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Christmas is never perfect—and that's exactly what makes it beautiful. Between the fairy lights that have a mind of their own, the cookie crumbs on the sofa, and plans that take a different direction along the way, what really matters emerges: closeness, laughter, warmth. This book celebrates just that—your true holiday.

24 stories await you from a world that will quickly become familiar: A family, a house, a neighborhood – and characters you'll want to remember. There's Grandma, who with composure and a thermos flask turns every chaos into an anecdote. Father, who bravely tames files, decorative plugs, and traditions – and puts the laptop under the tree at the right time. Mother, who turns "right away" into "now." Minka, the headstrong cat with a taste for cheese and the stage. Baloo, the dog, who smacks his lips "professionally innocently" and can say "oooo" amazingly well. And then there are the people in the house: Dieter, the caretaker with a heart and a tension belt; Hajo, the bass on two legs; Mrs. Meier, the patient patience trainer – and a wooden moose named Eik, who holds the center of the yard.

You know the scenes: kitchen, living room, stairwell, courtyard. A 24-hour store just before 10:00. An elevator that carries a fir tree like VIP guests. A printer that suddenly spits out chocolate. A home office Christmas Eve that ends offline and stays that way. A family photo with seventeen attempts – and thirty unintentional, but beautiful pictures. An Advent calendar that's "hacked" and repaired with hug notes. A karaoke night, not pretty, but legendary. It's the stuff your December is actually made of.

How do you read this book? It's best read like a modern Advent calendar: one story per evening, twelve to fifteen minutes, a cup in hand, a light next to you. Read aloud if you like—at the kitchen table, on the rug, in the hallway. With family, in a shared apartment, as a couple, alone with your cat and dog. You can read through the 24 evenings chronologically and notice how the running gags (Balu's "professionally innocent," Minka with a red bow, Dieter's "VIP handling") become familiar stars. Or you can open them halfway through: Each story stands on its own and also carries its own weight. But be careful: "just this one" quickly turns into "oh, just one more."

The tone is humorous, without malice; heartfelt, without kitsch. There's warmth behind the punch line, a quiet seriousness behind the laughter: It's about closeness – and the courage to embrace it, even if the pickles don't go with the cheese. You'll recognize yourself – in the "just a minute," in the tape that replaces magic, in the hallway peace over cookies that lasts longer than any timer. And perhaps you'll take a small resolution with you: less "just a minute," more "together now." Fewer knots in the wire, more light in your face.

A word about their origins: These stories grew from real moments—from notes on the refrigerator, from conversations in the stairwell, from mishaps that only later became punchlines. Carefully edited, lovingly set—yet left open enough to allow life to continue its reverberation. They're meant to feel as if they were being told at the kitchen table: intimate, warm, true.

If you like, make reading a ritual: On the 24th, at four o'clock, put the Wi-Fi in your "sleeping bag," raise your cup, and read aloud. Laugh wherever you feel caught out. Put the book where it breathes—on the windowsill, next to the pine needles, under the star. And if you recognize someone, say hi for us. Maybe they live next door.

This book is a gift—for you, for everyone, for all who love the holiday as it is: turbulent, loving, unplanned—and ultimately, just right. If the 24 evenings make you smile, then they have done what they were written for.

Happy, mild, cheerful days – and many legendary moments. Not always beautiful. But just right.
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On December 23rd, at 9:12 a.m., what would later be known in the family chronicle as "Operation Pincushion" began in the Winter household. Father pulled the three large moving boxes labeled "Christmas I–III" out of the basement, tapped each one as if it were watermelons, and nodded expertly. Mother stood beside it with a clipboard—a tradition she once described as "project management with the scent of cinnamon." Grandma was already sitting on the sofa, warming her hands with a mug of tea in which a cinnamon star was bathing. The cat, Minka, lay innocently on a pile of wrapping paper that officially wasn't even supposed to exist yet.

"So," said Mother, "order as always: fairy lights, baubles, straw stars, then tinsel. And this time, please, no tinsel on the cat."

“As if I did that on purpose last year,” Father muttered.

“You used tinsel as a fishing rod,” said Mother.

“For testing the statics.”

“On the cat.”

“It was available at the time.”

Grandma snorted, which meant agreement, and sipped. "In the seventies, we had potato starch instead of static electricity. The tree stood."

“ Where is the tree stand?” asked Mother, the first.

Everyone looked at boxes I–III. On "Christmas I" it said in bold letters: BAUBLES, SPARKLE, NOSTALGIA. On "Christmas II": NATIVITY SCENE, STRAW, FIGURINES (shepherd missing since 2016). On "Christmas III": TINCK, LIGHTS, MISCELLANEOUS. Nowhere did it say TREE STAND.

"He was always in 'Miscellaneous,'" said my father. "I personally diversified."

