies, and opened the door.

"Bathazar, lay the gold in front of the manger, don't drop it. Mary, you're the Mother of
God. Try not to look so scared,” Rose said.

Sharon hurried down the side aile and out into the hdl, where the other two kings were
waiting, holding perfume bottles.

""Westward leading, still proceeding, guide usto thy perfect light,'" the choir sang.

The hall and office lights were still off, but light was spilling out of the adult Sunday
school room al the way to the end of the hal. She could see that the furnace-room door was
still shut.

I'll call the shelter again, she thought, and see if | can hurry them up, and if | can't, 111
take them downstairs till everybody's gone, and then take them to the shelter mysdif.

She tiptoed past the open door of the adult Sunday school room so Miriam wouldn't see
her, and then half-sprinted down to the office and opened the door.

"Hi," Miriam said, looking up from the desk. She had an duminum pitcher in one hand
and was rummaging in the top drawer with the other. "Do you know where the secretary
keeps the key to the kitchen? It'slocked, and | can't get in." "No," Sharon said, her heart ill
pounding. "I need a spoon to stir the Kool-Aid," Miriam said, opening and shutting the side
drawers of the desk. " She must have taken them home with her. | don't blame her. First
Baptist had theirs stolen last month. They had to change al the locks.”

Sharon glanced uneasily at the furnace-room door.

"Oh, wdll," Miriam said, opening the top drawer again. "I'll have to make do with this" She
pulled out a plastic ruler. "The kids won't care.”

She started out and then stopped. "They're not done in there yet, are they?'

"No," Sharon said. "They're till on the wise men. | needed to call my husband to tell him
to take the turkey out of the freezer."

"l've got to do that when | get home," Miriam said. She went across the hall and into the
library, leaving the door open. Sharon waited a minute and then called the shelter. It was busy.
She held her watch to the light from the hal. They'd said haf an hour to forty-five minutes.
By that time the rehearsal would be over and the hall would be full of people.

Less than half an hour. They were aready singing "Myrrh is mine, its bitter perfume.” All
that was left was "Silent Night* and then "Joy to the World," and the angels would come
streaming out for cookies and Kool-Aid.

She went over to the front door and peered out. Below zero, the woman at the shelter had
sad, and now there was seet, danting sharply across the parking lot.

She couldn't send them out in that without any shoes. And she couldn't keep them up here,
not with the kids right next door. She was going to have to move them downgtairs.

But where? Not the choir room. The choir would be taking their folders and robes back
down there, and the pageant kids would be getting their coats out of the Sunday school
rooms. And the kitchen was locked.

The nursery? That might work. It was & the other end of the hall from the choir room, but
she would have to take them past the adult Sunday school room to the stairs, and the door was

open

'Si-i-lent night, ho-oh-ly night,™ came drifting out of the sanctuary, and then was cut off,
and she could hear Reverend Farrison's voice lecturing, probably about the dangers of letting
the homeless into the church.

She glanced again a the furnace-room door and then went into the adult Sunday school
room. Miriam was setting out the paper cups on the table. She looked up. "Did you get
through to your husband?'

"Yes" Sharon said. Miriam looked expectant. "Can | have acookie?' Sharon said at
random. "Take one of the stars. The kids like the Santas and the Christmas treesthe



She grabbed up a bright yellow-frosted star. "Thanks" she said, and went out, pulling the
door shut behind her.

"Leave it open,” Miriam said. "l want to be able to hear when they're done."

Sharon opened the door back up haf as far as sheld shut it, afraid any less would bring
Miriam to the door to open it herself, and waked quietly to the furnace room.

The choir was on the last verse of "Slent Night." After that there was only "Joy to the
World" and then the benediction. Open door or no open door, she was going to have to move
them now. She opened the furnace-room door.

They were standing where she had left them between the folding chairs, and she knew,
without any proof, that they had stood there like that the whole time she had been gone.

The young man was standing dightly in front of the woman, the way he had a the door,
only he wasn't a man, he was a boy, his beard as thin and wispy as an adolescent's, and the
woman was even younger, a child of ten maybe, only she had to be older, because now that
there was light from the haf-open door of the adult Sunday school room Sharon could see
that she was pregnant.

Sheregarded all this—the girl's awkward bulkiness and the boy's beard, the fact that they
had not sat down, the fact that it was the light from the adult Sunday school room that was
making her see now what she hadn't before—with some part of her mind that was still
functioning, that was still thinking how long the van from the shelter would take, how to get
them past Reverend Farrison, some part of her mind that was taking in the details that proved
what she had dready known the moment she opened the door.

"What are you doing here?" she whispered, and the boy opened his hands in a gesture of
helplessness. "Erkas,”" he said.

And that still-functioning part of her mind put her fingers to her lips in a gesture he
obvioudy understood because they both looked instantly frightened. "You have to come with
me" she whispered.

But then it stopped functioning atogether, and she was hdf-running them past the open
door and onto the stairs, not even hearing the organ blaring out "Joy to the world, the Lord is
come," whispering, "Hurry! Hurry!" and they didn't know how to get down the steps, the girl
turned around and came down backwards, her hands flat on the steps above, and the boy
helped her down, step by step, as if they were clambering down rocks, and she tried to pull
the girl dong faster and nearly made her stumble, and even that didn't bring her to her senses.

She hissed, "Like this," and showed them how to wak down the steps, facing forward, one
hand on the rail, and they paid no attention, they came down backwards like toddlers, and it
took forever, the hymn she wasn't hearing was dready at the end of the third verse and they
were only hafway down, al of them panting hard, and Sharon scurrying back up above them
asif that would hurry them, past wondering how she would ever get them up the stairs again,
past thinking she would have to call the van and tell them not to come, thinking only, Hurry,
hurry, and How did they get here?

She did not come to herself until she had herded them somehow down the hall and into
the nursery, thinking, It can't be locked, please don't let it be locked, and it wasn't, and gotten
them inside and pulled the door shut and tried to lock it, and it didn't have a lock, and she
thought, That must be why it wasn't locked, an actual coherent thought, her first one since
that moment when she opened the furnace-room door, and seemed to come to herself.

She stared a them, breathing hard, and it was them, their never having seen stairs before
was proof of that, if she needed any proof, but she didn't, she had known it the instant she saw
them, there was no question.

She wondered if this was some sort of vision, the kind people were dways getting where



they saw Jesus face on a refrigerator, or the Virgin Mary dressed in blue and white,
surrounded by roses. But their rough brown cloaks were dripping melted snow on the nursery
carpet, their feet in the useless sandals were bright red with cold, and they looked too
frightened.

And they didn't look at dl like they did in religious pictures. They were too short, his hair
was greasy and his face was tough-looking, like a young punk's, and her veil looked like a
grubby dishtowel and it didn't hang loose, it was tied around her neck and knotted in the back,
and they were too young, almost as young as the children upstairs dressed like them.

They were looking around the room frightenedly, at the white crib and the rocking chair
and the light fixture overhead. The boy fumbled in his sash and brought out a leather sack. He
held it out to Sharon.

"How did you get here?' she said wonderingly. "You're supposed to be on your way to
Bethlehem."

He thrust the bag a her, and when she didn't take it, untied the leather string and took out
acrude-looking coin and held it out.

"You don't have to pay me" she said, which was ridiculous. He couldn't understand
her. She held a flat hand up, pushing the coin avay and shaking her head. That was a
universal sign, wasnt it? And what was the sgn for welcome? She spread her arms out,
smiling a the youngsters. "You are welcome to stay here," she said, trying to put the meaning
of the words into her voice. "Sit down. Rest."

They remained standing. Sharon pulled the rocking chair. "Sit, please.

Mary looked frightened, and Sharon put her hands on the arms of the chair and sat down
to show her how. Joseph immediately knelt, and Mary tried awkwardly to.

"No, no!" Sharon said, and stood up so fast she set the rocking chair swinging. “Dont
kned. I'm nobody." She looked hopelesdy a them. "How did you get here? You're not
supposed to be here”

Joseph stood up. "Erkas," he said, and went over to the bulletin board.

It was covered with colored pictures from Jesus life: Jesus hedling the lame boy, Jesus
in the temple, Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane.

He pointed to the picture of the Nativity scene. "Kunmrah," he said.

Does he recognize himself? she wondered, but he was pointing at the donkey standing by
the manger. "Erkas," he said. "Erkas."

Did that mean "donkey," or something else? Was he demanding to know wha she had
done with theirs, or trying to ask her if she had one? In dl the pictures, dl the versions of the
story, Mary was riding a donkey, but she had thought they'd gotten that part of the story
wrong, as they had gotten everything else wrong, their faces, their clothes, and above al their
youth, their helplessness.

"Kumrah erkas," hesad. "Kumrah erkas. Bott lom?"

"I don't know," shesaid. "I don't know where Bethlehemis." Or what to do with you, she
thought. Her first instinct was to hide them here until the rehearsal was over and everybody
had gone home. She couldn't et Reverend Farrison find them.

But surely as soon as she saw who they were, she would— what? Fal to her knees? Or
cal for the shelter's van? "Tha's the second couple tonight,” sheld said when she shut the
door. Sharon wondered suddenly if it was them sheld turned away, if they'd wandered around
the parking lot, lost and frightened, and then knocked on the door again.

She couldn't let Reverend Farrison find them, but there was no reason for her to come
into the nursery. All the children were upstairs, and the refreshments were in the adult
Sunday school room. But whet if she checked the rooms before she locked up? I'll take them
home with me, Sharon thought. They'll be safe there. If she could get them up the stairs and
out of the parking lot before the rehearsal ended.



| got them down here without anybody seeing them, she thought. But even if she could
manage it, which she doubted, if they didn't die of fright when she started the car and the seat
belts closed down over them, home was no better than the shelter.

They had gotten lost through some accident of time and space, and ended up a the
church. Theway back—if there was away back, there had to be away back, they had to be at
Bethlehem by tomorrow night—was here.

It occurred to her suddenly that maybe she shouldn't have let them in, that the way back
was outside the north door. But | couldn't not let them in, she protested, it was showing, and
they didn't have any shoes.

But maybe if she'd turned them away, they would have waked off the porch and back into
their own time. Maybe they still could.

She sad, "Stay here," putting her hand up to show them what she meant, and went out of
the nursery into the hall, shutting the door tightly behind her.

The choir was still singing "Joy to the World." They must have hed to stop again. Sharon
ran silently up the stairs and past the adult Sunday school room. Its door was still half-open,
and she could see the plates of cookies on the table. She opened the north door, hesitating a
moment as if she expected to see sand and camels, and leaned out. It was still deeting, and
the cars had an inch of show on them.

She looked around for something to wedge the door open with, pushed one of the potted
pams over, and went out on the porch. It was dick, and she had to take hold of the wal to
keep her footing. She stepped carefully to the edge of the porch and peered into the Seet,
aready shivering, looking for what? A lessening of the Sleet, a spot where the darkness was
darker, or not so dark? A light?

Nothing. After a minute she stepped off the porch, moving as cautiousy as Mary and
Joseph had going down the stairs, and made a circuit of the parking lot.

Nothing. If the way back had been out here, it wasn't now, and she was going to freeze if
she stayed out here. She went back inside, and then stood there, staring at the door, trying to
think whet to do. I've got to get help, she thought, hugging her arms to herself for warmth. I've
got to tell somebody. She started down the hal to the sanctuary.

The organ had stopped. "Mary and Joseph, | need to talk to you for aminute,” Rose's voice
said. "Shepherds, leave your crooks on the front pew. Therest of you, there are refreshments
in the adult Sunday school room. Choir, don't leave. | need to go over some things with you."

There was aclatter of sticks and then a stampede, and Sharon was overwhelmed by
shepherds elbowing their way to the refreshments. One of the wise men caught his Air
Jordan in hisrobe and nearly fell down, and two of the angelslost their tinsel halosin their
eagerness to reach the cookies.

Sharon fought through them and into the back of the sanctuary. Rose was in the side aidle,
showing Mary and Joseph how to wak, and the choir was gathering up their music. Sharon
couldn't see Dee.

Virginia came down the center aide, stripping off her robe as she waked. Sharon went to
meet her. "Do you know where Dee is?' she asked her.

"She went home," Virginia said, handing Sharon a folder. "You left this on your chair.
Dee's voice was giving out completely, and | said, Thisis silly. Go home and go to bed."

"Virginia..." Sharon sad.

"Canyou put my robe awvay for me?' Virginia sad, pulling her stole off her head. "I've got
exactly ten minutes to get to the mal."

Sharon nodded absently, and Virginia draped it over her am and hurried out. Sharon
scanned the choir, wondering who else she could confide in.

Rose dismissed Mary and Joseph, who went off at arun, and crossed to the center aide.
"Rehearsal tomorrow night at 6:15," she said. "I need you in your robes and up here right on



time, because I've got to practice with the brass quartet at 6:40. Any questions?”’

Y es, Sharon thought, looking around the sanctuary. Who can | get to help me?

"What are we singing for the processiona?' one of the tenors asked.

"'Adeste Fideles," Rose said. "Before you leave, let's line up so you can see who your
partner is."

Reverend Wall was ditting in one of the back pews, looking a the notes to his sermon.
Sharon sidled adong the pew and sat down next to him.

"Reverend Wadll," she said, and then had no idea how to start. "Do you know what erkas
means? | think it's Hebrew."

He raised his head from his notes and peered a her. "It's Aramaic. It means 'lost.

"Log." Hed been trying to tell her a the door, in the furnace room, downgairs. "Were
logt."

"Forgotten,”" Reverend Wall said. "Misplaced."

Misplaced, dl right. By two thousand years, an ocean, and how many miles?

"When Mary and Joseph journeyed up to Bethlehem from Nazareth, how did they go?* she
asked, hoping he would say, "Why are you asking al these questions?' so she could tell him,
but he said, "Ah. You weren't listening to my sermon. We know nothing of that journey, only
that they arrived in Bethlehem.”

Not at thisrate, she thought.

"Pass in the anthem,” Rose said from the chancel. "I've only got thirty copies, and | don't
want to come up short tomorrow night.”

Sharon looked up. The choir was leaving. "On this journey, was there anyplace where they
might have gotten lost?' she said hurriedly.

"'Erkas can also mean ‘hidden, passed out of sght,” he said. "Aramaic is very smilar to
Hebrew. In Hebrew, the word—"

"Reverend Wall," Reverend Farrison said from the center aide. "l need to tak to you
about the benediction.”

"Ah. Do you want me to give it now?' he said, and stood up, clutching his papers.

Sharon took the opportunity to grab her folder and duck out. She ran downgtairs after the
chair.

There was no reason for any of the choir to go into the nursery, but she stationed herself
in the hall, sorting through the music in her folder as if she were putting it in order, and
trying to think what to do.

Maybe, if everyone went into the choir room, she could duck into the nursery or one of
the Sunday school rooms and hide until everybody was gone. But she didn't know whether
Reverend Farrison checked each of the rooms before leaving. Or worse, locked them.

She could tell her she needed to stay late, to practice the anthem, but she didn't think
Reverend Farrison would trust her to lock up, and she didn't want to cal attention to herself,
to make Reverend Farrison think, "Where's Sharon Englert? | didn't see her leave." Maybe she
could hide in the chancdl, or the flower room, but that meant leaving the nursery unguarded.

She had to decide. The crowd was thinning out, the choir handing Rose their music and
putting on their coats and boots. She had to do something. Reverend Farrison could come
down the stairs any minute to search the nursery. But she continued to stand there, sorting
blindly through her music, and Reverend Farrison came down the steps, carrying a ring of
keys.

Sharon stepped back protectively, the way Joseph had, but Reverend Farrison didn't even
see her. She went up to Rose and said, "Can you lock up for me? I've got to be a& Emmanue
Lutheran a 9:30 to collect their Least of These contributions.”

"I was supposed to go meet with the brass quartet—" Rose said reluctantly.

Don't let Rose talk you out of it, Sharon thought.



"Be sure to lock all the doors, including the Fellowship Hal," Reverend Farrison said,
handing her the keys.

"No, I'vegot mine" Rosesad. "But—"

"And check the parking lot. There were some homeless hanging around earlier. Thanks."

She ran upstairs, and Sharon immediately went over to Rose. "Rose" she said.

Rose held out her hand for Sharon's anthem.

Sharon shuffled through her music and handed it to her. "I waswondering," she
said, trying to keep her voice casua, "l need to stay and practice the music for tomorrow. I'd
be glad to lock up for you. | could drop the keys by your house tomorrow morning.”

"Oh, you're agodsend,” Rose said. She handed Sharon the stack of music and got her keys
out of her purse. "These are the keys to the outside doors, north door, east door, Fellowship
Hal," she said, ticking them off so fast, Sharon couldn't see which was which, but it didn't
matter. She could figure them out after everybody |eft.

"Thisis the choir-room door," Rose said. She handed them to Sharon. "l really appreciate
this. The brass quartet couldn't come to the rehearsal, they had a concert tonight, and | really
need to go over the introit with them. They're having aterrible time with the middle part.”

So am |, Sharon thought.

Rose yanked on her coat. "And after | meet with them, I've got to go over to Miriam
Berg's and pick up the baby Jesus" She stopped, her arm hdf in her coat deeve. "Did you
need me to stay and go over the music with you?'

"No!" Sharon said, adarmed. "No, I'll be fine. | just need to run through it a couple of
times."

"Okay. Great. Thanks again," she said, patting her pockets for her keys. She took the
keyring awvay from Sharon and unhooked her car keys. "Youre agodsend, | mean it," she said,
and took off up the stairs a atrot.

Two of the altos came out, pulling on their gloves. "Do you know what I've got to face
when | get home?' Julia said. "Putting up the tree."

They handed their music to Sharon.

"I hate Christmas," Karen said. "By the time it's over, I'm worn to afrazzle

They hurried up the stairs, till talking, and Sharon leaned into the choir room to
make sure it was empty, dumped the music and Rose's robe on a chair, took off her
robe, and went upstairs.

Miriam was coming out of the adult Sunday school room, carrying a pitcher of Kool-Aid.
"Come on, Elizabeth," she called into the room. "Weve got to get to Buymore before it
closes. She managed to completely destroy her hdo,” she said to Sharon, "so now I've got to
go buy some more tinsel. Elizabeth, we're the last ones here.”

Elizabeth strolled out, holding a Christmas-tree cookie in her mittened hand. She stopped
hafway to the door to lick the cooki€'s frosting.

"Elizabeth," Miriam said. "Come on."

Sharon held the door for them, and Miriam went out, ducking her head againgt the driving
sleet. Elizabeth dawdled after her, looking up at the sky.

Miriam waved. " See you tomorrow night."

"I'll be here," Sharon said, and shut the door. I'll still be here, she thought. And what if they
are? What happens then? Does the Christmas pageant disappear, and al the rest of it? The
cookies and the shopping and the Senior Prom Barbies? And the church?

She watched Miriam and Elizabeth through the stained-glass pand till she saw the car's
taillights, purple through the blue glass, pull out of the parking lot, and then tried the keys
one after the other, till she found the right one, and locked the door.

She checked quickly in the sanctuary and the bathrooms, in case somebody was till
there, and then ran down the stairs to the nursery to make sure they were still there, that they



hadn't disappeared.

They were there, sitting on the floor next to the rocking chair and sharing what looked
like dried dates from an unfolded cloth. Joseph started to stand up as soon as he saw her poke
her head in the door, but she motioned him back down. "Stay here" she said softly, and
realized she didn't need to whisper. "I'll be back in afew minutes. I'm just going to lock the
doors."

She pulled the door shut, and went back upstairs. It hadn't occurred to her they'd be
hungry, and she had no idea what they were used to eating—unleavened bread? Lamb?
Whatever it was, there probably wasn't any in the kitchen, but the deacons had had an Advent
supper last week. With luck, there might be some chili in the refrigerator. Or, better yet,
some crackers.

The kitchen was locked. Sheld forgotten Miriam had said that, and anyway, one of the
keys must open it. None of them did, and after she'd tried al of them twice she remembered
they were Rose's keys, not Reverend Farrison's, and turned the lights on in the Fellowship
Hall. There was tons of food in there, stacked on tables alongside the blankets and used
clothes and toys. And dl of it wasin cans, just the way Reverend Farrison had specified in
the bulletin.

Miriam had taken the Kool-Aid home, but Sharon hadn't seen her carrying any cookies.
The kids probably ate them al, she thought, but she went into the adult Sunday school room
and looked. There was hdf a paper-plateful left, and Miriam had been right—the kids liked
the Christmas trees and Santas the best—the only ones left were ydlow stars. There was a
stack of paper cups, too. She picked them both up and took them downgtairs.

"I brought you some food," she said, and set the plate on the floor between them.

They were staring in darm a her, and Joseph was scrambling to his feet.

"It'sfood," she said, bringing her hand to her mouth and pretending to chew. "Cakes"

Joseph was pulling on Mary's arm, trying to yank her up, and they were both gtaring,
horrified, a her jeans and sweatshirt. She realized suddenly they must not have recognized
her without her choir robe. Worse, the robe looked at least alittle like their clothes, but this
getup must have looked totally aien.

"Il bring you something to drink," she said hastily, showing them the paper cups, and
went out. She ran down to the choir room. Her robe was still draped over the chair where
shed dumped it, dong with Rose's and the music. She put the robe on and then filled the
paper cups a the water fountain and carried them back to the nursery.

They were standing, but when they saw her in the robe, they sat back down. She handed
Mary one of the paper cups, but she only looked a her fearfully. Sharon held it out to
Joseph. He took it, too firmly, and it crumpled, water spurting onto the carpet.

"Thet's okay, it doesn't matter,” Sharon said, cursing herself for being an idiot. "I'll get you
ared cup.

She ran updtairs, trying to think where there would be one. The coffee cups were in the
kitchen, and so were the glasses, and she hadn't seen anything in the Fellowship Hal or the
adult Sunday school room.

She smiled suddenly. "I'll get you areal cup,” she repeated, and went into the adult Sunday
school room and took the silver Communion chalice out of the display case. There were
siver plates, too. She wished she'd thought of it sooner.

She went into the Fellowship Hall and got a blanket and took the things downstairs. She
filled the chalice with water and took it in to them, and handed Mary the chalice, and this
time Mary took it without hesitation and drank deeply from it.

Sharon gave Joseph the blanket. "I'll leave you aone so you can eat and rest,” she said, and
went out into the hal, pulling the door nearly shut again.



She went down to the choir room and hung up Rose's robe and stacked the music nesatly
on the table. Then she went up to the furnace room and folded up the folding chairs and
stacked

them againgt the wall. She checked the east door and the one in the Fellowship Hall. They
were both locked.

She turned off the lights in the Fellowship Hall and the office, and then thought, "I should
call the shelter,” and turned them back on. It had been an hour since sheld called. They had
probably aready come and not found anyone, but in case they were running redly late, shed
better call.

The line was busy. She tried it twice and then called home. Bill's parents were there. "I'm
going to be late," she told him. "The rehearsal’s running long," and hung up, wondering how
many lies sheld told so far tonight.

WEll, it went with the territory, didn't it? Joseph lying about the baby being his, and the
wise men sneaking out the back way, the Holy Family hightailing it to Egypt and the
innkeeper lying to Herod's soldiers about where they'd gone.

And in the meantime, more hiding. She went back downstairs and opened the door gently,
trying not to startle them, and then just stood there, watching.

They had eaten the cookies. The empty paper plate stood on the floor next to the chalice,
not acrumb on it. Mary lay curled up like the child she was under the blanket, and Joseph sat
with his back to the rocking chair, guarding her.

Poor things, she thought, leaning her cheek againgt the door. Poor things. So young, and
so far avay from home. She wondered what they made of it al. Did they think they hed
wandered into a palace in some strange kingdom? There's stranger yet to come, she thought,
shepherds and angels and old men from the east, bearing jewelry boxes and perfume bottles.
And then Cana. And Jerusalem. And Golgotha.

But for the moment, a place to deep, out of the weather, and something to eat, and afew
minutes of peace. How still we see thee lie. She stood there a long time, her cheek
resting against the door, watching Mary seep and Joseph trying to stay awake.

His head nodded forward, and he jerked it back, waking himself up, and saw Sharon. He
stood up immediately, careful not to weke Mary, and came over to her, looking worried.
"Erkas kum-rah," he sad. "Bott lom?"

"I'll gofindit," shesad.

She went upstairs and turned the lights on again and went into the Fellowship Hall. The
way back wasn't out the north door, but maybe they had knocked a one of the other doors
first and then come around to it when no one answered. The Fellowship Hall door was on the
northwest corner. She unlocked it, trying key after key, and opened it. The sleet was dashing
down harder than ever. It had already covered up the tire tracks in the parking lot.

She shut the door and tried the east door, which nobody used except for the Sunday
service, and then the north door again. Nothing. Sleet and wind and icy air.

Now what? They had been on their way to Bethlehem from Nazareth, and somewhere
aong the way they had taken a wrong turn. But how? And where? She didn't even know what
direction they'd been heading in. Up. Joseph had gone up from Nazareth, which meant north,
andin"The First Nowdi" it said the star was in the northwest.

She needed a map. The ministers' offices were locked, but there were books on the
bottom shelf of the display case in the adult Sunday school room. Maybe one was an atlas.

It wasn't. They were dl self-help books, about coping with grief and codependency and
teenage pregnancy, except for an ancient-looking concordance and a Bible dictionary.

The Bible dictionary had a set of maps at the back. Early Israelite Settlements in Canaan,
The Assyrian Empire, The Wanderings of the Israglites in the Wilderness. She flipped
forward.



The Journeys of Paul. She turned back apage. Palestine in New Testament Times.

She found Jerusalem easily, and Bethlehem should be northwest of it. There was
Nazareth, where Mary and Joseph had started from, so Bethlehem had to be farther north.

It wasn't there. She traced her finger over the towns, reading the tiny print. Cana, Kedesh,
Jericho, but no Bethlehem. Which was ridiculous. It had to be there. She started down from
the north, marking each of the towns with her finger.

When she findly found it, it wasn't a al where it was supposed to be. Like them, she
thought. It was south and a little west of Jerusalem, so close it couldn't be more than a few
miles from the city.

She looked down at the bottom of the page for the map scale, and there was an inset
labeled "Mary and Joseph's Journey to Bethlehem," with their route marked in broken red.

Nazareth was amost due north of Bethlehem, but they had gone east to the Jordan River,
and then south along its banks. At Jericho they'd turned back west toward Jerusalem through
an empty brown space marked Judean Desert.

She wondered if that was where they had gotten lost, the donkey wandering off to find
water and them going after it and losing the path. If it was, then the way back lay southwest,
but the church didn't have any doors that opened in that direction, and even if it did, they
would open on atwentieth-century parking lot and snow, not on first-century Palestine.

How had they gotten here? There was nothing in the mep to tell her what might have
happened on their journey to cause this.

She put the dictionary back and pulled out the concordance.

There was a sound. A key, and somebody opening the door. She dapped the book shut,
shoved it back into the bookcase, and went out into the hall. Reverend Farrison was standing
a the door, looking scared. "Oh, Sharon,” she said, putting her hand to

her chest. "What are you still doing here? You scared me haf to death.”

That makes two of us, Sharon thought, her heart thumping. "l hed to stay and practice," she
sad. "l told Rose I'd lock up. What are you doing here?!

" got acall from the shelter,” she said, opening the office door. “They got a cal from us
to pick up ahomeless couple, but when they got here there was nobody outside.”

She went in the office and looked behind the desk, in the corner next to the filing
cabinets. "I was worried they got into the church,” she said, coming out. "The last thing we
need is someone vanddizing the church two days before Christmas." She shut the office door
behind her. "Did you check dl the doors?!

Y es, she thought, and none of them led anywhere. "Yes" she sad. "They were dl locked.
And anyway, | would have heard anybody trying to get in. | heard you."

Reverend Farrison opened the door to the furnace room. "They could have
sneaked in and hidden when everyone was leaving." She looked in a the stacked folding
chairs and then shut the door. She started down the hall toward the stairs.

"I checked the whole church," Sharon said, following her.

She stopped a the stairs, looking speculatively down the steps.

"l was nervous about being done," Sharon said desperately, "so | turned on al the lights
and checked dl the Sunday school rooms and the choir room and the bathrooms. There isn't
anybody here"

She looked up from the stairs and toward the end of the hall. “"Wha about the sanctuary?'

"The sanctuary?' Sharon said blankly.

She had dready started down the hdl toward it, and Sharon followed her, relieved, and
then, suddenly, hopeful. Maybe there was a door shed missed. A sanctuary door that faced
southwest. "Is there a door in the sanctuary?'

Reverend Farrison looked irritated. "If someone went out the east door, they could have
gotten in and hidden in the sanctuary. Did you check the pews?' She went into the sanctuary.



"Weve had a lot of trouble lately with homeless people deeping in the pews. You take that
side, and I'll take this one" she said, going over to the side aide. She started adong the rows
of padded pews, bending down to look under each one. "Our Lady of Sorrows had their
Communion silver stolen right off the dtar.”

The Communion silver, Sharon thought, working her way dong the rows. Sheld forgotten
about the chalice.

Reverend Farrison had reached the front. She opened the flower-room door, glanced in,
closed it, and went up into the chancel. "Did you check the adult Sunday school room?' she
said, bending down to look under the chairs.

"Nobody could have hidden in there. The junior choir was in there, having refreshments,”
Sharon said, and knew it wouldn't do any good. Reverend Farrison was going to insist on
checking it anyway, and once she'd found the display case open, the chalice missing, she
would go through dl the other rooms, one after the other. Till she came to the nursery.

"Do you think it'sagood idea us doing this?' Sharon said. "'l mean, if there is somebody in
the church, they might be dangerous. | think we should wait. I'll call my husband, and when he
gets here, the three of us can check—"

"I called the police," Reverend Farrison said, coming down the steps from the chancel and
down the center aide. "They'll be here ay minute.”

The police. And there they were, hiding in the nursery, a bearded punk and a pregnant
teenager, caught redhanded with the Communion silver.

Reverend Farrison started out into the hall.

"I didn't check the Fellowship Hal," Sharon said rapidly. "I mean, | checked the door, but |
didn't turn on the lights, and with al those presents for the homelessin there . . "

She led Reverend Farrison down the hal, past the stairs. "They could have gotten in the
north door during the rehearsal and hidden under one of the tables."

Reverend Farrison stopped at the bank of lights and began flicking them. The sanctuary
lights went off, and the light over the stairs came on.

Third from the top, Sharon thought, watching Reverend Farrison hit the switch. Please.
Don't let the adult Sunday school room come on.

The office lights came on, and the hall light went out. "This church's top priority after
Christmas is labeling these lights" Reverend Farrison said, and the Fellowship Hall light
came on.

Sharon followed her right to the door and then, as Reverend Farrison went in, Sharon said,
"You check in here. I'll check the adult Sunday school room," and shut the door on her.

She went to the adult Sunday school room door, opened it, waited a full minute, and then
shut it silently. She crept down the hdl to the light bank, switched the stairs light off and shot
down the darkened stairs, along the hal, and into the nursery.

They were dready scrambling to their feet. Mary had put her hand on the seat of the
rocking chair to pull herself up and had set it rocking, but she didn't let go of it.

"Come with me" Sharon whispered, grabbing up the chalice. It was half-full of water, and
Sharon looked around hurriedly, and then poured it out on the carpet and tucked it under her
am.

"Hurry!" Sharon whispered, opening the door, and there was no need to motion them
forward, to put her fingers to her lips. They followed her swiftly, silently, down the hal,
Mary's head ducked, and Joseph's arms held & his sides, ready to come up defensively, ready
to protect her.

Sharon waked to the stairs, dreading the thought of trying to get them up them. She
thought for a moment of putting them in the choir room and locking them in. She had the
key, and she could tell Reverend Farrison sheld checked it and then locked it to make sure no
one got in. But if it didn't work, they'd be trapped, with no way out. She had to get them



upstairs.

She hdlted at the foot of the stairs, looking up around the landing and listening. "We have
to hurry," she said, taking hold of the railing to show them how to climb, and started up the
gairs.

This time they did much better, still putting their hands on the steps in front of them
instead of the rail, but climbing up quickly. Three-fourths of the way up, Joseph even took
hold of the rail.

Sharon did better, too, her mind steadily now on how to escape Reverend Farrison, what
to say to the police, where to take them.

Not the furnace room, even though Reverend Farrison had aready looked in there. It was
too close to the door, and the police would start with the hall. And not the sanctuary. It was
too open.

She stopped just below the top of the stairs, motioning them to keep down, and they
instantly pressed themselves back into the shadows. Why was it those signals were
universal—danger, silence, run? Because it's a dangerous world, she thought, then and now,
and there's worse to come. Herod, and the flight into Egypt. And Judas. And the police.

She crept to the top of the stairs and looked toward the sanctuary and then the door.
Reverend Farrison must till be in the Fellowship Hal. She wasn't in the hdl, and if shed
gone in the adult Sunday school room, she'd have seen the missing chalice and sent up a hue
and cry.

Sharon bit her lip, wondering if there was time to put it back, if she dared leave them here
on the stairs while she sneaked in and put it in the display case, but it was too late. The police
were here. She could see their red and blue lights flashing purply through the stained-glass
door panels. In another minute they'd be a the door, knocking, and Reverend Farrison would
come out of the Fellowship Hall, and there'd be no time for anything.

Shed have to hide them in the sanctuary until Reverend Farrison took the police
downgtairs, and then move them—where? The furnace room? It was still too close to the
door. The Fellowship Hall?

She waved them upward, like John Wayne in one of his war movies, aong the hal and
into the sanctuary. Reverend Farrison hed turned off the lights, but there was still enough
light from the chancel cross to see by. She laid the chalice in the back pew and led them
aong the back row to the shadowed side aide, and then pushed them ahead of her to the
front, listening intently for the sound of knocking.

Joseph went ahead with his eyes on the ground, as if he expected more sudden stairs, but
Mary hed her head up, looking toward the chancel, toward the cross.

Don't look at it, Sharon thought. Don't look &t it. She hurried ahead to the flower room.

There was amuffled sound like thunder, and the bang of a door shutting.

"In here," she whispered, and opened the flower-room door.

Sheld been on the other side of the sanctuary when Reverend Farrison checked the flower
room. Sharon understood now why she had given it only the most cursory of glances. It had
been full before. Now it was crammed with the pam trees and the manger. They'd hegped the
rest of the props in it—the innkeeper's lantern and the baby blanket. She pushed the manger
back, and one of its crossed legs caught on amusic stland and tipped it over. She lunged for it,
steadied it, and then stopped, listening.

Knocking out in the hall. And the sound of a door shutting. Voices. She let go of the
music stand and pushed them into the flower room, shoving Mary into the corner againgt the
spray of roses and nearly knocking over another music stand.

She motioned to Joseph to stand on the other side and flattened herself againgt a pam
tree, shut the door, and realized the moment she did that it was a mistake,

They couldn't stand here in the dark like this—the dlightest movement by any of them



would bring everything clattering down, and Mary couldn't stay squashed uncomfortably into
the corner like that for long.

She should have left the door dightly open, so there was enough light from the cross to
see by, so she could hear where the police were. She couldn't hear anything with the door
shut except the sound of their own light breathing and the clank of the lantern when she tried
to shift her weight, and she couldn't risk opening the door again, not when they might aready
be in the sanctuary, looking for her. She should have shut Mary and Joseph in here and gone
back into the hall to head the police off. Reverend Farrison would be looking for her, and if
ghe didn't find her, sheld take it as one more proof that there was a dangerous homeless
person in the church and insist on the police searching every nook and cranny.

Maybe she could go out through the choir loft, Sharon thought, if she could move the
music stands out of the way, or at least shift things around so they could hide behind them,
but she couldn't do either in the dark.

She knelt carefully, dowly, keeping her back perfectly straight, and put her hand out
behind her, feeling for the top of the manger. She patted spiky straw till she found the baby
blanket and pulled it out. They must have put the wise men's perfume bottles in the manger,
too. They clinked wildly as she pulled the blanket out.

She kndt farther, feeling for the narrow space under the door, and jammed the blanket
into it. It didn't quite reach the whole length of the door, but it was the best she could do. She
straightened, still dowly, and patted the wdl for the light switch.

Her hand brushed it. Please, she prayed, don't let this turn on some other light, and
flicked it on.

Neither of them had moved, not even to shift their hands. Mary, pressed against the roses,
took a caught breath, and then released it dowly, asif she had been holding it the whole time.

They watched Sharon as she knelt again to tuck in a corner of the blanket and then turned
dowly around so she was facing into the room. She reached across the manger for one of the
music stands and stacked it against the one behind it, working as gingerly, as dowly, as if she
were defusing a bomb. She reached across the manger again, lifted one of the music stands,
and set it on the straw so she could push the manger back far enough to give her space to
move. The stand tipped, and Joseph steadied it.

Sharon picked up one of the cardboard pam trees. She worked the plywood base free, set
it in the manger, and did the pam tree flat dong the wall next to Mary, and then did the other
one.

That gave them some space. There was nothing Sharon could do about the rest of the
music stands. Their metal frames were tangled together, and against the outside wal was a
tall metal cabinet, with pots of Easter liliesin front of it. She could move the lilies to the top
of the cabinet at least.

She listened carefully with her ear to the door for a minute, and then stepped carefully
over the manger between two lilies. She bent and picked up one of them and set it on top of
the cabinet and then stopped, frowning a the wal. She bent down again, moving her hand
aong the floor inadow semicircle.

Cold air, ad it was coming from behind the cabinet. She stood on tiptoe and looked
behind it. "Therésadoor,” she whispered. "To the outside.”

"Sharon!" amuffled voice called from the sanctuary.

Mary froze, and Joseph moved so he was between her and the door. Sharon put her hand
on the light switch and waited, listening.

"Mrs. Englert?' a man's voice called. Another one, farther off, "Her car's still here and
then Reverend Farrison's voice again, "Maybe she went downdairs."

Silence. Sharon put her ear against the door and listened, and then edged past Joseph to
the side of the cabinet and peered behind it. The door opened outward. They wouldn't have to
move the cabinet out very far, just enough for her to sgueeze through and open the door, and



then there'd be enough space for al of them to get through, even Mary. There were bushes on
this side of the church. They could hide underneath them until after the police left.

She motioned Joseph to help her, and together they pushed the cabinet a few inches out
from the wall. It knocked one of the Easter lilies over, and Mary stooped awkwardly and
picked it up, cradling it in her arms.

They pushed again. This time it made a jangling noise, as if there were coat hangers
inside, and Sharon thought she heard voices again, but there was no help for it. She squeezed
into the narrow space, thinking, What if it's locked? and opened the door.

Onto warmth. Onto aclear sky, black and pebbled with stars.

"How—" she said stupidly, looking down at the ground in front of the door. It was rocky,
with bare dirt in between. There was a faint breeze, and she could smell dust and something
swest. Oranges?

She turned to say, "I found it. | found the door," but Joseph was dready leading Mary
through it, pushing at the cabinet to make the space wider. Mary was still carrying the Easter
lily, and

Sharon took it from her and set it against the base of the door to prop it open and went
out into the darkness.

The light from the open door lit the ground in front of them and at its edge was a stretch
of pae dirt. The path, she thought, but when she got closer, she saw it was the dried bed of a
narrow stream. Beyond it the rocky ground rose up steeply. They must be a the bottom of a
draw, and she wondered if this was where they had gotten |ost.

"Bott lom?" Joseph said behind her.

She turned around. "Bott lorn?" he said again, gesturing in front and to the sides, the way
held done in the nursery. Which way?

She had no idea. The door faced west, and if the direction held true, and if this was the
Judean Desert, it should lie to the southwest. "Tha direction,” she said, and pointed up the
steepest part of the dope. "You go that way, | think."

They didn't move. They stood watching her, Joseph standing dightly in front of Mary,
waiting for her to lead them.

"I'm not—" she said, and stopped. Leaving them here was no better than leaving them in
the furnace room. Or out in the snow. She looked back a the door, amost wishing for
Reverend Farrison and the police, and then set off toward what she hoped was the southwest,
clambering awkwardly up the slope, her shoes dipping on the rocks.

How did they do this, she thought, grabbing a a dry clump of weed for a handhold, even
with a donkey? There was no way May could make it up this dope. She looked back,
worried.

They were following easly, sturdily, as certain of themselves as she had been on the
gtairs.

But what if a the top of this draw there was another one, or a dropoff? And no path. She
dug in her toes and scrambled up.

There was a sudden sound, and Sharon whirled around and looked back at the door, but it
still stood half-open, with the lily at its foot and the manger behind.

The sound scraped again, closer, and she caught the crunch of footsteps and then a sharp
wheeze.

"It's the donkey," she said, and it plodded up to her asif it were glad to see her.

She reached under it for its reins, which were nothing but aragged rope, and it took a step
toward her and blared in her ear, "Ham" and then awheeze that was practically alaugh.

She laughed, too, and patted his neck. "Don't wander off again,” she said, leading him over
to Joseph, who was waiting where she'd left them. "Stay on the path." She scrambled on up to
the top of the dope, suddenly certain the path would be there, too.



It wasn't, but it didn't matter. Because there to the southwest was Jerusalem, distant and
white in the starlight, lit by a hundred hearthfires, a thousand oil lamps, and beyond it,
dightly to the west, three stars low in the sky, so close they were dmost touching.

They came up beside her, leading the donkey. "Bott lom," she said, pointing. "There,
where the star is"

Joseph was fumbling in his sash again, holding out the little leather bag.

"No," she said, pushing it back to him. "Youll need it for the inn in Bethlehem.”

He put the bag back reluctantly, and she wished suddenly she had something to give them.
Frankincense. Or myrrh.

"Hunh-haw," the donkey brayed, and started down the hill. Joseph lunged after him,
grabbing for the rope, and Mary followed them, her head ducked.

"Be careful,” Sharon said. "Watch out for King Herod." She raised her hand in awave, the
deeve of her choir robe hillowing out in the warm breeze like awing, but they didn't see her.
They went on down the hill, Mary with her hand on the donkey for steadiness, Joseph a little
ahead. When they were nearly a the bottom, Joseph stopped and pointed at the ground and
led the donkey off a an angle out of her sight, and Sharon knew they'd found the path.

She stood there for aminute, enjoying the scented breeze, looking a the almost-star, and
then went back down the slope, skidding on the rocks and loose dirt, and took the Easter lily
out of the door and shut it. She pushed the cabinet back into position, took the blanket out
from under the door, switched off the light, and went out into the darkened sanctuary.

There was no one there. She went and got the chalice, stuck it into the wide deeve of her
robe, and looked out into the hal. There was no one there either. She went into the adult
Sunday school room and put the chalice back into the display case and then went downstairs.

"Where have you been?' Reverend Farrison said. Two uniformed policemen came out of
the nursery, carrying flashlights.

Sharon unzipped her choir robe and took it off. "I checked the Communion siver," she
sad. "None of it's missng." She went into the choir room and hung up her robe.

"We looked in there," Reverend Farrison said, following her in. "You weren't there."

"I thought | heard somebody at the door,” she said.

By the end of the second verse of "O Little Town of Bethlehem,” Mary and Joseph
were only three-fourths of the way to the front of the sanctuary.

"At this rate, they won't make it to Bethlehem by Easter,” Dee whispered. "Can't they
get a move on?"

"They'll get there” Sharon whispered, watching them. They paced dowly,
unperturhedly, up the aisle, their eyes on the chancel. " 'How silently, how silently,™
Sharon sang, " 'the wondrous gift is given.

They went past the second pew from the front and out of the choir's sight. The
Innkeeper came to the top of the chancel steps with his lantern, determinedly solemn.

" 'So God imparts to human hearts, The blessings of his heaven.

"Where did they go?" Virginia whispered, craning her neck to try and see them. "Did
they sneak out the hack way or something?"

Mary and Jossph reappeared, walking domy, sedatdly, toward the palm trees and the manger.
The innkeeper came down the steps, trying hard to look like he wasn't waiting for them,
like he wasn't overjoyed to see them.

" '"No ear may hear his coming, But in thisworld of sin . .



At the hack of the sanctuary, the shepherds assembled, clanking their staffs, and
Miriam handed the wise men their jewelry box and perfume bottles. Elizabeth adjusted
her tinsel halo.

" "Where meek souls will receive him still, The dear Christ entersin.™

Joseph and Mary came to the center and stopped. Joseph stepped in front of Mary
and knocked on an imaginary door, and the innkeeper came forward, grinning from ear
to ear, to open it.

In Coppelius's Toy Shop

The place is jammed with bawling babies and women with shopping bags and people dressed up like
bears and Tin-kerbell. The line for Santa Claus is so long, it goes clear out the door and al the way o
Madison Avenue, and the lines at the cash registers are even longer.

There are kids everywhere, running up and down the aisles and up and down the escalators, screaming
heads off, and crowding around Rapunzd's tower, gawking up a the row of little windows. One of the wit
opens, and inside it there's a balerina. She twirls around, and the little window closes, and another one ¢
This one has a mouse in it. A black cat rears up behind it with its mouth open and the mouse leans o
window and squeaks, "Hep, hdp!" The kids point and laugh.

And over the whole thing the Coppelius's Toyshop theme song plays, for the thousandth time:

"Cometo Dr. Coppelius's
Where all is bright and warm,
And there's no fear

For | amhere

To keep you safe from harm.”

| am not supposed to be here. | amn supposed to be & aKnicks game. | had a date to take Janine to see
play the Celtics this afternoon, and instead, here | am, stuck in astupid toy store, because of akid | didn
know she had when | asked her out.

Women dways make this big deal about men being liars and not telling them you're married, but what
them? They talk about honesty being the most important thing in a "relationship,” which is their favorite
and they let you take them out and spend a lot of money on them and when they finally let you talk then
going up to their apartment, they trot out these three little brats in pgamas and expect you to take them
Z0o0.

This has happened to me about ten times, so before | asked Janine out, | asked Beverly, who wo
Accounting with her, whether she lived aone. Beverly, who didn't tell me about her kid till wed been goir
over amonth and who was really bent out of shape when | dumped her, said, yeah, Janine lived alone and
only been divorced about a year and was very "vulnerable’ and the last thing she needed in her life was .
like me.

She must've given Janine the same line because | hed to really turn on the old charm to get her to eve
to me and had to ask her out about fifteen times before she finally said yes.

