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A Second Chance


Everybody loves a good Christmas tree for Christmas. But once the holidays are over, the trees must go. Nobody wants an old skeleton with twisted limbs and hardly any needles left, standing in the middle of their living room, reminding them that the party’s over. So before they go back to work, back to school, back to their everyday lives, they remove the pretty decorations, take down the lights, remove the bright star, and throw the tree out. 
Nobody cares what becomes of them. 
Most of the time, if they can get away with it, they’ll dump the tree anywhere. Even some families who have a fireplace don’t go through the trouble of cutting up the tree for firewood. They prefer the wood they bought at the store, which is the right size, and isn’t sticky, and won’t soil their fireplace. And won’t require any physical labor on their part.
In the countryside, the trees that aren’t used for firewood usually end up in a ditch, or in the forest, looking up at their living siblings, as they waste away.
In the city, where the risk of getting caught for littering is much greater, most trees are lucky enough to be deposited in a place that will allow them to be recycled.
A place like this.
I stand guard in front of the City Hall, watching over the dying Christmas trees. It is two days before the end of the school holidays, and high season for throwing away Christmas trees. 
The city has dozens of these stations, spread out in different neighborhoods and suburbs, in the hopes that people will go to the trouble of bringing their trees. We know from experience that they will not bring them to the waste collection.
Yesterday I brought back over a hundred and fifty trees. From the looks of it, today we’ll go over two hundred.
I approach a large fir tree which is leaning against the wooden fence we’ve set up. She’s almost two meters high and has perfect proportions. Her branches still have all their needles, standing to attention. She has no wood boards nailed to her trunk, or signs of having been screwed into a tree stand. The last ten centimeters of the trunk is slightly darkened. She’s been allowed a flowerpot, to continue the semblance of life while she served her family.
I brush the fingers of one hand lightly across the needles.
Christmas presents going way above the lower limbs. Two types of white lights; fake candles and falling snow. Foie gras, snails in their delicious buttery sauce, beef, potatoes, the traditional bûche, and an apple sorbet trou Normand—in Armagnac.
I smile at the fir. “You got a good one, huh?”
I lean in and take a good sniff. She smells of wood smoke, long family dinners, and children’s laughter. No yelling about going to bed, only long hugs and sweet kisses. No lack of anything, including love.
This fir has lived every Christmas tree’s wet dream.
I walk farther down the fence to a pine tree with several broken branches and very few needles left. The pines are usually quite resistant and rarely lose their needles, even after being used as a decoration for over four weeks.
“What happened to you, babe?” I whisper as I trace my hand along one of the broken branches stripped of needles.
Two boys fighting. One probably five years old. The other closer to ten. They’re pulling on a fireman’s truck, the smallest boy screaming that it’s his, his older brother claiming that he can use it as long as his brother isn’t playing with it.
The mother coming through the door as the boys crash into the tree. What are you doing! she screams at them, her hands coming up, vibrating, next to her head, as if she’s resisting tearing out her hair. Why can’t you get along for two minutes? Why do you have to ruin everything?
The boys, silent in the face of their mother’s onslaught, scramble away from the toppled tree. The oldest attempts to straighten the broken branch, but the limb falls down, pointing to the ground. 
The fire truck is long forgotten.
You ruined the tree! The boys scoot away as the mother stalks to the trembling pine.
She straightens the branch in much the same way her son has just attempted. When it falls down, she yanks at it, needles falling to the floor. More pulling. If you can’t stay up, you can just get lost.
But no amount of pulling would break the branch all the way off. So they end up turning the tree to hide the ugly branch in the corner.
Of course, that only worked the first time.
I lean in for a sniff. At least the boys got lots of presents, and not many that they needed to share.
I give the tree a pat. “Don’t you worry. You did your job well. And you’re not done yet. I’m sure you’ll love what we have in store for you.”
The bells of the Basilica of Saint-Sernin Basilica ring eight o’clock and I tell my colleague with the large truck to collect the trees. I help him move all the trees into the waiting truck, taking a couple of seconds for each to listen to their stories, giving an encouraging word where it’s needed.
Officially, my work ends here. I’m only supposed to collect the trees that people bring me.
But these aren’t the trees that really need rescuing.
I get into my little truck and ease down the narrow streets in the direction of the canal. 
This is not my first time playing; I know where the lost ones go.
The truck is narrow enough to be able to drive on the cycling path along the canal. I just need to use my key to remove one of the barriers, and off we go.
I don’t have to go far before I find the first one. He seems to be a spruce, though it’s difficult to tell since only his lower branches and trunk are above water.
Easing out of the driver’s seat, I call out to him. “Don’t you worry, honey. I’ll get you out.”
The poor thing is only a meter or so from the edge of the canal, so I grab a pole with a hook on the end to drag it toward me.