Mother opened "Miscellaneous." Inside were: a broken music box, three strings of lights (one tied in a knot that was mathematically interesting), a box labeled "BETTER CROCHET ANGELS (actually ugly)," two mulled wine cups, a golden banana (no one knew why)—but no tree stand.

"Maybe in the box with the summer blankets?" Grandma said, blinking innocently. "I put something heavy in there sometime ago so the cats wouldn't... well..."

The cat yawned. Innocence in fur form.

Two hours and seven boxes later, there were things in the living room that no one would ever organize again. Mother drew a diagram on her clipboard that looked like the route of a particularly nervous subway train. Father took off his jacket, then put it back on, then took it off again, as if waving it at the solution.

"Okay," he finally said with that cheerful desperation that drives him to peak performance in hardware stores. "Plan B: We'll build one."

“A boner?” asked Mother.

"A boner," said Dad, nodding. "Version 1.0. Minimally invasive."

He disappeared into the basement and came back with: a green bucket, half a bag of cat litter, cable ties, a cordless screwdriver, and the look of a man aiming for a moon landing.

“That’s not...” Mother began.

“Engineering,” said Father, and Minka purred in agreement, because cable ties were exciting.

The plan was simple: Half fill the bucket with litter, put the tree in, secure the trunk to the bucket's rim at four points with cable ties, add water – done. The family stood in a circle and watched as Dad, tongue between his teeth, tightened the first cable tie. The trunk held – a little crooked, as if he had an opinion, but it was still early in the day.

“Water!” cried father.

Mother brought a jug. The bucket drank. The tree made a sigh, then another, then lowered itself again, as if considering. Father tightened the second tie. "See? Stable."

"We have underfloor heating," said Mother, pointing to the spot where the bucket edges made contact. "And the bucket..."

At that moment, the bucket made a sound like a whale becoming sad, and a dark, slowly growing flower appeared on its side: water. It wasn't a dramatic break. It was a slow, thoughtful bloodletting. The carpet drank along with it.

"Hygge," said Mother, breathing deeply. "We say that's hygge."

Grandma nodded. "In Denmark, they sit in the water and call it wellness."

Father salvaged what could be salvaged. Towels, bowls, even the golden banana was shoved under the tree as a stopper (it was useless). After a quarter of an hour, the damage was limited, the bucket was empty, and the tree was still standing—crooked, but proud, because the cable ties did what cable ties do: They gave their best until they suddenly gave up. Clack. Clack. Clack. Three cable ties spat out the trunk, and the tree sank slowly, gracelessly and silently, like a king remembering a couch.

He lay down on the sofa. The cat jumped triumphantly into the branches. Father sat down on the rug and stared at the bucket as if it had betrayed him.

"Plan C," Mother said gently. "We'll get a real tree stand."

"Sold out," Grandma said. "It was on the radio yesterday. Everywhere."

"There's always a tree stand," said Father, standing up. His voice carried the same certainty with which captains survey stormy seas just before they consider returning to port.

They drove to the hardware store. Parking: none. People: many. A man stood at the door with a sign: "NO MORE TREE STANDS. MERRY CHRISTMAS." Father stopped, read, and blinked as if it said: "Secret door to paradise behind shelf 7."

Inside, it smelled of wood, coffee, and panic. A young saleswoman in reindeer antlers patiently explained for the fifth time that "really all" were gone. "Even the ugly ones," she said. "Even the expensive ones. Even the ones nobody wants."

“Nobody?” asked Father hopefully.

"No one," she said. "Even the one from 2013 with the product defect."

“What mistake?” asked Grandma.

"If you tighten them, they'll wind back up," said the saleswoman with the tone of someone who's seen war. "We've seen many trees cry."

Instead, Dad bought a bag of cement, wooden wedges, four tensioning straps, and a set of furniture legs "for sensitive floors." Mother sighed. Grandma bought chocolate—you never know.

At home, "Version 2.0" began. An old metal umbrella stand was combined with a broom handle, the broom handle screwed to the trunk with pipe clamps, and the whole thing was cemented into a pot that Mother called "my good one," to which Father replied, "Just for a minute, just today." Tension straps were used to tie the tree to the radiator, to the window frame, and, when it toppled over, to Father for the time being.

“Don’t move,” said Mother.

“I’m only breathing minimally,” said Father.

“He’s breathing!” Grandma cried excitedly, interpreting every movement as a sign of life.

The cement needed time. Minka used this time to test the tensioning straps as a high ropes course. "No," said Mother. "No." Minka listened, seemed to consider the arguments, and then jumped anyway. The tree went "woooop," like a large, surprised fish, and very deliberately leaned onto the table with the cookies. Fourteen vanilla crescents simultaneously tumbled from the baking sheet, one landed in Grandma's tea, two magically disappeared (cat magic). Father froze, and so did the cement, but too slowly.