So, anyway, the Knicks game is our third date. Bernard King is playing and | figure after the game I'm
get lucky, so I'm feeling pretty good, and | knock on her door, and this little kid answers it and says
mom's not ready."

| should've turned around right then and walked out. | could've scalped Janine's ticke
fifteen bucks, but she's aready coming to the door, and she's wiping her eyes with a Kleenex and tellir



to come in, thisis Billy, she's so sorry she can't go to the game, this isn't her weekend to have the kid, b
ex-husband made her switch, and she's been trying to call me, but I'd already | eft.

I'm still standing in the hall. "You can't get tickets to Knicks games at the last minute” | say. "Do you
what scalpers charge?' She says, no, no, she doesn't expect me to get an extra ticket, and | bresthe a s
relief, which | shouldn't have, because then she says she just got a cal, her mom's in the hospital, she's
heart attack, and she's got to go to Queens right avay and see her, and she tried to get her ex on the pho
he's not there.

"You better not expect me to take the kid to the Knicks game" | say, and she says, no, she doesnt,
aready called Beverly to watch him, and al she wants me to do is take the kid to meet her on the corr
Fifth Avenue and Fifty-eighth.

"I wouldn't ask you to do thisif | had anybody else | could ask, but they said | needed to come'—she
to cry again— "right. . . away."

The whole time she's telling me this, she's been putting on her coat and putting the kid's coat on hir
locking the door. "I'll say hi to Grandma for you,” she says to the kid. She looks a me, her eyes dl
"Beverly said shelll be there a noon. Be agood boy,” she says to the kid, and is down the stairs and out the
before | can tell her no way.

So I'm stuck with taking this kid up to Fifth Avenue and Fifty-eighth, which is the corner Copp
Toyshop is on. Coppeliuss is the biggest toy store in New York. It's got fancy red-and-gold doors, an
guys dressed up like toy soldiers standing on both sides of them, saluting people when they wak in, and a
dressed like Little Bed Riding Hood with a red cape and a basket, passing out candy canes to everybody
walks by.

There's awhole mob of people and kids looking at the windows, which they decorate every Christma
scenes from fairy tales. You know the kind, with Goldilocks eating a bowl of porridge, lifting a spoon 1
mouth over and over, and stuffed bears that turn their heads and blink their eyes. It looks like haf of New
is there, looking in the windows. Except for Beverly.

| look a my watch. It's noon, and Beverly better get here soon or the kid can wait by himself. The kic
the windows and runs over to them. "Come back here!" | yell, and grab him by the arm and yank him away
the windows. "Get over herel” | drag him over to the curb. "Now stand there."

Thekid is crying and wiping his nose, just like Janine. "Aunt Beverly said she was going to take me tc
a the windows" he says.

"Wdll, then, Aunt Beverly can," | say, "when she finally gets here. Which better be pretty damn soon. |
have dl day to wait around.”

"I'm cold," he says.

"Then zip up your coat,”" | say, and | zip up mine and stick my handsin my pockets. There's one of thes
cold New Y ork winds whipping around the corner, and it's starting to snow. | look a my watch. It'saq
past twelve.

"I hafta go to the bathroom," he says.

| tell him to shut up, that he's not going anywhere, and he starts in crying again.

"And quit crying or I'll give you something to cry about,” | say.

Right then Red Riding Hood comes over and hands the kid a candy cane. "What's the matter, honey”
says.

The kid wipes his nose on his deeve. "I'm cold and | hafta go to the bathroom," he says, and she says,
just come with me to Coppdiuss,” and takes hold of his hand and takes him into the store before | car
her,

"Hey!" | say, and go after them, but the toy-soldier guys are aready shutting the doors behind them, an
they go through their whole stiff-armed saluting routine before they open them again and | can get in.

When | finally do, | wish | hadn't. The place is a nightmare. There are about a million kids hollerin
running around this huge room full of toys and people in costumes demonstrating things. A magic
juggling glow-in-the-dark balls and Raggedy Ann is passing out licorice sticks and a green-faced wi
buzzing the customers with a plane on a string. Around the edges of the room, trains are running on tracks



into the walls, hooting and whistling and blowing steam.

In the middle of this mess is around purple tower, a least two stories high. There's awindow a the
top and a mechanical Rapunze is leaning out of it, combing her blonde hair, which hangs dl the way do
the bottom of the tower. Underneath Rapunzel's window there's a row of little windows that open and
one after the other, and different things poke out, ababy doll and awhite rabbit and a spaceship. All of the
something when their window opens. The doll says"Mama," the rabbit pulls out a pocket watch and 100k
shaking his head, the spaceship blasts off.

A whole bunch of kids are standing around the tower, but Janine's kid isn't one of them, and | don't se
or Red Riding Hood anywhere. Along the back wal there's a bunch of escalators leading up and down 1
other floors, but | don't see the kid on any of them and | don't see any signs that say "Rath-rooms," and the
for the cash registers are too long to ask one of the clerks.

A chick dressed up like Cinderella is standing in the middle of the aide, winding up green toy frog
setting them down on the floor to hop al over and get in everybody's way.

"Where are your toilets?' | say, but she doesn't hear me, and no wonder. Screaming kids and hooting
and toy gunsthat go rat-a-tat-tat, and over the whole thing a shgsongy tune is playing full blast:

"I am Dr. Coppelius.
Welcome to my shop.

Where we have toys

For girlsand boys

And the fun times never stop.”

It's sung in a croaky old man's voice and after the second verse finishes, the first one starts in again
and over and over.

"How do you stand that godawful noise?' | shout to Cinderella, but she's talking to a little ki
snowsuit and ignores me.

| look around for somebody else | can ask and just then | catch sight of ared cape a the top of one
escalators and take off after it.

I'm about to step on, when an old guy dressed in along red coat and a gray ponytail wig moves in fre
me and blocks my way. "Welcome to Coppelius's Toyshop,” he saysin aphony accent. "I am Dr. Coppelit
children’s friend." He does this stupid bow. "Here in Coppeliusss, children are our first concern. How
assist you?'

"You can get the hell out of my way," | say, and shove past him and get on the escalator.

The red cape has disappeared by now, and the escalator's jammed with kids. Half of them are hanging
the moving handrall, looking a the stuffed animas dong the sides, teddy bears and giraffes and a lif
black velvet panther. It's got a pink silk tongue and real-looking teeth with a price tag hanging from one
fangs. "One of akind," the price tag says. Four thousand bucks.

When | get to the top of the escalator, | can't see Janine's kid or Red Riding Hood anywhere, but there
red-and-gold signpost with arrows pointing off in all directionsthat say "To Hot Wheels Country” and "To
Babyland" and "To the Teddy Bears Picnic." One of them says "To the Restrooms' and points off to the le

| go in the direction the sign says, but the place is a maze, with aisles leading off in al directions an
jamming every aise. | go through fire engines and chemistry sets and end up in a big room full of Star
stuff, blasters and swords that light up and space fighters. But no signposts.

| ask a gold-colored robot for directions, feeling like an idiot, and he says, "Go down this aide an
left. That will bring you to Building Blocks. Turn left a the Tinker Toys and left again. The restrooms are
next to the Lego display.”

| go down the aide and turn left, but it doesn't bring me to Building Blocks. It brings me to th
department and then the stuffed animals, more giraffes and bunnies and elephants, and every size teddy
you've ever seen.

Holding on to one of them is a toddler bawling its head off. The kid's been eating candy, and the tea



running down into the chocolate for anice sticky mess,

It'swalling, "I'm lost," and as soon as it sees me, it lets go of the teddy bear and heads straight for m
its sticky hands. "I can't find my mommy," it says.

The last thing | need is chocolate al over my pants. “You shoulda stayed with your mommy, then,”
"instead of running off," and head back into the doll department, and old Cop-pelius must've been lying
the panther, because there, right in the middle of the Barbie dolls, is another one, staring a me with its y
glass eyes.

| head back through the dollhouses and end up in Tricycles, and this is getting me nowhere. | could w
around this place forever and never find Janine's kid. And it's dready one o'clock. If | don't leave by one-1
I'll miss the start of the game. I'd leave right now, but Janine would be steamed and I'd lose any chance | |
getting her in the sack on one of those weekends when her ex has the kid.

But I'm not going to find him by wandering around like this. | need to go back down to the main root
wait for Red Riding Hood to bring him back.

| find adown escalator in the ded department and get on it, but when | get off, it's not the main floor.
Babyland with the baby buggies and yellow rubber ducks and more teddy bears.

| must not have gone down far enough. "Where's the escalator?' | say to achick dressed like Little Bo
She's kootchy-cooing ababy, and | have to ask her again. "Where's the down escalator?”

Bo-peep looks up and frowns. "Down?"

"Yeah," | say, getting mad. "Down. An escalator.”

Still nothing.

"I want to get the hell out of this place!™

She makes amove toward the baby, like she's going to cover its ears or something and says, "Go dow
the playpens and turn left. It's a the end of Riding Toys."

| do what she says, but when | get there, it goes up, not down. | decide to take it anyway and go back
the tricycles and find the right escalator myself, but Babyland must be in the basement because a the top
main room.

The place is even crazier and more crowded than it was before. A clown's demonstrating bright c
yo-yos, Humpty Dumpty's winding up toy dinosaurs, and there are so many kids and baby buggies and shc
bags, it takes me fifteen minutes to make it over to Rapunzd's tower.

There's no sign of Red Riding Hood and the kid or Beverly, but

| can see the door from here and dl the escalators. Dr. Coppelius is sanding over a the foot of
bowing to people and passing out big red suckers.

The kids around the tower shout and point, and | ook up. A puppet with a hooked nose and a pointy
leaning out of one of the windows. He's holding a stick between his puppet hands, and he waves it aroun
kids laugh.

The window shuts and another one opens. The ballerina twirls. The black cat, with teeth as shary
panther's, rears up behind the mouse, and the mouse squeaks, "Help, hdp!" Rapun-zel combs her hair. An
it al, in time to the squeaking and the twirling and the combing, the song plays over and over:

"...For girlsand boys,
And the fun times never stop."

And after I've been standing there five minutes, the whole thing is stuck in my head.
| look a my watch. It's one-fifteen. How the hell long does it take to take akid to the bathroom?
Thefirst verse finishes and the second one starts in:

"Cometo Dr. Coppelius's
Where all isbright and warm..."



I'm going to go crazy if | have to sand here and listen to this gas much longer, and where the |
Beverly?

| look a my watch again. It's one-thirty. I'm going to give it five more minutes and then take one more
around, and then I'm going to the game, kid or no kid.

Somebody yanks on my coat. "Well, it's about time," | say. "Where the hell have you been?' | look dow

It'sakid with dishwater-blonde hair and glasses. "When will he come and get har?' she says.

"Get who?' | say.

She pushes the glasses up on her nose. "Rapunzd in her tower. When will the prince come and g
down?'

| stoop down and get real close. "Never," | say.

Thekid blinks at me through her glasses. "Never?' she says.

"He got sick of waiting around for her," | say. "He waited and waited, and finally he got fed up and we
and |eft her there"

"All dlone?' she squeaks, just like the mouse.

"All alone. Forever and ever."

"Doesn't she ever get out of the tower?"

"She's not going anywhere, and it serves her right. It's her own fault.”

The kid backs avay and looks like she's going to bawl, but she doesn't. She just stares a me throug
glasses and then looks back up at the tower.

The rabbit checks his watch. A dragon breathes orange tin-foil flames. The baby doll goes, "Mama
singsongy tune bellows, "To keep you safe from harm,” and starts over, "I am Dr. Coppelius,” and | sho\
way over to where he's standing at the foot of the escalators.

"How do | find alost kid?" | say to Dr. Coppelius.

"Up this escalator to Painter's Corner," he saysin his phony accent. "Turn right a the modeling-clay d
and go al the way to the end." He puts his hand on my arm. "And don't worry. He's perfectly safe. No chilc
comes to harm in Coppelius's Toyshop."

"Yeah, well, | know one who's going to when | finally find him," | say, and get on the escalator.

| thought it was the same one | went up before, but it's not. There's no panther, and no signpost at th
but | can see paints and crayons down one of the hals, and | head that way. Hafway there, the ais€'s bl
with kids and mothers pushing strollers.

"What the hell'sthis?' | say to aguy dressed up like an €f. "It'sthe line for Santa Claus," he says. "Y ou'
have to go around. Halfway down that aide to the basketballs and turn left." So | go down, but there aren't ¢
basketballs, there's abig Atari sign and a bunch of kids playing Pac-Man, and when | turn l€eft, | runinto ai
full of toy tanks and bazookas. | go back and turn left and run smack into the Santa Claus line again.

| look a my watch. It's a quarter past two. The hell with this. I've dready missed the start of the gam
I'm not going to miss the rest of it. Beverly can try and find the kid, if and when she ever gets here. I'm lee

| squeeze through the line to the nearest escalator and take it down, but | must have gotten up on the
floor somehow, because here's the Star Wars stuff. | find an escalator and go down it, but when | get
bottom, I'm back in Babyland and now | have to take the escalator up. But at least | know where it is. | go
past the playpens and over to Riding Toys, and sure enough, there's the escalator. | start to get on it.

The panther is standing & the bottom of the escalator, the price tag dangling from his sharp teeth.

| change my mind and go back through the riding toys and turn left, and now I'm back in Dalls, whict
be right. | backtrack to the playpens, but now | can't find them either. I'm in Puzzles and Games.

| look around for somebody to ask, but there aren't any clerks or Mother Gooses around, and no kids ¢
They must dl bein line to see Santa Claus. | decide to go back to the doll department and get my bearing
| go up the jigsaw puzzle aide, but | can't seem to find away out, and | am getting kind of worried when
Dr. Coppdlius.

He walks past the Candyland display and into a door in the wal between Jeopardy! and Sorry! and | ¢
glimpse of gray walsand metal stairs. | figure it must be an employee stairway.



| wait afew minutes so the clown won't see me and then open the door. It's an employee Sairway, al
There are stacks of boxes and wooden crates piled against the wal, and on the stairs there's abig sign h
"Store Policy." | look up the metal stairway, and it has to lead up to the main floor because | can hear the !
of the song jangling far above:

"... For girls and boys,
And the fun times never stop."”

| shut the door behind me, and start up the stairs. It's dark with the door shut, and it gets darker as| ¢
and narrower, but the song is getting steadily louder. | keep climbing, wondering whet kind of stairway
It can't be for bringing up stock because it keeps making al these turns and when | decide I'd better turn e
and go back down, somebody's locked the door at the bottom, so | have to keep climbing up, and it
getting narrower and narrower and darker and darker, till | can feel the wals on both sides and the la
steps | practically have to squeeze through, but | can see the door up ahead, there's light al around the ¢
and the song is getting redly loud.

"Come to Dr. Coppelius's
Where all is bright and warm..."

| squeeze up the last few steps and open the door, only it isn't a door. It's one of the little windov
mouse and the ballerina and the white rabbit come out of, and | have somehow gotten inside of RapL
tower. This must be the stairs they use to come fix the mechanica toys when they break down.

Kids are looking up, and when | open the window, they point and laugh like | was one of the toys. | sh
window and squeeze back down the stairs. | break a piece of wood off one of the crates on the stairs to |
pry the door open, but I must have made a wrong turn somewhere, because | end up back in the same pl
open the door and yell, "Hey! Get me out of herel" but nobody pays any attention.

| look around, trying to spot Red Riding Hood or the robot or Dr. Coppelius to signa them to com
me, and | see Beverly going out the front door. She's got Janine's kid, and he is wiping his nose on his ¢
and clutching ared sucker. Beverly sguats down and wipes his eyes with a Kleenex. She zips up his coa
they start out the door, which atoy soldier is holding open for them.

"Wat!" | shout, waving the piece of wood to get their attention, and the kids point and laugh.

| am going to have to climb out the window and down the side of the tower, hanging on to Rapunzdl's
put my foot up over the windowslll. It's atight squeeze to get my leg up onto the sill, but | manage to do |
when | get out of here, | know alittle boy with a sucker who's going to be redly sorry. | hitch my leg ov
start to hoist my other foot up over the sill.

| look down. The panther is sitting at the foot of the tower, crouched and waiting. He licks his velvet
with his pink silk tongue. His sharp teeth glitter.

So here | am, stuck in Coppelius's Toyshop, for what seems like forever, with kids screamin
running around and trains whistling and that stupid song playing over and over and over,

"I am Dr. Coppelius.
Welcome to my shop ..."

| take out my watch and look &t it. It says five to twelve. I've kind of lost track of how long I've been
here. It can't be more than two days, because on Monday Janine or Beverly or one of the chicks a wor
notice I'm not there, and they'll figure out this is the last place anybody saw me. But it seems longer, an
getting kind of worried.

Every time the window opens there seem to be different toys, fancy games you play on computers an
that run by remote control and funny-looking roller skates with only one row of wheds. And the [
demonstrating them and handing out candy canes are different, too, mermaids and turtles wearing head



and ahunchback in ajester's hat and a purple cape.

And the last time | looked out, a woman with dishwater-blonde hair and glasses was standing undk
tower, looking up a me. "When | was little," she said to the guy she was with, "l hated this place. | w
worried about Rapunzd."

She pushed her glasses up on her nose. "I didn't know she wasatoy. | thought shewas real, and | thoug
prince had just gone off and abandoned her. | thought held gotten fed up and gone off and left her ther
aone”

She sad it to the guy, but she was looking straight a me. "Forever and ever. And it served her right.
her own fault.”

But there are lots of people who wear glasses, and even if Janine's mother died and she had to go
funeral, sheld still be back at work by Wednesday.

| look over a the exit. The toy soldiers are till there, saluting, on either side of the door, and in be
them Dr. Coppedlius smiles and bows. Overhead the song screeches:

"And there's no fear
For | am here
To keep you safe from harm.”

And startsin on thefirst verse again.

| take out my watch and look at it, and then | shut the window and go look for away out, but | get cor
on the stairs and make a wrong turn and end up in the same place. The little window opens, ad | lea
"Hedp! Hep!" | shout.

Thekids point and laugh.

THE PONY

Well, aren't you going to open it?' Suzy demanded. Barbara obediently pulled off the red-and-green-pl
bow, bracing herself for the twinge of disappointment she always felt when she opened Christmas present

"I awaysjust tear the paper, Aunt Barbara," Suzy said. "I picked out this present al by myself. | knew w
you wanted from the Macy's parade when your hands got so cold.”

Barbara got the package open. Insde was a pair of red-and-purple striped mittens. "It's just what | want
Thank you, Suzy," she said. She pointed at the pile of silver boxes under the tree. "One of thoseisfor you,
think."

Suzy dived under the tree and began digging through the presents.

"Sheredlly did pick them out al by hersalf," Ellen whispered, a smile quirking the corners of her mou
"Asyou could probably tell by the colors."

Barbaratried on the mittens. | wonder if Joyce got gloves, she thought. At her last session Joyce had t
Barbarathat her mother always got her gloves, even though she hated gloves and her mother knew it. 1 ga
one of my patients your phone number," Barbara said to Ellen. "I hope you don't mind."

"Just alittle," said her sister. Barbara clenched her mittened fists.

Suzy dumped a silver box with alarge blue bow on it in Barbaraslap. "Does this one say 'To Suzy'?" sh
asked.

Barbara unfolded the silver card. "It says To Suzy from Aunt Barbara."' Suzy began tearing at the paper.

"Why don't you open it on the floor?" Ellen said, and Suzy snatched the package off Barbaras |ap and
dropped to the floor with it.

"I'm reglly worried about this patient,” Barbara said. " She's spending Christmas at home with an unhapp



domineering mother."
"Then why did she go home?"

"Because she's been indoctrinated to believe that Christmas is awonderful, magical time when everyo
happy and secret wishes can cometrue,” Barbara said bitterly.

"A baseball shirt,"” Suzy said happily. "I bet now those boys at my preschool will let me play ball with tt
She pulled the pin-striped Y ankees shirt on over her red nightgown.

"Thank goodness you were able to find the shirt,” Ellen said softly. "I don't know what she would have
If she hadn't gotten one. It's all she's talked about for a month.”

| don't know what my patient will do either, Barbara thought. Ellen put another red-and-green package
lap, and she opened it, wondering if Joyce was opening her presents. At Joyce's last session she had talke
about how much she hated Christmas morning, how her mother aways found fault with al her presents, s
they didn't fit or were the wrong color or that she already had one.

"Y our mother's using her presents to express the dissatisfaction she feelswith her own life,"
Barbarahad told her. "Of course, everyone feels some disappoi ntment when they open presents. It's becal
the present isonly a symbol for what the person really wants."

"Do you know what | want for Christmas?’ Joyce had said as though she hadn't heard aword. " A ruby
necklace."

The phonerang. "I hopethisisn't your patient,” Ellen said, and went into the hall to answer it.

"What does this present say?' Suzy said. She was standing holding another present, abig one with chea
garish Santa Clauses al over it.

Ellen came back in, smiling. "Just aneighbor calling to wish usamerry Christmas. | was afraid it was
patient."

"Sowas|," Barbarasaid. " She's talked hersdlf into believing that she's getting a ruby necklace for Chris
and I'm very worried about her emotional state when she's disappointed.”

"I can't read, you know," Suzy said loudly, and they both laughed. "Doesthis present say 'To Suzy'?"

"Yes," Ellen said, looking at the tag, which had a Santa Claus on it. "But it doesn't say who it'sfrom. Is1
from you, Barbara?'

"It'sominous,”" Suzy said. "We had ominous presents at my preschool."

"Anonymous,” Ellen corrected, untaping the tag and looking on the back. "They had a gift exchange. |
wonder who sent this. Mom's bringing her presents over this afternoon and Jim decided to wait and give h
when she goes down there next weekend. Go ahead and open it, honey, and when we seewhat it is, maybe
know who it'sfrom.” Suzy knelt over the box and started tearing at the cheap paper. "Y our patient thinks o
getting aruby necklace?' Ellen said.

"Yes, shesaw it in alittle shop in the Village, and last week when she went in there again, it was gone.
convinced someone bought it for her."

"lsn't it possible someone did?"

"Her family livesin Pennsylvania, she has no close friends, and she didn't tell anybody she wanted it."

"Did you buy her the necklace?' Suzy said. She wastearing busily at the Santa Claus paper.

"No," Barbara said to Ellen. "She didn't even tell me about the necklace until after it was gone from the
shop, and the last thing I'd want to do would be to encourage her in her mother's neurotic behavior pattern.

"I would buy her the necklace," Suzy said. She had dl the paper off and waslifting the lid off awhite bc
would buy it and say, 'Surprise!™

"Even if she got the necklace, she'd be disappointed init," Barbara said, feeling obscurely angry at Suz)
"The necklaceis only a symbol for a subconscious wish. Everyone has those wishes: to go back to the wo
to kill our mothers and sleep with our fathers, to die. The conscious mind is terrified of those wishes, so
substitutes something safer—adoll or a necklace.”

"Do you redly think it's that ominous?' Ellen asked, the corners of her mouth quirking again. "Sorry, I'
starting to sound like Suzy. Do you redly think it's that serious? Maybe your patient really wants aruby
necklace. Didn't you ever want something really specia that you didn't tell anybody about? Y ou did. Don't



remember that year you wanted a pony and you were so disappointed?

"l remember," Barbarasaid.

"Oh, it'sjust what | wanted!" Suzy said so breathlesdy that they both looked over at her. Suzy pulled at
out of anest of pink tissue and held it out at arm’s length. The doll had a pink ruffled dress, yellow curls,
expression of almost astonishing sweetness. Suzy stared at it asif she were half afraid of it. "It is," she sai
hushed tone. "It'sjust what | wanted.”

"I thought you said she didn't like dolls," Barbara said.

"I thought she didn't. She didn't breathe aword of this." Ellen picked up the box and rustled through the
tissue paper, looking for a card. "Who on earth do you suppose sent it?"

"I am going to call her Letitia," Suzy said. "She'shungry. I'm going to feed her breakfast." She went off
the kitchen, still holding the doll carefully away from her.

"I had no idea she wanted adoll," Ellen said as soon as she was out of sight. "Did she say anything wher
took her to Macy's?"

"No," Barbara said, wadding the wrapping paper in her lap into aball. "We never even went near the dol
She wanted to ook at baseball bats.”

"Then how did you know she wanted adoll?'

Barbara stopped with her hands full of paper and plaid ribbon. "1 didn't send her the doll," she said angri
bought her the Y ankees shirt, remember?"

"Then who sent it to her?"

"How would | know? Jm, maybe?'

"No. He's getting her a catcher's mitt."

The phonerang. "I'll get it," Barbara said. She crammed the red paper into abox and went into the hall.

"I just had to call you!" Joyce shouted at her. She sounded nearly hysterical.

"I'mright here," she said soothingly. "l want you to tell me what's upsetting you."

"I'm not upset!" Joyce said. "Y ou don't understand! | got it!"

"Theruby necklace?' Barbarasaid.

"At first | thought | hadn't gotten it and | was trying to be cheerful about it even though my mother hate
everything | got her and she gave me gloves again, and then, when admost all the presents had been passed
thereit was, in thislittle box, all wrapped in Santa Claus paper. There was alittle tag with a Santa Glaus o
too, and it said 'To Joyce.' It didn't say who it was from. | opened it, and there it was. It's just what | wanted

"Surprise, Aunt Barbara," Suzy said, feeding a cookie shaped like Santa Claus to her doll.

"I'll wear the necklace to my next session so you can seeit," Joyce said, and hung up.

"Barbara," Ellen's voice called from the living room. "I think you'd better comein here."

Barbaratook hold of Suzy's hand and walked into the living room. Ellen was wrestling with a package
wrapped in gaudy Santa Claus paper. It was wedged between the Christmas tree and the door. Ellen was be
it, trying to straighten the tree.

"Where did this come from?' Barbara said.

"It came in the mail," Suzy said. She handed Barbara her doll and clambered up on the couch tc
to the small tag taped on top.

"Thereisn't any mail on Chrismas," Barbarasaid.

Ellen squeezed past the tree and around to where Barbarawas standing. “| hopeit's not apony,” she saic
the corners of her mouth quirked. "It's certainly big enough for one."

Suzy climbed back down, handed Barbara the tag, and took her doll back. Barbara held the tag alittle av
from her, asif she were afraid of it. It had a Santa Clauson it. It read "To Barbara." The present was big en
to be apony. Or something worse. Something only your subconscious knew you wanted. Something too
frightening for your conscious mind to even know it wanted.

"[t's an ominous present," Suzy said. "Aren't you going to open it?"



ADAPTATION

"Heap on more wood!
Thewind is chill;
But let it whistle asit will,
WEe'll keep our Christmas merry still."

-SSR WALTER SCOTT

Marley was dead: to begin with.

Dickenss story, A Christmas Carol, however, of which the aforementioned is the first
sentence, is dive and well and available in any number of versions. In the books department
of Harridge's, where | work, we have nineteen, including Mickey's Christmas Carol, The
Muppet Christmas Carol, the Cuddly-Wuddlys Christmas Carol, and one with photographs
of dogs dressed as Scrooge and Mrs. Cratchit.

We aso have an assortment of Christmas Carol cookbooks, advent calendars, jigsaw
puzzles, and an audiotape on which Captain Picard of the American television series Star
Trek: The Next Generation takes all the parts.

All of these are, of course, adaptations, shortened and altered and otherwise bowdlerized.
No one reads the original, though we carry it, in paperback. In the two years I've worked here,
welve only sold asingle copy, and that to myself. | bought it last year to read to my daughter,
Gemma, when | had her for Christmas, but then | did not have time to do so. My ex-wife,
Margaret, came to pick her up early for a pantomime she and Robert were taking her to, and
we only got as far as Marley's ghost.

Gemma knows the story, though, in spite of never having read it, and the names of dl the
characters, as does everyone. They are so well-known, in fact, that a the beginning of the
season this year Harridge's management hed suggested the staff dress in costume as Scrooge
and Tiny Tim, to increase profits and "provide a seasonal atmosphere.”

There wasagenera outcry a this, and the idea had been dropped. But on the morning of
the twenty-second when | arrived a work, there was a figure in a floor-dragging black robe
and ahood standing by the order desk with Mr. Voskins, who was smiling smugly.

"Good morning, Mr. Grey," Mr. Voskins sad to me. "This is your new assistant,” and |
half-expected him to say, "Mr. Black," but instead he said pleasedly, "the Spirit of Christmas
Future.”

It is actualy Christmas Yet to Come, but Mr. Voskins has not read the origina ether.

"How do you do?' | said, wondering if Mr. Voskins was going to demand that | wear a
costume as well, and why he had hired someone just now. The books department had been
shorthanded al of December.

"Mr. Grey will explain things to you,” Mr. Voskins said to the spirit. "Harridge's has been
able to arrange for an author autographing,” he said to me, which explained this hiring three
days before Christmas. No doubt the book's being autographed was yet another version of A
Christmas Carol. "Wewill be holding it the day after tomorrow."

"On Christmas Eve?' | said. "At what time? I'd arranged to leave early on Christmas Eve”

"It will depend on the author's schedule,” Mr. Voskins said. "He's an extremely busy man.”

"My daughter's spending the evening with me" | explained. "It's the only time I'll have
her." They would be a Robert's parents in Surrey for the rest of Christmas week.

"I'm discussing the details with the author this morning,” he said. "Oh, and your wife
telephoned. She wants you to ring her back."



"Ex-wife" | corrected him, but he had dready hurried off, leaving me with my new
assistant.

"I'mMr. Grey," | said, extending my hand.

The spirit silently extended a skinny hand for me to shake, and | remembered that the
Spirit of Christmas Y&t to Come was mute, communicating solely by pointing.

"Have you worked in a books department before?' | asked.

He shook his hooded head. | hoped he didn't plan to Stay in character while waiting on the
customers, or perhaps that was the idea, and he was here for "seasona atmosphere” only.

"What am | supposed to call you?' | said.

He extended a bony finger and pointed a the Wild West Christmas Carol, on the cover
of which a black-hatted spirit stood, pointing a a tombstone with Scrooge's name on it.

"Spirit? Chrigmas? Yet to Come?' | sad, thinking that an "atmospheric’ assistant was
worse than none at all.

But | was wrong. He proved to be very efficient, learning the cash register and the
credit-card procedure with ease, and waiting on customers promptly. They seemed delighted
when he extended his bony finger from his black sleeve and pointed at the books they'd asked
for. By ten o'clock | felt confident enough to leave him in charge of the department while |
went to the employee lounge to telephone Margaret.

The line was engaged. | intended to ring her up again a a quarter past, but we had a surge
of shoppers, and although Christmas Y et to Come was extremely helpful, | couldn't get avay
agan till nearly dleven. When | dided Margaret's flat, there was no answer. | was amost glad.
| wanted to know the time of the autographing before | spoke to her. We had dready had two
fights over the "vigtation schedule," as Margaret calsit. | was originaly to have had Gemma
on Boxing Day as well as Christmas Eve, but Robert's parents had invited them up to Surrey
for the entire week. We had compromised by my having Gemma on Christmas Eve and part
of Christmas Day. Then last week Margaret had rung up to say Robert's parents especialy
wanted them there for church on Christmas morning as it was a family tradition that Robert
read the Scripture. "You can have her dl Christmas Eve day," Margaret had said. "I have to
work."

"You could insist on having the day off," she'd sad, letting her voice die avay.

Itisatrick she has of leaving a sentence unfinished but her meaning perfectly clear. She
used it to excellent account during the divorce, claiming she had not said any of the things |
accused her of, asin fact she had not, and though | only see her now when she brings Gemmea,
| still understand her perfectly.

"You could insist on having the day off,” she meant now, "if you really cared about
Gemma" And there is no answer to that, no way to make her understand that Christmas Eve is
not aday a shopclerk can insist on taking off, to explain to her that it is different from being
an accountant. No way to explain why | gave up being an accountant.

And no way to explain to her that | might need to change the schedule because of an
autographing. | decided to wait to try again till | had spoken to Mr. Voskins.

He did not come back till after noon. "The autographing will take place from eeven to
one" he said, handing us a stack of red-and-green flyers. "Hand these out to the customers,”
he said.

| read the top flyer, relieved that the autographing wouldn't cause a problem with Gemma.
"A Specid Signing of Sir Spencer Siddon's latest book," it read. "Making Money Hand Over
Figt,"

"It's on the bestseller list,” Mr. Voskins said happily. "We were very lucky to get him. His
secretary will be here a half-past one to discuss the arrangements.”

"Well need more g&ff," | said. "Thetwo of us can't possibly run an autographing and wait
on customers a the same time.”



"I'll try to hire someone," he said vagudy. "WEell discuss everything when Sir Spencer's
secretary arrives.”

"Shdl | go to lunch now, then?' | said, "and let Mr. ..." | pointed a the spirit, "go second
so I'll be back in time for the meeting?"

"No," he said. "l want you both here. Go now." He waved vaguely in our direction.

"Which?'

"Both of you. Il get someone from the housewares department to cover your
department. Be back by 1:00."

When our replacement came, | told the spirit, "You can go to lunch,” stuck A Christmas
Carol, which I'd been reading on my lunch and tea breaks, in my coat pocket, and went to
telephone Margaret. The line was engaged again.

When | came out of the lounge, the spirit was standing there, waiting for me, and |
realized he wouldn't know where to go for lunch. Since Harridge's had closed its
employee dining room to increase profits, employees had half an hour to get to, partake
of, and return from lunch. "I know of a place that's quick,” | told him.

He nodded, and | led off through the crowded aises, hoping he would keep up. | need not
have had any fear-he kept pace with me easly, in spite of not saying, as | did, "Sorry," to
dozens of shoppers blocking the way. By the time weld reached the south door, he was even
with me, and, before | could turn toward Cavendish Square, hed moved ahead, his am
extended and his long, bony finger pointing toward Regent Street.

All the luncheon places in Regent Street are expensve and invariably crammed with
shoppers resting their feet, and are a good ten minutes wak avay. We would have just
enough time to wak there, not get waited on, and return empty-handed.

"l usualy go to Wilson's" | said, "it's closer,” but he continued to point commandingly and
we had no time for arguing either. | followed him down the street, down alane | hadn't known
was there, and into a dismal-looking lunch counter called Mama Montoni's.

It wasn't crowded, at any rate, and the small tables looked comparatively clean, though the
made sandwiches on top of the counter looked severa days old.

At one of the tables was an enormous man with a full brown beard, and | saw why the
spirit had brought me here. The man was dressed as the Spirit of Christmas Present, in a
green robe edged with white fur, and acrown of hally.

"Come in! Come in!" he said, even though we were aready in, and my companion glided
over to him.

The enormous man shook his head and said, "No, he can't make it for lunch today," as if
Christmas Y et to Come had spoken.

| wondered who the "he’ they referred to was. The Spirit of Christmas Past, perhaps?

"Neither of us got anything, I'm afraid,” the enormous man said to Yet to Come, sounding
discouraged. "Mogt of the bank executives are on holiday. But the teller said the Addphi is
holding pantomime auditions this afternoon."

| wondered if the pantomime wasA Christmas Carol, or if they had previoudy been in a
production and were now trying to find employment that fit the costumes. It was a good
costume. The holly crown had the requisite icicles, and the green robe was belted with a
rusted scabbard, just asin the origina. His chest was not bare, though, and neither were his
feet. He had compromised with the weather by wearing sandas with thick socks and hed
fastened the open robe across his massive chest with alarge green button.

| was still standing just inside the door. My companion turned and pointed a me, and the
enormous man boomed out, "Come know me better, man,” and beckoned me to the table.

| was going to say that | needed to order first, but the old woman behind the
counter-Mama Montoni?-had disappeared into the back. | went over to the table. "How do
you do?' | sad. "I'm Edwin Grey."



"Delighted to meet you," the enormous man said heartily. "St down, sit down. My friend
tells me you work together."

"Yes" | sat down. "At Harridge's.™

"He tells me you are hiring additiona staff in your department. Is that right?”

"Possibly,” | said, wondering how Sir Spencer Siddon would feel a being confronted with
half the characters from A Christmas Carol. Would he think he was meant to be Scrooge? "It
would be only temporary, though. Just the three days till Christmas."

"Till Chrigmas," he said, and the old woman emerged from the back with a fistful of
slverware and two plates of congealed-looking spaghetti.

"Il have what they're having," | said, "and a paper cup of tea to take with me."

The old woman, who was clearly related to Yet to Come, didnt answer or even
acknowledge that 1'd spoken to her, but she disappeared into the back again.

"I didn't know this cafe was here" | said, so he wouldn't bring up the topic of job openings
again.

"Excdlent choice of books" he sad, pointing & my Christmas Carol, which was
protruding from my coat pocket.

"I should imagine it's your favorite," | said, laying it on the table, smiling.

He shook his shaggy brown head. "I prefer Mr. Dickenss Little Dorrit, so patient and
cheerful in her imprisonment, and Trollope's Barchester Towers."

"Do you read a good ded?' | asked. It's rare to find anyone who reads the older authors,
let alone Trollope.

He nodded. "l find it helps to pass the time" he said. "Especiadly a this time of year,
'When dark December glooms the day/ And takes our autumn joys away. When short and
scant the sunbeam throws/ Upon the weary waste of snows/A cold and profitless regard . . .
Marmion. Sir Walter Scott."

"Fourth canto,” | said, and he beamed at me.

"You are areader, to0?' he said eagerly.

"I find books agreat comfort,” | said, and he nodded.

"Tell mewhat you think of A Christmas Carol," he said.

"I think it has lasted all these years because people want to believe it could happen,” | said.

"But you don't believe it?' he said. "You don't believe a man might hear the truth and be
changed by it?'

"I think Scrooge seems quite easily reformed,” | said, "compared with the Scrooges | have
known."

Mama Montoni emerged from the back again, glaring, and dapped down a plate of
lukewarm spaghetti and a crockery cup haf full of tea

"So you have reed Marmion?" the Spirit of Christmas Present said. "Tel me, what did
you think of the tale of Sir David Linde-sey?' and we launched into an eager discussion that
lasted far too long. | would be late getting back for the meeting with Scrooge's
Secretary.

| stood up, and my assistant did, too. "We must be getting back," | said, pulling on my
coat. "It was a pleasure meeting you, Mr. ... ?'

He extended his huge hand. "l am the Spirit of Christmas Present.”

| laughed. "Then you're missing your third. Where's Christmas Past?"

"In America," he said quite serioudly, "where he has been much corrupted by nostalgia and
commercia interests.”

He saw me looking skeptically at his socks and sandals. "You do not see us & our best,"
he said. "I fear we have fallen on hard times."

Apparently. "I should think these would be good times, with any number of Scrooges you
could reform.”



"And so there are" he said, "but they are praised and rewarded for their greed, and much
admired. And"-he looked sternly at me-"they do not believe in spirits. They lay their visions
to Freud and hormona imbalance, and their therapists tell them they should feel no guilt, and
advise them to focus further on themsalves."

"Yes wel," | said, "l must be getting back." | pointed a my assistant, not knowing whether
Present would expect me to address him as the Spirit of Christmas Yet to Come. "You can
gsay and talk to your friend if you wish," and made my escape, glad that at least | hadnt
suggested he come spesk to Mr. Voskins about being taken on, and wondering what Mr.
Voskins would do when he found out he hed hired a lunatic.

Mr. Vaoskins wasn't on the floor, and neither was the secretary. | looked a my watch,
expecting it to be well past one, but it was only aquarter till. | rang up Margaret. The line was
engaged.

My assistant was there when | got back, waiting on a customer, but there was
still no sign of Mr. Voskins. He finally came up at two to tell us the secretary had phoned to
change the schedule.

"Of the autographing?' | said anxioudly. "No, of the meeting with us. His secretary won't
be heretill half-past.”

| took advantage of the delay to try Margaret again. And got Gemma.

"Mummy's downgtairs talking to the doorman about our being gone," she told me.

"Do you know what she wanted to speak to me about?' | asked her.

"No...0," she sad, thinking, and added, with a child's irrelevance, "l went to the dentist.
Shell be back up in aminute.”

"I'll talk to you in the meantime, then," | said. "What shall we have to eat for Christmas
Eve?' "Figs" shesad promptly. "Figs?'

"Yes, and frosted cakes. Like the little princess and Ermengarde and Becky had a the
feast. Well, actualy, they didn't have it. Horrid Miss Minchin found out and took it al away
from them. And red-currant wine. Only | suppose you won't let me have wine. But red-currant
drink or red-currant juice. Red-currant something.” "And figs," | said distastefully.

"Yes, and ared shawl for atablecloth. | want it just like in the book."

"What book?' | said, teasing. "A Little Princess." "Which oneisthat?'

"You know. The one where the little princess is rich and then she loses her father and
Miss Minchin makes her live in the garret and be a servant and the Indian gentleman feels
sorry for her and sends her things. You know. It's my favorite book."

| do know, of course. It has been her favorite for two years now, displacing both Anne of
Green Gables and Little Women in her affections. "It's because we're just dike" shed told
me when | asked her why she liked it so much.

"You both livein agarret,” I'd said.

"No. But we're both tall for our age, and we both have black hair.”

"Of course,” | said now. "l forgot. What do you want for Chrissmas?’

"Not a doll. I'm too old for dolls" she sad promptly, and then hesitated. "The little
princess's father dways gave her books for Christmas."

"Did he?'

Mr. Voskins appeared at my elbow, looking agitated.

"I'll be right there," | said, cupping my hand over the mouthpiece.

"It's nearly hadf-past,” he said.

"Il be right there." | promised Gemma I'd purchase figs and red-currant something,
and told her to tell her mother I'd phoned, and went to meet the secretary, wondering if
hed look like Bob Cratchit. That would make the cast complete, except for the Spirit of
Christmas Pest, of course, who wasin America.

The secretary wasn't there yet. At a quarter to three, Mr. Voskins informed us that the



secretary had phoned to change the meeting time to four. | used the extra time to purchase
Gemma's present, a copy of A Little Princess. She owns a paperback, which she has read a
dozen times, but this was a reproduction of the original, with a dark blue cloth cover and
colored plates. Gemma looked &t it longingly every time she came to see me, and had given
all sorts of not-very-veiled hints, like her "The little princess's father bought her books" just
NOw.
| hed Yet to Come ring the book up for me, and | put it with my coat and went back into
the stockroom to get another copy so

Gemma wouldn't see it was gone when she came to the store the day after tomorrow, and
guess.

When | came out with the copy, Mr. Voskins was there with Sir Spencer's secretary. | was
wrong about the secretary's looking like Bob Cratchit. She was a smartly dressed young
woman, with a short, sleek haircut, and agold Rolex watch.

"Sr Spencer requires a straight-backed chair without arms, with a wood table seventy
centimeters high, and two fountain pens with viridian ink. Where did you plan to have him
St?'

| showed her the table in the literature section. "Oh, thiswon't do at dl," she said, looking
a the books. "A photographer will be coming. These shelves will all have to be filled with
copies of Making Money Hand Over Fist. Facing out. And the rest of them here," she sad,
pointing a the history shelves, "so that they're easily accessible from the queue. Who will be
in charge of that?'

"Hewill," | said, pointing at Y et to Come.

"Singlefile" she said, looking at her notes. "Two books per person. New hardbacks only,
no paperbacks and nothing previously owned."

"Do you want them to write the name they wish inscribed on a dip of paper,” | sad, "so
they won't have to spell their names for hm?"

She stared a me coldly. "Sr Spencer does not personalize books, he signs them. Sir
Spencer prefers Armentieres water, not Perrier, and some light refreshments-water biscuits
and dietetic cheese" She checked off items in her notebook. "Well need an exit through
which he can depart without being seen.”

"A trgpdoor?' | said, looking a Yet to Come, who seemed positively friendly by
comparison.

She turned to Mr. Voskins. "How many staff do you have?"

"I'm hiring additiona hdp,” he said, "and were getting in additiona books from the
publishers.”

She snapped the notebook shut. " Sir Spencer will be here from eleven to one.

Y ou were very lucky to get him. Sir Spencer isvery much in demand.”

We gpent the rest of the day bringing up books and scouring the basement and the
furniture department for a table that would meet specifications. | had intended to shop
for the ingredients for Gemmas feast after work, but instead | went from shop to shop
looking for Armentieres water, which | found on the sixth try, and for red-currant juice,
which | did not find. | bought abox of black-currant tea and hoped that would do.

It was nearly ten when | got home, but | phoned Margaret twice more. Both times the line
was engaged.

Next morning | left Yet to Come in charge of the department and went down to the food
hal to arrange for the dietetic cheese and water biscuits. When | got back, Margaret was
there, asking Y&t to Come where | was.

" suppose it was your idea to have a shopclerk that's mute" Margaret said.

"What are you doing here?' | said. "'Is Gemmahere, too?" "Yes," Gemmasaid, coming up,
smiling. "l needed to speak to you," Margaret said. "Gemma, go over to the children's



department and see if you can find a hairbow to match your Christmas dress.”

Gemmawas looking at Y et to Come, who was pointing at the travel section. "Isthat the
Spirit of Christmas Y et to Come?' she said. "From A Christmas Carol?" "Yes" | sad."The
genuine article.”

"Gemma," Margaret said. "Go find a hairbow. Burgundy, to match the dress Robert gave
you." She sent her off, watching her till she was agood distance down the aide, and then
turned back to me. "It was obvious you weren't going to return my cal.” "I did,” | said. "Didn't
Gemmatdl you I'd phoned?' " She told me you couldn't wait even a few moments till
| returned, that you were too busy."

Gemma told her no such thing, of course. "What did you want to speak to me about?" |
sad.

"Your daughter's welfare" She looked pointedly a the boxes of books. "Or are you too
busy for that, as well?'

There are times when it is hard for me to imagine that | ever loved Margaret. | know
rationaly that | did, that when she told me she wanted a divorce it was like a blade going
through me, but I cannot call up the feeling, or remember what it was about her that | loved.

| said ploddingly, "What about her welfare?' " She needs a brace. The dentist says she has
an overbite and that it needsto be corrected. It will be expensive,” she said, and let her voice
dieaway.

Too expensgve for a shopclerk, she means. An accountant could have afforded it.

There is no answer to that, even if she had actualy said it. She believes | quit my job as an
accountant out of spite, to keep her from collecting a large amount of child support, and
there is nothing | could say that would convince her otherwise. Certainly not the truth, which
Is that having lost her, having lost Gemma, | could not bear to do without books as well.