He’s a small one. Large and wide branches at the base, but his top doesn’t even reach my shoulders. He has clearly been kept up by nailing two planks to his base, but the planks have been removed, leaving only four tiny holes where the nails went in. The branches and needles are in relatively good shape. All in all, he seems healthy. For a tree doomed to die, that is.
I prop the little thing up against the back of my truck and remove my gloves. Shoving them into my back pocket, I reach out to caress the crown.
A crooked star drawn on paper and glued to a piece of cardboard. A metal wire shoved through the star’s center and coiled around the very top of the tree. The lines are uneven and the coloring full of holes—the creator can’t be more than six years old.
One branch seems to have lost more needles than the others. I lean down to inspect it.
With the smell of tree, and water, and woodsmoke, comes the image of a little girl with long dark hair decorating the tree all by herself. She puts almost all the decorations on this one branch, admiring how pretty it becomes for each item she adds. After a comment—a female voice coming from across the room, apparently from the couch—she adds a few decorations to two or three other branches. But all the while the tree stands in the living room, the little girl only admires this favorite branch.
I inspect other areas of the little spruce, looking for signs of the parents. But I find only the little girl taking care of her tree.
Finally, I lift the tree into the trunk of my truck and put my hand on the base. This is where most people grab the tree when they need to transport it anywhere, especially when it no longer needs to stay pretty.
There she is.
A skinny woman in her early thirties, with long dark, matted hair, dragging the tree behind her as she shuffles along the cycling path by the canal.
Her intention was to go to the Christmas tree round-up where I work.
People are looking at her. Noticing the state of her hair, her clothes. And she’s cold. So cold. She should be home in her bed, cuddled into her corner of the couch. Maybe a cup of tea, some chocolate. And her daughter’s sweet smiles.
This reminds her of going to work. She used to walk this way to get to the train station. Back in the days when she managed to get out of bed and do something constructive with her time.
She’d get back someday. When she was better.
When she is halfway across the pedestrian bridge crossing the canal, she gives up on her mission and lets the little tree drop into the murky waters below when no one is looking.
The little spruce, only his trunk out of the water, watches his hostess shuffle home to give her daughter a kiss.
“Mmm,” I hum to the tree as I make sure he’s secure at the back of my truck. “Looks like you had a bit of a challenge, huh? Don’t you worry though. You did a great job. You hold onto the memories of your little girl being happy taking care of her Christmas tree. And know that there was clearly lots of love in their household.”
Head down, I enter the truck’s cab and start the engine. I wish there was something I could do for the woman, but my powers only stretch so far. I’ll have to satisfy myself with taking care of the trees, like I always do.
I continue my rounds for a couple of hours, picking up twelve trees from various sidewalks, alleys, and trash cans.
I listen to their stories, tell them they did a good job, and that I have a new task for them.
It’s just as I decide to stop for the day that I find the little alien.
I’ve done this for eight years now, and this has never happened before. I know they exist, of course. Who doesn’t. But they don’t usually end up on the sidewalk with their living siblings.
He’s made of plastic, but the quality is good enough to make him seem lifelike. He’s not even perfectly symmetrical, and not because he’s been used, but because he was produced that way. He looks like he’s covered in snow, but that’s also fake, naturally.
He stands here on a street corner, almost as if he’s part of the city’s Christmas decorations. He stands straight, and is positioned exactly on the corner between two small streets.
I leave my truck behind and approach cautiously. Will this work?
I flick one plastic fake-snow-covered needle with my index finger.
Silence.
I don’t always get sound through the visions, but this isn’t an absence of sound.
It’s a loud, heavy, gray silence. The kind that comes from screaming inside your head. The kind that covers your heart and suffocates it.
I see no decorations, so I move to caress a branch on the opposite side of the tree.
Still nothing. There’s a vague memory of lights and angels and shimmering balls, but it’s faint, probably from last year. With it comes the image of a man and a woman, slow-dancing without music in front of their tree, the remains of a large meal on the kitchen table.
As I continue easing my hands over the branches, I’m starting to make out some recent surroundings—impressions are more difficult to drag out through the plastic than through living wood, but they’re there. He’s standing in the corner of the living room, not in the center like he did the year before.
Right next to him: a large cardboard box full of Christmas ornaments.
They never left the box this year.
Most trees give off a whiff of feelings, carried on their scent. To understand them, all one needs to do is not think with words, but with feelings. Let the heart take over from the brain.
This fellow doesn’t have a scent, not one his own anyway. But I’m still hearing him, loud and clear.
Sadness. Loss. Frustration.
“What happened, hon? Why didn’t you get a Christmas this year?”
Using all my powers and taking my time, I manage to pull the story out of him.
He’d heard them all through the four seasons, from up in the attic—his home for forty-eight weeks of the year.
It started with the woman crying in February. Inconsolable crying for an entire week. Anything could
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