"Robert has offered to pay for the brace" she said, "which | think is very generous of him,
but he was afraid you might object. Do you?'

"No," | said, wishing | could say, "I want to pay for the brace" but, as she had not sad, a
shopclerk doesn't earn enough to pay for it. "l don't have any objections.”

"l told him you wouldn't care,” she said. "It's become increasingly clear over the past two
years that you don't care about Gemma et dl."

"And it's becoming increasingly clear,” | sad, raisng my voice, “"tha you are
systematically attempting to take my daughter avay from me. You can't even stand to let me
see her on Christmas!" | shouted, and saw Gemma.

She was over in the literature section, standing with her back to the shelves. She was
holding the copy of A Little Princess, and she had obvioudy come back to see if it was till
there, to see if I'd bought it yet.

And heard her parents trying to tear her in two. She huddled back against the shelves,
looking small and hunted, clutching the book.

"Gemma," | said, and Margaret turned and saw her.

"Did you find aburgundy hairbow?' she said.

"No," Gemmasad.

"WEell, come adong. We have shopping to do.”

Gemma put the book back carefully, and started toward us.

"Il see you tomorrow night," | said, trying to smile. "l found some black-currant tea for
our feast."

She sad solemnly, "Did you get the figs?'

"Come dong, Gemma," Margaret said. "Tdl your father goodbye."

"Goodbye," she said, and smiled tentatively at me.

"I'll get thefigs," | promised.

Which was easier said than done. Harridge's food hal didn't have them, either canned or



fresh, and neither did the grocer's down the street. There wasn't time to wak to the market
and back on my lunch break. | would have to go after work.

And | didn't want to go to Mama Montoni's. | didn't want Christmas Present making
more inquiries about whether we were hiring additiona staff. And | didn't feel like
talking to anyone, sane or not. | ducked down the dley to Wilson's, intending to get a bacon
sandwich to take.

The Spirit of Christmas Present was there, sitting at one of the tiny tables,
reading Making Money Hand Over Fist. He looked up when | came in and motioned me
eagerly over to the table.

"I an supposed to meet Jacob Marley here" he said, waving me over. "Come, well
discuss Ivanhoe and The Mystery of Edwin Drood." He pulled a chair out for me. "I have
aways wondered if Edwin were truly deed, or if he could be brought to life again.”

| sat down and picked up Making Money Hand Over Fist. "l thought you kept to the older
authors."

"Research,”" he said, taking the book back. "Jacob has high hopes of ajob for us. He went
to the Old Bailey this morning to speak with a barrister.”

"Who speciaizesin divorce, no doubt,” | said. "Or did he go to speak to the barrister
about getting his sentence reduced?’ " About repentance,” he said.

| laughed humorlessly. "Y ou really believe you're the incarnation of Dickens's spirits.”
"Not Dickenss,” hesaid.

"That you're really Christmas Present and my assistant is Christmas Yet to
Come? Isthat why he never speaks? Because the Spirit of Christmas Y et to Comein
Dickenss story is mute?"

"He can speak,” he said, quite serioudly. "But he does not like to. Many find the sound of
hisvoice distressing.”

"And you believe your job isto reform misers and spread Christmas cheer?" |
swung my arm wide. "Then why don't you do something?' | said bitterly. "Use your magic
powers. Help the needy. House the homeless. Reunite fathers with their children." "We have
no such powers. A little skill with locks, some minor dexterity with time. We cannot change
what is, or was. Our power isonly to rebuke and to remind, to instruct and to forewarn." "Like
books," | said. "Which no one reads anymore.” "Y our daughter.”

"My daughter,” | said, and brightened. "Do you know where | can find figs?"

"Tinned or fresh?'

"Either," | said.

"Fortnum and Mason's" he said, and as soon as | stood up, went back to reading Sir
Spencer's book. There was not time to go to Fortnum's, though when | got back to Harridge's
and looked a my watch, | had nearly ten minutes of my lunch break left.

Mr. Voskins was waiting for me.

"Sr Spencer's secretary phoned. Sir Spencer can't be here till half-past one." He handed
me a stack of revised flyers. "The autographing will be from half-past one to haf-past three."

| looked at the flyers, dismayed.

"It was the only free time in his schedule," he said defensively. "We're lucky he can fit us
inatdl”

| thought of the cleaning up afterward. "I'll need to leave by four,” | said. "My daughter's
coming for Christmas Eve"

It was along afternoon. Yet to Come took the books down from the literature shelves and
put up Sir Spencer's books, facing out, bright green volumes with a hundred-pound note
design and gold lettering. | taped up flyers and dedt with customers who had gotten a gift
they hed not expected and who now had, grudgingly, to return the favor, "And nothing over
two pounds.” | gave them credit-card receipts and flyers, thinking, Only one more day till |



have Gemma.

After work | went to Fortnum's, which had both fresh and tinned figs. | bought them both,
and frosted cakes, and chocolates, which | intended to tell her the Indian gentleman hed sent.

When | got home | rooted out an old red wool scarf to use as a tablecloth, and tidied up
the flat. Only one more day.

Which day came a last, and with it a new flyer (half-past one to half-past three) and the
Spirit of Christmas Present. "What are you doing here?' | said.

"We have found employment,” he said, beaming.

"We?' | sad, looking around for Marley. | didn't see anyone who looked the part, and
Present was aready piling copies of Sir Spencer's book on the display tables.

"What sort of employment?’ | said suspicioudy. "Youre not planning some sort of
demonstration against Sir Spencer, are you?"

"I'm your new assstant,” he said, stacking books on the floor by the order desk. "I'm
supposed to pass out numbers for queue-ing up.”

" can't imagine that many people will come," | said, but by ten o'clock there were twenty
people clutching their numbered chits.

| sold them copies of Making Money Hand Over Fist and explained why Sir Spencer
wouldn't be there a eleven as advertised. "He's a very busy man," | said. "We're lucky he was
ableto fitusina dl."

Mr. Voskins came up a eeven to tell us we would have to forgo lunch, which was
patently obvious. The department was filled with milling people, Yet to Come had had to go
down to the basement for more books, and Present was writing numbers on more chits.

By noon the queue had begun to form according to the numbers and was hafway down the
ade.

"Youd best go get more books," | told Yet to Come, and turned round to find Margaret
standing there.

"What are you doing here?' | said blankly. "Where's Gemma?'

"She's up on fifth, looking at dolls," she said.

"I thought she didn't want adoll."

"She said she just wanted to look a them,” she said. Yes, | thought, and hide a safe two
floors away from her parents fighting.

"Christmas Eve won't work," Margaret said.

"What?' | said blankly, though | knew already what she meant, felt it like ablade going in.

"We need to take an earlier train. Robert's parents are having a friend of theirs down
who's an orthodontist, and he's agreed to look at Gemma's overbite, but he's only going to be
there for Christmas Eve."

"I'mto have Gemma Chrisgmas Eve," | said stupidly.

"I know. That'swhy | came, so we can rework the schedule. We're coming back the day
after New Year's. You can have her then."

"Why can't she see the orthodontist after New Y ear's?"

"He'savery busy man. Ordinarily Gemma would have to be put on awaiting list, but he's
agreed to see her asa special favor. | think we should be very grateful he was able to fit usin
adl”

"I have to work inventory the day after New Year's" | said.

"Of course," she said, and let her voice die avay. "The next weekend, then. Whenever you
like"

And the next weekend she will have to be fitted for the brace, | thought, and the following
one it will have to be tightened or she will have to have bands put on. "I was counting on
Gemma's being with me Christmas Eve. Can't you take a later train?' | said, though | dready



knew it was hopeless, knew | was standing againgt the bookcase the way Gemma had, |ooking
hunted.

"Theonly trains are a four and half-past ten. The late one doesn't get in till one o'clock.
You can hardly expect Robert to ask his parents and the orthodontist to wait up for us. |
really do think you could be a bit more accommodating. . . ."

"Mr. Grey, were out of chits" Mr. Voskins said. "And | need to speak to you about the
queue.”

"WE!Il come back aday early, and you can have Gemma for New Year's" she sad.

"It's nearly to the end of the aide” Mr. Voskins said. "Should we loop it round?

Margaret started toward the jammed aide. "Wat," | sad, "I have Gemmas present a
home. Just a moment."

| hurried over to the literature shelves and then remembered those books had been moved
over under Travel. | knelt and looked for the other copy of A Little Princess. It wasn't
wrapped, but she would at least have it for Christmas.

It wasn't there. | looked through the B's twice, and then ran a finger dong the backs,
looking for the dark-blue cover. It wasn't there. | checked Children's, thinking Yet to Come
might have put it there, but it wasn't, and when | stood up from checking Literature again,
Margaret was gone.

"I've made it adouble queue" Mr. Voskins said. "This is going to be a great success, isn't
it? Mr. Grey?'

"A great success," | said, and went to write more numbers on dips of paper.

Sir Spencer arrived a a quarter till two in a Savile Row suit. He settled himsdlf in the
straight-backed chair, looked disdainfully at the table and the queue, and uncapped one of the
fountain pens.

He began to sgn the books that were placed before him, and to dispense wisdom to the
admiring queue.

"Christmas is an excellent time to think about your future," he said, scrawling a squiggle
that might have been an Sfollowed by along, uneven line. "And an excellent time to plan your
financia strategy for the new year."

Four persons back in the queue was someone who could only be meant to be Marley, an
old-fashioned coat and trousers draped with heavy chains and a good ded of gray-green
greasepaint. He had a kerchief tied round his head and jaw and was clutching a copy of
Making Money Hand Over Fist.

"They're actudly going to try to reform him," | thought, and wondered wha Sir Spencer
would say.

Marley moved to the front of the queue and laid his open book down on the table.
“Inlife.. " he sad, and it was a curious voice, brittle, dry, a voice that sounded as if it had
died avay once and for al.

"Inlife | was Jacob Marley," he said, in that faint dead voice, and shook his chain with
a gray-green hand, but Sir Spencer was dready handing his book back to him and was
reaching for the next.

"There are those who say that money isn't everything," Sir Spencer said to the crowd. "It
isn't. Money is the only thing."

The queue applauded.

At half-past two, Sir Spencer stopped to flex the fingers of his writing hand and drink his
Armentieres water. He consulted, whispering, with his secretary, looked a his watch, and
took another sip.

| went over to the order desk to get another bottle, and when | came back | nearly collided
with the Spirit of Christmas Present. He was carrying a huge plum pudding with a sprig of
holly on top.



"What areyou doing?' | said.

"Christmas is an excellent time to think about your future," he said, winking, and started
toward the table, but the deek secretary interposed herself between him and Sir Spencer.

He tried to give the plum pudding to her, still laughing, but she handed it back. "I
specifically requested light refreshments,” she said sharply, and went back over to Sir
Spencer, looking at her watch.

Present followed her. "Come, know me better," he said to her, but she was consulting with
Sir Spencer again, and they were both looking at their watches.

She came over to me. "The queue needs to move aong more quickly," she said. "Tdl them
to have their books open to the title page”

| did, working my way back along the queue. There was a sudden silence, and |
looked back at thetable. Yet to Come had glided in front of a middle-aged woman at
the front of the queue, and she had stepped back, clutching her book to her wide bosom.

He's going to do it, | thought, and amost wished he could. It would be nice to see
something good happen.

Sir Spencer reached his hand out for the book, and Yet to Come drew himself up and
pointed his finger & him, and it was not afinger, but the bones of a skeleton.

| thought, he's going to speak, and knew whet the voice would sound like. It was the voice
of Margaret, telling me she wanted a divorce, telling me they had to take an earlier train. The
voice of doom.

| drew in my breath, afraid to hear it, and the secretary leaned forward. "Sr Spencer does
not sgn body parts,” she said sternly. "If you do not have abook, please step asde.”

And that was that. Sir Spencer signed newly purchased hardbacks until a quarter of three
and then stood up in midscrawl and went out the previoudly arranged back way.

"He didn't finish," the young girl whose book he had been in the midst of sgning sad
plaintively, and | took the book and the pen and started after him, though without much hope.

| caught him at the door. "There are still people in the queue who haven't had their books
sgned,” | said, holding out the book and pen, but the secretary had interposed herself
between us.

"Sr Spencer will be sgning on the second at Hatchard's" she said. "Tel them they can try
agan there."

"It's Christmas," | said, and took hold of his deeve.

He looked pointedly at it.

"Youll miss your plane to Mgorca," the secretary said, and he pulled his deeve free and
swept avay, looking a his watch.

"Late," | heard the secretary say.

| was still holding the pen and the open book, with its half-

finished S. | took it back to the girl. "If you'd like to leave it, I'll try to get it signed for
you. Was it a Christmas present?”

"Yes, for my father," she said, "but | won't see him till after Christmas, so that's dl right.”

| took her name and telephone number, set the books on the order desk, and began taking
down the posters.

| had thought perhaps Yet to Come would have disappeared after his failure with Sir
Spencer like the others had, but he was still there, putting books into boxes.

He seemed somehow more silent-which was impossible, he had never spoken a word-and
downcast, which was ridiculous, as well. The Spirit of Christmas Yet to Come was supposed
to be dreadful, terrifying, but he seemed to have shrunk into himself. Like Gemma, shrinking
agang the shelves.

It's Sir Spencer that's terrifying, | thought, and his secretary. And her gold Rolex watch.
"Scrooges are praised and much rewarded for their greed,” Present had said, and so they
were, with Savile Row suits and knighthoods and Mgorca. No wonder the Spirits had fallen



on hard times.

"At least you tried," | said. "There are some battles that are lost before they're begun.”

Children's came over to buy a gift. "For Housewares. | told her | didn't believe in
exchanging with colleagues,” she sad irritably, "but she's bought me something anyway. And
I'd planned on leaving early. | suppose you are, too, so you can spend the evening with your
little girl."

| looked a my watch. It was after three. They would be leaving for the station soon, and
Robert's parents, and the orthodontist.

| cleared away the refreshments. | put foil over the plum pudding and set it next to the
girl's book, which | had no hope of getting signed, and went back to help Yet to Come take
Making Money Hand, Over Fist down from the shelves, trying not to think about Gemma
and Christmas Eve.

The spirit stopped suddenly and drew himself up and pointed, the robe falling away from
hisbony hand. | turned, afraid of more bad news, and there was Gemma in the aide, working
her way toward us.

She was pushing steadily upstream through shoppers who all seemed to be going in the
opposite direction, ducking between shopping bags with a determined expression on her
narrow face.

"Gemmal" | said, and pulled her safely out of the aide. "What are you doing here?!

"I wanted to tell you goodbye and that I'm sorry | can't come for Christmas Eve.”

| raised my head and tried to see down the aide. "Where's your mother? You didn't come
here aone, did you?'

"Mummy's up on fifth," she said. "With the dolls. | told her I'd changed my mind about
wanting one. A bride doll. With green eyes"" She looked pleased with herself, as well she
might. It was no small accomplishment to have gotten Margaret back here haf an hour before
they were to meet Robert at the station, and she would never have agreed if shed known why
Gemma wanted to come. | could imagine her arguments-there isn't time, you'll see him the
day after New Year's, we can't inconvenience Robert, who after dl is paying for your
brace-and so could Gemma, apparently, and had sidestepped them nestly.

"Did you tell her you were coming down to third?' | said, trying to look disapproving.

"Shetold meto go look at games so | wouldn't see her buying the dall," she said. "'l wanted
to tell you I'd rather be with you Christmas Eve"

| loveyou, | thought.

“| think when | do come" she sad serioudy, “tha we should pretend that it is
Christmas Eve, like the little princess and Reeky."

"They pretended it was Christmas Eve?”

"No. When the little princess was cold or hungry or sad she pretended her garret was the
Badtille."

"The Badtille," | said thoughtfully. "I don't think they had figs in the Bastille."

"No." She laughed. "The little princess pretended dl sorts of things. When she couldn't
have what she wanted. So | think we should pretend it's Christmas Eve, and wear paper hats
and light the tree and say things like, 'It's nearly Christmas," and 'Oh, listen, the Christmas
bells are chiming.™

"And 'Passthefigs, please,™ | said.

"Thisis serious,” she said. "Well be together next Christmas, but till then well have to
-pretend.” She paused, and looked solemn. "I'm going to have a good time in Surrey," she
sad, and her voice died avay uncertainly.

"Of course you'll haveagood time" | said heartily. "Youll get huge hegps of presents, and
edt lots of goose. And figs. | hear in Surrey they use figs for stuffing.”" | hugged her to me.

A thin gray woman with rather the look of Miss Minchin came up. "Pardon me, do you



work here?' she said disapprovingly.

"I'll bewith you injust amoment,” | said.

Yet to Come hurried up, but the woman waved him away. "I'm looking for a book," she
sad.

| said to Gemma, "Youd best get back before your mother finishes buying the doll and
misses you."

"Shewont. The bride dolls are all sold. | asked when | was here before.” She smiled, her
eyes crinkling. "Shell have to send them to check the stockroom,” she said airily, looking
just like her mother, and | remembered suddenly what | had loved about Margaret-her
cleverness and the innocent pleasure she took in it, her resourcefulness. Her smile. And it
was like being given aboon, a Christmas gift | hadn't known | wanted.

"I'm looking for abook," Miss Minchin repeated. "I saw it in here severa weeks ago."

"I'd better go," Gemma said.

"Yes" | sad, "and tell your mother you don't want the doll before she turns the stockroom
inside out.”

"I do want it, though," she said. "The little princess hed adoll,” and again that trailing away,
asif she had left something unsaid.

"I thought you said al of them had been sold."

"They have" she said, "but there's one in the window display, and you know Mummy.
Shell make them giveit to her.”

"Pardon me" Miss Minchin said insistently. "It was a green book, green and gold.”

"I'd better go," Gemmasaid again.

"Yes" | said regretfully.

"Goodbye," she said, and plunged into the crush of shoppers, which now was going the
other way.

"Hardback," Miss Minchin said. "It was right here on this shelf."

Gemma stopped hdfway down the aide, shoppers milling about her, and looked back at
me. "Youd better eat the frosted cakes so they won't grow stale. I'm going to have a good
time" she said, more firmly, and was swallowed by the crowd.

"It had gold lettering,” Miss Minchin said. "It was by an earl, | think."

The book Miss Minchin wanted, after a protracted search, was Sir Spencer's Making
Money Hand Over Fist. Of course.

"What a swest little girl you have" she said as | rang up the sae, dl friendliness now that
she had gotten what she wanted. "Y ou're very lucky."

"Yes" | sad, though | did not fed lucky.

| looked a my watch. Five past four. Gemma had dready taken the train to Surrey, and |
would not see her sweet face agan this year, and even if | stayed after closing and put
everything back as it had been, there were still dl the hours of Christmas Eve to be gotten
through. And the day after. And al the days after.

And the rest of the afternoon, and al the shoppers who had left their shopping till too
late, who were cross and tired and angry that we had no more copies of The Outer Space
Christmas Carol, and who had counted on our giftwrapping their purchases.

And Mr. Voskins, who came up to say disapprovingly that he had been very disappointed
in the sales from the autographing, and that he wanted the shelves back in order.

In between, Yet to Come and | folded chairs and carried boxes of Sr Ss books to the
basement.

It grew dark outside, and the crush of shoppers subsided to a trickle. When Yet to Come
came over to me with his bony hands full of a box of books, | said, "You needn't come back
up again," and didn't even have the heart to wish him ahgppy Christmas.

The trickle of shoppers subsided to two desperate-looking young men. | sold them



scented journals and started taking Sir S's books off the literature shelves and putting them in
boxes.

On the second shelf from the top, wedged in behind Making Money Hand Over
Fist, | found the other copy of A Little Princess.

And that seemed somehow the final blow. Not that it had been here 4l
along-there was no red difference between its not being there and my not being able to find
it, and Gemma would love it as much when | gave it to her next week as she would have
Christmas morning-but that Sir Spencer Siddon, Sir Scrawl of the new hardbacks only and the
Armentieres water, Sir Scrooge and his damnable secretary who had not even recognized the
Spirits of Christmas, let alone heeded them, who had no desire to keep Christmas, had cost
Gemma hers.

"Hard times," | said, and sank down in the wing chair. "I have falen on hard times." After a
while | opened the book and turned the pages, looking a the colored plates. The little
princess and her father in her carriage. The little princess and her father a the school. The
little princess and her father.

The birthday party. The little princess huddied against a wal, her doll clutched to her,
looking hunted.

"The little princess had adoall," she'd said, and meant, "to help her through hard times."

The way the little princess's doll had helped her when she lost her father. The way the
book had helped Gemma.

"I find books a great comfort,” | had told the Spirit of Christmas Present. And so head
Gemma, who hed lost her father.

"I'm going to have agood time in Surrey," she had said, her voice trailing off, and | could
finish that sentence, too. "In spite of everything."

Not a hope, but a determination to try to be happy in spite of circumstance, as the little
princess had tried to be hgopy in her chilly garret. "I'm going to have a good time" sheld said
agan, turning a the last minute, and it was rebuke and reminder and instruction, al at once.
And comfort.

| stood a moment, looking at the book, and then closed it and put it carefully back on the
shelf, the way Gemma had.

| went over to the order desk and picked up the plum pudding. The book the girl hed left
for Sir Spencer to finish Sgning was under it. | opened it and took out the paper with her
name and address on it.

Martha. | found the fountain pen, with its viridian ink, uncapped it and drew a scrawl that
looked a little like Sir Spencer's. "To Marthas father,” | wrote above it. "Money isn't
everything!" And | went to find the spirits.

If they could be found. If they had not, after dl, found other employment with the
barrister or the banker, or taken aplane to Mgorca, or gone up to Surrey.

Mama Montoni's had alarge Closed sign hanging inside the door, and the light above the
counter was switched off, but when | tried the door it wasn't locked. | opened it, carefully, so
the buzzer wouldn't sound, and leaned in. Mama Montoni must have switched off the
heat as well. It wasicy inside.

They were sitting a the table in the corner, hunched forward over it as if they were cold.
Yet to Come hed his hands up inside his deeves, and Present kept tugging at his button as if
to pull the green robe closer. He was reading to them from A Christmas Carol.

"You will be haunted,” resumed the Ghost of Marley, "by three spirits,” ™ Present
read. "' "Is this the chance and hope you mentioned, Jacob?' he demanded in a faltering
voice. "It is" "I-I think I'd rather not," said Scrooge. "Without their visits"” said the Ghost,
"you cannot hope to shun the path | tread.”

| banged the door open and strode in. " 'Come, dine with me, uncle,

| said.



They al turned to look at me.

"We are past that place” Marley said. "Scrooge's nephew has aready gone home, and so
has Scrooge.”

"We are a the place where Scrooge is being visited by Mar-ley," Present said, pulling out
achair. "Will you join us?'

"No," | said. "Y ou are a the place where you must vist me."

Mama Montoni came rushing out from the back. "I'm closed!" she growled. "It's
Christmas Eve"

"It's Christmas Eve" | said, "and Mama Montoni's is closed, so you must dine with me"

They looked a each other. Mama Montoni snatched the Closed sign from the door and
brandished it in my face. "I'm closed!”

"I can't offer much. Figs. | have figs. And frosted cakes. And Sir Walter Scott. ' Twas
Christmas broach'd the mightiest ale, Twas Christmas told the merriest tale.'"

"'A Christmas gambol oft could cheer the poor man's heart through haf the year, "
Present murmured, but none of them moved. Mama Montoni started for the phone, to did
999, no doulbt.

"No one should be aone on Christmas Eve," | said.

They looked at each other again, and then Y et to Come stood up and glided over to me.

"Thetime grows short,” | said, and Yet to Come extended his finger and pointed at them.
Marley stood up, and then Present, closing his book gently.

Mama Montoni herded us out the door, looking daggers. | pulled A Christmas Carol out
of my pocket and handed it to her. "Excellent book," | said. "Ingtructive.”

She banged the door shut behind us and locked it. "Merry Christmas,” | said to her
through the door, and led the way home, though before we had reached the tube station,
Yet to Come was ahead, his finger pointing the way to the train, and my street, and my flat.

"Weve black-currant tea," | said, going into the kitchen to put on the kettle. "And figs.
Please, make yourselves a home. Present, the Dickens is in that bookcase, top shelf, and the
Scott's just under it."

| set out sugar and milk and the frosted cakes I'd bought for Gemma. | took the foil
off the plum pudding. "Courtesy of Sr Spencer Sddon, who, unfortunately, remains a
miser,”" | said, setting it on the table. "I'm sorry you failed to find someone to reform.”

"We have had some small success,” Present said from the bookcase, and Marley smiled
dyly.

"Who?' | said. "Not Mama Montoni?"

The kettle whistled. | poured the boiling water over the tea and brought the teagpot in.
"Come, come, sit down. Present, bring your book with you. You can read to us while the tea
steeps” | pulled out a char for him. "But first you must tell me about this person you
reformed.”

Marley and Yet to Come looked a each other asif they shared a secret, and both of them
looked a Christmas Present.

"You have read Scott's 'Marmion, have you not?' he said, and | knew that, whoever it was,
they weren't going to tell me. One of the people in the queue, perhaps? Or Harridge?

"I dways think '"Marmion' an excellent poem for Christmas,” Present said, and opened the
book.

"'And well our Chrigtian sires of old,' " he read," 'loved when the year its course hed
roll'd, and brought blithe Christmas back again, with al his hospitable train."

| poured out the tea.

" The wassal round, in good brown bowls' " he read, " 'garnished with ribbons,
blithely trowls." He put down the book and raised his teacup in atoast. "To Sir Walter
Scott, who knew how to keep Christmad!”



"And to Mr. Dickens," Marley sad, "the founder of the feadt."

"To bookd!" | said, thinking of Gemma and A Little Princess, "which instruct and sustain
us through hard times,"

"'Heap on more wood!"' Present said, taking up his book again, " The wind is chill; but let
it whistle as it will, well keegp our Christmas merry till.' ™

| poured out more tea, and we ate the frosted cakes and Gemmass figs and half amest piel
found in the back of the refrigerator, and Present read us "Lochinvar,” with sound effects.

As| was bringing in the second pot of tea, the clock began to strike, and outside, church
bells began to ring. | looked at the clock. It was, impossibly, midnight.

"Christmas dready!" Present said jovidly. "Here's to evenings with friends that fly too
fast."

"And the friendswho makeit fly," | said.

"To small successes," Marley said, and raised his cup to me.

| looked at Christmas Present, and then at Yet to Come, whose face | still could
not see, and then back at Marley. He smiled dyly.

"Come, come," Present said into the silence. "We have not had a toast from Christmas
Yet to Come."

"Yes yes'" Marley sad, clanking his chains excitedly. "Spegk, Spirit."

Yet to Come took hold of his teacup handle with his bony fingers and raised his cup.

| held my breath.

"To Christmas,” he said, and why hed | ever feared that voice? It was clear and childlike.
Like Gemmas voice, saying, "WEell be together next Christmas.”

"To Christmas," the Spirit of Christmas Y et to Come said, his voice growing stronger
with each word, "God bless us Every One.".

CATSPAW
by Connie Willis

Come, Bridlings," Touffét said impatiently as soon as| ar-rived "Go home and pack your bags. We're
going to Suffolk for ajolly country Christmas."

"| thought you hated country Christmases,” | said.

| had invited him only the week before down to my sister's and gotten a violent rejection of the idea.
"Country Christmases! Dreadful occasions!" he had said. "Holly and mistletoe and vile games—blindman':
bluff and that ridiculous game where people grab at burning raisins, and even viler food. Plum pudding!” h
shuddered. "And wassail!"

| protested that my sister was an excellent cook and that she never made wassail, she made eggnog. "
think you'd have an excellent time," | said. "Everyone's very pleasant.”

"l canimagine," he said. "No one drinks, everyoneisfaithful to hiswife, the inheritance is equally an
fairly divided, and none of your relatives would ever think of murdering anyone.”

"Of coursenot!" | said, bristling.

“Then | would rather spend Christmas here alone," Touffét said. "At least then | shall not be subjecte
roast goose and Dumb Crambo."

"We do not play Dumb Crambo,” | replied with dignity. "We play charades."

And now, scarcely aweek later, Touffét was eagerly proposing going to the country.

"| have just received aletter from Lady Charlotte Valaday," he said, brandishing a sheet of pale pink
notepaper, "asking me to come to Marwaite Manor. She wishes meto solve amystery for her." He examir
the letter through his monocle. "What could be more delightful than murder in a country house at Christm

Actually, | could think of a number of things. | scanned the letter. "Y ou must come," she had written.
Isamystery only you, the world's greatest detective, can solve." Lady Charlotte Valladay. And Marwaite
Manor. Where had | heard those names before? Lady Charlotte.



"It doesn't say there's been a murder,” | said. "It says a mysery."

Touffé was not listening. "We must hurry if we are to catch the 3:00 train from Euston. There won't
time for you to go home and pack and come back here. Y ou must meet me at the station. Come, don't stan
there looking foolish.”

"The letter doesn't say anything about my being invited,” | said. "It only mentionsyou. And I've aread
my sister I'm spending Christmas with her."

" She does not mention you because it is of course assumed that | will bring my assistant.”

"Hardly your assistant, Touffé. Y ou never let me do anything.”

"That is because you have not the mind of adetective. Always you see the facade. Never do you seev
liesbehind it."

"Then you obvioudy won't need me," | said.

"But | do, Bridlings," he said. "Who will record my exploitsif you are not there? And who will point
the obvious and the incorrect, so that | may reject them and find the true solution?"

"| would rather play charades," | said, and picked up my hat. "1 hope Lady Charlotte feeds you wassall
plum pudding. And makes you play Dumb Crambo.”

In the end | went. | had been with Touffét on every one of his cases, and adthough | still could not pla
Lady Charlotte Valla-day, it seemed to me her name had been connected to something interesting.

And | had never experienced Christmas in a country manor, with the ancient hall decked in holly and
Gainsboroughs, ahuge Y ule log on the fire, an old-fashioned Christmas feast—poached salmon, aroast ¢
and aresplendent goose, with a different wine for every course. Perhaps they might even have a boar's hes

The bullet trainsto Suffolk were al filled, and we could only get seats on an express. It wasfilled as
and every passenger had not only luggage but huge shopping bags crammed with gifts which completely fi
all the overhead compartments. | had to hold my bag and Touffét's umbrella on my lap.

| thought longingly of the first-class compartment | had booked on the train to my sister's and hoped
Marwaite Manor was at the near end of Suffolk.

Marwaite Manor. Where had | heard that name? And Lady Charlotte's? Not in the tabloids, | decided,
though | had avague idea of something controversia. A protest of some sort. What? Cloning? The revival
fox hunting?

Perhaps she was an actress—they were always getting involved in causes. Or aroyal scanda. No, she
too old. | seemed to remember shewas in her fifties.

Touffét, across from me, was deep in abook. | leaned forward dightly, trying to read the title. Touff
only reads mystery novels, he says, to study the methods of fictional detectives, but actualy to criticizetl
And, | suspected, to study their mannerisms. And co-opt them. He had already affected Lord Peter Wims
monocle and Hercule Poirot's treatment of his"assistant,” and he had met me at the station, wearing a She
Holmesian-Inverness cape. Thank God he had not adopted Holmes's deerstalker. Or hisviolin. At least tht

Thetitlewasin very tiny print. | leaned forward farther, and Touffét looked up irritably. "This Dorott
Sayers, sheisridiculous,” he said, "she makes her Lord Peter read timetables of trains, decipher codes, us
stopwatches, anditisal, all unnecessary. If he would only ask himself, "Who had a motive to murder Pau
Alexis? he would have no need of all these shirt collar receipts and diagrams.”

He flung it down. "It is Sherlock Holmes who has caused this foolish preoccupation with evidence,”
said, "with al histobacco ashes and chemical experiments." He grabbed the carpetbag off my lap and bege
rummaging through it. "Where have you put my other book, Bridlings?'

| hadn't touched it. | sometimes think he takes me along with him for the same reason that he reads
mystery novels—so he can fedl superior.

He pulled abook from his bag, Edgar Allan Poe's The Murders in the Rue Morgue. No doubt he wo
find al sorts of things wrong with Inspector Dupin. He would probably think Dupin should have asked hin
what motive an orangu—

"Touffé&!" | said. "I've remembered who Lady Charlotte Valla-day isl She's the ape woman!™

"Apewoman?' Touffé& said irritably. "Y ou are saying Lady Charlotteisacarnivd attraction? Coverec



hair and scratching herself?*

"No, no," | said. "She's a primate-rights activist, claims gorillas and orangutans should be alowed to
be given equal standing in the courts, and al that."

"Areyou certain thisis the same person?' Touffé said.

"Completely. Her father's Lord Alastair Biddle, made hisfortune in artificial intelligence. That's hov
got interested in primates. They were | A research subjects. She founded the Primate Intelligence Institute
saw her on television just the other day, soliciting funds for it."

Touffét had taken out Lady Charlotte's pink letter and was peering at it. " She says nothing at all about
"Perhaps one of her orangutans has got loose and committed amurder, just likein The Murdersint
Rue Morgue,” | said. "L ooks like she made a monkey out of you, Touffét."

apes.

There was no one at the station to meet us. | suggested taking the single taxi parked at the end of the
platform, but Touffét said, "Lady Charlotte will of course send someone to meet us."

After aquarter of an hour, during which it began to rain and | thought fondly of how my sister was al\
on the platform waiting for me, smiling and waving, | telephoned the manor.

A man with areedy, refined voice said, "Marwaite Manor,” and, when | asked for Lady Valladay, said
formally, "One moment, please," and Lady Charlotte came on. "Oh, Colonel Bridlings, | am so sorry about
there not being anyone to meet you. They've refused to issue D'Artagnan adriver'slicense, which is perfe
ridiculous, he drives better than | do, and there was no one else to send. If you could take ataxi, D'Artagne
will pay the driver when you get here. I'll see you shortly."

By this time, of course, the taxi had long gone, and | had to telephone for one. As | was hang
up, asunburned middieaged man with a full red beard and a black shoulder bag accosted me.

"I couldn't help overhearing," he said in aheavy Australian accent. "Y ou're going to Marwaite Manor,
you, mate?"

"Yes," | said warily. Journalists are alwaystrying for interviews with Touffét, and the shoulder bag |o
suspicioudly like it could contain avidcam.

" waswondering if | could bag aride with you. I'm going to Marwaite Manor, too." He stuck out hist
"Mick Rutgers."

"Colond Bridlings," | said, and turned to Touffét, who had walked over to us and was peering a Mr.
Rutgers through his monocle. "Allow me to introduce Inspector Touffé." "Touffét?' Rutgers said sharply.
detective?' "Y ou have heard of mein Austradia?' Touffét said. "Everyone has heard of the world's greatest
detective," Rutgers said, recovering himself. "Thisisan honor. What brings you to Marwaite Manor?"

"Lady Charlotte Valladay has asked meto solveamystery.” "A mystery?' he said. "What mystery?* "l
not know," Touffét said. "Ah, thetaxi arrives." | picked up our baggage. "I hopeit's not far to the manor.” "'C
couplamiles," Rutgers said. "Ah, you have been here before?' Touffét said. "No, mate,” Rutgers said, t
sharpness back in his voice. "Never set foot in England before, as a matter of fact. No, when she invit
she told me the manor was only acouplamiles from the station. Lady Charlotte. | work for the
Australian Broadcasting Network."

| knew he was a photographer, | thought. "Why are you here?' | asked.
"Lady Charlotte said she had a big story, one we'd be interested in covering.”

"And she didn't say what the story was?" Touffét asked.

Rutgers shook his head. "But whatever it is, she was paying all expenses, and I'd never seen England.
herel am."

We piled into the taxi and set out. It was, as Mr. Rutgers had said, "a couplamiles,” and in no time we
arrived at Marwaite Manor.

At least that's what the scrolled wrought-iron sign above the granite gates said. But the buildingsin tl
distance looked more like an industrial compound. There were numerous long metal sheds with parking I¢
between them and agreat many ventilators and pipes. They looked grimin the freezing rain.



Thetaxi driver drove past the compound and up along hill and stopped in front of afour-story
glass-and-chrome affair that looked like a company headquarters. "Are you certain thisis Marwaite Manot
asked him as he was taking our bags out of the trunk.

He nodded, handing me Touffét's portmanteau and my bag. "'Isthe monkey paying me or are you?"

"I beg your pardon,” | said sternly. | glanced toward Touffét, hoping he hadn't heard the rude remark.
and Rutgers had aready gone up to the front door. "Lady Charlotte's butler will pay you," | said stiffly, and
followed them over to the door.

It opened. A gorillawas standing there, dressed in abutler's cutaway coat and trousers, and white glo

"Good Lord," | said.

"We are here to see Lady Charlotte Valaday," Touffét said, peering at him through his monocle.

The gorilla opened the door farther.

"I am Inspector Touffé and thisis Mr. Rutgers.”

"I think they understand sign language,” | whispered. "Rutgers, do you know any?'

"Come please? Take bags?' the gorillasaid, and | was so surprised | just stood there, gaping.

"Take bags, 9r?" thegorillasaid again.

"Thetaxi'ssix pounds,” thetaxi driver said, reaching past me with his hand outstretched. " And that do
includethetip."

"Pay moment,” the gorillasaid, and turned back to me. "Take bags, sir?"

| had recovered myself sufficiently to hand them to him, trying not to flinch away from those huge p
in their incongruous white gloves, and to murmur, " Thank you."

"Thisway, gir," the gorillasaid, dropping to his gloved knuckles, and led us into an enormous entrywe
"Excuse moment,” the gorillasaid.

It really wastoo odd, hearing that refined, upper-class voice coming out of that enormous gray-black
gorilla.

"Tell Lady Valladay you here." He started out, still on al fours. "Good Lord, Touffé—" | had started
say, when amiddle-aged woman in khaki and pearls bustled in.

"Oh, Inspector Touffét! I'm so glad you're here! Tanny, did you pay the taxi driver?"

"Y es, madam," the gorillasaid.

"Good. Stand up straight. Inspector Touffé, 1'd like you to meet D'Artagnan.”

The gorilla straightened, extended a monstrous gloved hand, and Touffét shook it, albeit a bit gingerl

"D'Artagnan was orphaned by poachersin Uganda when he was only two weeks old," she said.

"Rescued,” D'Artagnan said, pointing at Lady Valaday with awhite-gloved finger.

"l found him in Hong Kong in a cage the size of a shoebox," she said, looking fondly at him. "He's be
here at the Institute twelve years.”

"| thought gorillas couldn't speak,” | said. "He's had alaryngea implant,” she said. "When we tour the
compound, you'll see our surgical unit."

"How'd he get the name D'Artagnan?' Rutgers asked.

"He chose it himself. | don't believe in picking names for primates asif they were pets. Our researct
at the Institute has shown that primates are extremely intelligent. They are capable of high-level thinking,
computation skills, and self-awareness. D'Artagnan is a conscious being, fully capable of making persona
decisions. He's scored 95 on 1Q tests. He named himself after one of the Three Musketeers. It's hisfavor
book."

"Good Lord, he can read, too?' | said.

She shook her head. "Only afew words. | read it doud to him."

D'Artagnan nodded his huge head. "Queen,” he said.

"Y es, he loves the part about the Three Musketeers coming to the queen's aid." She turned to
Rutgers. "And you must be Colonel Bridlings, who chroniclesal his cases."

"Mick Rutgers," he said, extending his sunburnt hand, "of ABN."

She looked confused. "But the press invitations were for the twenty-fifth."

"I'm sure the invitation said the twenty-fourth," he said, fumbling for it in his jacket.



"That'swhat Ms. Fox said. | really must have Heidi start writing my invitations. Her penmanshipism
neater than mine."

"I could come back tomorrow—" Rutgers said.

"No, I'm delighted you're here," she said, and seemed to genuinely mean it. She turned her warm
smile on me. "Then you must be Colond Bridlings."

"Yes. How do you do?'

"I'm s0 pleased to meet all of you. Come," she said, taking Touffét'sarm, "1 want to show you the
compound, but first let me introduce you to everyone."

"Y ou spoke of amurder you wished meto solve?' Touffé said.

"A mystery only you can solve,” she said, smiling that lovely smile. She truly had a gift for making o
fee warmly welcome.

| wished | could say the same of Marwaite Manor, but the spacious glass-and-chrome hall she led us
was as welcoming as a dentist's office. And it was cold! Theicy rain outside the floor-to-ceiling windows
seemed to be falling in the room itself. The only furniture in the room was several uncomfortabl e-lookin
chrome-and-canvas chairs and a small glasstable with greenery and candles on it.

Two people were huddled in the center of the nearly empty hall, next to the glass table—a stout, balc
man, and a pretty young woman in athin dress. The woman had her arms folded across her bosom, asif try
to keep warm, and the stout man's nose was red. A chimpanzee in amaid's gpron, awhite collar, and afrill
was offering them drinks on atray.

They al looked up expectantly as we entered. Lady Valaday grabbed Touffé'sarm. "I have someone
want you to meet, Inspector,” she said, and led him over to the chimpanzee.

"Inspector Touffét, I'd like you to meet Heidi," she said. " She came from a medical research lab, and
one of your most devoted fans."

Now that we were closer to the chimpanzee, | could see that what | had taken for a collar was actual
white bandage round the chimpanzee's shaved neck.

"Shejust had her laryngeal implant, so she can't speak yet," Lady Valaday said, "but she has the highe
of any primate we've ever had here at the Ingtitute, and she's already reading at a primary school level. She
read The Cat in the Hat and all the Curious George books, haven't you, Heidi?' and the chimpanzee grinne
widdly and bobbed her head up and down. "But your books are her favorites, Inspector Touffét. She's cons
after me to read them to her, and sometimes she even tries to read them on her own."

Lady Valaday led Touffét over to the table, her arm linked in his. "Our primates have even outperfor
A-level students on higher-level-thinking tests, but in spite of all the studies the Institute has done, in spit
the overwhelming evidence of their intelligence, people persist in thinking of primates as animals instead
sentient creatures. They continue to put them in zoos, experiment on them, kill them for trophies. That's v
it's so important that the I nstitute continue to exist."

"Continueto exist?' Touffét asked.

“I'm afraid we're sadly in need of funds,” she said. "If we don't find additiona donors soon, we'll be f
to close. We—"

"l beg your pardon,” the stout man said. "I didn't mean to interrupt. | only wanted to tell you how muc
admire your work."

"Thisis Sergeant Eudtis, our local police detective. Perhaps you two can exchange information abou
your investigations.”

"Oh, no," Sergeant Eustis said, fumbling at histie, "I haven't had any interesting cases, compared to v
Touffét."

"What about—" she began, but the sergeant said, "1'd very much like to hear about the Sappinajewel
robbery."

"A very satisfying case," Touffé said, and launched into an account of it.

| wandered over to where the pretty young woman stood by the table and introduced mysdlf.

"Leda Fox," she said, and pointed to a press badge. "I'm areporter with the On-Line Times. And I'm
freezing." She leaned forward to warm her hands over one of the candles. "Y ou'd think with all the billions



Alastair's got, he could afford to turn up the heat."

"Lord Alastair isabillionaire?'

"Y es. He made hisfortunein Al patents.”

"| was wondering how the Institute was financed,” | said.

"Oh, no, the Institute doesn't get a penny. Lord Alastair never approved of primate research. It'sall
financed by donations. So, what's this mystery Inspector Touffét's supposed to solve?’

“I'mafraid | havenoidea," | said, Spping my drink. "What was the media told?"

"Themedia?' she said blankly. "Oh. Y ou mean what were we told? Not much. Just that we wereal in\
to be present at the solving of a mystery by Inspector Touffé. And we were sent a packet of information
primate intelligence.” She frowned. "I wonder what the mystery is.”

"Something to do with the Ingtitute, perhaps?’ | asked. "Lady Charlotte seemed anxious to show us th
facilities."

"She dragged me all over them thismorning," Ledasaid. "Y ou do not like primates?’

She shrugged. "Animalsare al right, | suppose, but one tour is enough. She wants me to go again witl
of you this afternoon, but there's no way I'm going out in that," she said, gesturing at the faling rain. "Tell
have a headache."

Heidi shambled over with atray full of silver goblets, one hand under the tray and the other
dragging thefloor. "What isit?' | asked Leda, taking one of them. "Wassail."

Heidi waddled over to Touffét and Sergeant Eugtis. "Poor Touffé," | said. "Doesn't he like wassail ?" '
doesn't like Christmas.”

"Do you think they're redlly as smart as Lady Charlotte says?' Leda said, watching Heidi offer the tre
the police detective. " She says Heidi can do long division. / can't do long division.”

"Neither can I," | said, but she wasn't listening. She had turned to look at atall manin histhi
who had just walked in. "Who'sthat?" | asked.

"Lady Charlotte's brother, James," she said. "I met him thismorning." She made aface. "Y ou didn't [l
him?'

Sheleaned toward me and whispered, "Drunk." "Well, well, so thisisthe Great Detective," James sai
walking over to Touffét.

Lady Charlotte looked vexed. "Inspector Touffét, my brother, James."

Jamesignored her. "Have you solved my sister's mystery yet? | heard you solve them"—he snapped |
fingers next to Touffét's nose—"like that!"

Touffét stepped back. "Lady Charlotte has not yet informed me of the nature of the mystery."

"Oh, well, then maybe you can solve a mystery for me. Why isit my sister prefers monkeysto her o\
father and brother?'

"James," Lady Vdladay said warningly.

"Heidi!" James said, and snapped hisfingers at her. "Bring me adrink."

The chimpanzee hesitated, looking frightened, and then shambled over to him and offered the tray.

James grabbed a drink and turned back to Touffé. "It's atrue mystery to me. Why would she rather §
her time with abunch of dangerous, smely, stupid—"

"Jamed" Lady Vdladay snapped.

"Oh, that's right. They're not stupid. They can do trigonometry. They can read Shakespeare. |
that right, Heidi?' He tweaked her cap. "How much istwo plustwo, Heidi?!

Heidi looked beseechingly at Lady Charlotte.

"How do you spell 'imbecile,' Heldi?' James persisted.

"That's enough, James," Lady Charlotte said, putting her arm around the chimpanzee. "Heidi, go unpa
Inspector Touffét's bags." She took the tray from her. "That's my good girl."

Lady Charlotte set the tray down. "Inspector, you and Colond Bridlings must both betired," she said
ignoring James, and he turned on his heel and walked out of the room. "Y ou'll want to get settled in and ha
chance to rest before we tour the compound. D'Artagnan will show you to your rooms, and we'll meet in,
an hour in the entryway."



A door dammed, but she paid no attention. "1 do so want you to see our facility.” Sheled usto the dc
"D'Artagnan, take them to their rooms.”

"Yes, madam," he said. He started to drop to all fours but then straightened.

"An hour, then," she said, smiling, and went down the corridor and into another room, shutting the dc
behind her.

D'Artagnan pushed the lift button.

"| don't care'—L ady Charlotte's voice drifted down the hal— "I won't have you ruining this. It'stoo
important.”

"It'smy house," Jamessvoice said.

"It's Father's house."

"It won't beforever," James said, "and when | inherit it, there won't be any monkeysin it. I'm shipping
them back to the jungle the day Father dies.”

"So thisisyour ideaof ajolly Christmas?' | asked Touffét, waiting for him to put on his Inverness ce
had spent the promised half hour attempting to find atelephone. I'd left in such arush, | hadn't had timeto
telephone my sister to tell her | couldn't come. | attempted to ask Heidi, who was unpacking my things, bt
couldn't make her understand, so | went downstairs in search of one myself.

There was one in the study, asmall frigid room across from the solarium. My sister was disappointe
optimistic. "Perhaps your Inspector Touffét will solve the mystery so quickly you can come tonight, or
tomorrow. We could wait dinner.”

"Better not," | said. "We haven't even been told what the mystery isyet.”

| hung up and started back upstairs. As| cameinto the entry-way, | caught aglimpse of Leda, in ahoc
raincoat, going out the front door. She must have changed her mind about touring the compound, | thought
wondered if I'd taken so long the others had left without me, but Touffét wasin his room, putting on awo
sweater and wrapping aknitted scarf around his neck. "At least at my sister's house it'swarm,” | said, "and |
one ever threatensto turn anyone else out.”

"Exactly," Touffét said. "And there are no mysteries." He put on his cape. "Here already there are sev

"Lady Charlotte'stold you why sheinvited us here?' He shook his head. "But certain things have stru
me. What about you, Bridlings? Have you noticed nothing?"

| thought about it. "I've noticed the brother's alout. And that Ms. Fox isvery pretty."

"Pretty. Alas, Bridlings, once again you see only the facade. Y ou do not look at what lies behind. Do
not think it strange that Sergeant Eustis does not wish me to know of hisinteresting cases? All detectives
to brag of their exploits." Wéll, that's certainly true, | thought.

"Andthereisthis" he said, handing me Lady Charlotte'sletter. "Odd, isit not?"

| read it through. "I don't see anything odd about it. She invitesusto come and liststhe train
times."

"Indeed. Look at the second-to-last traintime.” "5:48," 1 said. "Areyou certain?' "Yes. It says—"

"Thefive and the four are quite distinct, are they not? And yet both Mr. Rutgers and Ms. Fox say they
mistook Lady Charlotte's five for afour and thus came aday early," he said, obvioudy in hiselement. "A
mystery, yes? Come, we are late.”

We went down to the entryway. Lady Charlotte and Mick Rutgers were aready there, bundled in coa
scarves. She was telling him about the Ingtitute. " Organizations and ethol o-gists have tried for years to pre
primate habitats and regulate the treatment of primates in captivity, but conditions have only gotten worse
will continue to get worse, so long as people continue to think of them as animals.”

She turned to greet us. "Oh, Inspector, Colonel, we're just waiting for D'Artagnan. He's going to drive
down to the compound. | was just telling Mr. Rutgers about the Ingtitute. Some people do not approve of «
implanting larynxes and dressing primates in clothing, but the only chance they have of survival isfor pec
accept them. And to be accepted, unfortunately, they must stand upright, they must have employable skills
They're necessary to make people realize primates are sentient creatures, that they can think and reason ar



feel aswe do. Did you know that humans and pygmy chimpanzees share ninety-nine percent of their gene
Ninety-nine percent. Our genes are their genes. And yet when the University of Oklahoma discontinued tt
language research project, the apes who had been taught to sign were used in AIDS experiments. Do you
remember Lucy?'

"The chimpanzee who was raised as a human and taught to sSign?' | asked.

" She was shipped back to Gambia, where she was murdered by poachers.” Tears cameto Lady Charlc
eyes. "They cut off her head and hands for trophies. Lucy, who knew three hundred words! Oh, D'Artagnan
thereyou are," she sad.

| turned. D'Artagnan was standing there in the corridor. He was still in his cutaway coat and trousers,
not his white gloves. | wondered how long he'd been there.

"Areyou ready to drive usto the compound, Tanny?' Lady Charlotte asked.

"Lord Alastair. Wish meet Inspector,” he said in that ridiculously small voice.

"Oh, dear," Lady Charlotte said, asif she'd just heard bad news. She bit her lip, and then, asif shed
realized her response needed some sort of explanation, said, "1'd hoped your arriva hadn't wakened him. b
father has so much difficulty deeping. I'm afraid we'll have to wait until tomorrow morning to tour the
compound.”

Sheturned to D'Artagnan. "Tell Nurse Parchtry we'll be up directly,” she said, and as he started to lea
"Where are your gloves, Tanny?"

He promptly put his hairy black paws behind his back and hung his head. "Took off. Dishes. Now can
find."

"Well, go and get another pair out of the pantry." Shetook abunch of keys out of her pocket and han
them to him.

"D'Artagnan sorry," he said, looking ashamed.

“I'm not angry,” she said, putting her arms around his vast back. "Y ou know | love you."

"Loveyou," he said, and flung his huge arms around her.

| looked at Touffét, darmed after what James had said, but D'Artagnan had aready released her and v
asking, "Glovesfirg? Tdl first?!

"Tell Nurse Parchtry first, and then go and get anew pair of gloves." She patted hisarm.

He nodded and lumbered off, Lady Charlotte smiling affectionately after him. "He's such adear,” she
and then continued briskly, "Inspector Touffét, if you don't mind, my father's an invalid and getslonely.”

"But of course | should be happy to meet him," he said.

"Can | meet him, too?' Rutgers said. "I've heard so much about his Al work."

"Of course," Lady Valladay said, but she sounded reluctant. "We'l al go up just for alittle while. My
father tires easily."

She pressed the button for the lift. We stepped inside. "My father's rooms are on the fourth floor," s
said, pressing another button. "1t used to be the nursery." Thelift shot up. "He's beenill for severd years.”

"Thelift opened, and Lady Charlotte led the way to adoor. "Oh, dear,” she said. "'l gave my keysto
D'Artagnan. Nurse Parchtry will haveto let usin."

She knocked. "My father has awonderful nurse. Marveloudy efficient. She's been with usfor nearly
year."

The door started to open. | looked curioudly at it, wondering if Nurse Parchtry would turn out to be e
orangutan in anurse's cap and stethoscope. But the person who opened the door was a thin, disheveled-loc
woman in white trousers and awhite smock.

"May we come in, Nurse Parchtry?' Lady Charlotte asked, and the woman nodded and stepped back t
us through into a small room with plastic chairs and a Formica counter along one side.

"You'd best stay here in the anteroom, though,” the woman said. "Tapiocafor lunch.”

If this was Nurse Parchtry, she looked anything but efficient. One pocket of her smock was torn and
hanging down, and her fine, gray-brown hair had come out of its bun on one side. There was a huge blob
something yellowish-gray on one trouser leg—the tapioca?

No, the tapioca was splattered across the glass-and-chicken-wire partition that separated the room w
were in from the larger one beyond, along with soft brown smears of something. | hoped they weren't whe



they looked like.

| wondered if | had somehow misunderstood, and Lady Charlotte had taken us to see the primate
compound after all instead. The room behind the partition looked amost like a cage, with toys and alarge
rubber tire in the middle of the floor. No, there was a single bed against the far wall and arocking chair b
it.

"He heard the taxi," Nurse Parchtry was saying. "I've told that cabbie to drive quietly. | tried to tell hil
wasjust aparcel arriving for Christmas, but he knew it was guests. He always knows, and then the
just no dealing with him till he seesthem.”

Lady Charlotte nodded sympathetically. "Nurse Parchtry, thisis Inspector Touffét."

"I'm s0 pleased to meet you," Nurse Parchtry said, trying to push the straggle of gray-brown hair behi
her ear. "l am such afan of your detecting. | adored The Case of the Clever Cook. I've dwayswished | co
see you solve one of your murders." She turned to me. "Does he redlly solve them as quickly as you say,
Colond Bridlings?"

Nurse Parchtry turned to Lady Charlotte. "I waswondering— it is Christmas Eve, and | am such afar
Inspector Touffét's— if | might eat downgtairs tonight instead of having atray."

Lady Charlotte glanced uncertainly at the partition. "I don't know. ..."

"Lord Alastair always goesto sleep after he's had his cocoa,” Nurse Parchtry said, gesturing toward t
tray, "and | did so want to hear Inspector Touffét recount some of his celebrated cases. And Lord Alastair’
been very good today."

Therewas asplat, and | looked over at the partition. A large blob of greenish mush was trickling dow
center of the glass, and behind it, holding the plastic bowl it had come out of, was Lord Alastair.

If I had been shocked by the sight of ataking gorilla, | was completely overwhelmed by the sight of
Alastair, computer genius and billionaire, dressed in wrinkled pagjamas, his white hair matted with the gree
stuff held just thrown. He was barefoot, and his teeth were bared in a cunning grin.

"Good Lord," | said, and next to me, Rutgers murmured disbe-lievingly, "Al?"*

Lord Alastair stepped back, hunching his shoulders, and | wondered if we had frightened him, but he!
still grinning. He reared back and spat at us.

"Oh, Father," Lady Charlotte said, and he grinned evilly at her and began smearing the spittle into th
tapioca and the brown streaks, asif he were fingerpainting.

"Oh, dear," Nurse Parchtry said, "and you were so good this morning." She pulled abunch of keys ou
her pocket, hastily unlocked a door next to the partition, and disappeared. She reappeared inside a momen
later with awet towel and began wiping Lord Alastair's hands.

| watched, horrified, afraid he was going to spit on her next, but he only struggled to free his hands,
dapping weakly at her like a naughty child and shouting a string of garbled obscenities.

Beside me, Rutgers seemed hypnotized. "How long has he been like this?'

"It's gotten gradudly worse," Lady Charlotte said. "Ten years."

Nurse Parchtry had Lord Alastair's hands clean and was combing his hair. "Y ou must look nice for yc
guests,” she said, her voice faint but clear through the glass. "Inspector Touffét's here, the famous detectiv

She brought him over to the partition, holding hisleft wrist in afirm grasp. "Lord Alastair, I'd like yc
meet Inspector Touffé&."

Touffé stepped up to the glass and bowed. "1'm pleased to meet you."

"Inspector Touffét's come to solve amystery for us, Father," Lady Charlotte said.

"Yes," Touffét said, "1 am interested to know more of this mystery."

There was aknock at the door behind us. "Shall 17" | asked Lady Charlotte.

"Please," shesaid, and | unlocked and opened it. It was Heidi, bearing atray with atoddler's lidded cu
aplate of graham biscuitsonit.

| stepped back so she could enter, and as soon as she did, Lord Alastair exploded. Hisleft a
came up sharply, clipping Nurse Parchtry on the chin, and she reeled back, cradling her jaw. He began pou
on the glass with both hands and hooting wildly. Heidi watched him, clutching the tray, her eyes wide with
fright.

"Oh, dear," Lady Charlotte said. "Heidi, set the tray down on the counter.”



Heidi did, her eyes ill on Lord Alastair, then bobbed a curtsey and ran awkwardly out on al fours. |
Alastair continued pounding for amoment and then walked over to the plastic bowl, sat down on the floor,
began licking the inside of the bowl.

Rutgers shook his head sadly. "Ten years," he murmured.

Nurse Parchtry disappeared and then reappeared at the door, her jaw and cheek scarlet.

"He doesn't like Heidi," she said unnecessarily. "Or D'Artagnan.” She put her hand wincingly up to he
cheek. "He threw the rocking chair the last time D'Artagnan brought in his lunch.”

"I think you'd best put someice on that," Lady Charlotte said. "And with Father so upset, | think perhe
you'd better eat up here tonight.”

"Oh, no!" Nurse Parchtry said desperately. "Hell quiet down now. He always does after—"

There was a banging on the door, and Touffé moved to open it. James burst in, clutching his thumb.
will not believe what that monster just did!"

| whedled and looked at the partition, thinking Lord Alastair must have gotten out somehow, but he w
still sitting in the middle of the floor. HE'd put the bowl on his head.

"He grabbed my hand and tried to tear it off. Look!" Hethrust it at Lady Charlotte. "I think it's broken

| couldn't see any telltale redness like that on Nurse Parch-try's jaw.

"The brutetried to kill me!" he said.

"What brute?' Lady Charlotte asked.

"What brute? That ape of yours! | was walking down the corridor, and he suddenly reached out and
grabbed me."

Heturned to us. "I'vetried to tell my sister her apes are dangerous, but she won't listen!™

"I thought that gorillas had very gentle natures,” Rutgers said.

"That's what the so-called scientists at my sister's Institute say, that they're all harmless as kittens, th
they wouldn't hurt afly! Well, what about this?' he said, shaking his hand at us again. "When we're al murc
in our beds some morning, don't say | didn't warn you!"

He stormed out, but his ragings had roused Lord Alastair, who was pounding on the glass again.

"Hell go to deep as soon as he's had his cocoa," Nurse Parch-try said pleadingly. "He aways does, a
today he didn't have anap. And I'd have the monitor with me. I'd be able to hear him if he woke up. And it's
Chrisgmas Evel"

"All right," Lady Charlotte said, relenting. "But if he wakes up, you'll have to come straight back up h

"I will, | promise,” she said, asgiddily asif shewere Cinderella promising to leave the ball by midnic
"Oh, thiswill be such fun!"

"It'shardly my ideaof fun,” | told Touffé aswe were going down for dinner. "I'd much rather be at m:
sister's. And I'll wager Lady Charlotte would rather be, too. It's obvious why she prefers apes, with afather
abrother like that."

"The father isamillionaire," Touffé said thoughtfully. "Isthat not so?"

"Billionaire," | said.

"Ah. | wonder who isit that inherits his estate when he dies? | wonder also what makes Nurse
Parchtry stay with such a disagreeable patient?' He rubbed his hands, obviousy enjoying himself. “So
many mysteries. And perhaps there will be more at dinner."

There were, the first one being whether Lady Charlotte was even aware it was Christmas. There were
decorations on the table, no holly or pine garlands decking the dining room, and no heat. Leda, who hac
changed into a fetching little strapless dress, was shivering with cold.

And the dinner was utterly ordinary, no boar's head, no goose, no turkey, only some underseasoned
and some overdone beef, al served by D'Artagnan, in new gloves, and Heidi. Hardly afestive holiday feas

Lady Charlotte didn't appear to notice. She was well launched on the subject of primate intelligence,
apparently grateful that her brother, James, hadn't come down to dinner. Nurse Parchtry wasn't there eithe
Apparently her patient hadn't gone off to deep as easily as she'd hoped.



"One of the prejudices we're working to overcome isthat primate behavior isinstinctive,” Lady Chat
said. "We've done research that demonstrates conclusively their behavior is intentional. Primates are cape
of conscious thought, of planning, and learning from experience, and of having insights.”

Just after the soup course (tinned), Nurse Parchtry hurried in and sat down between Leda and me. Sh
changed out of her uniform into agray chiffon thing with floating draperies, and shewas all smiles.

"He'sfinally adeep,” she said breathlesdy, setting awhite plastic box on thetable. A series of whee;
and gasping noises came fromi it. "It's ababy monitor. So | can hear Lord Alastair if he wakes up.”

How nice, | thought. Midway through dinner we shall be treated to a stream of animal screams and
obscenities.

"What isit that Lord Alastair suffersfrom?' | asked.

"Dementia,”" she said, "and hatefulness, neither one of which isfatal, unfortunately. He could live for
years. Thank you, Heidi," she said, as the chimpanzee set a plate of fishin front of her. "lsn't this exciting,
Heidi, having Inspector Touffé& here?"

Heidi nodded.

"Heidi and | are both mystery fans. We've been reading The Case of the Crushed Skull, haven't we?!

Heldi nodded again and signed something to Nurse Parchtry.

" She says she thinks the vicar did it," she said. She signed rapidly to Heidi. "I think it was the ex-wife
Which of usisright, Colond Bridlings?'

Neither, as amatter of fact, though | had to give Heidi credit. / had thought it was the vicar, too. "I dc
want to spoil the ending,” | said, and Heidi bobbed her head in approval.

"He was dways a dreadful man," Nurse Parchtry said, returning to the topic of Lord Alastair. "And,
unfortunately, his son'sjust like him." She lowered her voice to awhisper. "Which iswhy he left everythir
him in hiswill, | suppose. A pity. Hell only gambleit away."

"Hegambles?' | sad.

"He's horribly in debt," she whispered. "1 heard him on the phone only this morning, pleading with hic
You see, Lord Alastair arranged hismoney so it can't be touched until his death, which | suppose is agooc
thing. Otherwise there'd be nothing left." She shook her head. "It's Lady Charlotte | fed sorry for."

She leaned closer, her draperies drifting across my arm. "Did you know Lord Alastair stopped her fri
marrying her true love? Shefell in love with one of his Al scientists, Phillip Davidson—Phillip was the ol
who got her interested in primate intelligence—and when Lord Alastair found out, he trumped up charges
industrial espionage against him, ruined his reputation, forced him to emigrate. Lady Charlotte never mart

Touffét would be interested in knowing that, | thought. | glanced at him, but he was watching
Mick Rutgers, who was listening to Lady Charlotte talk of her apes accomplishments.

"D'Artagnan has learned eight hundred words, and over fifty sentences,”" she said. "Wework for two t
aday on vocabulary." She smiled at D'Artagnan, who was removing the fish course. "And for an hour on se
skills"

Heidi began serving the roast beef. The snores and wheezes from the baby monitor subsided to a hea
even breathing.

"Heidi and | work on her reading for two hours a day, and she reads on her own for another hour. Hei
Lady Charlotte said, stopping her as she set a plate of roast beef down in front of Leda. "Tell Inspector Tc
what your favorite caseis."

Heidi signed rapidly, grinning widdly.

"The Case of the Cat's Paw," Lady Charlotte trandated.

Touffét looked pleased. "Ah, yes, amost satisfying case," he said, and launched into an account of it.

"What'sacat's paw?' Ledawhispered to me. "It'snot like arabbit'sfoot, isit?'

"No," | said. "It's when someone uses another person for their own ends. It comes from an old tale at
monkey who used acat's paw to pull chestnuts out of thefire."

"That'scruel" Nurse Parchtry said.

"No crueler than keeping apes captive and dressing them up in human clothes,” Leda hissed.

"Y ou don't approve of Lady Charlotteswork?' Nurse Parchtry said, shocked.

"N-no, of course | didn't mean that," Leda said, looking flustered. She took aforkful of roast beef an



then laid it back down on her plate.

"Lady Charlotte has only the primates best interests at heart in all her work," Nurse Parchtry said fir
"She's utterly devoted to them, and they'd do anything for her. She saved them, you know, from terrible fal
Heidi was being experimented on."

Lady Charlotte had apparently heard the last part of that. "Experiments?' she said, interrupting Touff
the middle of his case. "Primates are still being experimented on, in spite of our having proved they're
conscious creatures and can feel pain just aswe do. Our research has shown that they can acquire knowlec
solve complex problems, use tools, and manipulate language. Everything that humans can do."

"Not quite," Sergeant Eustis said. "They can't commit crimes or tell lies. Or cheat at cards.”

"Asamatter of fact,” Mick Rutgers said, "primates can."

"Chedt at cards?' Sergeant Eustis said. "Don't tell me D'Artagnan plays poker, too?"

Everyone laughed.

"Various studies have shown that gpes are capable of deception,” Rutgerssaid. "Apesin thewild
frequently hide food and then retrieve it when the rest of the troop is aslegp, and signing apes who have dc
something naughty will lie when asked whether they did it. Severa times Lucy hid akey in her mouth and
waited until her owners were gone, and then let herself out. Their ability to lie and deceive is proof of the
capability for higher forms of thinking, since it involves determining what another creature thinks and hov
can befooled."

Lady Charlotte was looking curioudy at Rutgers. "Y ou seem to know agreat deal about primates, fol
reporter,” she said.

"It wasin theinformationa packet you sent," he said.

"And you're quite right, they are capable of deception,” she said. "But they are a so capable of affecti
fear, grief, gentleness, and devotion. They are far better creatures than we are.”

"Isthat why they attack people for no reason?' James said, coming in and sitting down next to his sis
He snapped hisfingers, and Heidi hurried to bring him a plate of roast beef, looking frightened. "Is that wi
University of Oklahoma had to shut down their research program after one of their apes bit the finger off
visiting surgeon? Because they're better creatures?”

He snatched the plate away from Heidi. "Has my sister told you about Lucy yet? Poor Lucy, who got
back to the jungle to be killed by poachers? Did she tell you why Lucy got sent back? Because she attacke
owner." He smiled maicioudy at Heidi. "That could happen to you, too, you know. And your friend
D'Artagnan.”

"I'd attack my owner, too, if | were an intelligent creature being treated like adave," Mick Rutgers s
and Lady Charlotte gave him agrateful look, and then frowned, asif she were trying to place something.

I'd hoped there would at least be a plum pudding in honor of Christmas, but there was only vanilla cu
which reminded me unpleasantly of Lord Alastair's tapioca, but at least it meant an end to the meal. When
Charlotte said, "Shall we adjourn to the solarium?’ | practically leaped out of my chair.

"Not yet," Touffét said. "Madam, you till have not informed me of the mystery you wished meto sol

"All in good time," she said. "We must play agame first. No Christmas Eve is complete without gam
Who wantsto play Hunt the Slipper?"

"l do," Nurse Parchtry piped up and then looked nervous, asif she should not have called attention to
herself.

"l have no intention of hunting all over the house for someone's smelly shoe," James said, and Touffe
shot him an approving glance.

"How about Musical Chairs?’

"No. That's as bad as Hunt the Slipper,” James said. "I think we should play Animal, Vegetable, or
Minerd."

"That's because you're so good at it," Lady Charlotte said, but some of the bitterness seemed to have
out of both their voices, perhaps because it was, after all, Christmas Eve.

Lady Charlotte led the way to thelibrary. "I'm so glad Lord Alastair is still adeep,” Nurse Parchtry s



me as we followed Lady Charlotte. She held the monitor up closeto my ear. | could barely hear hisfaint,
breathing. "He won't wake up for hours,” she said happily. "I love Christmas games.”

"Y ou should have come with meto my sigter's, Touffét," | whispered to him. ™Y ou would only have h
play charades."

"Who shall befirgt?' Lady Charlotte said after we'd settled ourselvesin the canvas chairs. " Sergeant
Eustis? Y ou must go and stand out in the corridor while we decide on an object.”

Sergeant Eustis obligingly went out of the room and shut the door behind him.

"All right, what shall it be?' Lady Charlotte said brightly.

"Vegetable" Ledasad.

"A Christmastree," Nurse Parchtry said eagerly.

"He'd guessthat inaminute,” James said. "A literary character. It always takes them at least a dozen
guestionsto determineit's fictional .”

"Father Christmas!" Nurse Parchtry said.

Everyoneignored her.

"What do you think it should be, Inspector Touffét?' Lady Charlotte asked.

"The mystery which you asked me hereto solve," Touffé said.

"No, that's too complicated,” Lady Charlotte said. "I've got it! Fingerprints! It's perfect for apolice
officer."

A spirited discussion ensued over whether fingerprints were animal, vegetable, or mineral, and, unak
decide, they chose Goldilocks instead.

"She'safictional character, and she committed acrime.”

Sergeant Eustiswas called in and began guessing. As predicted, he used thirteen of histwenty questi
to determine that it was afictional character, and then astonished everyone by guessing "Goldilocks'
immediatdly.

"How did you guess?' Leda asked.

"It'sadways Goldilocks," he said. "Because I'm a police detective. Breaking and entering, you know."

One by one, everyone except Touffét took their turn at standing in the corridor and attempting to
guess—a plum pudding (Nurse Parchtry's suggestion), the dlipper in Hunt the Slipper, a map of Borneo, ar
pair of embroidery scissors.

When it was James's turn, he demanded to be allowed to take a chair with him out into the corridor. *
don't intend to stand there forever while you all try to pick something that will fool me. | must warn you, |
never falled to guess the answer."

"He'squiteright,” Lady Charlotte said, smiling. "Last Christmas he guessed it in four."

"Mistletoe," Nurse Parchtry said.

"It's got to be afictional character," Rutgers said. "He admitted himsdlf it's the hardest to guess.”

"No, hisisaways afictional character. It needs to be someone real. And someone obscure. Anastasi

"I would hardly call Anastasiaobscure,” | said.

"No, but if he asks'lsthe person living? we can say we don't know, and hell think it's afictional
character.”

"What if he'saready asked if it'safictiona character and we've said no?"

"But it was afictiona character," Ledasaid. "l saw the Disney filmwhen | waslittle.

"And when he asksif it'sanimal, vegetable, or mineral," Sergeant Eustis said. "We can say mineral.
Because her body was burned to ashes.”

"We don't know that," Lady Charlotte said. "Her bones have never been found.”

It was a good thing James had insisted on the chair. It took us nearly fifteen minutes to decide, durin
which time Touffé looked increasingly asif he were going to explode.

"But, if he knows we know he always guessesfictiona characters," Sergeant Eustis said, "then helll th
we won't choose one, so we should.”

"King Kong," Nurse Parchtry said.



There was an embarrassed silence.

"I think perhaps we should avoid any referencesto primates,” Lady Charlotte said finaly.

Wefinaly decided on R2D2, who was both minera and animal (the actor inside him) and fictiona a
red (the actua tin can), and had the advantage of being from an old movie, which Lady Charlotte said her
brother never watched.

James guessed it in four questions.

"All right,” Lady Charlotte said, looking round the room. "Who hasn't gone yet? Mr. Rutgers?”

"I was a pair of embroidery scissors, remember?’

"Oh, yes. Mr. Touffé, you're the only one left. Come dong. I'm sure you'll solve it even more quickl
than my brother."

"Madam," Touffét said and his voice was deadly quiet. "I did not come to Marwaite Manor to play at
games. | came in response to your request to solve amystery. | wish to know what it is."

Either Lady Charlotte was tired of thinking up things, or she sensed the deadliness in Touffét's voice

"You're quiteright,” she said. "It istime. What Inspector Touffé said istrue. | asked him here to solv
mystery, amystery so baffling only the greatest detective in the world could solve it."

She stood up, asif to make a speech. "The research my Ingtitute has done has proved that primates ar
capable of higher-thinking skills and complex planning, that they can think and understand and speak and e
write."

"Madam," Touff& said, half-rising.

She waved him back to sitting. "The mystery that | wish Inspector Touffét to solveisthis: Sinceit ha
been proved that primates have thoughts and ideas equivaent to those of humans, that they are by every
standard human, why are they not treated as human? Why do they not have lega standing in the courts? Wi
they not allowed to vote and own property? Why have they not been given their civil rights? Inspector Tol
only you can solve this mystery. Only you can give us the answer! Why are apes not given equal standing v
humans?'

"You've been taken in, Touff&," | said, | must admit with some pleasure. "Lady Charlotte only invited
here as a publicity stunt. She wanted you to be a pitchman for her Institute.” | laughed. "Thistimeit'syou v
the cat's paw. She's using you to get chimpanzees the vote."

"A cat's paw," he said, offended. "I do not allow myself to be used asacat's paw." He pulled hisbag o
top of the bureau. "What time is the next train to your sister's?"

"You'releaving?' | said.

"We areleaving,” he said. "Telephone your sister and tell her we will arrive tonight. Inspector Touffé
does not allow himself to be used by anyone."

Wl at any rate my sister would be happy, | thought, going downstairs to telephone her. | pulled the
schedule out of my pocket. If we were able to catch the 9:30 train, we could be there before mid
| wondered whether Lady Charlotte would arrange for usto be driven to the station, and whether the drive
would be D'Artagnan. | decided under the circumstances I'd better phone for ataxi aswell. D'Artagnan wa
devoted to her. He might not like the idea of our leaving.

| started to open the door of the study and then stopped at the sound of awoman'svoice. "No, it's goi
fine" she said. "Y ou should have seen me. | was gredt. | even ate roast beef." There was a pause. " Tomorro
while they're touring the compound. Listen, I've gottago."

| backed hastily away, not wishing to be caught eavesdropping, and into the solarium. For amoment |
thought there were two people standing by the window, and then | redlized it was Heidi and D'Artagnan. He
was signing animatedly to the gorilla, and he was nodding.

They stopped as soon asthey saw me, and D'Artagnan started toward me. "Help you, sir?!

"I'm looking for atelephone,” | said, and he led me out into the corridor and over to the study.

| phoned my sister. "Oh, good,” she said. "I'll meet you at the station. Have you had dinner?”

"Only ahbite."

“I'll bring you a sandwich."



When | got back upstairs, Touffét was aready waiting by the lift with our bags. "Have you tel ephone
ataxi?' he asked, pushing the lift button.

"Yes," I'd started to say, when the air was split by ashrill, terrified scream from somewhere above us

"Good Lord, Touffét!" | said. "It sounds like someone's being murdered.”

"No doubt Lady Charlotte has discovered | am leaving," he said dryly, and pushed the button again.

Rutgers came tumbling out of hisroom, and Leda's blonde head appeared. "What was that? It sounde
an anima being tortured.”

"I think we should take the stairs," | said, but before | could turn, the lift opened, and Nurse Parchtry
into my arms.

"It'sLord Alagtair!" she sobbed. "He's dead!"

"Dead?' Touffé said.

"Yed" shesaid. "You must come!” She stepped back into the lift. "I think he's been murdered!”

We followed her into the lift. "Murdered?' Mick Rutgers said from down the hall, but the door was
already shutting.

"Seeif Sergeant Eustis has gone," Touffét called through the closing door. "Now," he said to Nurse
Parchtry asthe lift started. "Tell me exactly what happened. Everything. After the games did you return to
nursery?’

"Yes. No, | went to my room to finish wrapping my Christmas presents,” she said guiltily. "I had thek
monitor with me."

"And you heard nothing?' Touffét asked.

"No. | thought he was deeping. He wasn't making any noise at dl." She started to sob again. "l didn't k
the monitor was broken."

The lift doors parted, and we stepped out. The door to the anteroom stood gjar. "Was this door open
you arived?'

"Yes," she said, leading the way into the anteroom. "And this one, too." She pointed at the door to the
nursery. "l thought hed gotten out. But then | saw ... him. .. ." She buried her head in my jacket.

"Come, madam,”" Touffé said sternly. "Y ou must pull yoursalf together. Y ou said you had always wis
to see me solve amystery. Now you shall, but you must help me.”

"You'reright, I did. I will," she said, but when we went into the nursery, she hung back reluctantly anc
grabbed on to my arm for support.

The place was ashambles. Lord Alastair's bed had been overturned and the bedclothes dragged off it.
pillows had been torn up, the stuffing flung in handfuls about the room. The rocking chair, bowls, toys,
tire—all looked as if they had been thrown about the room in aviolent rage. Lord Alastair lay on his back
the middle of the floor, half on a rumpled blanket, his face swollen and purple.

"Did you touch anything?" Touffét asked, looking around the room.

"No," Nurse Parchtry said. "1 knew from your cases not to." She clapped her hand to her mouth. "I did
touch him. | took his pulse and listened to his heart. | thought perhaps he wasn't deed."

He looked dead to me. His face was a horrible purplish-blue color, his tongue pushing out of hismo
his eyes bulging, his neck bruised. And she was a nurse. She should have known at a glance there was no h
of resuscitation.

"Did you touch anything else?" Touffét said, squatting down and holding out his monocle to look clo
a Lord Alastair's neck.

"No," shesaid, "l screamed, and then | ran to find you."

"Where did you scream?”

"Where?' she said blankly. "Right here. By the body."

He stood up and looked at the glass partition and then walked over to the wall. The baby monitor lay
against it, its back off and the front of the case broken in two pieces.

"That's why there was no sound from the monitor,” | said. "That means he could have been killed any
after dinner.”

"And no one hasan dibi," Nurse Parchtry said. "Wewere al out in the corridor by ourselvesfor seve
minutes.”



Touffé had picked up the baby monitor and was examining the switch. " Should you be doing that?" |
asked. "Won't it smudge the fingerprints?”

"There are no fingerprints,” he said, putting the monitor back down, "and none on the neck ether."

"l warned you!" James said, appearing in the doorway. "1 told you that ape was dangerous, and now he
killed my father!" He strode over to the body.

"l need to secure this crime scene," Sergeant Eustis said, coming into the room, unreeling yards and
of yellow "Do Not Cross' tape. "I'll have to ask al of you to leave. Don't touch anything," he said sharply t
James, who was putting his hand to hisfather's neck. "Thisis amurder investigation. I'll want to question
everyone downgairs."

"Murder investigation!" James said. "There's no need for any investigation! I'll tell you who murderec
father. It wasthat

2a”

"The evidence will tell uswho killed him," Sergeant Eustis said, walking back over to the body. "Insp
Touffét, comelook at this. It'sahair.”

He pointed to along, coarse black hair lying on Lord Alastair's pgjamad chest.

"There! Look at that!" James said. "There's your evidence!”

Sergeant Eustis took out an evidence bag and a pair of tweezers and carefully placed the hair inthe b
While dl thiswas going on, Touffé& had walked over to the far wall and was looking at the lidded cup, whi
had apparently hit the wall and bounced. Cocoa was splattered acrossthe wall in along arc. Touffét pickec
the cup, pried off the lid, sniffed at the contents, and then dipped afinger in and licked it off.

"Y ou mustn't touch that!" Sergeant Eustis said, racing over, trailing long loops of yellow. "The
fingerprints!”

"You will not find any fingerprints,” Touffét said. "The murderer wore gloves."

"You see!" James shouted. "Even the Great Detective knows D'Artagnan did it. Why aren't you out
capturing him? He's liable to kill someone €lse!”

Touffét ignored him. He handed Sergeant Eustis the cup. "Have the residue analyzed. | think it will yi
interesting results.”

Sergeant Eudtis put the cup into an evidence bag and handed it to the young constable who'd just arriy
and was gaping at Lord Alastair. "Have the residue analyzed," Sergeant Eustis said, "and take al these peor:
downgtairs. | will want to question everyone in the house."

"Question!" Jamesraged. "Thisisawaste of time. It's obvious what happened here. | warned you!™

"Yes," Touffé said, looking curioudy at James. "Y ou did.”

| was surprised that Touffét didn't object to being herded out of the nursery and into the lift by the
constable, along with everyone el se, but he only said, "Has Lady Charlotte been told?"

“I'll tell her," Mick Rutgers volunteered, and Touffét gazed at him for along moment, asif hismind\
elsawhere, and then nodded. He continued to look at Rutgers as he went down the corridor and then turnex
me. "Who do you think committed the murder, Bridlings?'

"It seems perfectly straightforward,” | said. "James said the apes were dangerous, and, unfortune
It appears he was right."

"Appears, yes. That is because you see only the surface.”

"Wdll, what do you see?' | demanded. "The old man's been strangled, furniture's been smashed, there
gorillahair on the body."

"Exactly. It islike ascene out of amystery novel. | have something | wish you to do," he said abruptly
wish you to find Leda Fox and tell her Sergeant Eustis wishesto speak to her."

"But hedidn't say he—"

"He said he wished to question everyone."

"Y ou don't think Leda had anything to do with this?' | said. " She can't have. She's not strong enough. L
Alastair was strangled. There was aterrific struggle.”



"So it would appear,” he said. He motioned me out of the room.

| went up to Leda's room and was surprised to find her packing. "I'm not staying in the same house wi
killer gorilla," she said. "A cold house with akiller gorilla"

"No one'salowed to leave," | said. "Sergeant Eustis wants to question you."

| was surprised at her reaction. She went completely white. "Question me?' she sammered. "What at

"Who saw what, where we al were at the time of the murder, and that sort of thing, | suppose,” | said,
trying to reassure her.

"But | thought they knew who did it," shesaid, "'l thought D'Artagnan did it."

"Knowing who did it and proving it are two different things,” | said. "I'm certainit's just routine.”

She started up to the nursery, and | went back to the study to find Touffé. He wasn't there, nor was h
his room. Perhaps he'd gone back up to the nursery, too. | went out to the lift, and it opened, revealing Lac
Charlotte. She looked pale and drawn. "Oh, Colond Bridlings,” she said, "where is Inspector Touffét?"

“I'm afraid | don't—"

"l am here, madam," Touffét said, and | turned and looked at him in surprise, wondering where he'd c
from.

"Oh, Inspector,” she said, clutching at hishands. "I know | brought you here under false pretenses, bu
you must solve this murder. D'Artagnan could not possibly have killed my father, but my brother is detern
to—" She broke down.

"Madam, compose yourself," Touffé said. "l must ask you two questions. First, are any of your hous
keysmissng?'

"l don't know," she said, pulling the bunch of keys out of her pocket and examining them. "The key to
nursery,” she said suddenly. "But the keys have been with me al day. No, | didn't have them when we we
up to see my father, and Nurse Parchtry had to let usin. Let's see, | had them this morning, and then |
gave them to D'Artagnan because he'd misplaced his gloves—" She stopped, asif suddenly aware ¢
what sheld said. "Oh, but you don't think he—"

"My second question isthis," Touffét said, "when your father had difficult days, could you hear him ¢
lower floors of the house?"

"Sometimes,” she said. "If only we'd heard him tonight. Poor old . . ." she clutched tearfully at Touffe
deeve. "Please say you will stay and solve the murder.”

"| have already solved it," he said. "I request that you ask everyone to come into the parlor, including
Sergeant Eudtis, and give them a glass of sherry. Bridlingsand | will join you shortly."

As soon as she was gone, Touffé turned to me. "What time isthe last train to Sussex?"

"Eleven-fourteen,” | said.

"Excellent," he said, consulting his pocket watch. "M ore than enough time. Y ou shall be at your siste
time to burn your fingers on theraisins.”

"We don't play Snapdragon,” | said. "We play charades. And how can you have solved the crime so
quickly? Sergeant Eustis's men haven't even had time to gather evidence, let alone run forensics tests.”

He waved his hand dismissively. "Forensics, evidence, they tell us only how the murder was done, nc

They also frequently tell us who, | would have said, if Touffé had given me the opportunity, but hew
still expounding.

" 'Why' isthe only question that matters," he said, "for if we know the ‘why," we know both who did th
murder and how it was done. Go and tell your sister we will be on the train without fail."

| went downstairs and telephoned my sister again. "Oh, good,” she said, "we re going to play Dumb
Crambo thisyear!"

As| hung up, Touffét said, "Bridlings!"

| turned round, expecting to see him in the door. There was no one there. | went out into the corridor
looked up the stairs.

"Bridlings," Touffé said again, from inside the room. | went back in.

"Bridlings, come here a once. | need you," Touffét said, and laughed.

"Where are you?' | asked, wondering if this was some sort of ventriloquist's joke.



"Inthe nursery,” he said. "Can you hear me?"

Wil of course | could hear him or | wouldn't be answering him. "Yes," | said, looking al round the |
and finally spying the baby monitor, half hidden behind aclock on one of the bookshelves. | reached to pi
up. "Don't pick it up,” he said. "Y ou will ruin the forensic evidence you consider so important.”

"Do you want me to come up to the nursery?"

“That will not be necessary. | have found out what | wished to know. Go into the parlor and make sure
Lady Charlotte has assembled everyone.”

She had, though not in the parlor. "We don't have aparlor,” she said, meeting me in the corridor as| «
out of thelibrary. "I've put everyone in the solarium, where we were last night. | hope that's dl right.”

"I'msureit will befing" | said.

"And | didn't have any sherry." She stopped at the door. "1 had Heidi make Singapore dings.”

"Probably avery good idea," | said, and opened the door.

L eda was perched on a canvas-covered hassock, with Rutgers behind her. The nurse sat in one of the
canvas chairs, and the police sergeant perched next to her on the coffee table. James leaned agail
one of the bookshelves with adrink in his hand. D'Artagnan stood over by the windows.

Asl camein, they al, except James and Heidi, who was offering him atray of drinks, looked up
expectantly and then relaxed.

"Isit true?' Leda asked eagerly. "Has Monsieur Touffét solved the crime? Does he know who murdel
Lord Alagtair?"

"Weall know who murdered my father," James said, pointing at D'Artagnan. "That animal flew into
and strangled him! 1sn't that right, Inspector Touffé&?" he said to Touffét, who had just comein the door. "
father waskilled by that animal I"

"So | at first thought,” Touffét said, polishing his monocle. "A gorilla goes out of control, kills Lord
Alastair in aviolent rage, and destroys the nursery as he might his cage, throwing the furniture and the dis
againgt the wall. The baby monitor, also, was thrown against the wall and broken, which was why the nurse
not hear the murder being committed."”

"You see!" James said to his sister. "Even your Great Detective says D'Artagnan did it."

"| said that so it seemed at first,” Touffét said, looking irritated at the remark about the Great Detecti
"but then | began to notice things—the fact that there were no signs of forcible entry, that the balby monitc
been switched off before it was thrown against the wall, that though it looked like a scene of great violenc
none of us had heard anything—things that made me think, perhapsthisisnot aviolent crimeat al, but a
carefully planned murder.”

"Carefully planned!" James shouted. " The gorilla choked the life out of himin afit of animal rage.”" -
turned to Sergeant Eu-stis. "Why aren't you upstairs, gathering forensic evidence to prove that was what
happened?’

"| do not need the forensic evidence," Touffét said. He took out a meerschaum pipe and filled it. "To
this murder, | need only the motive."

"The motive?' James shouted. "Y ou don't ask abear what his motive isfor biting off someone's head,
you?It'sawild anima!"

Touffét lit his pipe and took severa long puffsonit. "So | begin by asking myself," he went on
implacably, "who had amotive for killing Lord Alastair? Y our father's will left everything to you, Lord Ja
didit not?'

"Yes," James said. "You're not suggesting | put that gorillaup to—"

"I do not suggest anything. | say only that you had amotive." He picked up his monocle and surveyed
crowd. "Asdoes Miss Fox."

"What?' Leda said, twitching her dress down over her thighs. "'l never even met Lord Aladtair.”

"What you say isthe truth,” Touffé said, "though it isthe only true thing you have said since your arr
that is. You have even lied about your name, is that not so? Y ou are not Leda Fox, the reporter. You are
Genevieve Wrigley."



Lady Charlotte gasped.

"Who's Genevieve Wrigley?' | asked.

"The head of the ARA," Touffét said, looking steadily at her. "The Animal Rescue Army."

Lady Charlotte had jumped up. "Y ou're here to steal D'Artagnan and Heidi from me!™ She turned
beseechingly to Touffé. "You mustn't let her. The ARA areterrorigts.”

| looked wonderingly at Leda, or rather Genevieve. Lady Charlotte wasright about the ARA, it was a
terrorist organization, a sort of IRA for animals. 1'd seen them on television, blowing up cosmetics compes
and holding zookeepers hostage, but Leda— Genevieve didn't look like them at all.

Touffét said sternly, "Y ou came herein disguise with the intention of liberating Lady Charlotte's anil
no matter what violent means were necessary."

"That'sright," Leda, or rather, Genevieve, said, rearing back dangeroudly, and | was grateful there was
room anywhere for abomb in that dress. "But | wouldn't have killed animals. | love animals!”

"Releasing petsinto awildernessthey can't survivein?' Lady Charlotte said bitterly. " Sending primat
back into the jungleto be killed by poachers? Y ou don't love animals. Y ou don't love anyone but yoursel v
WEéll, now you've gonetoo far. Y ou've murdered my father, and I'll see you convicted.”

"Why would | murder your father?' Genevieve sneered. "You'rethe one |l wanted to murder!"

At her words, D'Artagnan and Heidi both moved protectively toward Lady Charlotte.

"Dressing primates up like servants, holding them captive here. Y ou're daves!" she said to D'Artagna
"Shetelsyou she lovesyou, but shejust wants to endave you!"

D'Artagnan took athreatening step toward her, his huge white-gloved fist raised. "It's all right,
D'Artagnan,” Lady Charlotte said. "Inspector Touffé won't let her hurt me.”

Genevieve dumped back in her chair and glared at Touffé. "'l can't believe you found me out," she sai
even ate apiece of that disgusting mest at dinner."

"We were discussing your motive," Touffét said. "Terrorists do not murder secretly. Their crimes ar:
no use unlessthey take credit for them. And by killing Lord Alastair, you might have given the Institute be
publicity, but you would not necessarily have succeeded in closing the Ingtitute. Sympathetic donations Im
have poured in. How much better to blow up the Ingtitute's buildings. It istrue, you might have killed prim
but your organization has been known to kill animals before, in the name of saving them.”

"Y ou can't provethat!" she said sullenly.

"There are wire and detonating capsin your luggage." He turned to Sergeant Eudtis. "Ms. Wrigley wa
at the compound this afternoon. When we have concluded our business here, | would suggest searching it
plastic explosives."

Sergeant Eustis nodded and came over to stand behind Genevieve's chair. Sherolled her eyesin disg
and crossed her arms over her chest.

"Ms. Wrigley had amotive for murder, but sheis not the only one." Hetook severa puffs on his pipe
"Everyonein thisroom has amotive. Y es, even you, Captain Bridlings."

"1?' | sad.

"Y ou long to spend Christmas at your sister's house, do you not? If Lord Alastair is murdered, the
Christmas celebration at Marwaite Manor will be cancelled, and you will be free to attend your sister's
celebration instead.”

“If I'm not detained for questioning,” | said. "And | hardly think wanting to spend Christmas with my
Is an adequate motive for murdering a harmless, helpless old man."

Touffét held up an objecting finger. "Helpless, perhaps, but not harmless. But | quite agree with you,
Bridlings, your motive is not adequate. People, though, have often murdered for inadequate motives. But \
Bridlings, are incapable of murder, and that iswhy | do not suspect you of the crime.”

"Thank you," | said dryly.

"But. Itisamotive," Touffét said. "Asfor Lady Charlotte, she hastold al of us her motive thisvery
evening at dinner. She has no money for her Ingtitute. Sheisin danger of losng D'Artagnan and Heidi and
her other primates unless she obtains alarge sum of money. And she loves them even more than she love:
father."

"But her father'swill left all hismoney to her brother,” | blurted out.



"Exactly," Touffét said, "so her brother must be eliminated aswell, and what better method than to ha
him convicted of murder?"

"But Charlotte would never—" Rutgers said, rising involuntarily to hisfeet.

Shelooked at himin surprise.

"That is the conclusion to which | came aso. Do not excite yourself, Mr. Rutgers," he said, giving th
word "Rutgers’ a peculiar emphasis. "l do not believe Lady Charlotte committed the murder, even though
one who invited me here to Mar-waite Manor, she was the first person | suspected.”

He stopped and lit his pipe again for at least five minutes. "I said, | do not believe Lady Charlotte
committed the murder, but not because | do not believe her capable of murder. | believe her desire to pro
her primates could easily have driven her to murder. Rut that same desire would never have allowed her tc
her primates be suspected of murder, even with agreat detective on hand to uncover the true murderer. St
would never have endangered them, even for afew hours." He turned and looked at Mick Rutgers. "Y ou dc
need to worry about Lady Charlotte, Mr. Davidson."

Now Lady Charlotte was the one who had risen involuntarily to her feet. "Phillip?' shesaid. "Isit rea
you?’

"Yes, itis Phillip Davidson," Touffét said smugly. "Who was ruined by Lord Alastair, who was kept fi
marrying Lady Charlotte and forced to emigrate to Audtralia." He paused dramatically. "Who came here
determined to murder Lord Alastair for revenge.”

“Tomurder . . ." Lady Charlotte put her hand to her bosom. "Isthat true, Phillip?’

"Yes, it'strue," Rutgers, or rather Davidson, said. Good Lord, just when I'd learned everyone's names
Now | was going to have to memorize them all over again.

"How did you know?"' Rutg—Davidson asked.

"You cdled Lord Alastair 'Al,' though no one else had called him by that name," Touffét said. "It was
obvious from the way you looked at Lady Charlotte that you were still in love with her."

"It'strue. | am," he said, looking at Lady Charlotte.

Shewas staring at himin horror. "Y ou killed my father?

"No," hesad. "It'strue, | came hereto. | even brought a pistol with me. Rut when | saw him, | realize
Hewas aterrible man, but brilliant. To be reduced to that. . . that. . . was aworse revenge than any | could |
devised." Helooked a Touffé. "Y ou have to believe me. | didn't kill him."

"l know you did not," Touffét said. "This murder required a knowledge of the house and of the people
which you did not possess. And arevenge killer does not sedate his victim.”

"Sedate?' Nurse Parchtry said.

"Yes," Touffét said. "When Sergeant Eustis completes his analysis of the cocoa, he will find the pres
of deeping medication.”

| remembered the snoring on the baby monitor, subsiding into heavy, even breathing. Drugged breath

"Someone who murders for revenge,” Touffét continued, "wishes hisvictim to know why heis being
murdered. And you had worked with primates, Mr. Davidson, it was your interest in their intelligence that
sparked Lady Charlotte's. Y ou would not have attempted to frame them for murder.”

"Wel, who would have?' Sergeant Eustis blurted.

"An excellent question,” Touffét said. "And onewhich | will address shortly. Rut first we shall ded w
your motive for murder, Sergeant."”

"Mine?" Sergeant Eustis said, astonished. "What possible motive could | have had for murdering anyc

"Exactly,” Touffét said, and everyone looked bewildered. Y ou had no motive for murdering Lord Al
in particular, but you did have amotive for murdering someone.”

"Aren't you forgetting he's a police officer?' James said nastily. "Or are you saying you have amotiv
murdering my father, too?"

"No," Touffét said camly. "For | am agreat detective, with many solved cases to my credit, and none
have failed to solve through my own incompetence. That is not, however, true of Sergeant Eustis, isit?"

Leda—Genevieve gasped. " 'Usdless Eustis. | thought you looked familiar."”

"Indeed,” Touffé& said. " Captain Eustis, who had charge of the Tiffany Levinger case."



Tiffany Levinger. Now | remembered. It had been al over the television and the on-line tabloids. The
pretty little girl who had been murdered in her own house, obvioudy by her own parents, but they had beel
acquitted because Captain Eustis had bungled the investigation so badly that it wasimpossible to attain a
conviction. Nicknamed Useless Eustis and pilloried in the press, he had been forced to resign. And had
apparently ended up here, in this remote area, demoted and disgraced.

"Another murder, the celebrated murder of a billionaire in a country manor, a sensational murder the
solved, could have redeemed your reputation, could it not?' Touffét said. "Especially with the press on the
premisesto record it all."

"It certainly could have," Sergeant Eustis said. "But even someone as stupid asthe press claimed | we
wouldn't be stupid enough to commit a murder with Inspector Touffét on the premises, now would he?*

"Exactly the conclusion | cameto, Sergeant,” Touffét said. "Which leaves Nurse Parchtry and James
Vdladay."

"Oh," Nurse Parchtry said, distressed, "you don't think | did it, do you? What motive could | have?'

"A cruel and abusive patient.”

"But in that case why would | not smply have resigned?’

"That iswhat | asked mysdlf," Touffé& said. "Y ou were obvioudy subjected to daily indignities, yet Le
Charlotte said you had been here over ayear. Why? | asked myself.”

"Because if sheleft she would forfeit the bonus | had promised her," Lady Charlotte said. She wrung
hands. "Oh, don't tell me I'm responsiblefor her. ... | was so desperate. We'd been through seven nursesi
lessthan amonth. | thought if | offered her an incentiveto stay . . ."

"What was the incentive?' Touffé asked Nurse Parchtry.

"“Ten thousand pounds, if | stayed afull year," the nurse said dully. "I didn't think it would be so bad. I'
difficult patients before, and it wasthe only way | could ever get out of debt. | didn't think it would be so &
But | waswrong." Sheglared at Charlotte. "A million dollars wouldn't have been enough for taking care of
brute. I'm glad he'sdead,” she burst out. "1 wish I'd killed him myself!*

"But you did not," Touffét said. "You areanurse. Y ou had at your disposal dozens of undetectable drt
dozens of opportunities. Y ou could have deprived him of his oxygen, given him aletha dose of lidocaine
insulin, and it would have been assumed that he had died of natural causes. There would not even have beer
autopsy. And you liked Heidi. Y ou and she shared apassion for my cases. Y ou would not have committed
murder that implicated her."

"No, | wouldn't have," Nurse Parchtry said tearfully. "She's a dear little thing."

"Thereisin fact only one person here who had amotive not only to murder Lord Alastair but also to
D'Artagnan charged with it, and that is Lord James Va laday."

"What?' James said, spilling hisdrink in his surprise.

"You were in considerable debt. Your father's death would mean that you would inherit afor
And you hated your sister's primates. Y ou had every reason to murder your father and frame D'Artagnan.”

"B-but. . ." he spluttered. "Thisisridiculous."

"Y ou put deeping tabletsin your father's cocoa when you were in the nursery, using an attack by
D'Artagnan as adistraction. During the game of Animal, Vegetable, or Mineral, you went out into the cort
having convinced everyone that they must take considerable time in choosing your object, and you took
up to the nursery, putting on the gloves you had stolen from D'Artagnan earlier, and strangled your sleepir
father. Then you switched off the baby monitor and overturned the bed and placed objects around the roor
look asif someone had flung them violently. Then you hid the key and the gloves, and came back downsta
where you cold-bloodedly continued playing the game.”

"Oh, James, you didn't—" Lady Charlotte cried.

"Of course |l didn't. Y ou haven't any proof of any of this, Touffét. Y ou said yourself there weren't any
fingerprints.”

"Ah," Touffét said, pulling abottle of deeping tablets out of his pocket. "Thiswas found in your med
cabinet, and these"— he produced akey and apair of white gloves—"under your mattress, where you hid t
intending later to put them in the pantry to implicate D'Artagnan.” He handed them to Sergeant Eustis. "I tt
you will find that the dleeping tablets match the residue in the cocoa cup.”



"Under my mattress?' James said, doing avery good job of looking bewildered. "1 don't understand—
How would | have got into the nursery? | don't have akey."

"Ah," Touffé said. "D'Artagnan, come here." The gorillalumbered forward from where he and Heidi |
been watching al this and thinking God knows what. "'D'Artagnan, what happened after Lady Charlotte gave
thekeys?'

"Unlock," hesaid. "Get gloves."

"And thenwha?'

D'Artagnan looked fearfully at James and then back at Touffét.

"I won't let him hurt you,” Sergeant Eustis said.

Lady Charlotte nodded at him. "Go ahead, D'Artagnan. Tell the truth. Y ou won't get in trouble."

The gorilla glanced worriedly at James again and then sad, "James say. Giveme," pantomimi
handing over a bunch of keys.

"That'salie" Jamessad. "l did no such thing!"

"Then why was this under your mattressinside one of the gloves?' Touffét said, producing akey fron
pocket and handing it to Sergeant Eudtis.

"But | didn't—!" James said, turning to hissister. "He'slying!™

"How isthat possible?' Lady Charlotte said coldly. "He's only an anima.”

"A satisfying case," Touffé said as we waited for the train.

We had been driven to the station by a hairy orange orangutan named Sven. "He doesn't have adriver’
license," Lady Charlotte had said, bidding us goodbye. She smiled up at Phillip Davidson, who had hisarm
around her. "But every policeman in the county's upstairs collecting evidence," she said, "so you won't hav
worry about being ticketed."

It was easy to see why the police refused to issue Sven adriver'slicense. He was positively wild, anc
he had nearly driven us off the road, he dapped the steering whed with his hairy hands and grinned a
teeth-baring smile at me. But he had gotten us there nearly ten minutes before train time.

Touffét was still preoccupied with the case. "It is a pity James would not confess to the murder wher
confronted him. Now the police must spend Christmas Day examining evidence."

"I'm sure Sergeant Eustiswon't mind," | told him. He had seemed pathetically eager to look for every
Touffét told him to, even writing it all down. "Y ou've redeemed his reputation. And, at any rate, no one
confesses these days, even when they've been caught redhanded.”

"That istrue," he said, checking his pocket watch. "And al hasturned out well," Touffét said. "Lady
Charlotte's Ingtitute is safe, the apes no longer have to fear being homeless, and you shall arrive a your S
intimeto burn your fingerson theraisins.” "Aren't you going with me?”'

"| have already endured one evening of Animal, Vegetable, or Minera. My constitution cannot withs
another. | will disembark in London. Y ou will convey my regrets to your sister, yes?'

| nodded absently, thinking of what he had said about the apes no longer having to fear being homele
was true. Until the murder, Lady Charlotte's Institute had been in great financial difficulty. She had said it
might haveto close. And if it did, the ARA and the other animal rights groups would haveinsisted on
D'Artagnan and Heidi's being sent back to the wilds. Like Lucy. Touffét had said everyone in the room hac
motive, and he was right, but there were two suspects in the room he had overlooked. James had even acct
D'Artagnan of the murder, and D'Artagnan would certainly have done anything to save Lady Va-laday's
I nstitute—he was utterly devoted to her. Like D'Artagnan and the other Musketeers, who would have done
anything to protect their queen. And he and Heidi were in danger of losing their home.

But killing Lord Alastair would not have saved the Institute. James would have inherited the estate. J
who had threatened to shut down the Institute, who had threatened to sell the apesto the zoo. Killing Lord
Alastair would only have made the apes’ Situation worse.

Unless James could be made to ook like the murderer. Because murderers could not inherit.
What if Heidi had put the Sleeping pillsinto Lord Alastair's cocoa before she brought it up to the nu



and had hidden the bottle in James's bureau? What if D'Artagnan had only pretended to lose hisgloves so't
Lady Charlotte would give him her keys? What if he and Heidi had gone up to the nursery while everyone
playing Animal, VVegetable, or Mineral, strangled Lord Alastair in his sleep, and then thrown the furniture
about?

But that was impossible. They were animals, as James said. Animals who were capable of lying, che
deceiving. Capable of planning and executing. Executing.

What if D'Artagnan had really twisted Jamess wrist, so that he would accuse him, so that he'd say the
were dangerous, and it would look asif he were trying to frame them?

No, it wastoo complicated. Even if they were capable of higher-level thinking, there was a huge
difference between solving arithmetic problems and planning a murder.

Especialy amurder that could fool Touffét, | thought, looking across the compartment at him. He w
rummaging through his bag, looking for his mystery novel.

They could never have come up with amurder like that on their own. And Touffét's explanation of Je
motive made perfect sense. But if James had committed the murder, why hadn't he washed the cocoa out
cup? Why hadn't he hidden the key and the gloves in the pantry, as Touffét had said he intended to do? He'c
plenty of time after we went to our rooms. Why hadn't he dumped the deeping tablets down the sink?

"Bridlings," Touffé&t said, "what have you done with my book?"

| found The Murders in the Rue Morgue for him.

"No, no," hesaid. "Not that one. | do not wish to think anymore of primates." He handed it back to me

| stared at it. What if they hadn't had to plan the murder? What if they had only had to copy someone
esg's plan? "Monkey see, monkey do," | murmured.

"What?' Touffé said, rummaging irritably through his bag. "What did you say?"'

"Touffét," | said earnestly, "do you remember The Case of the Cat's Pan?'

"Ah, yes," he said, looking pleased. "The little chimpanzee's favorite book. A most satisfying case.”

"The husband didit," | said.

"And confessed when | confronted him," he said, looking annoyed. "Y ou, as | recall, thought the villa
doctor did it."

Yes, | had thought the village doctor did it. Because the husband had made it ook as though he had b
framed by the doctor, so that suspicion no longer rested on him.

And The Case of the Cat's Paw was Heidi's favorite book. What if she and D'Artagnan had simply cc
the murder in the book?

But Touffé had solved The Case of the Cat's Paw. How could they have been sure he would not soly
this one?

"Y ou were particularly obtuse on that case," Touffét said. "That is because you see only the facade."

"In spite of all the evidence of their intelligence,”" Lady Charlotte had said, "people persist in seeing
asanimas.”

As animals. Who couldn't possibly have committed a murder.

But Heidi could read. And D'Artagnan had scored 95 on |Q tests. And they would have done anything
Lady Charlotte. Anything.

"Touff&," | said. "I've been thinking—"

"Ah, but that isjust the problem. Y ou do not think. Y ou look only at the surface. Never what lies belc

Or behind it, | thought. To the monkey, putting the cat's paw in thefire.

Unless| told Touffét, Jameswould be convicted of murder. "Useless' Eustis would never discover tl
truth on hisown, and even if he did, he wouldn't dare to contradict Touffét, who had saved his reputation.

"Touff&t," | said.

"That iswhy | am the great detective, and you are only the scribe," Touffét said. "Because you see on
facade. That iswhy | do not listen to you when you tell me that you think it is the gorillaor the vicar. "We
what isit you wished to say?"

"Nothing," | said. "l was only wondering what we should call this case. The Case of the Country
Christmas?"



He shook his head. "I do not wish to be reminded of Chrisgmas."

Thetrain began to dow. "Ah, thisiswhere | change for London." He began gathering up his belongin

If James were allowed to inherit, he would not only shut down the Institute, he would also drink and
gamble hisway through al the money. And D'Artagnan and Heidi would almost certainly be shipped back
jungle and the poachers, so it wasreally aform of self-defense. And even if it was murder, it would be crt
try them for it when they had no legal standing in the courts.

And the old man had been little more than an animal in need of putting down. Less human than D'Artz
and Heidi.

Thetrain came to a stop, and Touffét opened the door of the compartment.

"Touff&—" | said.

"WEell, what isit?' he said irritably, his hand on the compartment. "I shall miss my stop."

"Merry Christmas,” | said.

The conductor called out, and Touffét bustled off toward histrain. | watched him from the door of tt
train, thinking of Lady Charlotte. Finding out the truth, that her beloved primates were far more human the
even she had imagined, would kill her. She deserved allittle happiness after what her father had done to he
And my sister would be waiting for me at the station. She would have made eggnog.

| stood there in the door, thinking of what Touffét had said about my being incapable of murder. He
wrong. We are all capable of murder. It'sin our genes.

NEWSLETTER
by Connie Willis

L ater examination of weather reports and newspapers showed that it may have started as early as Octo
nineteenth, but thefirst indication | had that something unusua was going on was at Thanksgiving.

| went to Mom's for dinner (as usual), and was feeding cranberries and cut-up orangesinto Mom's
old-fashioned meat grinder for the cranberry relish and listening to my sister-in-law Allison talk about he
Christmas newdletter (also as usual).

"Which of Cheyenne's accomplishments do you think | should write about first, Nan?' she said, spread
cheese on celery sticks. "Her playing lead snowflake in The Nutcracker or her hitting ahome run in PegV
Soccer?

"I'd list the Nobel Peace Prizefirst," | murmured, under cover of the crunch of an apple being put throt
the grinder.

"There just isn't room to put in al the girls accomplishments," she said, oblivious. "Mitch insists | keg
to one page.”

"That's because of Aunt Lydias newdetters,” | said. "Eight pages single-spaced.”

"I know," shesaid. "And in that tiny print you can barely read." She waved acelery stick thoughtfully. "1
anidea”

"Eight pages single-spaced?’

"No. | could get the computer to do asmaller font. That way 1'd have room for Dakota's Sunshine Scou
merit badges. | got the cutest paper for my newdetters this year. Little angels holding bunches of mistletc

Christmas newdletters are very big in my family, in case you couldn't tell. Everybody-uncles, grandpa
second cousins, my sister Sueann-sends the X eroxed monstrosities to family, coworkers, old friends fror
high school, and people they met on their cruise to the Caribbean (which they wrote about at length in the
newsd etter the year before). Even my Aunt Irene, who writes a handwritten |etter on every one of her Chri
cards, sticks anewdetter in with it.

My second cousin Lucill€'s are the worst, athough there are alot of contenders. Last year hers startex

"Another year has hurried past
And, here | am, asking, "Where did the time go so fast?"



Atripin February, a bladder operation in July,
Too many activities, not enough time, no matter how hard I try."

At least Allison doesn't put Dakota and Cheyenne's accomplishments into verse.

"I don't think I'm going to send a Christmas newdletter thisyear," | said.

Allison stopped, cheese-filled knifein hand. "Why not?' "Because | don't have any news. | don't havea
job, I didn't go on avacation to the Bahameas, | didn't win any awards. | don't have anything to tell.”

"Don't beridiculous,” my mother said, sweeping in carrying afoil-covered casserole dish. "Of course?
do, Nan. What about that skydiving class you took?"

"That was last year, Mom," | said. And | had only taken it so I'd have something to write about in my
Christmas newsdletter.

"Wédll, then, tell about your socid life. Have you met anybody lately at work?"

Mom asks me this every Thanksgiving. Also Christmas, the Fourth of July, and every time | see her.

"There's nobody to meet,” | said, grinding cranberries. "Nobody new ever gets hired, because nobody e
quits. Everybody who works there's been there for years. Nobody even gets fired. Bob Hunziger hasn't be
work ontimein eight years, and he's still there.”

"What about . . . what was hisname?' Allison said, arranging the celery sticksin acut-glassdish. "The¢
you liked who had just gotten divorced?”

"Gary," | sad. "He's il hung up on hisex-wife."

"I thought you said shewas ared shrew."

"Sheis" | said. "Marcie the Menace. She calls him twice aweek complaining about how unfair the dive
settlement is, even though she got virtually everything. Last week it was the house. She claimed she'd bee
upset by the divorce to get the mortgage refinanced and he owed her twenty thousand dollars because now
interest rates have gone up. But it doesn't matter. Gary still keeps hoping they'll get back together. He aln
didn't fly to Connecticut to his parents for Thanksgiving because he thought she might change her mind &
reconciliation.”

"Y ou could write about Sueann's new boyfriend,” Mom said, sticking marshmallows on the sweet potal
"She'sbringing him today.”

Thiswas as usud, too. Sueann aways brings a new boyfriend to Thanksgiving dinner. Last year it wase
biker. And no, | don't mean one of those nice guyswho wear abeard and black Harley T-shirt on weekend:
work as accountants between trips to Sturgis. | mean aHell's Angdl.

My sister Sueann has the worst taste in men of anyone | have ever known. Before the biker, she dated
member of amilitiagroup and, after the ATF arrested him, a bigamist wanted in three states.

"If this boyfriend spits on the floor, I'm leaving,” Allison said, counting out silverware. "Have you met |
she asked Mom.

"No," Mom said, "but Sueann says he used to work where you do, Nan. So somebody must quit oncein
while"

| racked my brain, trying to think of any criminal typeswho'd worked in my company. "What's his nam

"David something," Mom said, and Cheyenne and Dakota raced into the kitchen, screaming, "Aunt Sues
here, Aunt Sueann's here! Can we eat now?'

Allison leaned over the sink and pulled the curtains back to look out the window.

"What does he look like?' | asked, sprinkling sugar on the cranberry relish.

"Clean-cut," she said, sounding surprised. "Short blond hair, dacks, white shirt, tie."

Oh, no, that meant he was aneo-Nazi. Or married and planning to get adivorce as soon as the kids
graduated from college- which would turn out to be in twenty-three years, since he'd just gotten hiswife
pregnant again.

"Is he handsome?' | asked, sticking a spoon into the cranberry relish.

"No," Allison said, even more surprised. "He's actualy kind of ordinary-looking."

| came over to the window to look. He was helping Sueann out of the car. She was dressed up, too, in &



dress and adenim douch hat. "Good heavens,” | said. "It's David Carrington. He worked up on fifthin
Computing."

"Was he awomanizer?' Allison asked.

"No," | said, bewildered. "He'savery nice guy. He'sunmarried, he doesn't drink, and he left to go get a
degreein medicine."

"Why didn't you ever meet him?' Mom said.

David shook hands with Mitch, regaled Cheyenne and Dakota with a knock-knock joke, and told Mom
favorite kind of sweet potatoes were the ones with the marshmallows on top.

"He must be aseria killer," | whispered to Allison.

"Come on, everybody, let's sit down,” Mom said. " Cheyenne and Dakota, you sit here by Grandma. Dav
you sit here, next to Sueann. Sueann, take off your hat. Y ou know hats aren't allowed at the table."

"Hatsfor men aren't dlowed at the table," Sueann said, patting her denim hat. "Women's hats are." She:
down. "Hats are coming back in style, did you know that? Cosmopolitan's latest issue said thisisthe Y ear
theHat."

"l don't carewhat itis," Mom said. "Y our father would never have alowed hats at the table.”

"I'll take it off if you'll turn off the TV," Sueann said, complacently opening out her napkin.

They had reached an impasse. Mom adways hasthe TV on during meals. "l liketo haveit onin case
something happens,” she said stubbornly.

"Likewhat?' Mitch said. "Aliens landing from outer space?’

"For your information, there was a UFO sighting two weeks ago. It was on CNN."

"Everything looks delicious,” David said. "Isthat homemade cranberry relish? | love that. My grandmo
used to makeit."

He had to be a serial killer.

For half an hour, we concentrated on turkey, stuffing, mashed potatoes, green-bean casserole, scallop:
corn casserole, marsh-mallow-topped sweet potatoes, cranberry relish, pumpkin pie, and the news on CNI

"Can't you a least turn it down, Mom?' Mitch said. "We can't even hear to talk."

"I want to see the wesather in Washington,” Mom said. "For your flight."

"You're leaving tonight?' Sueann said. "But you just got here. | haven't even seen Cheyenne and Dakota.

"Mitch hasto fly back tonight,” Allison said. "But the girlsand | are staying till Wednesday."

"l don't see why you can't stay at least until tomorrow," Mom said.

"Don't tel me thisis homemade whipped cream on the pumpkin pie," David said. "I haven't had homem
whipped cream in years."

"Y ou used to work in computers, didn't you?' | asked him. "Theré'salot of computer crime around the
days, isn't there?'

"Computers!” Allison said. "I forgot al the awards Cheyenne won at computer camp.” She turned to Mi
"The newdetter's going to have to be at least two pages. The girlsjust have too many awards-T-ball, tadpol
swimming, Bible-school attendance.”

"Do you send Christmas newdettersin your family?' my mother asked David.

He nodded. "I love hearing from everybody."

"Y ou see?' Mom said to me. "'People like getting newdetters at Christmas.”

"I don't have anything against Christmas newdetters,” | said. "'l just don't think they should be deadly du
Mary had aroot canal, Bootsy seemsto be getting over her ringworm, we got new gutters on the house. W\
doesn't anyone ever write about anything interesting in their newd etters?"

"Likewhat?' Sueann said.

"I don't know. An aligator biting their arm off. A meteor falling on their house. A murder. Something
interesting to read.”

"Probably because they didn't happen,” Sueann said.



"Then they should make something up,” | said, "so we don't have to hear about their trip to Nebraska an
their gallbladder operation.”

"You'ddothat?' Allison said, appalled. "Y ou'd make something up?"

"People make things up in their newdetters dl the time, and you know it," | said. "Look at theway Aun
Lauraand Uncle Phil brag about their vacations and their stock options and their cars. If you're going to li
they might aswell be liesthat are interesting for other people to read.”

"Y ou have plenty of thingsto tell without making up lies, Nan," Mom said reprovingly. "Maybe you sh¢
do something like your cousin Celia. She writes her newdetter all year long, day by day," she explained tc
David. "Nan, you might have more news than you think if you kept track of it day by day like Celia. She alv
hasalot to tell.”

Y es, indeed. Her newdetters were nearly aslong as Aunt Lydias. They read like adiary, except she we
in junior high, where at |least there were pop quizzes and zits and your locker combination to giveit alittle
zing. Cdias newdetters had no zing whatsoever:

"Wed. Jan. 1. Froze to death going out to get the paper. Snow got in the plastic bag thing the paper con
in. Editorial section all wet. Had to dry it out on the radiator. Bran flakes for breakfast. Watched Good
Morning America.

"Thurs. Jan. 2. Cleaned closets. Cold and cloudy.”

"If you'd write alittle every day,” Mom said, "you'd be surprised at how much you'd haveto tell by
Christmas."

Sure. With my life, | wouldn't even have to write it every day. | could do Monday's right now. "Mon. N
28. Froze to death on the way to work. Bob Hunziger not in yet. Penny putting up Christmas decorations.
Solveig told me she's sure the baby is going to be a boy. Asked me which name | liked, Albuquerque or Ds
Said hi to Gary, but he was too depressed to talk to me. Thanksgiving reminds him of ex-wife's giblets. Cc
and cloudy."

| was wrong. It was snowing, and Solveig's ultrasound had showed the baby was a girl. "What do you thi
Trinidad asaname?' she asked me. Penny wasn't putting up Christmas decorations either. She was passing
dips of paper with our Secret Santas names on them. " The decorations aren't here yet,” she said excitedly.
getting something specia from afarmer upstate.”

"Doesit involve feathers?' | asked her. Last year the decorations had been angels with thousands of ch
feathers glued onto cardboard for their wings. We were still picking them out of our computers.

"No," she said happily. "It'sasurprise. | love Christmas, don't you?"'
"IsHunziger in?" | asked her, brushing snow out of my hair. Hats aways mash my hair down, so | hadn’
worn one.

"Areyou kidding?' she said. She handed me a Secret Santa dip. "It's the Monday after Thanksgiving. He
probably won't bein till sometime Wednesday."

Gary camein, his ears bright red from the cold and a harried expression on hisface. His ex-wife must
have wanted a reconciliation.

"Hi, Gary," | said, and turned to hang up my coat without waiting for him to answer.

And he didn't, but when | turned back around, he was still standing there, staring at me. | put ahand up t
hair, wishing I'd worn a hat.

"Can | tak to you aminute?' he said, looking anxioudy at Penny.

"Sure" | said, trying not to get my hopes up. He probably wanted to ask me something about the Secre
Santas.

He leaned farther over my desk. "Did anything unusual happen to you over Thanksgiving?'

"My sister didn't bring home abiker to Thanksgiving dinner,” | said.

He waved that away dismissively. "No, | mean anything odd, peculiar, out of the ordinary."

"Thetis out of the ordinary."

He leaned even closer. "I flew out to my parents for Thanksgiving, and on the flight home-you know



people aways carry on luggage that won't fit in the overhead compartments and then try to cram it in?"

"Yes," | said, thinking of abridesmaid's bouquet | had made the mistake of putting in the overhead
compartment one time.

"Waell, nobody did that on my flight. They didn't carry on hanging bags or enormous shopping bags full
Christmas presents. Some people didn't even have a carry-on. And that isn't al. Our flight was haf an houl
and the flight attendant said, 'Those of you who do not have connecting flights, please remain seated until
with connections have deplaned.’ And they did." He looked at me expectantly.

"Maybe everybody was just in the Christmas spirit."

He shook his head. "All four babies on the flight dept the whole way, and the toddler behind me didn't
the seat.”

That was unusud.

"Not only that, the guy next to me was reading The Way of All Flesh by Samuel Butler. When'sthe las
you saw anybody on an airplane reading anything but John Grisham or Danielle Steele?| tell you, there's
something funny going on."

"What?' | asked curioudly.

"l don't know," he said. "Y ou're sure you haven't noticed anything?"

"Nothing except for my sister. She dways dates these losers, but the guy she brought to Thanksgiving \
really nice. He even helped with the dishes.”

"Y ou didn't notice anything €l se?"

"No," | said, wishing | had. Thiswasthe longest he'd ever talked to me about anything besides his ex-w
"Maybeit's something inthe air at DIA. | haveto take my sister-in-law and her little girls to the airport
Wednesday. I'll keep an eye out."

He nodded. "Don't say anything about this, okay?' he said, and hurried off to Accounting.

"What wasthat al about?' Penny asked, coming over.

"Hisex-wife," | said. "When do we have to exchange Secret Santa gifts?"

"Every Friday, and Chrigmas Eve."

| opened up my dip. Good, I'd gotten Hunziger. With luck | wouldn't have to buy any Secret Santa gifts
all.

Tuesday | got Aunt Lauraand Uncle Phil's Christmas newdletter. It wasin gold ink on cream-colored [:
with large gold bells in the corners. "Joyeux Noel," it began. "That's French for Merry Christmas. We're
sending our newdletter out early this year because we're spending Christmas in Cannes to celebrate Phil's
promotion to assistant CEO and my wonderful new career! Yes, I'm starting my own business-Lauras Fo
Creations-and orders are pouring in! It's aready been written up in House Beautiful, and you will never g
who called last week-Martha Stewart!" Et cetera.

| didn't see Gary. Or anything unusual, athough the waiter who took my lunch order actually got it rig
achange. But he got Tonya's (who works up on third) wrong.

"I told him tomato and |ettuce only," she said, picking pickles off her sandwich. "'l heard Gary talked ta
yesterday. Did he ask you out?"

"What'sthat?' | said, pointing to the folder Tonyad brought with her to change the subject. "The Harbr:
file?"

"No," she said. "Do you want my pickles? It's our Christmas schedule. Never marry anybody who has k
from a previous marriage. Especialy when you have kids from a previous marriage. Tom's ex-wife, Janine
ex-husband, John, and four sets of grandparents al want the kids, and they al want them on Christmas mol
It'slike trying to schedule the D-Day invasion."

"At least your husbhand isn't fill hung up on hisex-wife," | said glumly.

"So Gary didn't ask you out, huh?' She bit into her sandwich, frowned, and extracted another pickle. "I'r
sure he will. Okay, if we take the kidsto Tom's parents at four on Christmas Eve, Janine could pick them t
eight. . .. No, that won't work." She switched her sandwich to her other hand and began erasing. "Janine€'s n



speaking to Tom's parents.”
She sighed. "At least John's being reasonable. He called yesterday and said he'd be willing to wait till N
Y ear'sto have the kids. | don't know what got into him."

When | got back to work, there was afolded copy of the morning newspaper on my desk.

| opened it up. The headline read "City Hall Christmas Display to Be Turned On," which wasn't unusua.
neither was tomorrow's headline, which would be " City Hall Christmas Display Protested.”

Either the Freedom Against Faith people protest the Nativity scene or the fundamentalists protest the
or the environmental people protest cutting down Christmastreesor al of them protest the whole thing. |
happens every year.

| turned to the inside pages. Severa articles were circled in red, and there was a note next to them whi
read "See what | mean? Gary."

| looked at the circled articles. " Christmas Shoplifting Down," the first one read. "Mall stores report
incidences of shoplifting are down for the first week of the Christmas season. Usually prevaent thistime

"What are you doing?' Penny said, looking over my shoulder.

| shut the paper with arustle. "Nothing," | said. | folded it back up and stuck it into adrawer. "Did you n
something?"

"Here," she said, handing me adip of paper.

"I dready got my Secret Santaname,” | said.

"Thisisfor Holiday Goodies," she said. "Everybody takes turns bringing in coffee cake or tarts or cake

| opened up my dip. It read "Friday Dec. 20. Four dozen cookies."

"l saw you and Gary talking yesterday," Penny said. "What about?"
"Hisex-wife," | said. "What kind of cookies do you want meto bring?'

"Chocolate chip," she said. "Everybody loves chocolate.”

As soon as she was gone, | got the newspaper out again and took it into Hunziger's office to read.
"L egidature Passes Balanced Budget," the other articles read. "Escaped Convict Turns Sef In," " Christma
Food Bank Donations Up."

| read through them and then threw the paper into the waste-basket. Halfway out the door | thought bet
it and took it out, folded it up, and took it back to my desk with me.

While | was putting it into my purse, Hunziger wandered in. "If anybody askswhere | am, tell them I'm
the men'sroom," he said, and wandered out again.

Wednesday afternoon | took the girls and Allison to the airport. She was still fretting over her newde

"Do you think agreeting is absolutely necessary?' she said in the baggage check-in line. Y ou know, |l
'Dear Friends and Family'?"

"Probably not," | said absently. | was watching the people in line ahead of us, trying to spot this unusua
behavior Gary had talked about, but so far | hadn't seen any. People were looking at their watches and
complaining about the length of the line, the ticket agents were calling, "Next. Next!" to the person at thel
of the line, who, after having stood impatiently in line for forty-five minutes waiting for this moment, was
staring blankly into space, and an unattended toddler was methodically pulling the elastic strings off a sta
luggage tags.

"They'll fill know it's a Christmas newdetter, won't they?' Allison said. "Even without agreeting at the
beginning of it?"

With a border of angels holding bunches of mistletoe, what € se could it be? | thought.

"Next!" the ticket agent shouted.

The man in front of us had forgotten his photo ID, the girl in front of usin line for the security ¢
was wearing heavy metal, and on the train out to the concourse a woman stepped on my foot and then g
a measif it were my fault. Apparently all the nice people had traveled the day Gary came home.



And that was probably what it was-some kind of statistical clump where al the considerate, intelligent
people had ended up on the same flight.

| knew they existed. My sister Sueann had had an insurance actuary for a boyfriend once (hewas also ¢
embezzler, which iswhy Sueann was dating him) and he had said events weren't evenly distributed, that the
were peaks and valleys. Gary must just have hit a peak.

Which wastoo bad, | thought, lugging Cheyenne, who had demanded to be carried the minute we got o
train, down the concourse. Because the only reason he had approached me was because he thought there w
something strange going on.

"Here's Gate 55," Allison said, setting Dakota down and getting out French-language tapes for the girls
left off the 'Dear Friends and Family," 1I'd have room to include Dakotas violin recital. She played The Gy
Dance.™

She settled the girlsin adjoining chairs and put on their headphones. "But Mitch saysit's aletter, so it
to have agreeting.”

"What if you used something short?" | said. "Like 'Greetings or something. Then you'd have room to &
the letter on the sameline.”

"Not 'Greetings" She made aface. "Uncle Frank started hisletter that way last year, and it scared me h
death. | thought Mitch had been drafted.”

| had been alarmed when I'd gotten mine, too, but at least it had given me atemporary rush of adrenalir
which was more than Uncle Frank's letters usually did, concerned as they were with prostate problems anc
disputes over property taxes.

"I suppose | could use 'Holiday Greetings,' "Allison said. "Or 'Christmas Greetings,’ but that's amost a
as 'Dear Friends and Family.' If only there were something shorter.”

"How about 'hi"?"

"That might work." She got out paper and a pen and started writing. "How do you spell "outstanding'?"

"O-u-t-st-a-n-d-i-n-g," | said absently. | was watching the moving sidewalksin the middle of the conct
People were standing on the right, like they were supposed to, and walking on the left. No people were
standing four abreast or blocking the entire sdewak with their luggage. No kids were running in the
opposite direction of the sdewalk's movement, screaming and running their hands along the rubber railing

"How do you spell ‘fabulous?' Allison asked.

"Flight 2216 to Spokane is now ready for boarding,” the flight attendant at the desk said. "Those
passengers traveling with small children or those who require additional time for boarding may now b

A single old lady with awalker stood up and got in line. Allison unhooked the girls headphones, and w
began theritual of hugging and gathering up belongings.

"WEll seeyou at Christmas," she said.

"Good luck with your newdetter," | said, handing Dakota her teddy bear, "and don't worry about the hee
It doesn't need one."

They started down the passageway. | stood there, waving, till they were out of sight, and then turned to

"We are now ready for regular boarding of rows 25 through 33," the flight attendant said, and everyboc
the gate area stood up. Nothing unusual here, | thought, and started for the concourse.

"What rows did she call?' awoman in ared beret asked a teenaged boy.

"25 through 33," he said.

"Oh, I'm Row 14," the woman said, and sat back down.

Sodidl.

"We are now ready to board rows 15 through 24," the flight attendant said, and a dozen people looked
carefully at their tickets and then stepped back from the door, patiently waiting their turn. One o
them pulled a paperback out of her tote bag and began to read. It was Kidnapped by Robert Louis Stevens
Only when the flight attendant said, "We are now boarding all rows," did the rest of them stand up and get |
line.

Which didn't prove anything, and neither did the standing on the right of the moving sidewalk. Maybe
people were just being nice because it was Christmas.



Don't beridiculous, | told myself. People aren't nicer at Christmas. They're ruder and pushier and crab
than ever. Y ou've seen them at the mall, and in line for the post office. They act worse at Christmas than a
other time.

"Thisisyour fina boarding call for Flight 2216 to Spokane,”" the flight attendant said to the empty wali
area. She called to me, "Are you flying to Spokane, maam?"

"No." | stood up. "I was seeing friends off."

"I just wanted to make sure you didn't miss your flight," she said, and turned to shut the door.

| started for the moving sidewalk, and nearly collided with ayoung man running for the gate. He raced
the desk and flung histicket down.

"I'm sorry, gir,” the flight attendant said, leaning dightly away from the young man asiif expecting an
explosion. "Your flight has aready left. I'm redly terribly sor-"

"Oh, it'sokay," hesaid. "It serves meright. | didn't allow enough time for parking and everything, that's
should have started for the airport earlier.”

Theflight attendant was tapping busily on the computer. "I'm afraid the only other open flight to Spoke
for today isn't until 11:05 this evening."

"Oh, well," he said, smiling. "It'll give me achanceto catch up on my reading.” He reached down il
his attache case and pulled out a paperback. It was W. Somerset Maugham's Of Human Bonda

"We|?' Gary said as soon as | got back to work Thursday morning. He was standing by my desk, waitir
me.

"There's definitely something going on,” | said, and told him about the moving sidewalks and the guy w
missed his plane. "But what?"

"Isthere somewhere we can talk?' he said, looking anxioudly around.

"Hunziger's office," | said, "but | don't know if hesinyet."

"He'snot," he said, led me into the office, and shut the door behind him.

"Sit down," he said, indicating Hunziger's chair. "Now, | know thisis going to sound crazy, but | think a
these people have been possessed by some kind of aien intelligence. Have you ever seen Invasion of the
Body Shatchers~?"

"What?' | sad.

"Invasion of the Body Shatchers," he said. "It's about these parasites from outer space who take over
peopl€e's bodies and-"

"I know what it'sabout,” | said, "and it's science fiction. Y ou think the man who missed his plane was <
kind of pod-person? You'reright,” | said, reaching for the doorknob. "I do think you're crazy."

"That'swhat Donald Sutherland said in Leech-men from Mars. Nobody ever believesit's happening, ur
it'stoo late."

He pulled afolded newspaper out of his back pocket. "Look at this," he said, waving it in front of me.
"Holiday credit-card fraud down twenty percent. Holiday suicides down thirty percent. Charitable giving u
Sixty percent.”

"They're coincidences.” | explained about the statistical peaks and valleys. "Look," | said, taking the paf
from him and turning to the front page. "People Against Cruelty to Our Furry Friends Protests City Hall
Christmas Display. Animal Rights Group Objects to Exploitation of Reindeer."

"What about your sister?' he said. "Y ou said she only dates losers. Why would she suddenly start datin
nice guy? Why would an escaped convict suddenly turn himself in? Why would people suddenly start read
the classics? Because they've been taken over.”

"By diensfrom outer space?' | said increduloudy. "Did he have ahat?'

"Who?' | said, wondering if heredlly was crazy. Could his being hung up on his horrible ex-wife have
finaly made him crack?

"The man who missed hisplane,” he said. "Was hewearing ahat?"

"I don't remember,” | said, and felt suddenly cold. Sueann had worn a hat to Thanksgiving dinner. She'd



refused to take it off at the table. And the woman whose ticket said Row 14 had been wearing a beret.

"What do hats haveto do with it?" | asked.

"The man on the plane next to me was wearing a hat. So were most of the other people on the flight. Di
you ever see The Puppet Masters? The parasites attached themselves to the spinal cord and took over the
nervous system,” he said. "Thismorning here at work | counted nineteen people wearing hats. Les Sawtell
Rodney Jones, Jim Bridgeman-"

"Jm Bridgeman alwayswearsahat,”" | said. "It'sto hide his bad spot. Besides, he's a computer progran
All the computer people wear baseball caps.”

"DeeDee Crawford," he said. "VeraMcDermott, Janet Hall-"

"Women's hats are supposed to be making a comeback,” | sad.

"George Frazelli, the entire Documentation section-"

"I'm sure theresalogical explanation,” | said. "It's been freezing in here all week. There's probably
something wrong with the heating system.”

"The thermostat's turned down to fifty," he said, "which is something else peculiar. The thermostat's be
turned down on al floors."

"Wl that's probably Management. Y ou know how they're always trying to cut costs-"

"They're giving us a Christmas bonus. And they fired Hunziger."

"They fired Hunziger?' | said. Management never fires anybody.

"This morning. That's how | knew he wouldn't be in his office."

"They actudly fired Hunziger?"'

"And one of the janitors. The one who drank. How do you explain that?"

"I-1 don't know," | stammered. "But there has to be some other explanation than aliens. Maybe they tool
management course or got the Christmas spirit or their therapists told them to do good deeds or somethir
Something besides leechmen. Aliens coming from outer space and taking over our brainsisimpossible!™

"That'swhat DanaWynter said in Invasion of the Body Shatchers. But it's not impossible. It's happenil
right here, and we've got to stop it before they take over everybody and we're the only ones left. They-"

There was aknock on the door. " Sorry to bother you, Gary," Carol Zdiski said, leaning in the door, "bu
you've got an urgent phone call. It's your ex-wife."

"Coming," hesaid, looking a me. "Think about what | said, okay?' He went out.

| stood looking after him and frowning.

"What wasthat all about?' Carol said, coming into the office. She was wearing awhite fur hat.

"He wanted to know what to buy his Secret Santa person,” | sad.

Friday Gary wasn't there. "He had to go talk to his ex-wife thismorning,” Tonyatold meat lur
picking pickles off her sandwich. "HEll be back this afternoon. Marcie's demanding he pay for her therap)
She's seeing this psychiatrist, and she claims Gary's the one who made her crazy, so he should pick up the
for her Prozac. Why is he still hung up on her?"

"l don't know," | said, scraping mustard off my burger.

"Carol Zaliski said the two of you were talking in Hunziger's office yesterday. What about? Did he ask
out? Nan?'

"Tonya, has Gary talked to you since Thanksgiving? Did he ask you about whether you'd notice
anything unusua happening?'

"He asked meif I'd noticed anything bizarre or abnormal about my family. | told him, in my family biz
is norma. Y ou won't believe what's happened now. Tom's parents are getting a divorce, which meansfive
of parents. Why couldn't they have waited till after Christmas to do this? It's throwing my whole schedule

She bit into her sandwich. "I'm sure Gary's going to ask you out. He's probably just working up to it."

If he was, he had the strangest line I'd ever heard. Aliens from outer space. Hiding under hats!

Though, now that he'd mentioned it, there were an awful lot of people wearing hats. Nearly al the men



Data Anaysis had basebal | caps on, Jerrilyn Wells was wearing awool stocking cap, and Ms. Jacobson's
secretary looked like she was dressed for awedding in awhite thing with avell. But Sueann had said thisv
the Y ear of the Hat.

Sueann, who dated only gigolos and Mafia dons. But she had been bound to hit a nice boyfriend soone
later, she dated so many guys.

And there weren't any signs of alien possession when | tried to get somebody in the steno pool to mak
some copies for me. "Were busy," Paula Grandy snapped. "It's Christmas, you know!"

| went back to my desk, feeling better. There was an enor mous dish made of pine conesonit,
with candy canes and red and green foil-wrapped chocolate kisses. "Isthis part of the Christmas decoratiol
asked Penny.

"No. They aren't ready yet," she said. "Thisisjust alittle something to brighten the holidays. | made or
everyone's desk."

| felt even better. | pushed the dish over to one side and started through my mail. Therewasa
envelope from Allison and Mitch. She must have mailed her newd etters as soon as she got off the plane. |
wonder if she decided to forgo the heading or Dakota's Most Improved Practicing Piano Award, |
thought, dlicing it open with the letter opener.

"Dear Nan," it began, severd spaces down from the angels-and-mistletoe border. "Nothing much new t
year. We're dl okay, though Mitch isworried about downsizing, and | always seem to be running from
behind. The girls are growing like weeds and doing okay in school, though Cheyenne's been having s
problems with her reading and Dakota's still wetting the bed. Mitch and | decided we've been pushing then
hard, and we're working on trying not to overschedule them for activities and just letting them be normal,
averagelittle girls."

| jammed the letter back into the envelope and ran up to fourth to look for Gary.

"All right,” | ssid when | found him. " beieve you. What do we do now?"

We rented movies. Actualy, we rented only some of the movies. Attack of the Soul-Killers and Invas
from Betel geuse were both checked out.

"Which means somebody else hasfigured it out, too," Gary said. "If only we knew who."

"We could ask the clerk," | suggested.

He shook his head violently. "We can't do anything to make them suspicious. For al we know, they me
have taken them off the shelves themselves, in which case we're on the right track. What el se shall we ren

"What?' | said blankly.

"So it won't look like we'rejust renting alien invasion movies."

"Oh," | said, and picked up Ordinary People and a black-and-white version of A Christmas Carol.

It didn't work. "The Puppet Masters," the kid at the rental desk, wearing a blue-and-yellow Blockbuste
said inquiringly. "Isthat agood movie?'

"I haven't seenit,” Gary said nervoudly.

"We'rerenting it because it has Donad Sutherland init," | said. "We're having aDonad Sutherland filn
festival. The Puppet Masters, Ordinary People, Invasion of the Body Shatchers-"

"Is Donald Sutherland in this?' he asked, holding up A Christmas Carol."

"Heplays Tiny Tim," | said. "It was hisfirst screen gppearance.”

"You were great in there," Gary said, leading me down to the other end of the mall to Suncoast to buy
Attack of the Soul Killers. "Youreavery good liar."

"Thanks," | said, pulling my coat closer and looking around the mall. It was freezing in here, and there\
hats everywhere, on people and in window displays, Panamas and porkpies and picture hats.

"We're surrounded. Look at that," he said, nodding in the direction of Santa Claus's North Pole.



"Santa Claus hasdwaysworn ahat,” | said.
"I meant theling" he said.

He wasright. The kidsin line were waiting patiently, cheerfully. Not a single one was screaming or
announcing she had to go to the bathroom. "I want aMasters of Earth," alittle boy in afelt beanie was sayi
eagerly to his mother.

"Well, welll ask Santa," the mother said, "but he may not be ableto get it for you. All the stores are sol

"Okay," hesad. "Then | want awagon.”

Suncoast was sold out of Attack of the Soul Killers, but we bought Invasion from Betel geuse ad
Infiltrators from Space and went back to his apartment to screen them.

"Well?" Gary said after we'd watched three of them. "Did you notice how they start Slowly anc
spread through the population?”

Actualy, what I'd noticed was how dumb all the peoplein these movies were. "The brain-suckers
attack when we're adeep," the hero would say, and promptly lie down for anap. Or the hero's girlfriend
would say, "They're on to us. We've got to get out of here. Right now," and then go back to her apartment t

And, just like in every horror movie, they were always splitting up instead of sticking together. And gc
down dark aleys. They deserved to be turned into pod-people.

"Our first order of businessisto pool what we know about the dliens," Gary said. "It's obvious the purf
of the hatsisto conceal the parasites presence from those who haven't been taken over yet," he said, "and
they're attached to the brain."

"Or the spinad column,” | said, "likein The Puppet Masters."

He shook his head. "If that were the case, they could attach themselves to the neck or the back, which \
be much less conspicuous. Why would they take the risk of hiding under hats, which are so noticeable, if
aren't attached to the top of the head?'

"Maybe the hats serve some other purpose.”

The phonerang.

"Yes?' Gary answered it. Hisfacelit up and then fell.

His ex-wife, | thought, and started watching Infiltrators from Space.

"You've got to believe me," the hero's girlfriend said to the psychiatrist. "There are aliens here among (
They look just like you or me. Y ou have to believe me.”

"I do believeyou," the psychiatrist said, and raised hisfinger to point at her. "Ahhhggghhh!" he screech
his eyes glowing bright green.

"Marcie" Gary said. Therewasalong pause. "A friend." Longer pause. "No."

The hero's girlfriend ran down adark alley, wearing high heels. Halfway through, she twisted her ankle
fell.

"Y ou know that isn't true," Gary said.

| fast-forwarded. The hero was in his apartment, on the phone. "Hello, Police Department?' he
"Y ou have to help me. Weve been invaded by aiens who take over your body!"

"WEell beright there, Mr. Daly," the voice on the phone said. " Stay there."

"How do you know my name?' the hero shouted. | didn't tell you my address.”

"Were on our way," the voice said.

"Well talk about it tomorrow," Gary said, and hung up.

"Sorry," he said, coming over to the couch. "Okay, | downloaded a bunch of stuff about parasitesand d
from the Internet," he said, handing me a sheaf of stapled papers. "We need to discover what it isthey're d
to the people they take over, what their weaknesses are, and how we can fight them. We need to know whe
whereit started,” Gary went on, "how and where it's spreading, and what it's doing to people. We need to f;
out as much as we can about the nature of the aliens so we can figure out away to eliminate them.
do they communicate with each other? Are they telepathic, like in Village of the Damned, or do they use



some other form of communication? If they're telepathic, can they read our minds as well as each other's

"If they could, wouldn't they know we're onto them?' | said.

The phonerang again.

"It's probably my ex-wifeagain," hesaid.

| picked up the remote and flicked on Infiltrators from Space again.

Gary answered the phone. "Yes?' he said, and then warily, "How did you get my number?"

The hero dammed down the phone and ran to the window. Dozens of police cars were pulling up, light
flashing.

"Sure" Gary said. He grinned. "No, | won't forget.”

He hung up. "That was Penny. She forgot to give me my Holiday Goodies dip. I'm supposed to takein
dozen sugar cookies next Monday." He shook his head wonderingly. "Now, there's somebody I'd like to s
taken over by the diens.”

He sat down on the couch and started making alist. "Okay, methods of fighting them. Diseases. Poisot
Dynamite. Nuclear weapons. What else?'

| didn't answer. | was thinking about what he'd said about wishing Penny would be taken over.

"The problem with al of those solutionsisthat they kill the people, too," Gary said. What we need is
something like the virus they used in Invasion. Or the ultrasonic pulses only the aiens could hear in War
the Sugmen. If we're going to stop them, we've got to find something that kills the parasite but not the ho

"Do we haveto sop them?'

"What?' he said. "Of course we have to stop them. What do you mean?"

"All the diensin these movies turn people into zombies or mongters,” | said. "They shuffle around,
attacking people and killing them and trying to take over the world. Nobody's done anything like that. Peo,
are standing on the right and walking on the |eft, the suicide rate's down, my sister's dating a very nice guy
Everybody who's been taken over is nicer, happier, more polite. Maybe the parasites are a good influence,
we shouldn't interfere.”

"And maybe that's what they want usto think. What if they're acting niceto trick us, to keep us from tn
to stop them? Remember Attack of the Soul Killers? What if it'sall an act, and they're only acting niceti
takeover's complete?’

If it was an act, it was agreat one. Over the next few days, Solveig, in ared straw hat, announced she wi
naming her baby Jane, Jim Bridgeman nodded at me in the elevator, my cousin Celias newd etter/diary we
short and funny, and the waiter, sporting a soda-jerk's hat, got both Tonyas and my ordersright.

"No pickles!" Tonyasaid delightedly, picking up her sandwich. "Ow! Can you get carpa tunnel syndron
from wrapping Christmas presents? My hand's been hurting all morning."

She opened her file folder. There was a new diagram inside, arectangle with names written all around
sides. "Isthat your Christmas schedule?' | asked. "No," she said, showing it to me. "It's a seating arrangem
for Christmas dinner. It was crazy, running the kids from house to house like that, so we decided to just he
everybody at our house."

| took a startled look at her, but she was still hatless.

"I thought Tom's ex-wife couldn't stand his parents.”

"Everybody's agreed we all need to get along for the kids sake. After dl, it's Christmas.”
| was still staring at her.

She put her hand up to her hair. "Do you likeit? It'sawig. Eric got it for me for Christmas. For being <
great mother to the boys through the divorce. | couldn't believeit." She patted her hair. "lsn't it great?’

"They're hiding their aliens under wigs," | told Gary.
"I know," he said. "Paul Gunden got a new toupee. We can't trust anyone." He handed me afolder full o

clippings.



Employment rates were up. Thefts of packages from cars, usually prevalent at thistime of year, were
A woman in Minnesota had brought back alibrary book that was twenty-two years overdue. "Groups Prais
Hall Christmas Display,” one of the clippings read, and the accompanying picture showed the People for
Non-Commercia Christmas, the Holy Spirit Southern Baptists, and the Equal Rights for Ethnics activists
holding hands and singing Christmas carols around the creche.

On the ninth, Mom called. "Have you written your newd etter yet?"

"I've been busy," | said, and waited for her to ask meif I'd met anyone lately at work.

"I got Jackie Peterson's newd etter this morning,” she said.

"Sodid |." The invasion apparently hadn't reached Miami. Jackie's newd etter, which is usualy terminal
cute, had reached new heights:

"M isfor our trip to Mexico
E isfor Every place else we'd liketo go
Risfor the RV that takes us there. ..."

And straight through MERRY CHRISTMAS, A HAPPY NEW YEAR, and both her first and last names

"I do wish shewouldn't try to put her lettersin verse,” Mom said. "They never scan.”

"Mom," | sad. "Areyou okay?"

"I'mfine" she said. "My arthritis has been kicking up the last couple of days, but otherwise I've never f
better. I've been thinking, there's no reason for you to send out newdettersif you don't want to."

"Mom," | said, "did Sueann give you ahat for Chrisgmas?' "Oh, shetold you," Mom said. "Y ou know, | ¢
usudly like hats, but I'm going to need one for the wedding, and-" "Wedding?"

"Oh, didn't shetell you? She and David are getting married right after Christmas. | am so relieved. | thc
she was never going to meet anyone decent.”

| reported that to Gary. "'l know," he said glumly. "I just got araise.”

"I haven't found asingle bad effect,” | said. "No signs of violence or antisocia behavior. Not even any
irritability."

"There you are," Penny said crabbily, coming up with a huge poinsettia under each arm. "Can you help
put these on everybody's desks?"

"Are these the Christmas decorations?' | asked. "No, I'm still waiting on that farmer," she said,
handing me one of the poinsettias. "Thisisjust alittle something to brighten up everyone's desk." She
reached down to move the pine-cone dish on Gary's desk. "Y ou didn't eat your candy canes,” she said. "l dc
like peppermint.”

"Nobody atetheir candy canes," she said disgustedly. "They al ate the chocolate kisses and |eft the car
canes."

"People like chocolate," Gary said, and whispered to me, "When is she going to be taken over?'

"Meet mein Hunziger's office right away," | whispered back, and said to Penny, "Where does this poin
go?' "Jm Bridgeman's desk." | took the poinsettia up to Computing on fifth. Jim was wearing his baseball
backward. "A little something to brighten your desk," | said, handing it to him, and started back toward the
gairs.

"Can | talk to you aminute?' he said, following me out into the stairwell.

"Sure" | said, trying to sound calm. "What about?"

He leaned toward me. "Have you noticed anything unusua going on?'

"Y ou mean the poinsettia?’ | said. "Penny doestend to go alittle overboard for Christmas, but-"

"No," hesaid, putting his hand awkwardly to his cap, "people who are acting funny, people who aren't
themselves?'

"No," | said, smiling. "I haven't noticed athing."

| waited for Gary in Hunziger's office for nearly haf an hour. "Sorry | took so long," he said when he fi



got there. "My ex-wife called. What were you saying?'

"I was saying that even you have to admit it would be agood thing if Penny wastaken over,” | said. "Wr
the parasites aren't evil? What if they're those-what are those parasites that benefit the host called? Y ou kr
like the bacteria that help cows produce milk? Or those birds that pick insects off of rhinoceroses?"

"Y ou mean symbiotes?' Gary said.

"Yes" | said eagerly. "What if thisis some kind of symbiotic relationship? What if they'reraising
everyone's | Q or enhancing their emotional maturity, and it's having a good effect on us?'

"Things that sound too good to be true usually are. No," he said, shaking his head. "They're up to somet|
| know it. And we've got to find out what it is."

On the tenth when | came to work, Penny was putting up the Christmas decorations. They were, as she
promised, something special: wide swags of red velvet ribbons running all around the walls, with red velve
bows and large bunches of mistletoe every few feet. In between were gold-calligraphic scrolls reading " A
kiss me 'neath the mistletoe, For Christmas comes but onceayear."

"What do you think?' Penny said, climbing down from her stepladder. "Every floor has adifferent
quotation." She reached into alarge cardboard box. "Accounting'sis 'Sweetest the kiss that's stolen under
mistletoe." "

| came over and looked into the box. "Where did you get all the mistletoe?' | asked.

"This gpplefarmer | know," she said, moving the ladder.

| picked up abig branch of the green leaves and white berries. "It must have cost afortune.” | had bougt
sprig of it last year that had cost six dollars.

Penny, climbing the ladder, shook her head. "It didn't cost anything. He was glad to get rid of it." Sheti
the bunch of mistletoe to the red velvet ribbon. "It's a parasite, you know. It killsthe trees.”

"Killsthetrees?' | said blankly, staring at the white berries.

"Or deforms them," she said. "It steals nutrients from the tree's sap, and the tree gets these
swellings and galls and things. The farmer told me al about it."

Assoon as| had the chance, | took the material Gary had downloaded on parasitesinto Hunziger's offi
and read through it.

Mistletoe caused grotesque swellings wherever its rootlets attached themsel ves to the tree. Anthracne
caused cracks and then spots of dead bark called cankers. Blight wilted trees' leaves. Witchesbrc
weakened limbs. Bacteria caused tumor-like growths on the trunk, called galls.

We had been focusing on the mental and psychological effects when we should have been looking at tl
physical ones. The heightened intelligence, the increasein civility and common sense, must smply be sic
effects of the parasites’ stealing nutrients. And damaging the host.

| stuck the papers back into the file folder, went back to my desk, and called Sueann.

"Sueann, hi," | said. "I'm working on my Christmas newd etter, and | wanted to make sure | spelled Davi
name right. Is Carrington spelled C-A-R-R or C-E-R-R?"

"C-A-R-R. Oh, Nan, he's so wonderful! So different from the losers| usually date! He's considerate ar
senstive and-"

"And how areyou?' | said. "Everybody at work's been down with the flu.”

"Redly?’ shesad. "No, I'm fine"

What did | do now? | couldn't ask "Are you sure?’ without making her suspicious. "C-A-R-R," | said, tn
to think of another way to approach the subject.

Sueann saved methe trouble. "Y ou won't believe what he did yesterday. Showed up at work to take me
home. He knew my ankles had been hurting, and he brought me atube of Ben-Gay and a dozen pink roses.
so thoughtful."



"Y our ankles have been hurting?' | said, trying not to sound anxious.

"Likecrazy. It'sthisweather or something. | could hardly walk on them this morning."

| jammed the parasite papers back into the file folder, made sure | hadn't left any on the desk like thef
in Parasite People from Planet X, and went up to see Gary.

He was on the phone.

"I'vegot to tak to you," | whispered.

"I'd likethat," he said into the phone, an odd look on hisface.

"What isit?' | said. "Have they found out we're on to them?"

"Shh," hesaid. "You know | do," he said into the phone.

"Y ou don't understand,” | said. "I've figured out what it's doing to people.”

He held up afinger, motioning me to wait. "Can you hang on a minute?' he said into the
phone, and put his hand over thereceiver. "I'll meet you in Hunziger's office in five minutes," he said.

"No," | said. "It's not safe. Meet me at the post office."

He nodded, and went back to his conversation, still with that odd look on hisface.

| ran back down to second for my purse and went to the post office. | had intended to wait on the corne
it was crowded with people jockeying to drop money into the Salvation Army Santa Claus's kettle.

| looked down the sidewak. Where was Gary? | went up the steps and scanned the street. There was nc
of him.

"Merry Christmas!" aman said, haf-tipping a fedora and holding the door for me.

"Oh, no, I'm-" | began, and saw Tonya coming down the street. "Thank you," | said, and ducked inside.

It was freezing inside, and the line for the postal clerks wound out into the lobby. | got init. It would te
hour at least to work my way to the front, which meant | could wait for Gary without |ooking suspicious.

Except that | was the only one not wearing ahat. Every single person in line had one on, and the
clerks behind the counter werewearing mail carriers caps. And broad smiles.

"Packages going overseas should redly have been mailed by November fifteenth,” the middle clerk we
saying, not at all disgruntledly, to alittle Japanese woman in ared cap, "but don't worry, well figt
out away to get your presents there on time.”

"Theline's only about forty-five minuteslong,” the woman in front of me confided cheerfully. She was
wearing asmall black hat with afeather and carrying four enormous packages. | wondered if they were ful
pods. "Whichisn't bad at al, consdering it's Christmas.”

| nodded, looking toward the door. Where was he?

"Why are you here?' the woman said, smiling.

"What?' | said, whirling back around, my heart pounding.

"What are you hereto mail?' she said. "'l see you don't have any packages.”

"S-stamps,” | sammered.

"Y ou can go ahead of me," she said. "If dl you're buying is stamps. I've got al these packages to send.
don't want to wait for that."

| do want to wait, | thought. "No, that'sadl right. I'm buying alot of ssamps,” | said. "I'm buying severa
sheets. For my Christmas newdetter."

She shook her head, balancing the packages. "Don't be silly. Y ou don't want to wait while they weigh a
these." She tapped the man in front of her. "Thisyoung lady's only buying stamps,” she said. "Why don't we
her go ahead of us?'

"Certainly,” the man, who was wearing a Russian karakul hat, said, and bowed dightly, stepping back.

"No, redly," | began, but it wastoo late. The line had parted like the Red Sea.

"Thank you," | said, and walked up to the counter. "Merry Christmas.”

The line closed behind me. They know, | thought. They know | was looking up plant parasites. | glancec
desperately toward the door.

"Holly and ivy?' the clerk said, beaming at me.

"What?' | sad.

"Y our stamps." He held up two sheets. "Holly and ivy or Madonna and Child?*



"Holly andivy," | said weakly. "Three shests, please." | paid for the sheets, thanked the mob again, and \
back out into the freezing-cold lobby. And now what? Pretend | had a box and fiddle with the combination
Where washe?

| went over to the bulletin board, trying not to seem suspicious, and looked at the Wanted posters. The
probably all turned themselvesin by now and were being model prisoners. And it really was a pity the par:
were going to have to be stopped, If they could be stopped.

It had been easy in the movies (in the movies, that is, in which they had managed to defeat them, which
wasn't dl that many. Over half the movies had ended with the whole world being turned into glowing greer
eyes). And in the ones where they did defeat them, there had been an awful lot of explosions and hanging
precarioudly from helicopters. | hoped whatever we came up with didn't involve skydiving.

Or avirus or ultrasonic sound, because even if | knew a doctor or scientist to ask, | couldn't confideir
them. "We can't trust anybody," Gary had said, and he was right. We couldn't risk it. There was too much a
stake. And we couldn't call the police. "It'sall in your imagination, Miss Johnson," they would say. " Stay ri
there. We're on our way."

Wewould have to do this on our own. And where was Gary? | looked at the Wanted posters some mor
was sure the one in the middle looked like one of Sueann's old boyfriends. He-

"I'm sorry I'm late," Gary said breathlesdly. His ears were red from the cold, and his hair was ruffled fr
running. "l had this phone call and-"

"Comeon," | said, and hustled him out of the post office, down the steps, and past the Santa and his mc
donors.

"Keep waking," | said. "Y ou were right about the parasites, but not because they turn people into zomb

| hurriedly told him about the galls and Tonya's carpal tunnel syndrome. "My sister wasinfected at
Thanksgiving, and now she can hardly walk," | said. "Y ou were right. Weve got to stop them.”

"But you don't have any proof of this," he said. "It could be arthritis or something, couldn't it?"

| stopped waking. "What?"

"Y ou don't have any proof that it's the aliens that are causing it. It's cold. People's arthritis lways acts'
when it'scold out. And even if the aliens are causing it, afew aches and painsisasmall price to pay for a
benefits. Y ou said yoursel f-"

| stared at hishair.

"Don't look at melikethat," he said. "I haven't been taken over. I've just been thinking about what you s
about your sigter's engagement and-"

"Who was on the phone?'

He looked uncomfortable. "Thething is-"

"It was your ex-wife," | said. " She's been taken over, and now she's nice, and you want to get back toget
with her. That'sit, isn't it?"

"Y ou know how I've dwaysfelt about Marcie," he said guiltily. " She says she never stopped loving me.'

When something sounds too good to betrue, it probably is, | thought.

"Shethinks | should move back in and see if we can't work things out. But that isn't the only reason,” he
grabbing my arm. "I've been looking at al those clippings-dropouts going back to school, escaped convict
turning themsalvesin-"

"People returning overdue library books," | said.

"Arewe willing to be responsible for ruining al that? | think we should think about this before we do
anything."

| pulled my arm away from him.

"I just think we should consider al the factors before we decide what to do. Waiting afew days can't hi

"You'reright," | said, and started walking. "Theré's alot we don't know about them.”

"I just think we should do alittle more research," he said, opening the door of our building.

"You'reright," | said, and started up the stairs.

"I'll talk to you tomorrow, okay?' he said when we got to second.

| nodded and went back to my desk and put my head in my hands.



Hewas willing to let parasites take over the planet so he could get his ex-wife back, but were my moti
any better than his? Why had | believed in an dien invasion in thefirst place, and spent al that time watchi
science-fiction movies and having huddled conversations? So | could spend time with him.

Hewasright. A few aches and pains were worth it to have Sueann married to someone nice and postal
workers nondisgrun-tled and passengers remaining seated till those people with connecting flights had
deplaned.

"Areyou okay?' Tonyasaid, leaning over my desk.

"I'mfing" | said. "How's your arm?"

"Fine," she said, rotating the elbow to show me. "It must have been a cramp or something.”

| didn't know these parasites were like mistletoe. They might cause only temporary aches and pains. G
was right. We needed to do more research. Waiting afew days couldn't hurt.

The phonerang. "I've been trying to get hold of you," Mom said. "Dakotasin the hospital. They don't ki
what it is. It's something wrong with her legs. Y ou need to call Allison.” "I will," | said, and hung up the ph

| logged on to my compuiter, called up the file I'd been working on, and scrolled halfway through it so
would look like | was away from my desk for just aminute, took off my high heels and changed into my
sneakers, stuck the high heelsinto my desk drawer, grabbed my purse and coat, and took off.

The best place to look for information on how to get rid of the parasites was the library, but the card f
was on-line, and you had to use your library card to get access. The next best was a bookstore. Not the
independent on Sixteenth. Their clerks were far too helpful. And knowledgeable.

| went to the Barnes & Noble on Eighth, taking the back way (but no aleys). It was jammed, and there\
some kind of book signing going on up front, but nobody paid any attention to me. Even so, | didn't go stre
to the gardening section. | wandered casually through the aides, looking at T-shirts and mugs and stopping
thumb through a copy of How Irrational Fears Can Ruin Your Life, gradualy working my way back to th
gardening section.

They had only two books on parasites: Common Garden Parasites and Diseases and Organic Weed
Pest Control. | grabbed them both, retreated to the literature section, and began to read.

"Fungicides such as Benomyl and Ferbam are effective against certain rusts,” Common Garden Paras
said. "Streptomycin is effective against some viruses."

But which wasthis, if either?" Spraying with Diazinon or Malathion can be effective in most cases. Nc
These are dangerous chemicals. Avoid al contact with skin. Do not breathe fumes."

That wasout. | put down Common Garden Parasites and picked up Organic Weed and Pest Control.
least it didn't recommend spraying with deadly chemicals, but what it did recommend wasn't much more
Prune affected limbs. Remove and destroy berries. Cover branches with black plastic.

Too often it said smply: Destroy al infected plants. "The main difficulty in the case of parasitesisto
destroy the parasite without also destroying the host." That sounded more likeit. "It is therefore necessan
find a substance that the host can tolerate that is intolerable to the parasite. Some rusts, for instance, canr
tolerate avinegar and ginger solution, which can be sprayed on the leaves of the host plant. Red mites, wh
infest honeybees, are allergic to peppermint. Frosting made with oil of peppermint can be fed to the bees
permeates the bees' systems, the red mites drop off harmlessly. Other parasites respond variously to
spearmint, citrus oil, oil of garlic, and powdered aloe vera."

But which? And how could | find out? Wear a garlic necklace? Stick an orange under Tonya'snose? Th
was no way to find out without their figuring out what | was doing.

| kept reading. " Some parasites can be destroyed by rendering the environment unfavorable. For
moi sture-dependent rusts, draining the soil can be beneficial. For temperature-susceptible pests, freezing
and/or use of smudge pots can kill the invader. For light-sensitive parasites, exposure to light can kill the
paradite.”

Temperature-sensitive. | thought about the hats. Were they to hide the parasites or to protect them fro
cold? No, that couldn't beit. The temperature in the building had been turned down to freezing for two we
and if they needed heat, why hadn't they landed in Florida?

| thought about Jackie Peterson’'s newdetter. She hadn't been affected. And neither had Uncle Marty w



newsd etter had come this morning. Or, rather, Uncle Marty's dog, who ostensibly dictated them. “Woof, w
the newdletter had said. "I'm lying here under a Christmas saguaro out on the desert, chewing on abone an
hoping Santa brings me anice new fleacollar." So they hadn't landed in Arizona or Miami, and none of the
newspaper articles Gary had circled had been from Mexico or California. They had all been datelined
Minnesotaand Michigan and Illinois. Places where it was cold. Cold and cloudy, | thought, thinki
Cousin Cdlias Christmas newsdletter. Cold and cloudy.

| flipped back through the pages, looking for the reference to light-sensitive parasites.

"It'sright back here," avoice said.

| shut the book, jammed it in among Shakespeare's plays, and snatched up a copy of Hamlet.

"It'sfor my daughter," the customer, who was, thankfully, hat-less, said, appearing at the end of the aid
"That'swhat she said she wanted for Christmas when | called her. | was so surprised. She hardly ever reads
The clerk was right behind her, wearing amobcap with red and green ribbons. "Everybody's reading

Shakespeare right now," she said, smiling. "We can hardly keep it on the shelves."

| ducked my head and pretended to read the Hamlet. "O villain, villain, smiling, damned villain!" Hamle
sad. "l set it down, that one may smile, and smile, and be avillain."

The clerk started along the shelves, looking for the book. "King Lear, King Lear. . . let's see.”

"Hereitis" | said, handing it to her before she reached Common Garden Parasites.

"Thankyou," she said, smiling. She handed it to the customer. "Have you been to our book signing yet?
Sheridan, the fashion designer, isin the store today, signing her new book, In Your Easter Bonnet. Hats a
coming back, you know."

"Redly?' the customer said.

"She's giving away afree hat with every copy of the book," the clerk said.

"Really?" the customer said. "Where, did you say?'

"I'll show you," the clerk said, still smiling, and led the customer away like alamb to the daughter.

As soon as they were gone, | pulled out Organic Gardening and looked up "light-sensgitive” in the inde
Page 264. "Pruning branches above the infection and cutting away surrounding leaves to expose the sourc
sunlight or artificial light will usually kill light-sensitive parasites.”

| closed the book and hid it behind the Shakespeare plays, laying it onits side so it wouldn't show, and
pulled out Common Garden Pests.

"Hi," Gary said, and | nearly dropped the book. "What are you doing here?"

"What are you doing here?' | said, cautioudly closing the book. He was looking at the title. | stuc}
on the shelf between Othello and The Riddle of Shakespeare's Identity.

"I redlized you wereright." He looked cautioudly around. "We've got to destroy them.”

"I thought you said they were symbiotes, that they were beneficia,” | said, watching him warily.

"Y ou think I've been taken over by the dliens, don't you?' he said. He ran his hand through his hair. " See
hat, no toupee." But in The Puppet Master s the parasites had been able to attach themselves anywhere ao
the spine.

"| thought you said the benefits outweighed afew achesand pains,” | said.

"I wanted to believethat," he said ruefully. "1 guesswhat | really wanted to believe was that my ex-wife
would get back together."

"What changed your mind?' | said, trying not to look at the bookshelf.

"You did," hesaid. "I redized somewhere dong the way what adope I'd been, mooning over her wheny
wereright therein front of me. | was standing there, listening to her talk about how great it was going to &
get back together, and al of asudden | realized that | didn't want to, that 1'd found somebody nicer, prettie
someone | could trust. And that someone was you, Nan." He smiled at me. " So what have you found out?
Something we can use to destroy them?'

| took along, deep breath, and looked at him, deciding.

"Yes," | said, and pulled out the book. | handed it to him. " The section on bees. It saysin here that
introducing allergens into the bloodstream of the host can kill the parasite.”

"Likein Infiltrators from Space."



"Yes." | told him about the red mites and the honeybees. "Oil of wintergreen, citrusail, garlic, and
powdered aloe vera are al used on various pests. So if we can introduce peppermint into the food of the
affected people, it-"

" Peppermint?' he said blankly.

"Y es. Remember how Penny said nobody ate any of the candy canes she put out? | think it's because th
alergic to peppermint,” | said, watching him.

"Peppermint,” he said thoughtfully. "They didn't eat any of the ribbon candy Jan Gundell had on her des
either. | think you've hit it. So how are you going to get them to ingest it? Put it in the water cooler?”

"No," | said. "In cookies. Chocolate chip cookies. Everybody loves chocolate.” | pushed tl
books into place on the shelf and started for the front. "It's my turn to bring Holiday Goodies tomorro
go to the grocery store and get the cookie ingredients-"

"I'll gowithyou,” he said.

"No," | said. "I need you to buy the oil of peppermint. They should haveit at a drugstore or a health foo
store. Buy the most concentrated form you can get, and make sure you buy it from somebody who hasn't |
taken over. I'll meet you back at my apartment, and we'll make the cookies there."

"Gredt," hesad.

"Wed better leave separately,” | said. | handed him the Othello. "Here. Go buy this. It'l give you abag
carry the oil of peppermint in.”

He nodded and started for the checkout line. | walked out of Barnes & Noble, went down Eighth to the
grocery store, ducked out the side door, and went back to the office. | stopped at my desk for ametal rule
ran up to fifth. Jm Bridgeman, in his backward baseball cap, glanced up a me and then back down at his
keyboard.

| went over to the thermostat.

And this was the moment when everyone surrounded you, pointing and squawking an unearthly
screech at you. Or turned and stared at you with their glowing green eyes. | twisted the thermost:
did asfar up asit would go, to ninety-five. Nothing happened.

Nobody even looked up from their computers. Jim Bridgeman was typing intently.

| pried the dial and casing off with the metal ruler and stuck them into my coat pocket, bent the metal r
back so it couldn't be moved, and walked back out to the stairwell.

And now, please let it warm up fast enough to work before everybody goes home, | thought, clattering
the stairs to fourth. Let everybody start sweating and take off their hats. Let the aliens be light-sensitive. L
them not be telepathic.

| jammed the thermostats on fourth and third, and clattered down to second. Our thermostat was on the
side, next to Hunziger's office. | grabbed up a stack of memos from my desk, walked purposefully across
floor, dismantled the thermostat, and started back toward the stairs.

"Where do you think you're going?' Solveig said, planting herself firmly in front of me.

"Toameeting," | said, trying not to look as lame and frightened as the hero's girlfriend in the movies a
did. Shelooked down at my sneakers. "Across town."

"Y ou're not going anywhere,”" she said.

"Why not?' | said weskly.

"Because |'ve got to show you what | bought Jane for Christmas."

She reached for a shopping bag under her desk. "I know I'm not duetill May, but | couldn't resist this,"
said, rummaging in the bag. "It is so cute!”

She pulled out atiny pink bonnet with white daisesonit. "Isn't it adorable?' she said. "It's newborn siz
can wear it home from the hospital. Oh, and | got her the cutest-"

"I lied," | said, and Solveig looked up aertly. "Don't tell anybody, but | completely forgot to buy a Secr
Santa gift. Penny'll kill meif shefinds out. If anybody asks where I've gone, tell them the ladies room,” | ¢
and took off downto first.

The thermostat was right by the door. | disabled it and the one in the basement, got my car (looking in



backsest first, unlike the people in the movies) and drove to the courthouse and the hospital and McDonal
and then called my mother and invited myself to dinner. "I'll bring dessert,” | said, drove out to the mall, ar
hit the bakery, the Gap, the video-rental place, and the theater multiplex on the way.

Mom didn't have the TV on. She did have the hat on that Sueann had given her. "Don't you think it's
adorable?' she said.

"I brought cheesecake," | said. "Have you heard from Allison and Mitch? How's Dakota?!

"Worse," she said. "She has these swellings on her knees and ankles. The doctors don't know w
causing them." She took the cheesecake into the kitchen, limping dightly. "I'm so worried.”

| turned up the thermostatsin the living room and the bedroom and was plugging the space heater in wi
she brought in the soup. "1 got chilled on the way over," | said, turning the space heater up to high. "It'sfree
out. | think it's going to snow."

We ate our soup, and Mom told me about Sueann's wedding. " She wants you to be her maid of honor,"
sad, fanning hersdlf. "Aren't you warm yet?"

"No," | sad, rubbing my arms.

"I'll get you a sweater," she said, and went into the bedroom, turning the space heater off as she went.

| turned it back on and went into the living room to build afire in the fireplace.

"Have you met anyone at work lately?' she called in from the bedroom.

"What?' | said, stting back on my knees.

She came back in without the swesater. Her hat was gone, and her hair was mussed up, asif something f
thrashed around init. "1 hope you're not still refusing to write a Christmas newdletter," she said, going intc
kitchen and coming out again with two plates of cheesecake. "Come sit down and eat your dessert,” she sa

| did, still watching her warily.

"Making up things!" she said. "What an ideal Aunt Margaret wrote me just the other day to tell me how
much she loves hearing from you girls and how interesting your newdetters always are." She cleared thet
"Y ou can stay for awhile, can't you? | hate waiting here alone for news about Dakota."

"No, I'vegottogo,” | said, and stood up. "l'vegotto. . ."

I'vegotto ... what?1 thought, feeing suddenly overwhelmed. Fly to Spokane? And then, as soon as Ds
was okay, fly back and run wildly around town turning up thermostats until | fell over from exhaustion? Ar
then what? It was when people fell adeep in the movies that the aliens took them over. And there was no w
could stay awake until every parasite was exposed to the light, even if they didn't catch me and turn meint
of them. Even if | didn't turn my ankle.

The phone rang.

"Tel them I'm not here," | said.

"Who?' Mom asked, picking it up. "Oh, dear, | hopeit's not Mitch with bad news. Hello?' Pause. "It's
Sueann,” she said, putting her hand over the receiver, and listened for along interval. " She broke up with h
boyfriend."

"With David?' | sad. "Give methe phone."

"I thought you said you weren't here," she said, handing the phone over.

"Sueann?' | sad. "Why did you break up with David?"

"Because he's so deadly dull," she said. "He's aways calling me and sending me flowers and being nice
even wantsto get married. And tonight at dinner, | just thought, "Why am | dating him? and we broke up."

Mom went over and turned on the TV. "In local news," the CNN guy said, "specia-interest grot
banded together to donate fifteen thousand dollarsto City Hall's Christmas display."

"Where were you having dinner?' | asked Sueann. "At McDona d's?"

"No, a this pizza place, which is another thing. All he ever wantsisto go to dinner or the movies. We |
do anything interesting."

"Did you go to amovie tonight?' She might have been in the multiplex at the mall.

"No. | told you, | broke up with him."

Thismade no sense. | hadn't hit any pizzaplaces.



"Westher isnext," the guy on CNN said.

"Mom, can you turn that down?' | said. " Sueann, thisisimportant. Tell me what you're wearing."

"Jeans and my blue top and my zodiac necklace. What does that have to do with my breaking up with De

"Areyou wearing aha?'

"In our forecast just ahead," the CNN guy said, "great weather for al you people trying to get your
Christmas shopping d-"

Mom turned the TV down.

"Mom, turnit back up," | said, motioning wildly.
"No, I'm not wearing ahat," Sueann said. "What does that have to do with whether | broke up with Davic
not7'

The weather map behind the CNN guy was covered with 62, 65, 70, 68. "Mow," | said.

She fumbled with the remote.

"Y ouwont believe what he did the other day," Sueann said, outraged. "' Gave me an engagement ring! Cz
you imag-"

"-unseasonably warm temperatures and lots of sunshine,” the weather guy blared out. " Continuing right
through Christmas."

"I mean, what was | thinking?' Sueann said.

"Shh," | said. "I'm trying to listen to the weather."

"It's supposed to be nice al next week," Mom said.

It was nice dl the next week. Allison called to tell me Dakota was back home. " The doctors don't know
it was, some kind of bug or something, but whatever it was, it's completely gone. She's back taking ice ske
and tap-dancing lessons, and next week I'm signing both girls up for Junior Band."

"You did theright thing," Gary said grudgingly. "Marcie told me her knee was really hurting. When she
still talking to me, that is."

"The reconciliation's off, huh?"

"Yeah," hesaid, "but | haven't given up. The way she acted proves to methat her love for meis till ther
canonly reachiit."

All it proved to me was that it took an invasion from outer space to make her seem even marginally hu
but | didn't say so.

"I've talked her into going into marriage counseling with me," he said. "Y ou were right not to trust me
either. That's the mistake they always make in those body-snatcher movies, trusting people.”

Wéll, yes and no. If I'd trusted Jm Bridgeman, | wouldn't have had to do all those thermostats alone.

"Y ou were the one who turned the heat up at the pizza place where Sueann and her fiance were having
dinner," | said after he told me he'd figured out what the aliens weakness was after seeing me turn up the
thermostat on fifth. "Y ou were the one who'd checked out Attack of the Soul Killers."

"I tried to talk to you," he said. "'l don't blame you for not trusting me. | should have taken my hat off, b
didn't want you to see my bad spot.”

"Y ou can't go by appearances,” | said.

By December fifteenth, hat sales were down, the mall was jammed with ill-tempered shoppers, at City
an animal-rights group was protesting Santa Claus's wearing fur, and Gary's wife had skipped their first
marriage-counseling session and then blamed it on him. It's now four daystill Christmas, and things are
completely back to normal. Nobody at work's wearing a hat except Jim, Sol-veig's naming her baby Duran
Hunziger's suing management for firing him, antidepressant sales are up, and my mother called just now t
me Sueann has a new boyfriend who's aterrorist, and to ask meif 1'd sent out my Christmas newdettersy
And had | met anyone lately at work.

"Yes" | said. "I'm bringing him to Chrissmas dinner.”

Y esterday Betty Holland filed a sexual harassment suit against Nathan Steinberg for kissing her under



mistletoe, and | was nearly run over on my way home from work. But the world has been made safe from
cankers, leaf wilt, and galls.

And it makes an interesting Christmas Newsdl etter.

Whether it's true or not.

Wishing you and yours avery Merry Christmas and a Happy New Y ear,

Nan Jol
EPIPHANY
by ConnieWillis
"But pray ye that your flight he not in the winter, neither on the sabbath day."
— MATTHEW

A little after three, it began to snow. It had looked like it was going to al the way through Pennsylvani.
hed even spit afew flakes just before Y oungstown, Ohio, but now it was snowing in earnest, thick flake
were dready covering the stiff dead grass on the median and getting thicker as he drove west.

And this iswhat you get for setting out in the middle of January, he thought, without checking the We
Channd first. He hadn't checked anything. He had taken off his robe, packed a bag, gotten into his ca
taken off. Like aman fleeing acrime.

The congregation will think I've absconded with the money in the collection plate, he thought. Or v
Hadn't there been aminister in the paper last month who'd run off to the Bahamas with the building fund
blonde? They'll say, "'l thought he acted strange in church this morning.”

But they wouldn't know yet that he was gone. The Sunday night Mariners Meeting had been cancelle
elders meeting wasn't till next week, and the interchurch ecumenical meeting wasn't till Thursday.

He was supposed to play chess with B.T. on Wednesday, but he could call him and move it. He woulc
to call when B.T. was a work and leave him amessage on his voice mail. He couldn't risk talking to him-
hed been friends too many years. B.T. would instantly know something was up. And he would be the last ¢
to understand.

I'll call his voice maill and move our chess game to Thursday night after the ecumenica meeting
thought. That will give me till Thursday.

He was kidding himself. The church secretary, Mrs. Bilder-beck, would miss him Monday morning
he didn't show up in the church office.

I'll call her and tell her I've got the flu, he thought. No, she would insist on bringing him over chi
soup and zinc lozenges. I'll tell her I've been called out of town for afew days on persona business.

She will immediately think the worst, he thought. She'll think | have cancer, or that I'm looking at ar
church. And anything they conclude, he thought, even embezzlement, would be easier for them to accep
the truth.

The snow was starting to stick on the highway, and the windshield was beginning to fog up. Md turn
the defroster. A truck passed him, throwing up snow. It was full of gold-and-white Ferris whed baskets. -
been seeing trucks like it al afternoon, carrying black Octopus cars and concession stands and leng
roller-coaster track. He wondered what a carniva was doing in Ohio in the middle of January. And i
wegther.

Maybe they were lost. Or maybe they suddenly had a vision telling them to head west, he thought g
Maybe they suddenly had a nervous breakdown in the middle of church. In the middle of their sermon.

He had scared the choir haf to death. They had been sitting there, midway through the sermon, and thi
they hed plenty of time before they had to find the recessional hymn, when hed stopped cold, his hanx
raised, in the middle of a sentence.

There had been silence for a full minute before the organist thought to play the intro, and then a f



scramble for their bulletins and their hymnals, afrantic flipping of pages. They had straggled unevenly tc
feet dl the way through the first verse, singing and looking a him like he was crazy.

And were they right? Had he really had a vision or was it some kind of midlife crisis? Or psy«
episode?

He was a Presbyterian, not a Pentecostal. He did not have visons. The only time he had experi
anything remotely like this was when he was nineteen, and that hadn't been a vision. It had been a call 1
ministry, and it had only sent him to seminary, not baring off to who knows where.

And this wasn't a vison either. He hadn't seen a burning bush or an angdl. He hadn't seen anything. F
simply had an overwhelming conviction that what he was saying was true.

He wished he still had it, that he wasn't beginning to doubt it now that he was three hundred miles
home and in the middle of a snowstorm, that he wasn't beginning to think it had been some kind of self-in
hysteria, born out of his own wishful thinking and the fact that it was January.

He hated January. The church dways looked cheerless and abandoned, with al the Christmas decor:
taken down, the sanctuary dim and chilly in the gray winter light, Epiphany over and nothing to look forw:
but Lent and taxes. And Good Friday. Attendance and the collection down, haf the congregation out wi
flu and the other half avay on a winter cruise, those who were there looking abandoned, too, and like
wished they had somewhere to go.

That was why he had decided against his sermon on Christian duty and pulled an old one out of the fi
sermon on Jesus promise that He would return. To get that abandoned ook off their faces.

"This is the hardest time" he had said, "when Christmas is over, and the bills have al come due, .
seems like winter is never going to end and summer is never going to come. But Chrigt tells us that we
not when the master of the house cometh, a even, or a midnight, or a the cockcrowing, or in the mo
and when he comes, we must be ready for him. He may come tomorrow or next year or a thousand years
now. He may aready be here, right now. At this moment. . "

And as he sad it, he had had an overwhelming feeling that it was true, that He had already come, &
must go find Him.

But now he wondered if it was just the desire to be somewhere else, too, somewhere besides the
poi nsettial ess sanctuary.

If so, you came the wrong way, he thought. It was freezing, and the windshield was starting to fog ur
kicked the defrost dl the way up to high and swiped at the windshield with his gloved hand.

The snow was coming down much harder, and the wind was picking up. Mel twitched on the radio to |
wesather report.

"...andin the last days, the Book of Revelation tellsus™ a voice sad, " 'there will be hail and fire mi
with blood.""

He hoped that wasn't the westher report. He hit the scan button on the radio and listened as it ¢
through the stations. "... for the latest on the scanda involving the President and . . ." the voice of |
Travis, Snging "Forever and Ever, Amen” . ..

"hog futures & . . . "and the disciples said, 'Lord, show usa
sgn "

A dgn, that was what he needed, Md thought, peering at the road. A sign that he was not crazy.

A semi roared past in ablinding blast of snow and exhaust. He leaned forward, trying to see the lines «
pavement, and another truck went by, full of orange-and-yellow bumper cars. Bumper cars. How appro
They were dl going to be riding bumper cars if this snow kept up, Mel thought, watching the truc
into the lane ahead of him. It fishtailed wildly asit did, and Md put his foot on the brake, felt it skid, and
his foot off.

WEéll, he had asked for asign, he thought, carefully dowing down, and this one couldn't be clearer if
written in fiery letters: Go home! This was a crazy ideal You're going to be killed, and then wha wi
congregation think? Go home!

Which was easier said than done. He could scarcely see the road, let done any exit sSgns, ar
windshied was starting to ice up. He kicked the defroster al the way up and swiped at the window again.

He didn't dare pull over and stop—those semis would never see him—but he was going to have tc



defroster wasn't having any effect on the ice on the windshield, and neither were the windshield wipers.

He rolled down the window and leaned out, trying to grab the wiper and dap it against the windshi
shake the ice off. Show stabbed his face, stinging it.

"All right, al right," he shouted into the wind. "l get the message!”

He rolled the window back up, shivering, and swiped at the inside of the windshield again. The only ki
sign he wanted now was an exit sign, but he couldn't see the side of the road.

If I'm on the road, he thought, trying to spot the shoulder, a telltale outline, but the whole worl
disappeared into a featureless whiteness. And wha would keep him from driving right off the road and
ditch?

He leaned forward tensely, trying to spot something, anything, and thought he saw, far ahead, alight.

A yelow light, too high up for a taillight—a reflector on a motorcycle, maybe. That was impossible,
was no way a motorcycle could be out in this. One of those lights on the top corners of a semi.

If that was what it was, he couldn't see the other one, but the light was moving steadily in front of hin
he followed it, trying to keep pace.

The windshield wipers were icing up again. He rolled down the window, and in the process lost sight
light. Or the road, he thought frightenedly. No, there was the light, still high up, but closer, and it wasnt a
it wasawhole cluster of them, round yellow bulbs in the shape of an arrow.

The arrow on top of a police car, he thought, telling you to change lanes. There must be some Ki
accident up ahead. He strained forward, trying to make out flashing blue ambulance lights.

But the yellow arrow moved steadily ahead, and as he got closer, he saw that the arrow was pointed dc
an angle. And that it was dowing. Md dowed, too, focusing his whole attention on the road and on pur
his brakes to keep the car from skidding.

When he looked up again, the arrow had dowed nearly to a stop, and he could see it clearly. It was pa
lighted sign on the back of atruck. "Shooting Star it said in a flowing script, and next to the arrow in
pink, "Tickets."

The truck came to a complete stop, itsturn light blinking, and then started up again, and inits headligh
caught a glimpse of snow-spattered red. A stop sign.

And this was an exit. He had followed the truck off the highway onto an exit without even knowing it.

And now he was hopefully following it into atown, he thought, clicking on his right-turn signal and t
after the truck, but in the moment he had hesitated, he had lost it. And the blowing snow was worse hert
on the highway.

There was the yellow arrow again. No, what he saw was a Burger King crown. He pulled in, scrapir
snow-covered curb, and saw that he was wrong agan. It was a motel sign. "King's Rest,” with a crow
sulfur-yellow bulbs.

He parked the car and got out, slipping in the snow, and started for the office, which hed,
goodness, a"Vacancy" sign in the same neon pink as the "Tickets' sign.

A little blue Honda pulled up beside him and a short, plump woman got out of it, winding a bright |
muffler around her head. "Thank goodness you knew where you were going,” she said, pulling on a p
turquoise mittens. "I couldn't see a thing except your taillights." She reached back into the Honda for &
green canvas bag. "Anybody who'd be on the roads in weather like this would have to be crazy, wouldn't the

And if the blizzard hadn't been sign enough, here was proof positive. "Yes" he said, dthough she hed al
gone insde the motel office, "they would."

He would check in, wait afew hours till the storm let up, and then start back. With luck he would be
home before Mrs. Bilderbeck got to the office tomorrow morning.

He went inside the office, where a balding man was handing the plump woman a room key and talki
someone on the phone.

"Another one" he said when Md opened the door. "Y eah."

He hung up the phone and pushed a registration form and apen a Méd.

"Which way'd you come from?" he asked.
"Eadt," Md sad.



The man shook his balding head. "You got here in the nick of time" he said to both of them. "The
closed dl the roads east of here."

"And thus | saw the horsesin the vision, and them that sat upon them."
— REVELATION

Inthe morning, Md caled Mrs. Bilderbeck. "I won't be in today. I've been called out of town."

"Out of town?' Mrs. Bilderbeck said, interested.

"Yes. On persona business. I'll be gone most of the week."

"Oh, dear," she said, and Mée suddenly hoped that there was an emergency at the church, that Gus Uhar
hed another stroke or Lottie Millar's mother had died, so that he would have to go back.

"l told Juan you'd be in," Mrs. Bilderbeck said. "He's putting the sanctuary Christmas decorations ava
he wanted to know if you want to save the star for next year. And the pilot light went out again. The churc
freezing when | got here this morning."

"Was Juan ableto get it rdit?"

"Yes, but | think someone should look at it. What if it goes out on a Saturday night?"

"Cal Jake Adams at A-1 Hesating," he said. Jake was a deacon.

"A-l Heating," she said dowly, as if she were writing it down. "What about the star? Are we going to
agan next year?'

Is there going to be anext year? Md thought. "Whatever you think," he said.

"And what about the ecumenical meeting?' she asked. "Will you be back in time for that?'

"Yes" hesad, afraid if hesaid "no," she would ask more questions.

"Isthere anumber where | can reach you?"

"No. I'll check in tomorrow." He hung up quickly, and then sat there on the bed, trying to decide whet
cal B.T. or not. He hadn't done anything major in the fifteen years they'd been friends without t
him, but Mel knew what hed say. They'd met on the ecumenical committee, when the Unitarian chairme
decided that, to be truly ecumenical, they needed a resident atheist and Dawinian biologist. And,
suspected, an African-American.

It was the only good thing that had ever come out of the ecumenical committee. He and B.T. had start
complaining about the idiocies of the ecumenica committee, which seemed bent on proving
denominations couldn't get along, progressed to playing chess and then to discussing religion and politic
disagreeing on both, and ended by becoming close friends.

| have to call him, Md thought, it's abetraya of our friendship not to.

And tell him what? That held had a holy vision? That the Book of Revelation was coming literally tr
sounded crazy to Mdl, let alone to B.T, who was a scientist, who didn't believe in the First Coming, let
the Second. But if it was true, how could he not call him?

He dided B.T.'s area code and then put down the receiver and went to check out.

The roads east were till closed. "You shouldn't have any trouble heading west, though,” the balding
sad, handing Md his credit-card receipt. "The snow's supposed to let up by noon."

Mel hoped so. The interstate was snow-packed and unbdievably slick, and when Mel positi
himself behind a sand truck, arock struck his windshiedld and made a ding.

At least there was hardly any traffic. There were only afew semis, and a navy-blue pickup with a bt
sticker that said "In case of the Rapture, this car will be unoccupied.” There was no sign of the blue Honda
the carnival. They had seen the light and were still a the King's Rest, sitting in the restaurant, drinking ¢
Or headed south for the winter.

He passed a snow-obscured sign that read "For Weather Info, Tune to am 1410."

Hedid."...andin the last days Christ Himself will gopear,” an evangelist, possibly the one from yest
or adifferent one— they all had the same accent, the same intonation—said. "The Rook of Revelation te
He will appear riding awhite horse and leading amighty army of the righteous against the Antichrist in th



great battle of Armageddon. And the unbelievers— the fornicators and the baby-murderers—will be flun
the bottomless pit."

The ultimate "Wait till your father gets home," threat, Md thought.

"And how do | know these things are coming?' the radio said. "I'll tell you how. The Lord came to ir
dream, and He said, 'These shal be the signs of my coming. There will be wars and rumors of wars.' Ire
friends, that's what he's talking about. The sun's face will be covered, and the godless will prosper. Look &
you. Who do you see prospering? Abortion doctors and homosexuals and godless atheists. Rut when
comes, they will be punished. He's told me so. The Lord spoke to me, just like he spoke to Moses, just li
spoketo Isaah. . . ."

He switched off the radio, but it didn't do any good. Because this was what had been bothering
ever since he started out. How did he know his vison wasn't just like some radio evangelist's?

Because his is born out of hatred, bigotry, and revenge, Md thought. God no more spoke to him the
the man in the moon.

And how do you know He spoke to you? Because it felt rea? The voices telling the bomber to destrc
abortion clinic felt red, too. Emotion isn't proof. Signs aren't evidence. "Do you have ay ol
confirmation?' he could hear B.T saying skeptically.

The sun came out, and the glare off the white road, the white fields, was worse than the snow had bese
almost didn't see the truck off to the side. Its emergency flashers weren't on, and at first he thought it he
did off the road, but as he went past, he saw it was one of the carniva trucks with its hood up and |
coming out. A young man in adenim jacket was standing next to it, hooking his thumb for aride.

| should stop, Md thought, but he was dready past, and picking up hitchhikers was dangerous. He hed
that out when held preached a sermon on the Good Samaritan last year. "Let us not be like the Levite «
Pharisee who passes by the stranded motorist, the injured victim," he had told his congregation. "Let us b
the Samaritan, who stopped and helped.”

It had seemed like a perfectly harmless sermon topic, and he had been totally unprepared for the upro:
ensued. "I cannot believe you told people to pick up hitchhikers!" Dan Crosby had raged. "If one ¢
daughters ends up raped, I'm holding you responsible.”

"What were you thinking of?" Mrs. Bilderbeck had said, hanging up after fending off Mable Jen
"On CNN last week there was a story about somebody who stopped to help a couple who was out of ga
they cut off his head."

He had had to issue a retraction the next Sunday, saying that women hed no business he
anyone (which had made Mamie Rollet mad, for feminist reasons) and that the best thing for everyone e
do was to dert the state patrol on their cell phones and let them take care of it, unless they knew the pt
athough somehow he couldn't imagine the Good Samaritan with a cell phone.

There was amedian crossing up ahead, but it was marked with a sign that read "Authorized Vehicles (
And if | get my head cut off, he thought, the congregation will have no sympathy at al.

But it was threatening to snow again, and the green interstate sign up ahead said "Wayside, 28 Mi." Al
carnival had been his Good Samaritan last night.

"'Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least of these, you have done it unto me,
turned into the median crossing and onto the eastbound side of the highway, and started back.

The truck was still there, though he couldn't see the driver. Good, he thought, looking for a place to «
Some other Samaritan's picked him up. But when he pulled up behind the truck, the man got out «
truck's cab and started over to the car, his hands jammed into his denim jacket. Mel began to feel sorn
stopped. The man had aragged scar across his forehead, and his hair was lank and greasy.

He douched over to the side of the car, and Md saw that he was much younger than held looked a
He's just akid, Md thought.

Yeah, well, so was Billy the Kid, he reminded himsealf. And Andrew Cunanan.

Mél leaned across and pulled down the passenger window. "What's the trouble?’

Thekid leaned down to talk to him. "Died," he said, and grinned.

"Do you need a lift into town?' he asked, and the kid immediately opened the car door, keegping his
hand in his jacket pocket. Where the gun is, Md thought.

he murmure



Thekid did in and shut the door, still using only one hand. When they find me robbed and murdered, 1
be convinced | was involved in some kind of drug deal, Md thought. He started the car.

"Man, it was cold out there" the kid said, taking his right hand out of his pocket and rubbing his
together. "I been waiting forever."

Mél kicked the heater over to high, and the kid leaned forward and held his hands in front of the vent.
was a peace Sign tattooed on the back of one of them and a fierce-looking lion on the other. Both looke
they'd been done by hand.

The kid rubbed his hands together, wincing, and Méel took another look. His hands were red with col
between the tattoo lines there were ugly white splotches. The kid started rubbing them again.

"Dont—" Md said, putting out his hand unthinkingly to stop him. "That looks like frostbite. Don'
it. You're supposed to . .." he said, and then couldn't remember. Put them in warm water? Wrap ther
"They're supposed to warm up dowly," he said findly.

"You mean like by warming ‘em up in front of a heater?' the kid said, holding his hands in front of th
again. He put up his hand and touched the ding in the windshield. "That's gonna spread,” he said.

His hand looked even worse now that it was warming up. The sickly white splotches stood out s
agang the rest of his skin.

Mel took off his gloves, switching hands on the steering whed and using his teeth to get the secon
off. "Here" he said, handing them to the kid. "These are insulated.”

Thekid looked at him for a minute and then put them on.

"You should get your hands looked a," Méel said. "l can take you to the emergency room when we
town."

"Il be okay," the kid said. "You get used to being cold, working acarny."”

"What'sacarniva doing here in the middle of winter, anyway?' Mdl asked.

"Bed time," the kid said. "Catches 'em by surprise. What're you doin' out here?"

He wondered what the kid would say if he told him. "I'm aminister," he said instead.

"A preacher, huh?' he said. "You bdieve in the Second Coming?'

"The Second Coming?' Me gasped, caught off-guard.

"Yeeh, we had a preacher come to the carny the other day telling us Jesus was coming back and was |
punish everybody for hanging him on the cross, knock down the mountains, burn the whole planet up
believe dl that's gonna happen?'

"No," Md said. "I don't think Jesus is coming back to punish anybody."

"The preacher said it was dl right there in the Bible."

"There are lots of thingsin the Bible. They don't dways turn out to mean what you thought they did."

Thekid nodded sagely. "Like the Siamese twins."

"Samese twins?' Md said, unable to remember any Samese twinsin the Bible.

"Yeeh, like this one carny up in Fargo. It had abig sign saying 'See the Siamese twins," and everybody |
buck, thinking they're gonna see two people hooked together. And when they get there it's a cage wit
Siamese kittensin it. Like that."

"Not exactly,” Md said. "The prophecies aren't a scam to cheat people, they're—"

"Wha about Roswell? The alien autopsy and dl that. You think that's a scam, too?"

WEéll, there was some outside confirmation for you. Md was in a class with scam artists and UFO nuit:

"After what happened the first time, | don't know if 1'd wanta come back or not," the kid said, and it tool
aminute to realize he was talking about Christ. "If | did, I'd wear some kind of disguise or something."

Like the last time, Md thought, when He came disguised as a baby.

Thekid was still preoccupied with the ding. "There's stuff you could do to keep it from spreading for &
while" he said, "but it's still gonna spread. There ain't nothing that can stop it." He pointed out the windo
sgn. "Waysde, exit 1 mile”

Méd pulled off and into a Total station, gpparently al there was to Wayside. The kid opened the doc
started to take off the gloves.

"Kegp them," Md said. "Do you want me to wait till you find out if they've got atow truck?"

The kid shook his head. "I'll call Pete" He reached into the pocket of the denim jacket and hande



three orange cardboard tickets. They were marked "Admit One Free."

"It'saticket to the show," the kid said. "We got atriple Ferris whed, three wheels one inside the other
agresat roller coaster. The Comet."

Mel splayed the tickets apart. "There are three tickets here."

"Bring your friends," the kid said, dapped the car door, and ambled off toward the gas station.

Bring your friends.

Mel got back on the highway. It was getting dark. He hoped the next exit wasn't as far, or as uninhabit
this one.

Bring your friends. | should have told B.T., he thought, even though he would have said, Don't go,
crazy, let me recommend agood psychiatrist.

"I still should have told him," he said out loud, and was as certain of it as he had been of wha he shot
in that moment in the church. And now he had cut himself off from B.T not only by hundreds of mil
closed highways and "icy and snow-packed conditions,” but by his deception, his failure to tell him.

The next exit didn't even have a gas station, and the one after that nothing but a Dairy Queen. It was |
eight by the time he got to Zion Center and aHoliday Inn.

He walked straight in, not even stopping to get his luggage out of the trunk, and across the lobby towa
phones.

"Hdlo!" The short plump woman held seen the night before waylad him. "Here we are again, orphans |
storm. Weren't the roads avful?' she said cheerfully. "I dmost went off in the ditch twice. My little t
doesn't have four-whed drive, and—"

"Excuse me" M€ interrupted her. "I have aphone call | have to make."

"You cant," shesaid, sill cheerfully. "The lines are down."

"Down?'

"Because of the storm. | tried to call my sister just now, and the clerk told me the phone's been out A
| don't know what she's going to think when she doesn't hear from me. | promised faithfully that I'd ce
every night and tell her where | was and that I'd gotten there safdy.”

He couldn't cal B.T. Or get to him. "Excuse me" he said, and started back across the lobby t
registration desk.

"Has the interstate going east opened up yet?' he asked the girl behind the counter.

She shook her heed. "It's still closed between Macolm and lowa City. Ground blizzards" she said.
you be checking in, sir? How many are there in your party?'

"Two," avoice sad.

Mél turned. And there, leaning againgt the end of the registration desk, wasB.T.

" And there appeared another wonder in heaven, and behold a great red dragon.”
— REVELATION

For amoment he couldn't spesk for the joy, the relief he felt. He clutched the check-out counter, ve
aware that the girl behind the counter was saying something.

"What are you doing here?' he said finally.

B.T. smiled his dow checkmate smile. "Aren't | the one who should be asking that?*

And now that he was here, he would have to tell him. Md felt the relief turn into resentmel
thought the roads were closed,” he said.

"I didn't comethat way," B.T. sad.

"And how would you like to pay for that, Sr?' the clerk said, and Mel knew she had asked him before.

"Credit card," he said, fumbling for hiswallet.

"License number?' the clerk asked.

"| flew to Omahaand rented acar,” B.T. said.

Mel handed her hisMasterCard. "TY 804."



"Sate?'

"Pennsylvania." Helooked a B.T. "How did you find me?"

"'License number?" B.T. said, mimicking the clerk." "Will you be putting this on your credit card, <
you've got a computer, it's the easiest thing in the world to find someone these days, especialy if they're
that." He gestured a the MasterCard the clerk was handing back to Md.

She handed him a folder. "Your room number is written inside, sir. It's not on the key for se
purposes,” the clerk said, asif his room number weren't in the computer, too. B.T. probably aready knew

"You still haven't answered my question,” B.T. said. "What are you doing here?"

"l have to go get my suitcase," Md said, and walked past him and out to the parking lot and his c
opened the trunk.

B.T. reached past him and picked up Mél's suitcase, asif taking it into custody.

"How did you know | was missing?' Mel asked, but he dready knew the answer to that. "Mrs. Bilde
sent you."

B.T. nodded. "She said she was worried about you, that youd caled and something was seri
wrong. She said she knew because you hadn't tried to get out of the ecumenical meeting on Thursday
said you always tried to get out of it."

They say it's the little mistakes that trip criminas up, Md thought.

"She said she thought you were sick and were going to see a specidist,” B.T. sad, his black face gray
worry. "Out of town, so nobody in the congregation would find out about it. A brain tumor, she sac
shifted the suitcase to his other hand. "Do you have a brain tumor?”

A brain tumor. That would be a nice, convenient explanation. When Ivor Sorenson hed had a brain tum
hed stood up during the offertory, convinced there was an ostrich sitting in the pew next to him.

"Areyou sck?' B.T. sad.

"No."

"But it is something serious.”

"It'sfreezing out here," Md said. "Let'sdiscussthisinsde.”

B.T. didn't move. "Whatever it is, no matter how bad it is, you can tell me"

"All right. Fine. 'For ye know neither the day nor the hour wherein the Son of Man cometh.' Mz
25:13" Md sad. "l had a revelation. About the Second Coming. | think He's here aready, that the S
Coming's dready happened.”

Whatever B.T. had imagined—termina illness or embezzlement or some other, worse crime—it obvi
wasn't as bad as this. His face went even grayer. "The Second Coming," he said. "Of Chrigt?"

"Yes," Mel said. He told him what had happened during

the sermon Sunday. "l scared the choir haf out of their wits" he said.

B.T. nodded. "Mrs. Bilderbeck told me. She said you stopped in the middle of a sentence and just
there, staring into space with your hand up to your forehead. That's why she thought you hed a brain t
How long did this.. . . vison lag?"

"lt wasnt avison," Md sad. "It wasarevelation, a conviction ... an epiphany.”

"Anepiphany,” B.T. said in aflat, expressionless voice. "And it told you He was here? In Zion Center?”

"No," Md sad. "l don't know whereHeis."

"You don't know where He is"" B.T. repeated. "You just got in your car and started driving?'

"West," Md said. "l knew He was somewhere west."

"Somewhere west," B.T. said softly. He rubbed his hand over his mouth.

"Why don't you say it?' Me said. He dammed the trunk shut. "You think I'm crazy."

"I think we're both crazy," he said, "standing out here in the snow, fighting. Have you hed supper?"

"No," Md sad.

"Neither havel,” B.T. said. He took Md's arm. "Let's go get some dinner.”

"And adose of antidepressants? A nice straitjacket?'

"l was thinking stegk,” B.T. said, and tried to smile. "Isnt that what they et here in lowa?'

"Corn,” Md sad.



"And when | looked, behold . . . the appearance of
the wheels was as the colour of a beryl stoneand . . .
asif awheel had been in the midst of a wheel."

— JEREMIAH 1(

Neither corn nor steak was on the menu, which had the Holiday Inn star on the front, and they were «
nearly everything else. "Because of the interstate being closed,” the waitress said. "Weve got chicken te
and beef chow mein.”

They ordered the chow mein and coffee, and the waitress left. Mel braced himself for more question
B.T. only asked, "How were the roads today?' and told him about the problems held had getting a flight
rental car. "Chicago O'Hare was shut down because of awinter storm,” he said, "and Denver and Kansas
hed to fly into Albuquerque and then up to Omaha."

"I'm sorry you had to go to al that trouble,” Md said.

"I wasworried about you."

The waitress arrived with their chow mein, which came with mashed potatoes and gravy and green bear

"Interesting,” B.T. said, poking at the gravy. He made a hafhearted attempt a the chow mein, ax
pushed the plate avay.

"There's something | don't understand,” he said. "The Second Coming is when Christ returns, right? | th
He was supposed to appear in the clouds in ablaze of glory, complete with trumpets and angel choirs.”

Mel nodded.

"Then how can He already be here without anybody knowing?'

"I don't know," Md said. "l don't understand any of this any more than you do. | just know He's here.”

"But you don't know where."

"No. | thought when | got out here there would beasign.”

"Adgn,” B.T.sad.

"Yes" Md sad, getting angry all over again. “You know. A burning bush, apillar of fire, astar. A sign.’

He must have been shouting. The waitress came scurrying over with the check. "Are you through with
she said, looking at the plates of half-eaten food.

"Yes" Md sad. "We'rethrough.”

"You can pay a the register,” the waitress said, and scurried away with their plates.

"Look," B.T. said, "the brain's a very complicated thing. An alteration in brain chemistry—are you c
medi cations? Sometimes medications can cause people to hear voices or—"

Mel picked up the check and stood, reaching for his wallet. "It wasn't avoice."

He put down money for atip and went over to the cash register.

"You said it was a strong feding,” B.T. said after Md had paid. "Sometimes endorphins can—nothiny
this has ever happened to you before, has it?'

Mel waked out into the lobby. "Yes" he said, and turned to face B.T. "It happened once before.™

"When?' B.T. said, hisface gray again.

"When | was nineteen. | wasin college, studying pre-law. | went to church with agirlfriend, and the mi
gave a hdllfire-and-brimstone sermon on the evils of dancing and associating with anyone who did. H
Jesus said it was wrong to associate with nonbelievers, that they would corrupt and contaminate you. .
who spent al His time with lowlifes, tax collectors and prostitutes and lepers! And al of a sudden | ha
overwheming fedling, this—"

"Epiphany,” B.T. sad.

"Thet | had to do something, that | had to fight him and al the other ministers like him. | stood u
walked out in the middle of the sermon,"” Md said, remembering, "and went home and applied to seminary

B.T. rubbed his hand across his mouth. "And the epiphany you had yesterday was the same as that one?

e

"Reverend Abrams?' awoman's voice said.

Mel turned. The short plump woman who'd been on the phone and a the motel the night befor



hurrying toward them, lugging her bright green tote bag.

"Who'sthat?' B.T. sad.

Mél shook his head, wondering how she knew his name.

She came up to them. "Oh, Reverend Abrams™ she said breathlesdly, "I wanted to thank you—I'm (
Hunter, by the way." She stuck out a plump, beringed hand.

"How do you do?' Méd said, shaking it. "Thisis Dr. Bernard Thomas, and I'm Méel Abrams.”

She nodded. "'l heard the desk clerk say your name. | didn't thank you the other night for saving my life.

"Saving your life?' B.T. said, looking a Mdl.

"There was this awful whiteout,” Cassie said. "You couldn't see the road a al, and if it hadn't been f¢
taillights on Reverend Abramss car, I'd have ended up in aditch.”

Me shook his head. "You shouldn't thank me. You should thank the driver of the carniva truck
following. He saved both of us"

"I saw those carniva trucks," Cassie said. "l wondered what a carniva was doing in lowa in the mid
winter." She laughed, a bright, chirpy laugh. "Of course, you're probably wondering what a retired E
teacher is doing in lowa in the middle of winter. Of course, for that matter, what are you doing in lowa
middle of winter?'

"Were on our way to areligious meeting,” B.T. said before Md could answer.

"Redly? I've been visiting famous writers birthplaces," she said. "Everyone back home thinks I'm craz
except for the last few days, the wesather's been fine. Oh, and | wanted to tell you, | just talked to the clerl
she thinks the phones will be working again by tomorrow morning, so you should be able to make your ca

She rummaged in her voluminous tote bag and came up with

aroom-key folder. "Well, anyway, | just wanted to thank you. It was nice meeting you,” she said to B.
bustled off across the lobby toward the coffee shop.

"Who wereyou trying to cal?' B.T. asked.

"You," Md sad bitterly. "l realized | owed it to you to tell you, even if you did think | was crazy."

B.T. didn't say anything.

"That is wha you think, isn't it?' Md said. "Why don't you just say it? You think I'm crazy."

"All right. | think you're crazy,” B.T. said, and then continued angrily, "Well, what do you expect me tc
You take off in the middle of ablizzard, you don't tell anyone where you're going, because you saw the S
Coming inavision?"

"It waan't—"

"Oh, right. It wasn't avision. You had an epiphany. So did the woman in The Globe last week who 3
Virgin Mary on her refrigerator. So did the Heaven's Gate people. Are you telling me they're not crazy?"

"No," Md said, and started down the hall to his room.

"For fifteen years you've raved about faith healers and cults and preachers who claim they've got a
line to God being frauds," B.T. said, following him, "and now you suddenly believe in it?"

He kept waking. "No."

"But you're telling me I'm supposed to believe in your revelation because it's different, because this
real thing."

“I'm not telling you anything,” Me said, turning to face him. "You're the one who came out her
demanded to know what | was doing. | told you. You got what you came for. Now you can go back and tell
Bilderbeck | don't have abrain tumor, it's a chemical imbaance.

"And what do you intend to do? Drive west until you fal off the Santa Monica pier?’

"l intend to find HImM," Md said.

B.T. opened his mouth asif to say something and then shut it and stormed off down the hall.

Mel stood there, watching him till a door slammed, down the hall.

Bring your friends, Méel thought. Bring your friends.

"For now we see through a glass darkly, hut then face to face."



— | CORINTHIANS

"1 intend to find Him," M had said, and was glad B.T. hadn't shouted back "How?" because hehad no i

He had not had a sign, which meant that the answer must be somewhere else. Me sat down on the
opened the drawer of the bedside table, and got out the Gideon Bible.

He propped the pillows up againgt the headboard and leaned back againgt them and opened the Bible
Book of Revelation. The radio evangelists made it sound like the story of the Second Coming was a
narrative, but it was actually a hodgepodge of isolated scriptures—Matthew 24 and sections of Isaia
Daniel, verses out of Second Thessalonians and John and Joel, stray ravings from Revelation and Jeremiz
thrown together by the evangelists as if the authors were writing a the same time. If they were even w
about the same thing.

And the references were full of contradictions. A trumpet would sound, and Christ would come |
clouds of heaven with power and great glory. Or on a white horse, leading an amy of a hundrec
forty-four thousand. Or like a thief in the night. There would be earthquakes and pestilences and
faling out of heaven. Or adragon would come up out of the sea, or four great beasts, with the heads of
and abear and aleopard and eagles wings. Or darkness would cover the earth.

But in all the assorted prophecies there were no locations mentioned. Joel taked about a de
wilderness and Jeremiah about a wasteland, but not about where they were. Luke said the faithful would
"from the east, and from the west, and from the north" to the kingdom of God, but neglected to say wt
was located.

The only place mentioned by name in dl the prophecies was Armageddon. But Armageddo
Har-Magedon or Ar Himdah) was aword that appeared only once in the Scriptures and whose meaning w
known, aword that might be Hebrew or Greek or something else atogether, that might mean "levd" or "
plan” or "place of desire.

Mel remembered from seminary that some scholars thought it referred to the plain in front o
Megiddo, the site of a battle between Israel and Sisera the Canaanite. But there was no Mt. Megiddo on a
or modern maps. It could be anywhere.

He put on his shoes and his coat and went out to the parking lot to get his road atlas out of the car.

B.T. wasleaning against the trunk.

"How long have you been out here?' Mel asked, but the answer was obvious. B.T.'s dark fac
pinched with cold, and his hands were jammed into his pockets like the carnival kid's had been.

"I've been thinking," he said, his voice shivering with the cold. "I don't have to be back until Thursday,
can fly out of Denver just as easily as out of Omaha. If we drive as far as Denver together, it'll give us
time—"

"For you to tak me out of this" Md said, and then was sorry when he saw the expression on B.T.'sfac

"For usto tak," B.T. said. "For me to figure this—epiphany— out,"

"All right,” Md said. "Asfar as Denver." He opened the car door. "You can come inside now. I'm not
anywhere till morning." He leaned inside the car and got the atlas. "It'sa good thing | came out for this
didn't actudly intend to stand out here al night, did you?'

He nodded, his teeth chattering. "Y ou're not the only one who's crazy."

"By hearing ye shall hear, and shall not understand,
and seeing ye shall see and shall not perceive."

—MATTHEW 1

There wasn't aHertz rental car agency in Zion Center. "The nearest on€e's in Redfield,” B.T. said unhapy
"I'll meet you there,” Md said.

"Will you?' B.T. said. "Y ou won't take off on your own?"

"No," Md sad.



"What if you seeasgn?’

"If I see aburning bush, I'll pull off on the side and let you know,” Md said dryly. "We can caravan i
want."

"Fine" B.T. sad. "I'll follow you."

"I don't know wherethe renta placeis."

"I'll pull ahead of you once we get to Redfield,” B.T. said, and got into his rental car. "It's the seconc
What are the roads supposed to be like?!

"lcy. Snow-packed. But the weather report said clear."

Mel got into his car. Thekid from the carniva had been right. The ding had started to spread, raying -
three long cracks and one short one.

He led the way over to the interstate, being careful to signa lane changes and not to get too far ahe
B.T. wouldn't think he was trying to escape.

The carnivd must have stayed the night in Zion Center, too. He passed atruck carrying the Tilt-aWhi
one full of stacked, danted mirrors for, Mel assumed, the Hall of Mirrors. A Blazer roared past him wi
bumper sticker "When the Rapture comes, I'm outta herel™

As soon as he was on the interstate, he turned on the radio. ". . . and snow-packed. Partly c
becoming clear by midmorning. Interstate 80 between Victor and Davenport is closed, also U.S. 35 ad
Highway 218. Partly cloudy skies, clearing by midmorning. The following schools are closed: Edge-
Bennett, Olathe, Oskaloosa, Vinton, Shellsburg. . . ." Md twisted the knob.

"... but the Second Coming is not something we believers have to be afraid of," the evangdigt, thi
with a Texas accent, sad, "for the Book of Reveation tells us that Christ will protect us from the
tribulation, and when He comes to power we will dwel with Him in His Holy City, which shines with |
and precious stones, and we will drink from living fountains of water. The lion shdl lie down with the
adthere... be...

more—"

The evangelist sputtered into static and then out of range, which was just as well because Mée was he
into fog and needed to give his whole attention to his driving.

The fog got worse, descending like a smothering blanket. Mé turned on his lights. They didn't help
but Mel hoped B.T. would be able to see his taillights the way Cassie had. He couldn't see anything bey
few yardsin front of him. And if he had wanted asign of his mental state, this was certainly appropriate.

"God has told us His will in no uncertain terms,” the radio evangelist thundered, coming suddenly bac
range. "There can't be any question about it."

But he had dozens of questions. There had been no Megiddo on the map of Nebraska last night.
Kansas or Colorado or New Mexico, and nothing in al the prophecies about location except a reference
New Jerusalem, and there was no New Jerusalem on the mep either.

"And how do | know the Second Coming is a hand?' the evangelist roared, suddenly back in range. "Be
the Bible tells us so. It tells us how He is coming and when!"

And that wasn't true either. "Ye know neither the day nor the hour wherein the Son of man cor
Matthew had written, and Luke, "The Son of man cometh a an hour when ye think not," and even Reveat
will come on thee asathief, and thou shal not know what hour | will come.”" It was the only thing they we
agreed on.

"The signs are all around us" the evangelist shouted. "They're as plain as the nose on your face
pollution, liberals outlawing school prayer, wickedness! Why, anybody'd have to be blind not to recc
them! Open your eyes and see!”

"All | seeisfog,” M said, turning on the defrost and wiping his deeve across the windshield, but it
the windshield. It was the world, which had vanished completely in the whiteness.

He nearly missed the turnoff to Redfield. Luckily, the fog was less dense in town, and they were a
find not only the rental car place, but the local Tastee-Freez. Md went over to get some lunch to take
them while B.T. checked the car in.

It was full of farmers, al taking about the weather. "Damned meter-ologists," one of them, redface



wearing a John Deere cap and earmuffs, grumbled. "Sad it was supposed to be clear.”

“Itis clear,” another one in adown vest said. "He just didn't say where. You get up above that fog, say
thousand feet, and it's clear asabdl."

"Number six," the woman behind the counter called.

Mel went up to the counter and paid. There was a fluorescent green poster for the carnival tape
on the wall beside the counter. "Come have the time of your life!" it read. "Thrills, chills, excitement!"

Chillsisright, Me thought, thinking of how cold being up in a Ferris whed in this fog would be.

It wasan old sign. "Littletown, Dec. 24," it read. "R. Dodge, Dec. 28. Cairo, Dec. 30."

B.T. was dready in the car when Me got back with their hamburgers and coffee. He handed him the
and got back on the highway.

That was a mistake. The fog was so thick he couldn't even take a hand off the whed to hold the haml
B.T. offered him. "I'll eet it later,” he sad, leaning forward and squinting as if that would make things cl
"You go ahead and eat, and well switch places in a couple of exits."

But there were no exits, or Md couldn't see them in the fog, and after twenty miles of it, he had B.T
him his coffee, now stone cold, and took a couple of sips.

"I've been looking at the Second Coming scientifically,” B.T. said. " 'A great mountain burning with fir
cast into the sea and the third part of the sea became blood.™

Méd glanced over. B.T. was reading from ablack |eather Bible. "Whered you get that?' he asked.

"It wasin the hotel room," B.T. said.

"You stole aGideon Bible?' Md said.

"They put them there for people who need them. And I'd say we qualify. "There was a great earthquak
the sun became black as sackcloth of hair and the moon became as blood. And the stars of heaven fell in
earth. And every mountain and idand were moved out of their places.’

"All these things are supposed to hagppen aong with the Second Coming,” B.T. said. "Earthquakes, wa
rumors of wars, pestilence, locusts." He leafed through the flimsy pages. " 'And there arose a smoke out
pit, as the smoke of a great furnace, and the sun and the air were darkened. And there came out of the <
locusts upon the earth." "

He shut the Bible. "All right, earthquakes happen al the time, and there have been wars and rumors of
for the last ten thousand years, and | guess this—'and the stars shall fall from the sky'—could refer to me
But there's no sign of any of these other things. No locusts, no bottomless pit opening up, no ‘third p
trees and grass were burnt up and athird part of the creatures which were in the sea died." "

"Nuclear war," Md sad.

IlWl,.al?l

"According to the evangdlists, that's supposed to refer to nuclear war," Mel said. "And before that, 1
Communist threat. Or fluoridation of water. Or anything else they disapprove of."

"Wdl, whatever it stands for, no bottomless pit has opened up lately or we would have seen it on CNN
volcanoes don't cause locust svarms. Md," he said serioudly, "let's say your experience was a rea epif
Couldn't you have misinterpreted what it meant?’

And for asplit second, Me amost had it. The key to where He was and what was going to happen. TF
to dl of it.

"Couldn't it have been about something else?' B.T. said. "Something besides the Second Coming?'

No, Md thought, trying to hang on to the insight, it was the Second Coming, but—it was gone. Whate
was, hed lost it.

He stared blindly ahead at the fog, trying to remember what had triggered it. B.T. had said, "Couldn
have misunderstood what it meant?' No, that wasn't right. "Couldn't you—"

"What isit?' B.T. was pointing through the windshield. What is that? Up ahead?'

"I don't see anything,"” Md said, straining ahead. He couldn't see anything but fog. "Wha was it?"

"I don't know. | just saw aglimpse of lights."

"Areyou sure?' Md said. There was nothing there but whiteness.

"Thereit isagan,” B.T. said, pointing. "Didn't you see it? Yedlow flashing lights. There must be an acc
Youd better dow down."



Mel was dready barely creeping aong, but he dowed further, still unable to see anything. "Was it C
side of the highway?'

"Yes... | don't know," B.T. sad, leaning forward. "l don't see it now. But I'm sure it was there."

Mel crawled forward, squinting into the whiteness. "Could it have been a truck? The carniva truck
yellow arrow," he said, and saw the lights.

And they were definitely not a sgn for acarniva ride. They filled the road just ahead, flashing yello
red and blue, al out of synch with each other. Police cars or fire trucks or ambulances. Definitely an acc
He pumped the brakes, hoping whoever was behind him could see his taillights, and dowed to a stop.

A patrolman appeared out of the fog, holding up his hand in the sign for "sop." He was wearing a y
poncho and a clear plastic cover over his brown hat.

Mél rolled his window down, and the patrolman leaned in to tak to them. "Road up ahead's closed
need to get off a this exit."

"Exit?' Md said, looking to the right. He could just make out a green outline in the fog.

"It's right there, up about a hundred yards" the patrolman said, pointing into nothingness. "WEell corr
you when it's open agan.”

"Areyou closing it because of the weather?' B.T. asked.

The patrolman shook his head. "Accident,” he said. "Big mess. It'll beawhile" He motioned them off
right.

Mél felt hisway to the exit and off the highway. At least it had a truck stop instead of just a gas statio
and B.T. parked and went into the restaurant.

It was jammed. Every booth, every seat at the counter was full. Md and B.T. sat down & the last unocc
table, and it immediately became clear why it had been unoccupied. The draft when the door o
made B.T, who had just taken his coat off, put it back on and then zip it up.

Mée had expected everyone to be angry about the delay, but the waitresses and customers al seemed
in a holiday mood. Truckers leaned across the backs of the booths to talk to each other, laughing, ar
waitresses, carrying pots of coffee, were smiling. One of them had, inexplicably, a plastic kewpie doll st
her beehive hairdo.

The door opened again, sending an Arctic blast across their table, and a paramedic came in and went
the counter to talk to the waitress. ". . . accident . . ." Mel heard him say and shake hisheed,”. . . carniva trt

Mel went over. "Excuse me" he said. "'l heard you say something about a carniva truck. Is that what h
accident?'

"Disaster is more like it," the paramedic said, shaking his head. "Took aturn too sharp and lost his
load. And don't ask me what a carniva's doing up here in the middle of winter."

"Wasthe driver hurt?' Md asked anxioudly.

"Hurt? Hell, no. Not a scratch. But that road's going to be closed the rest of the day." He pulled a be
Chinese finger trap out of his pocket and handed it to Mdl. "Truck was carrying dl the prizes and stuff fi
midway. The whole road's covered in stuffed animals and basebals. And you can't even see to clean 'em yj

Mée went back to the table and told B.T. what had happened.

"We could go south and pick up Highway 33," B.T. sad, consulting the road atlas. *

"No, you cant," the waitress, appearing with two pots of coffee, sad. "It's closed. Fog. So's 15 north,
poured coffee into their cups. "You're not going anywhere."

The draft hit them again, and the waitress glanced over a the door. "Hey! Don't just sand there—sh
door!"

Mel looked toward the door. Cassie was standing there, wearing a bulky orange sweater that made her
even rounder, and scanning the restaurant for an empty booth. She was carrying a red dinosaur under on
and her bright green tote bag over the other.

"Cassel" Md cdled to her, and she smiled and came over.

"Put your dinosaur downandjoinus,” B.T. sad.

"It's not adinosaur,” she said, setting it on the table. "It's a dragon. See?' she said, pointing to two pie
red felt on its back. "Wings"



"Whered you get it?' Md sad.

"Thedriver of the truck that spilled them gave it to me" she said. "I'd better call my sister before
hears about this on the news" she said, looking around the restaurant. "Do you think the phone
working?'

B.T. pointed at asign that said ""Phones," and she | &ft.

She was back ingtantly. "Thereésaling" she said, and sat down. The waitress came by again with coffe
menus, and they ordered pie, and then Cassie went to check the phones again.

"Therés still alineg" she said, coming back. "My sister will have afit when she hears about this. She d
thinks I'm crazy. And out there in that fog today | thought so, too. | wish my grandmother had never 1ook
versesin the Bible"

"TheBible?' Md sad.

Shewaved her hand dismissively. "It'salong story."

"We seem to have plenty of time," B.T. said.

"Wel," she said, settling herself. "I'm an English teacher— was an English teacher—and the sc
board offered this early-retirement bonus that was too good to turn down, so | retired in June, but |
know whet | wanted to do. I'd aways wanted to travel, but | hate traveling aone, and | didn't know w
wanted to go. So | got on the sub list—our district hasaterrible time getting subs, and there's been dl thi:

It is going to be along story, Mée thought. He picked up the finger trap and idly stuck his finger int
end. B.T. leaned back in his chair.

"Wdl, anyway, | was subbing for Carla Sewell, who teaches sophomore lit, Julius Caesar, and | ca
remember the speech about our fate being in the stars, dear Brutus."

Mél stuck aforefinger into the other side of the finger trap.

"So | was looking it up, but | read the page number wrong, so when | looked it up, it wasn't Julius Cae
was Twelfth Night."

Mél stretched the finger trap experimentally. It tightened on his fingers,

""Westward, ho!" it sad," Cassie said, "and sitting there, reading it, | had this epiphany.”

"Epiphany?' Md sad, yanking hisfingers apart.

"Epiphany?’ B.T. sad.

"I'm sorry," Cassie said. "l keep thinking I'm still an English teacher. Epiphany is a literary term
revelation, a sudden understanding, like in James Joyce's The Dubliners. The word comes from—"

"The story of thewise men," Md said.

"Yes" she sad ddlightedly, and Me half-expected her to announce that he had gotten an A. "Epiphany
word for their arriva at the manger.”

And there it was again. The fedling that he knew where Christ was. The wise men's arrival a the m
James Joyce.

"When | read the words 'Westward, ho!™ Cassie was saying, "l thought, that means me. | have to go
Something important is going to hgppen.” She looked from one to the other. "You probably think I'm
doing something because of aline in Bartlett's Quotations. But whenever my grandmother hed an imp
decision to make, she used to close her eyes and open her Bible and point at a Scripture, and whet
opened her eyes, whatever the Scripture said to do, shed do it. And, after al, Bartlett's is the Bit
English teachers. So | tried it. | closed the book and my eyes and picked a quotation a random, and it
'‘Come, my friends, 'tis not too late to seek a newer world.™

"Tennyson,” Me sad.

She nodded. "So herel am.”

"And has something important happened?' B.T. asked.

"Not yet," she said, sounding completely unconcerned. "Bt it's going to happen soon—I'm sure of i
in the meantime, I'm seeing al these wonderful sights. | went to Gene Stratton Porter's cabin in Genev
the house where Mark Twan grew up in Hannibal, Missouri, and Sherwood Anderson's museum.”

She looked a Mdl. "Struggling againgt it doesn't work,” she said, pushing her index fingers togethe
Md realized he was struggling vainly to free his fingers from the finger trap. "You have to push them toge

There was a blast of icy air and a patrolman wearing three pink plastic leis around his neck and carn



spotted plush leopard came in.

"Road's open,” he said, and there was a genera scramble for coats. "It's still real foggy out there," he
railsing his voice, "so don't get carried avay."

Mel freed himself from the finger trap and helped Cassie into her coat while B.T. pad the hill. "D
want to follow us?' he asked.

"No," she sad, "I'm going to try to cal my sister again, and if she's heard about this accident, it'll
forever. You go on."

B.T. came back from paying, and they went out to the car, which had acquired a thin, rock-hard coati
ice. Md, chipping at the windshield with the scraper, started anew offshoot in the rapidly spreading crack

They got back on the interstate. The fog was thicker than ever. Md peered through it, looking a ol
dimly visble a the sides of the road. The debris from the accident—baseballs and plastic leis and
bottles. Stuffed animas and kewpie dolls littered the median, looking in the fog like the casualties of
great battle.

"I suppose you consider this the sign you were looking for," B.T. said.

"What?' Md said.

"Cass€e's so-caled epiphany. You can read anything you want into random quotations,” B.T. said.
reaize that, don't you? It's like reading your horoscope. Or afortune cookie."

"The Devil can quote scripture to his own ends,” Mel murmured.

"Exactly,” B.T. said, opening the Gideon Bible and closing his eyes. "Look," he sad "Psam 115, ve
'Eyes have they, but they see not." Obvioudy areference to the fog."

He flipped to another page and stabbed his finger at it." Thou shall not eat any abominable thing.' Oh,
we shouldn't have ordered that pie. You can make them mean anything. And you heard her, sheld retire
liked to travel, she was obvioudy looking for an excuse to go somewhere. And her epiphany only
something important was going to happen. It didn't say aword about the Second Coming.”

"It told her to go west," Mé said, trying to remember exactly what she had said. She had been looking
speech from Julius Caesar and had stumbled on Twelfth Night instead. Twefth night. Epiphany.

"How many timesisthe word 'west' mentioned in Bartlett's Quotations?* B.T. sad. "A hundred?'Oh,
young Lochinvar is come out of the west'? 'Go west, young man'? 'One flew east, one flew west, one flew
the cuckoo's nest'?' He shut the Bible. "I'm sorry,” he said. "It's just—" He turned and looked out his windc
nothing. "It looks like it might be breaking up."

It wasn't. The fog thinned a little, swirling away from the car in little eddies, and then desc
agan, more smothering than ever.

"Suppose you do find Him? What do you do then?' B.T. said. "Bow down and worship Him? Give
frankincense and myrrh?"'

"Help Him," Md said.

"Hep Him what? Separate the sheep from the goats? Fight the battle of Armageddon?'

"l don't know," Md said. "Maybe."

"You redly think there's going to be a battle between good and evil ?*

"Therés dways a battle between good and evil,"” Md said. "Look & the first time He came. He hadnt
on earth aweek before Herod's men were out looking for Him. They murdered every baby and two-year-
Bethlehem, trying to kill Him."

And thirty-three years later they succeeded, Md thought. Only killing couldn't stop Him. Nothing
stop Him.

Who hed said that? The kid from the carniva, talking about the windshield. "Nothing can stop it. T
stuff you could do to keep it from spreading for awhile, but it's still going to spread. There ain't nothin
can stop it."

He felt aflicker of the fedling again. Something about the kid from the carnival. What had he been t
about before that? Siamese twins. And Boswell. No. Something else.

He tried to think what Cassie had said a the truck stop. Something about the wise men arriving -
manger. And not struggling. "You have to push them together,” she had said.



It stayed tantalizingly out of reach, as elusive asaroad sign glimpsed in the fog.

B.T. reached forward and flicked on the radio. "Foggy tonight, and colder,” it said. "In the teens for e
Nebraska, downinthe..." it faded to static. B.T. twisted the knob.

"And do you know wha will happen to us when Jesus comes?' an evangelist shouted, "The Bo
Reveation tells uswe will be tormented with fire and brimstone, unless we repent now, before it's too lat

"A little fire and brimstone would be welcome right about now," B.T. said, reaching forward to tur
heater up to high.

"There's a blanket in the backseat," Mel said, and B.T. reached back and wrapped himself up in
"We will be scorched with fire" the radio said, "and the smoke of our torment will rise up foreve
eve.”

B.T. leaned his head against the doorjamb. "Just so it's warm," he murmured and closed his eyes.

"But that's not dl that will hagppen to us if we do not repent,” the evangelist said, "if we do not take Je:
our personal Savior. The Book of Revelation tells us in Chapter 14 that we will be cast into the winepr
God's wrath and be trodden in it till our blood covers the ground for a thousand miles! And don't
yourselves, that day is coming soon! The signs are al around ud Wait till your father gets home."

Md switched it off, but it was too late. The evangelist hed hit it, the problem Md had been trying to
since that moment in the sanctuary.

| don't believe it, he had thought when held heard the minister talking about Jesus forbidding believ
associate with outcasts. And he had thought it again when he heard the radio evangelist that first day t:
about Christ coming to get revenge.

"I don't believeit," he thought, and when B.T. stirred in his corner, he realized he had spoken doud.

"I don't believe it," he murmured. God had so loved the world, He had sent His only begotten Son t
among men, to be a helpless baby and a little boy and a young man, had sent Him to be cold and cont
angry and overjoyed. "To share our common lot," the Nicene Creed sad. To undergo and understan
forgive. "Father, forgive them," He had said, with nails driven through His hands, and when they had ari
Him, he had made the disciples put avay their wegpons. He had hedled the soldier's ear Peter had cut off.

He would never, never come back in a blaze of wrath and revenge, daughtering enemies, torme
unbelievers, wresking fire and pestilence and famine on them. Never.

And how can | believe in a revelation about the Second Coming, he thought, when | don't believe
Second Coming?

But the revelation wasn't about the Second Coming, he thought. He hadnt seen earthquak
Armageddon or Christ coming in a blaze of clouds and glory. He's dready here, he had thought, now, ar
set out to find Him, to look for asign.

But there aren't any, he thought, and saw one off in the mist. "Prairie Home 5, Denver 468."

Denver. They would be there tomorrow night. And B.T would want him to fly home with him.

Unless| figure out the key, Md thought. Unless I'm given asign. Or unless the roads are closed.

"And, lo, the star, which they saw in the east, went before them. ..."
— MATTHEW

"They should be open,” the woman a the Wayfarer Motel said. The Holiday Inn and the Super ¢
the Innkeeper had all been full up, and the Wayfarer had only one room left. "There's supposed to be
the morning, and then it's supposed to be nice al the way till Sunday.”

"What about the roads east?' B.T. asked. "No problem,” she said.

The Wayfarer didn't have a coffee shop. They ate supper a the Village Inn on the other end of town. A
were leaving, they ran into Cassie in the parking lot.

"Oh, good,” she said. "l was afraid | wouldn't have a chance to say goodbye.”

"Goodbye?' Md sad.

"I'm heading south tomorrow to Red Cloud. When | consulted Bartlett's, it said, ‘Winter liestoo long i
country towns."" "Oh?' Md said, wondering what this had to do with going south.



"Willa Cather," Cassie said. "My Antonia. | didn't understand it either, so | tried the Gideon Bible
hotel, it's so nice of them to leave them there, and it was Exodus 13:21, 'And the Lord went before them t
inapillar of acloud, to lead them the way; and by night in a pillar of fire.""

She smiled expectantly at them. "PFillar of fire. Red Cloud. Willa Cather's museum isin Red Cloud.”

They said goodbye to her and went back to the motel. B.T. sat down on his bed and took his laptop ¢
his suitcase. "I've got some e-mail I've got to answer,” he said.

And send? M wondered. "Dear Mrs. Bilderbeck, well be in Denver tomorrow. Am hoping to per
Mél to come home with me. Have straitjacket ready.”

Mel sat down in the room's only chair with the Rand McNally and looked at the map of Nebraska, sear
for a town named Megiddo or New Jerusdem. There was Red Cloud, down near the southern borc
Nebraska. Pillar of fire. Why couldn't he have had a nice straightforward sign like that? A pillar of sma
day and apillar of fire by night. Or adtar.

But Moses had wandered around in the wilderness for forty years following said pillar. And the star
led the wise men to Bethlehem. It had led them straight into King Herod's arms. They hadn't had a clue
the newborn Christ was. "Where is He that is born king of the Jews?" they'd asked Herod.

"Where isHe?' Md murmured, and B.T. glanced up from his laptop and then back down at it again, t
steadily.

Meél turned to the map of Colorado. Beulah. Bonanza. Firstview.

"Bven if your—epiphany—was red," B.T. had asked him this afternoon, "couldn't you have misintery
what it means?'

Wédll, if he had, he wouldn't have been the first one. The Bible was full of people who had misintery
prophecies. "Dogs have compassed me; the assembly of the wicked have enclosed me" the Scriptures
"they pierced my hands and my feet." But nobody saw the Crucifixion coming. Or the Resurrection,

His own disciples didn't recognize Him. Easter Sunday they waked dl the way to Emmaus with
without figuring out who He was, and even when He told them, Thomeas refused to believe Him and dem
to see the scars of the nails in His hands.

They had never recognized Him. Isaiah hed plainly predicted a virgin who would bring forth a child "
the root of Jesse," achild who would redeem Isragl. But nobody had thought that meant ababy in a stable.

They had thought he was taking about a warrior, a king who would raise an amy and drive the
foreigners out of their country, a hero on a white horse who would vanquish their enemies and set them
And He had, but not in the way they expected.

Nobody had expected Him to be a poor itinerant preacher from an obscure family, with no college c
and no military training, a nobody. Even the wise men had expected Him to be roydty. "Where is the
whose star we have seen in the eest?" they had asked Herod.

And Herod had promptly sent soldiers out to search for a usurper, athreat to his throne.

They had been looking for the wrong thing. And maybe B.T.'s right, maybe | am, too, and that's the ar
The Second Coming isn't going to be battles and earthquakes and falling stars, and Revelation means some
else, like the prophecies of the Messiah.

Or maybe it wasn't the Second Coming, and Christ was here only in a symbolic sense, in the poc
hungry, in those in need of help. "Asye have done this unto the least of these—"

"Maybe the Second Coming redlly is here" B.T. said from the bed. "L ook at this"

He turned the laptop around so Mel could see the screen. "Watch, therefore,” it read, "for ye know n
the day nor the hour wherein the Son of man cometh."

"It'sawebste” B.T. sad, "www.watchman." "It probably belongsto one of the radio evangelists,” Mél <
"I don't think so," B.T. said. He hit akey, and a new screen came up. It wasfull of entries.

"Meteor, 12-23, 4 mi. NNW Raton." "Examined area. 12-28. No sign.”

"Wesather Channd 11-2, 9:15 am. PST. Reference to unusud cloud formations."

"L atitude and longitude? Need location." 8.6 mi. WNW Prescott AZ 11-4."

"Denver Post 914P8C2—Headline: 'Unusualy high lightning activity strikes Carson Nationa F



MT2427."

"What do you think that stands for?' B.T. said, pointing & the string of |etters and numbers.

"Mathew 24, verse 27," Md sad." 'For the lightning cometh out of the west and shineth even unto the
so shall aso the coming of the Son of man be'"

B.T. nodded and scrolled the screen down.

"Triple lightning strike. 7-11, Platteville, CO. Nov. 28. Two injured.”

"Lightning storm, Dec. 4, Truth or Consequences.”

"What about that one?' B.T. said, pointing a "Truth or Consequences.”

"It'satown in southern New Mexico," Mé said.

"Oh." He scrolled the screen down some more.

"Fdling gtar, 12-30, 2 mi. W of U.S. State Hwy 191, west of Bozeman, mile marker 161."

"Coma patient recovery, Y de—New Haven Hosp. Connection?”

"Negative. Too far east.”

"Possble sighting Nevada."

"Need location."

Need location. " 'Go search diligently for the young child,” Mel murmured,” 'and when ye have founc
bring me word again, that | may come and worship him."

"What?' B.T. sad.

"It'swhat Herod said when the wise men told him about the star." He stared at the screen:

"L.A. Times Jan 2 P5C1. Fish die-off. Rv897"

"Possible sighting. Old Faithful, Y ellowstone Nat'l Pk, Jan. 2."

And over and over again:

"Need location."

"Need location.”

"Need location."

"They obvioudy think the Second Coming's happened,” B.T. said, staring at the screen.

"Or aliens have landed a Roswell,” M said. He pointed to the convenience store entry. "Or Elvisis b

"Maybe," B.T. said, staring at the screen.

Md went back to looking at the maps. Barren Rock. Deadwood. Last Chance.

Need |ocation, he thought. Maybe he and Cassie and whoever had written "Too far east" on the website
al misinterpreted the message, and it was not "west" but "West."

He turned to the gazetteer in the back. West. Westwood Hills, Kansas. Westville, Oklahoma
Hollywood, California. West-view. Westgate. Westmont. There was a Westwood Hills in Kansas. Col
hed a Westcliffe, a Western Hills, and a Westminster. Neither Arizona nor New Mexico had any V
Nevada didn't either. Nebraska had a West Point.

West Point. Maybe it wasn't even in the west. Maybe it was West Orange, New Jersey, or West
Beach. Or West Berlin. He shut the atlas and looked over a B.T. He had dozed off, his face tire
worried-looking even in sleep. His laptop was on his chest, and the Gideon Bible he had stolen frot
Holiday Inn lay beside him.

Mel shut the laptop off and quietly closed it. B.T. didn't move. Mée picked up the Bible.

The answer had to be in the Scriptures. He opened the Bible to Matthew. "Then if any man shal say
you, Lo, here is Chrigt, or there; believe it not."

He read on. Disasters and devastation and tribulation, as the prophets had spoken.
The prophets. He found Isaiah. "Hear ye indeed but understand not; and see ye indeed but perceive not.

He shut the Bible. All right, he thought, standing it on its spine on his hand. Let's have a Sgn her
running out of time.

He opened his eyes. His finger was on | Samud 23, verse 14. "And Saul sought him every day, bu
delivered him not into his hand."



"For all these things must come to pass, but the end is not yet."
— MATTHEW

All the roads were open, and, from Grand Idand, clear and dry, and the fog had lifted a little.

"With roads like this, we ought to be in Denver by tonight,” B.T. said.

Yes, Md thought, finishing what B.T. had said, if you fly back with me, we could be there in time ft
ecumenical meeting. Nobody'd ever have to know held been gone, except Mrs. Bilderbeck, and he ¢
tell her he'd been offered a job by another church, but had decided not to take it, which was true.

"It just didn't work out," he would tell Mrs. Bilderbeck, and she would be so overjoyed that he
leaving, she wouldn't even ask for details.

And he could go back to doing sermons and giving the choir plenty of warning, storing the star, and ke
the pilot light going, as if nothing had happened.

"Exit 312" agreen interstate Sgn up ahead said. "Hastings, 18. Bed Cloud, 57."

He wondered if Cassie was dready a Willa Cather's house, convinced she had been led there by Bar
Quotations.

Cassie had no trouble finding signs—she saw them everywhere. And maybe they are everywhere, a
just not seeing them. Maybe Hastings is asign, and the truck full of mirrors, and those stuffed toys dl ov
road. Maybe that Chinese finger-trap | got stuck in yesterday was—

"Look," B.T. sad. "Wasn't that Cass€scar?'

"Where?' Md said, craning his neck around.

"In that ditch back there."

This time Md didn't wait for an "Authorized Vehicles Only" crossing. He plunged into the snowy
and back along the other side of the highway, still unable to see anything.

"There," B.T. said, pointing, and he turned onto the median.

He had crossed both lanes and was onto the shoulder before he saw the Honda, halfway down a steep ¢
and tilted at an awkward angle. He couldn't see anyonein the driver's sedt.

B.T. was out of the car before Me got the car stopped and plunging down the snowy bank, with Mdl k
him. B.T. wrenched the car door open.

Cassi€'s green tote bag was on the floor of the passenger seat. B.T. peered into the backseat. "She
here" he said unnecessarily.

"Casse" Md called. He ran around the front of the car, though she couldn't have been thrown out. The
would have been open if she'd been thrown out. "Cassel”

"Here" afaint voice said, and Md looked down the dope. Cassie lay at the bottom in tall dry weeds.

"She's down here" he said, and half-walked, half-did down the ravine.
She was lying on her back with her leg bent under her. "I think it's broken,” she said to Mdl.

"Go flag asemi down," Mdl said to B.T., who'd appeared above them. "Have them call an ambulance.”

B.T. disappeared, and Md turned back to Cassie. "How long have you been here?' he asked her, pullir
his overcoat and tucking it around her.

"I don't know," she said, shivering. "There was a patch of ice. | didn't think anybody'd seethecar, so | g
to climb up to the road, and that'swhen | dipped. My leg's broken, isn't it?" At that angle, it had to be. "I th
probably is" Md sad.

She turned her face away in the dry weeds. "My sister wasright.”

Mél took off his jacket, rolled it up, and put it under her head. "WEIl have an ambulance here for you
time."

"Shetold mel was crazy," Cassie sad, still not looking a Md, "and this proves it, doesn't it? And she
even know about the epiphany.” She turned and looked a Md. "Only it wasn't an epiphany. Just low est
levels.”

"Conserve your strength,” he said, and looked anxioudy up the Slope.



Cassie grabbed a his hand. "I lied to you. | wasn't offered early retirement. | asked for it. | was <
'Westward ho!" meant something. | sold my house and took out al my savings.”

Her hand was red with cold. Mel wished he had taken his gloves back when the kid from the ce
offered them. He took her icy hand between his own and held it tightly.

"l wasso sure," shesaid.

"Md," B.T. called from above them. "I've had four semis go by without stopping. | think it's the colot
pointed to his black face. "You need to come up and try."

"I'll be right there," Médl called back up to him. "I'll be right back," he said to Cassie.

"No," she said, clutching his hand. "Don't you see? It didn't mean anything. It was nothing but menoy
like my sister said. She tried to tell me, but | wouldn't listen.”

"Casse" Md sad, gently releasing her hand, "we need to get you out of here and into town to a ho:
You can tell me dl about it then."

"Theré's nothing to tell," she said, and let go of hishand.

"Come on, there's another truck coming,” B.T. called down, and Mel started up the slope. "No, never r
B.T. said. "The cavary's here," he said, and, amazingly, he laughed.

There was a screech of hydraulic brakes. Me scrambled up the rest of the way. A truck was stopping.
one of the carnival's, loaded with merry-go-round horses, white and black and palomino, with red-anc
saddles and jeweled bridles. B.T. was dready running toward the cab, asking, "Do you have aCB?"

"Yeah," the driver said, and came around the back of the truck. It wasthe kid Mel had picked up, still
wearing the gloves he had given him.

"We need an ambulance," Mel said. "There's alady hurt here”

"Surething," the kid said, and disappeared back around the truck.

Md skidded back down the slope to Cassie. "He's calling an ambulance," he said to her.

She nodded uninterestedly.

"They're on their way,” the kid called down from above them. He went over to the Honda, B.T. falla
and stuck his head under the back of it. He waked all around it, squatting next to the far wheels, anc
disappeared back up the slope again.

"He says his truck doesn't have atow rope,” B.T. said, coming back to report, "and he doesn't think he
get the car out anyway, so he's calling atow truck.”

Mel nodded. "l saw a sign that said the next town was only ten miles. They'll have you in out of the
before you know it."

She didn't answer. Mel wondered if perhaps she was going into shock. "Casse" he said, taking her
again and rubbing them in spite of what held told the kid about frosthbite. "We were so surprised to see
ca," he sad, just to be saying something, to get her to tak. "We thought you were going down to Red (
What made you change your mind?"

"Bartlett's," she sad bitterly. "When | was putting my tote bag in the car, it fell out onto the parking Ic
when | picked it up, the first thing | read was from William Blake. Turn avay no more," it said. | thou
meant | shouldn't turn south to Red Cloud, that | should keep going west. Can you imagine anybody bein
supid?”

Y es, Me thought.

The ambulance pulled up, sirens and yellow lights blazing, and two paramedics leaped out with a stretc
skidded down the slope to where Cassie was, and began maneuvering her expertly onto it.

Mel went over to B.T. "You go in with her in the ambulance" he said, "and I'll wait here for the tow truc

"Areyou sure?' B.T. sad. "l canwait here.”

"No,” Mel said. "I'll follow the tow truck to the garage and find out whet | can about her car.
I'll meet you at the hospital. What time's the earliest flight home from Denver tomorrow?"

"Flight?' B.T. said. "No. I'm not going home without you."

"You won't have to," Mel said. "What time's the earliest flight?

"| don't understand—"

"Or we can drive back. If we take turns driving we can be back in time for the ecumenical meeting.”



"But—" B.T. said bewilderedly.

"I wanted asign. Well, | got it," he said, waving his am a Cassie, & her car. "I don't have to be hit ov
head to get the message. I'm out here in the middie of nowhere in the middle of winter on afool's errand.”

"What about the epiphany?

"It was a hdlucination, a seizure, atemporary hormonal imbaance.”

"And what about your cal to the ministry?' B.T. said. "Was that a hallucination, too? What about Cassi¢

"The Devil can quote Scripture, remember?' Md said bitterly. "And Bartlett's Quotations.”

"Can you give us ahand here?' one of the paramedics called. They had Cassie on the stretcher and
ready to carry it up the slope.

"Coming," Md said, and started toward them.

B.T. took his arm. "What about the others who are looking for Him? The watchman webste?"

"UFO nuts" Md said, and went over to the stretcher. "It doesn't mean anything.”
Cassie lay under agray blanket, her head turned to the side, the way it had been when Mdl found her.
"Areyou al right?' B.T., taking hold of the other side of the stretcher, asked.

"No," she said, and atear wobbled down her plump cheek. "I'm sorry | put you to dl this trouble.

The kid from the carnival took hold of the front of the stretcher. "Things aren't dways as t
they look," he said, patting the blanket. "l saw aguy fal off the top of the Ferris whedl once, and he wasn!
hurt."

Cassie shook her head. "It was a mistake. | shouldn't have come.”

"Dont say that," B.T. said. "You got to see Mark Twain's house. And Gene Stratton Porter's.”
She turned her face awvay. "What good are they? I'm not even an English teacher anymore.”

Things might not have been as bad as they looked for the guy who fell off the Ferris whed, but they
even worse than they looked when it came to the snowy slope and getting Cassie up it. By the time they g
into the ambulance, her face was as gray as the blanket and twisted with pain. The paramedics began hc
her up to a blood-pressure cuff and an IV.

"I'll meet you at the hospital,” Mdl said. "Y ou can call Mrs. Bilderbeck and tell her we're coming." "WrF
theroads are closed?' B.T. said. "Y ou heard the clerk last night. Clear both directions." He looke
B.T. "l thought thiswas what you wanted, for me to come to my senses, to admit | was crazy."

B.T. looked unhappy. "Animasdon't dways leave tracks," he said. "I learned that five years ago bandin
for a Lyme disease project. Sometimes they leave all sorts of sign, other timesthey're invisible."

The paramedics were shutting the doors. "Wait," he said. "I'm going with her."

He clambered up into the back of the ambulance. "Do you know the only way you can tell for sure the
are there?'

Mel shook his head.

"By thewolves," he said.

"Therefore the Lord himself shall give you asign..."
— ISAIAH

It took nearly an hour for the tow truck to get there. Mel waited in his car with the heater running for
while and then got out and went over to stare at Cassie's Honda.

Wolves, B.T. had said. Predators. " 'For wheresoever the carcass is™ he quoted,” ‘there will the eag|
gathered together. MT2428."

"The Devil can quote Scripture,” he said doud, and got back into the car.

The crack in the windshield had split again, splaying out in two new directions from the center. A de
sgn.

Y ouve had dozens of signs, he thought. Blizzards, road closures, icy and snow-packed conditions. Y
chose to ignore them.



"Why, anybody'd have to be Hind not to recognize them,” the radio evangdist hed said, and that was wi
hed been, willfully blind, pretending the yellow arrow, the roads closing behind him, were signs he was
in the right direction, that Cassi€'s "Westward, ho!" was outside confirmation.

"It didn't mean anything," he said.

It was getting dark by the time the tow truck finaly got there, and pitch black by the time they got Ce
Honda pulled up the sSlope.

And that was a sign, too, Mel thought, following the tow truck. Like the fog and the carniva
jackknifed across the highway and the "No Vacancy" signs on the motels. All of them flashir
same message. It was a mistake. Give up. Go home.

The tow truck hed gotten far ahead of him. He stepped on the gas, but a very dow pickup pulled in fre
him, and an even slower recreation vehicle was blocking the right lane. By the time he got to the gas st
the mechanic was dready diding out from under the Honda and shaking his head.

"Sngpped an axle and did in the transmission,” he said, wiping his hands on a greasy rag. "Cogst a
fifteen hundred to fix it, and | doubt if it's worth haf that." He patted the hood sympathetically. "I'm afre
the end of the road."

The end of the road. All right, al right, Md thought, | get the message.

"So what do you want to do?' the mechanic asked.

Give up, Md thought. Come to my senses. Go home. "It's not my car,” he said. "I'll have to ask the c
She'sin the hospital right now.”

"She hurt bad?'

Méd remembered her lying there in the weeds, saying, "It didn't mean anything."

"No," helied.

"Tel her | can do an estimate on a new axle and a new transmission if she wants”" the mechani
reluctantly, "but if | was her I'd take the insurance and start over."

"I'll tell her,"” Mel said. He opened the trunk and took out her suitcase, and then went around to the
passenger sideto get her green bag out of the backseat.

There was a bright yellow flyer rolled up and jammed in the door handle. Md unrolled it. It was &
from the carnival. The kid must have stuck it there, Mel thought, smiling in spite of himself.

There was adrawing of atrumpet a the top, with "Come one, come dl!" issuing from the mouth of it.

Underneath that, there was a drawing of the triple Ferris whed, and scattered in boxes acro:
page, "Marvd a the Living Fountains," "Ride the Sea Dragon!,” "Popcorn, Snow Cones, Cotton Candy!,"
Lion and aLamb in a Single Cage!"

He stared at the flyer.

"Tdl her if shewantsto sdll it for parts,” the mechanic said, "'l can give her four hundred.”

A lion and alamb. Wheels within whedls. "For the Lamb shall lead them unto living fountains of water:

"What's that you're reading?' the mechanic said, coming around the car.

A midway with stuffed animals for prizes—bears and lions and red dragons—and a ride called the Shc
Star, ahdl of mirrors. "For now we see in aglass darkly but then we shall see face to face.”

The mechanic peered over his shoulder. "Oh, an ad for that crazy carnivd,” he said. "Yeah, | got a Sgn
in the window."

A sgn. "For behold, | give you asgn." And the Sign was just what it said, a Sign. Like the Siamese
Like the peace sign on the back of the kid's hand. "For unto us a son is given, and his name shall be c
Wonderful, Counsellor, the Prince of Peace" On the kid's scarred hand.

"If she wants an estimate, tell her it'll take sometime” the mechanic said, but Me wasnt listening. H
gazing blindly at the flyer. "Peer into the Bottomless Pit!" it said. "Ride the Merry-Go-Round!"

"And thus | saw the horses in the vison,” Mé murmured, "and them that sat upon them.” He started to |

The mechanic frowned a him. "It ain't funny,” he said. "This car's a real mess. So what do you think
want to do?'

"Gotoacarniva," Mé said, and ranto get in hiscar.



" And there shall be no night there; and they need
no candle, neither light of thesun ..."
— REVELATION 2

The hospital was athree-story brick building. Md parked in front of the emergency entrance and went

"May | help you?' the admitting nurse asked.

"Yes" he sad, "I'm looking for—" and then stopped. Behind the desk was a sign for the carniva with
a the bottom. "Crown Point, Dec. 14" it read. "Gresham, Jan. 13th, Empyrean, Jan. 15."

"May | help you, Sr?" the nurse said again, and Md turned to ask her where Empyrean was, but she:
talking to him. She was asking two men in navy-blue suits.

"Yes" the taller one said, "were starting a hospital outreach, ministering to people who are in the hc
far from home. Do you have any patients here from out of town?'

The nurse looked doubtful. "I'm afraid we're not alowed to give out information about patients.”

"Of course, | understand,” the man said, opening his Bible. "We don't want to violate anyone's privecy.
just like to be able to say afew words of comfort, like the Good Samaritan.”

"I'm not supposed to .. . ." the nurse said.

"We understand,” the shorter man said. "Will you join usin a moment of prayer? Precious Lord, we se

The door opened, and as they dl turned to look at a boy with a bleeding forehead, Méel dipped down th
and up the stairs.

Where would they have taken her? he wondered, peering into rooms with open doors. Did a hospite
small even have separate wards, or were dl the patients jumbled together?

She wasn't on the first floor. He hurried up the stairs to the second, keeping an eye out for the men
navy-blue suits. They didn't know her name yet, but they would soon. Even if they couldn't get it out ©
admitting nurse, Cassie would have given them her health-insurance card. It would al be in the com
Where would they have taken her? X-ray, he thought.

"Canyou tell me how to get to X-ray?' he asked a middle-aged woman in a pink uniform.

"Third floor," she said, and pointed toward the elevator.

Mé thanked her, and as soon as she was out of sight, he took the stairs two at atime.

Cassie wasn't in X-ray. M started to look for atechnician to ask and then saw B.T. down a the end
hall.

"Good news," B.T. said as he hurried up to him. "It's not broken. She's got a sprained knee."

"Whereisshe?' Md asked, taking B.T.'sarm.

"Three-oh-eight,” B.T. said, and M propelled him into the room and shut the door behind them.

Cassie, in awhite hospital gown, was lying in the far bed, her head turned away from them as it had b
the frozen weeds. She looked pae and listless.

"She called her sster,” B.T. sad, looking anxioudy a her. "She's on her way down from Minnesota |
her."

"Shetold mel waslucky | hadn't gotten into worse trouble than a sprained knee," Cassie said, tur
to look at Mel. "How'smy car?'

"A dead loss," Md said, stepping up to the head of the bed. "But it doesn't matter. We—"

"You're right," she said, and turned her head on the pillow. "It doesn't matter. I've come to my sense
going home." She smiled wanly a Md. "I'm just sorry you hed logo to al this trouble for me, but at I
won't be for much longer. My sister should be here tomorrow night, and the hospital is kegping me ove
for observation, so you two don't have to stay. Y ou can go to your religious mesting.”

"We lied to you,” Ml said. "WEe're not on our way to a religious mesting," and realized they were.
aren't the only one who had an epiphany.”

"I'm not?' she said, and pushed herself partway up against the pillows.

"No. | got a message to go west, t0o," Md said. "You were right. Something important is going to he
and we want you to come with us™

B.T. cutin, "You know where He is?'

"I know where He's going to be" Md said. "B.T., | want you to go get the road atlas and look up a



called Empyrean and see where it is™”

"/ know where it is" Cassie said, and sat up al the way. "It's in Dante."

They both looked a her, and she said, haf-apologeticaly, "I'm an English teacher, remember? It
highest circle of Paradise. The Holy City of God."

"I doubt if that's going to bein Rand McNadly," B.T. said.

"It doesn't matter," Md said. "WEell be able to find it by the lights. But weve got to get her out of here
Cassie, do you think you can wdk if we help you?'

"Yes" She flung the covers off and began edging her bandaged knee toward the side of the bed. "My cl
arein the closet there."

Mel helped her hobble to the closet.

"I'll go check her out," B.T. said, and went out.

Cassie pulled her dress off the hanger and began unzipping it. Mel turned his back and went over to the
to look out. There was no sign of the two men.

"Canyou help me get my boots on?' Cassie said, hobbling over to the chair. "My kne€'s feeling alot b
she said, lowering herself into the chair. "It hardly hurts at dl." Me knelt and eased her feet into her fur-
boots.

B.T. came in. "There are two men down at the admissions dek," he said, out of breath, "trying to fir
what room she'sin."

"Who arethey?' Casse asked.

"Herod's men," Md said. "It'll have to be the fire escape. Can you manage that?'

She nodded. Mél helped her to her feet and went and got her coat. He and B.T. helped her into it, an
took an a'm, and helped her to the door, opening it cautiously and looking both ways down the hall, an
over to the fire escape.

"I should call my sigter," Casse sad, "and tell her I've changed my mind."

"Well stop at agas station,” B.T. said, opening the door fully and looking both ways again. "Okay," he
and they went down the hal, through the emergency exit door, and onto the fire escape.

"You go bring the car around,” B.T. said, and Md clattered down the metal mesh steps and ducked &
the parking lot to the car.

The emergency-room door opened and two men stood in its light for a moment, talking to someone.

Mel jammed the key into the ignition, switched it on, and pulled the car around to the side of the ho:
where B.T. and Cassie were working their way down the last steps.

"Comeon," he said, grabbing Cassie under the arm, "hurry,” and hustled her across to the car.

A siren blared. "Hurry," Me said, yanking the door open and pushing her into the backseat, dammir
door shut. B.T. ran around to the other side.

The siren came abruptly closer and then cut off, and Mél, reaching for the door handle, looked back
the entrance. An ambulance pulled in, red and yellow lights flashing, and the two men in the door rez
forward and took a stretcher off the back.

And thisis crazy, Md thought. Nobody's after us. But they would be, as soon as the nurse saw Cass
missing, and if not then, as soon as Cassi€'s sister got there. "I saw two men push a womean into a car an
go peding out of here" one of the interns unloading that stretcher would say. "It looked like they
kidnapping her." And how would they explain to the police that they were looking for the City of God?

"Thisisinsane" Md started to say, reaching for the door handle.

There was a flyer wedged in it. Me unrolled it and read it by the parking lot's vepor light. "Hurry,
hurry! Step right up to the Greatest Show on Earth!" it read in letters of gold. "Wonders, Marvels, Mys
Reveded!"

Mé got into the car and handed the flyer to B.T. "Ready?' he asked.

"Let's go," Casse sad, and leaned forward to point a the front door. Two men in navy-blue suits
running down the front steps.

"Keep down,” Mel said, and peeled out of the parking lot. He turned south, drove a block, t
onto a side street, pulled up to the curb, switched off the lights, and waited, watching in his rearview r
until a navy-blue car roared past them going south.



He started the car and drove two blocks without lights on and then circled back to the highway and h
north. Five miles out of town, he turned east on a gravel road, drove till it ended, turned south, and the
agan, and north onto a dirt road. There was no one behind them.

"Okay," hesaid, and B.T. and Cassie sat up.

"Where arewe?' Cassie asked.

"I have no idea," Méel said. He turned east again and then south on the first paved road he came to.

"Wherearewe going?' B.T. asked.

"I don't know that either. But | know what we're looking for." He waited till a beat-up pickup truck f
kids passed them and then pulled over to the side of the road and switched on the dome light.

"Where'syour laptop?' he asked B.T.

"Right here," B.T. said, opening it up and switching it on.

"All right,” Md said, holding the flyer up to the light. "They were in Omaha on January fourth, Palmy
the ninth, and Beatrice on the tenth." He concentrated, trying to remember the dates on the sign in the hos

"Beatrice," Casse murmured. "That'sin Dante, too."

"The carniva was in Crown Point on December fourteenth,” Me went on, trying to remember the dal
the sgn in the hospital, "and Gresham on January twelfth."

"Thecarnivd?' B.T. sad. "We're looking for acarniva ?'

"Yes" Md sad. "Cassie, have you got your Bartlett's Quotations ?"

"Yes" she said, and began rummaging in the emerald-green tote bag.

"l saw them between Fittsburgh and Y oungstown on Sunday,” Md said to B.T., who had started typing, '
in Wayside, lowa, on Monday."

"And thetruck spill wasat Seward,” B.T. said, tapping keys.

"What have you got, Cassie?' Mel said, looking in the rearview mirror.

She had her finger on an open page. "It's Christina Rossetti,” she sad." 'Will the day's journey tak
whole long day? From morn to night, my friend.™

"They're skipping dl over the map,” B.T. said, turning the laptop so Md could see the screen. It was a
of connecting lines.

"Canyou tell what genera direction they're headed?' Méel asked.

"Yes" B.T.sad. "Wes."

"Wes," M€ repeated. Of course. He started the car again and turned west on the first road they came

There were no cars a al, and only afew scattered lights, afarm and agrain elevator, and aradio tower
drove steadily west across the flat, showy landscape, looking for the distant glittering lights of the carnive

The sky turned navy blue and then gray, and they stopped to get gas and call Cassie's sister.

"Usemy calling card,” B.T. said, handing it to Cassie. "They're not looking for me yet. How much cz
we have?'

Cassie had sixty and another two hundred in traveler's checks. Me had a hundred sixty-eight. "What di
do?' B.T. asked. "Rob the collection plate?’

Méd called Mrs. Bilderbeck. "I won't be back in time for the services on Sunday,” he told her.
Reverend Davidson and ask if hell fill in. And tell the ecumenica meeting to read John 3: 16—18
devotion."

"Are you sure you're al right?" Mrs. Bilderbeck asked. "There were some men here looking fo
yesterday."

Mél gripped the receiver. "What did you tell them?"

"I didn't like the looks of them, so | told them you were a a ministeria alliance meeting in Boston."

"Y ou'rewonderful" Md said, and started to hang up.

"Oh, wait, what about the furnace?' Mrs. Bilderbeck said. "What if the pilot light goes out again?'

"It won't," Md said. "Nothing can put it out.”

He hung up and handed the phone and the calling card to Cassie. She called her sister, who had acar g
and told her not to come, that she was fine, her knee hadn't been sprained after dl, just twisted.

"And | think it must have been,” she said to Me, waking back to the car. "See? I'm not limping at dl."

B.T. had bought juice and doughnuts and a large bag of potato chips. They ate them while Md drove,



south across the interstate and down to Highway 34.

The sun came up and glittered off metal silos and onto the star-shaped crack in the windshield
squinted againgt its brilliance. They drove dowly through McCook and Sharon Springs and Maranatha, 10
for flyers on telephone poles and in store windows, calling out the towns and dates to B.T, who added th
the ones on his laptop.

Trucks passed them, none of them carrying Tilt-aWhirls or concession stands, and Cassie con:
Bartlett's again. "A cold coming we had of it," it said. "Just the worst time of the year."

"T. S. Eliot," Casse said wonderingly." 'Journey of the Magi."

They stopped for gas again, and B.T. drove while Md napped. It began to get dark. B.T. and Md ch
places, and Cassie got in front, moving stiffly.

"Isyour knee hurting again?' Md asked.

"No," Cassie said. "It doesn't hurt a al. I've just been sitting in the car too long,” she said. "At least |
camels. Can you imagine wha that must have been like?"

Yes, Md thought, | can. I'll bet everyone thought they were crazy. Including them.

It got very dark. They continued west, through Glorieta and Gilead and Beulah Center, searchin
multicolored lights glimmering in acold field, aspinning Ferris whed and the smell of cotton candy, list
for the screams of the roller coaster and the music of a merry-go-round.

And the star went before them.

A Final Word
by Connie Willis

The giving (and getting) of giftsisinextricably bound up with Christmas and the Christmas story—fro
Magis gold, frankincense, and myrrh to the partridge in the pear tree, from the turkey "bigger than aboy"
the formerly stingy Scrooge sends the Cratchits to the small bottle of cologne the still-stingy A
buys for Marmee so shelll have enough money to buy some drawing pencils. From heart's desires i
Ralphie's "Red Ryder repesting carbine with a compass mounted in the stock” and Susan's"areal house,
the more symbolic, like Amahl's crutch and the ham the Herdmans brought the Holy Family.

S0 it seemed fitting to end this book by giving some sort of gift. Thisis easier said than done. | can't @
you a BB gun. Y ou'd shoot your eye out. And | don't know what size you wear or what color you like, whe
you have long hair or have sold it to buy awatch fob or the money for a train ticket for Marmee. |
don't know anything about you, really, except that you like reading Christmas stories.

When | was akid, one of my chief joys was finding awonderful new book or author, especialy if they
| found it was in the pages of a book. When the little women read The Pickwick Papers, and played Pilgri
Progress, it was asif Jo was personaly recommending them to me.

Kip'sfather in Robert A. Heinlein's Have Space Suit Will Travel wasn't listening to Kip, because hew
reading Jerome K. Jerome's Three Men in a Boat, and the three men in the boat were singing Gilbert and
Sullivan. Anne of Green Gables acted out "The Lady of Shalott" by Tennyson, who wrote “Le Morte d'Arth
which led meto T. H. White's The Once and Future King, which was right next to Charles Williams's All
Hallow's Eve on the library bookshelf, and Williams had been friends with J. R. R. Tolkien, who
me to Middle Earth, whichled meto ...

I've plugged some favoritesin these stories—A Little Princess, by Frances Hodgson Burnett in
"Adaptation,” Miracle on 34th Street in "Miracle'—but there are lots of Christmas stories and movies |
couldn't manage to fit in, stories and movies | love and that my family reads out loud and watches
together every Christmas.

So it seems like a perfect Christmas present to introduce you to them, the way Anne Shirley introduce
to Ben Hur and Kip Russdll introduced me to The Tempest.

So herethey are, twelve of them, in honor of the Twelve Days of Christmas, Twelfth Night, and Epiph



Merry Christmas!

Twelve Terrific Thingsto Read at Christmas

1 THE ORIGINAL (Matthew Chapter 1:18-25, 2:1-18, Luke Chapter
1:5-80, 2:1-52): The best Christmas story ever. This one's got everything you could ask for
in astory: adventure, excitement, love, betrayal, specia effects. Good guys, bad guys, narrow
escapes, reversals, mysterious strangers, and a great chase scene. And the promise of a great

sequel.

2. A CHRISTMASCAROL by CharlesDickens: The perfect Christmas story, which
proves beyond a shadow of a doubt that the only way to begin a Christmas story iswith,
"Marley was dead: to begin with." And just because you know it al by heart-Scrooge and Tiny
Tim and the Ghost of Christmas Pagt, "'l forged these chainsin life," and the bedcurtains
and the turkey and "God bless us, one and al!"-isno reason not to read it again.

3. THE BEST CHRISTMAS PAGEANT EVER by Bar bara Robinson: This
modest children's story of a church Nativity pageant invaded by the horrible Herdman kids,
who steal and swear and smoke cigars (even the girls), accomplishes the nearly
impossible-the creation of a new classic-and makes the reader look at the story of Mary and
Joseph and the baby "wrapped in wadded-up clothes," as the Herdmans do, with new eyes.

4. "JOURNEY OF THE MAGI" by T. S. Eliot: The Bible doesn't tell us anything
about what the wise men'sjourney to Bethlehem was like, or how much it must have cost
them to make it. Or what happened to them afterwards, when it
was time to go back home.

5 "THE TREE THAT DIDN'T GET TRIMMED" by Christopher Morley:
Obvioudy inspired by Hans Christian Andersen’'s sickeningly sentimental "The Fir Tree," this
story of atree that doesn't get bought by anyone and instead gets thrown away not only avoids
all the sins of its antecedent, but ends by telling atouching parable of those ultimate
Christmas themes, suffering and redemption.

6. "THE STAR" by Arthur C. Clarke: One of the classics of science fiction by one of
the mastersin thefield, thistells the troubling story behind the star that guided the wise men
to Bethlehem.

7."DANCING DAN'SCHRISTMAS" by Damon Runyon: When the dust settles
on the twentieth century, it'smy belief that Damon Runyon will finally be appreciated for his
clever plots, hisunerring ear for language, and his cast of guys, dolls, gangsters, bookies,
chorus girls, crapshooters, Salvation Army soul-savers, high rollers, lowlifes, louts, and
lovable losers. | chose "Dancing Dan's Christmas,” a story involving a mean mobster, a Santa
Claus suit, adiamond vanity case, and afew too many Tom and Jerrys, but it was atough call.
"Palm Beach Santa Claus' and "The Three Wise Guys' were both a close second.

8."THE GIFT OF THE MAGI" by O. Henry: O. Henry isanother



underappreciated author, as witness the fact that dozens of stories, screenplays, and sitcoms
have copied the plot of this story. But none of them have ever managed to copy the charm or
the style of thissimple little tale of awatch fob and a set of tortoiseshell combs.

9. "RUMPOLE AND THE SPIRIT OF CHRISTMAS" by John Mortimer: If
you've encountered the irascible Old Bailey hack, Horace Rumpole, on PBS's Mystery, he
seems like the last person to have any Christmas spirit. And heis. Which iswhy this story
works so well. Leave it to John Mortimer to teach us a new meaning of “the Christmas

spirit."

10. "THE SANTA CLAUS COMPROMISE" by Thomas Disch: This story of a
future in which six- and seven-year-olds have finally gotten their political rights and have
exercised them by exposng the Santa scandal could have been written in today's
group-rights-activism climate. The fact that it was written back in 1975, when satire was still
possible, makes it chilling as well as funny.

11."ANOTHER CHRISTMASCAROL" by P. G. Wodehouse: There's no way to
describe aP. G. Wodehouse story, so | won't eventry. I'll just say that thisisthe only
Christmas story | know of that involves the bubonic plague and tofu, and that, if you've never
read him, there could be no better Christmas gift than discovering P. G. Wodehouse.

12. "FOR THE TIME BEING: A CHRISTMAS ORATORIO" by W. H. Auden
. Part play, part poem, part masterpiece, this long work is what you should read in January,
when you're taking down the Christmas decorations and your sense of goodwill toward men
and putting them away for another year, and then facing the blesk post-Bethlehem world we
al find ourselves living in

And 12 to Watch

1. MIRACLE ON 34TH STREET: The best Christmas movie ever made. (See
Introduction.) | am of course talking about the original, with Nataie Wood and Edmund
Gwenn. In black-and-white. Don't even think about either of the wretched remakes.

2. A CHRISTMAS STORY: A close second, this Jean Shepherd story of a kid who
desperately wants a BB gun ("You'll shoot your eye out!") for Christmas is that rarest of
things—nostalgic without a trace of sentimentality. It has a number of hilarious scenes—the
tongue stuck to the flagpole, the Bumpus dogs and the turkey, the trip to see the
department-store Santa. (Pick your favorite. Mine is the Mgor Award, no, wait, the Ovdtine
magic decoder ring, no, wait . . .) But it's not just a series of comic set pieces. More than any
other Christmas story, A Christmas Sory captures just how badly you want things when
you're akid and how central Christmas is to the kid's year.

3. THE SURE THING: | aimost didn't go see this movie. The previews (and the titl€)
made it look like a beery remake of Porky's. But then | noticed that certain scenes looked an



awful lot like It Happened One Night and decided to take a chance. Now, every year we
watch this great road picture about Allison, who's going to visit her boyfriend for Christmas,
and Gibb, who's trying to get to Californiafor "asure thing" and who happensto hitch aride
in the same car with Allison.

4. MEET JOHN DOE: Frank Caprds other Christmas movie—you know the onel
mean—is alot more famous than this one (and shown approximately 987 times a day through
the entire month of December), but this one, which stars Gary Cooper as a down-and-out
hobo and Barbara Stanwyck as an enterprising reporter, isreally interesting, especially in
these days of religious cults, hungry-for-power politicians, arampant press, and even more
rampant cynicism.

5. THE MIRACLE OF MORGAN'S CREEK: Most movies made during World
War |1 were about brave soldiers and the girls who waited faithfully for them on the home
front. Preston Sturges instead decided to tell the story of agirl who goesto an army dance
and ends up getting married (maybe) and pregnant (definitely), and of her 4-F boyfriend,
Norville, who tries to help her out of her predicament. But everything they attempt only
makes things worse, till nothing short of a miracle can save them, and you can't even imagine
amiracle that would do any good.

6. AMAHL AND THE NIGHT VISITORS: This one-act operaby Gian Carlo
Menotti about the wise men stopping at a poor widow's on their way to Bethlehem was
originaly produced for television. It's out on video, but, even better, it's often performed at
Christmas by churches, colleges, and community theater groups, and | definitely recommend
seeing it live. The story is haunting, the music is heartbreaking, and every production adds
something to the smple story of the crippled shepherd boy, his embittered mother, and their
distinguished visitors.

7.A CHRISTMAS CAROL (THE MOVIES): There are ajillion versions of this,
starring everybody from Alastair Sim to Captain Picard to Bill Murray. My two favorites are
The Muppets and Mr. Magoo's. Not only are they the most literarily faithful (okay, okay, the
Muppet one has two Marleys, but it also has Charles Dickens as a character—and Rizzo the
Bat), but they're the most fun. And they have wonderful scores. The Muppets songs were
written by Paul Williams. Mr. Magoo's were done by the Broadway team of Jule Styne and
Bob Merrill, and include the wonderful "When Y ou're Alonein the World."

8. WHILE YOU WERE SLEEPING: This sweet and romantic comedy with
Sandra Bullock and Bill Pullman is about the loony complications that can result from
being dl alone at Christmastime and wishing you were part of a family.

9. THE THREE GODFATHERS: A Christmas story in the last place you'd
ever expect to find one—a John Ford Western starring John Wayne—The Three
Godfathers tells the story of three bank robbers who find a pioneer woman in a godforsaken
place and about to give birth. Thisisthe perfect movie to watch when you've overdosed on
mistletoe and Santas and snow, and it may introduce you to John Ford's Westerns, which are
all wonderful, and convince you to go on to The Searchers and She Wore a Yellow Ribbon.

10.THE LEMON DROP KID: Not only is this based on a Damon Runyon
story (see comments on Runyon under "Dancing Dan's Chrissmas"), but it has Bob



Hope. And the song "Silver Bells."

11.WHITE CHRISTMAS: Thiswasn't the movie that intro duced the song, but who
cares? It's got Bing Crosby, Danny Kaye, Vera-Ellen, Rosemary Clooney, fifteen Irving
Berlin songs, soldiers, snow, sentiment, and killer costumes.

12.LITTLEWOMEN: Thisisn't really a Christmas movie, but it starts out at Christmas,
and the book has one of the great Christmas-story first lines ever: " 'Christmas won't be
Christmas without any presents," grumbled Jo, lying ontherug.” And | watched it every
Christmas when | was akid. There are three versions to choose from: the one | grew up on
was the June Allyson one (with Elizabeth Taylor per fectly cast as snotty Amy), the Katharine
Hepburn version is generaly acknowledged to be a classic, and my persona favoriteisthe
new one with Winona Ryder and Kirsten Dungt.