"I have an idea," Grandma said. "In 1978, we put the tree in a potato sack and surrounded it with books."

“Books?” asked Father.

"Fat," Grandma said. "Goethe's works. We had them in green."

Mother looked at the bookshelf. "We have travel guides."

“Italy is difficult,” Grandma said hopefully.

A phase followed that they later called the "Library of Stability." A ring of thick volumes grew around the pot : "Scandinavia with Children," "The Big Noodle Book," "Mushrooms, Certainly Determined." The tree stood. For a moment. Then Father took a breath. "No!" Mother cried, but it was too late—the gasp was enough to shift the hint of balance. The tree made an elegant bow, as if giving a performance, and kissed the edge of the table.

"I love him," Grandma said. "He has character."

"I hate him," said Mother. "He has character."

At 3:30 p.m., the Neighborhood Front joined in. In the hallway chat "Stairwell 12a," Mrs. Meier wrote: "Did you hear that too? Was that an animal?" Father replied: "A tree." Mr. Hajo, the retired physics teacher from the third floor, came in person with a suitcase containing equipment that looked like tools, but perhaps medical devices from the 1950s. "Statics is a matter of posture," he said, drawing a triangle on a piece of wrapping paper. "That's how pyramids stand."

“We don’t have a pyramid tree,” said Mother.

"Not yet," said Mr. Hajo, fetching three boards from the basement. Using these, two clamps, and an unshakable conviction, he built a structure that held the tree in a rigid embrace. "Now, no one is allowed to walk into the table," he said, "because otherwise..." The rest of the sentence was drowned out by a crash as Minka decided to force her way through the board philosophy. Nothing seriously broke the mood. Just a brief pause. Then everyone laughed, because otherwise... well, well.

"We need a tree stand," said Mother. "A real one."

"I know someone," said Mr. Hajo, leaning forward conspiratorially. "Ebay classifieds."

"Ebay Classifieds is a vegetable garden," Grandma said. "You never know what's growing."

Father wrote. He wrote: "Urgently looking for a tree stand, no matter how ugly, no matter how old, just not from 2013." He received three replies. The first: "Already gone." The second: "Pickup only, 80 km away." The third: "Vintage, very sturdy, only slight signs of rust, €40 negotiable."

"Vintage," said Mother. "Means old and rusty."

"Stable," said Father. "Means stable."

At 5:10 p.m., a man stood at the door, his sweater proclaiming "Christmas Market Crew" and his smile saying "Let's negotiate." He opened his trunk and presented a massive, cast-iron tree stand, green, with gold flourishes and a screw that looked as if it had seen the passing of Kaiser Wilhelm.

“His name is Bruno,” said the man.

“The tree stand?” asked Mother.

“All my objects have names,” said the man.

Father placed the tree in Bruno's trunk. The screw twisted, twisted, gripped—and let go. "Thread worn out," the man said, as if speaking of a distant aunt. "But you can put a wedge..."

At that moment, something in Dad's mind recalled the Monday evening show "Crafting with Bernd." He sawed a wooden wedge, set it in place, gently tapped it with the golden banana (finally useful) – and the trunk held. They stepped back. The tree stood. Upright. Proud. No longer with character, but with character AND attitude. Applause in the living room. Grandma whistled. Minka looked offended.

The man received 35 euros, a bag of cookies (the undamaged ones), and a note reading "Bruno was good." He waved and disappeared into the cold air that smelled of snow and promises.

They decorated. First, a string of lights, this time untangled by Mom with the help of a YouTube video "String Lights Without Tears." Red and gold baubles, straw stars for Grandma, two ugly crocheted baubles for tradition. Minka was allowed to watch, just watch, which she didn't find horrible, because watching is a precursor to doing.

The evening turned peaceful. The tree stood. The family breathed normally. The cement pot was reclassified as a flowerpot, the ratchet straps as music therapy (Grandma plucked them; it sounded... interesting). Father drank a mulled wine that didn't boil. Mother put the list away. Everything was quietly bathed in that Christmas light that only exists when, just three hours before, you briefly thought it would never be light again.

At 10:47 p.m., the inevitable happened. It wasn't a drama, more of a poetic accident . Minka, who had been pretending to be retired for an hour, jumped, elegantly and purposefully, onto the mantelpiece, from there onto the armchair, from there into the lower tier of the tree—not up, just into it. The tree didn't sway, didn't move. Bruno held, the wedge held, the screw held. Only a ball fell and rolled under the sofa like a mouse. Minka stayed in the branch, gazing out like the Captain of Christmas, and everyone thought: Perhaps this year will be without disasters.

There was a crackling sound. A tiny crackle, like paper giving way. It wasn't the tree. It was the wrapping paper, on which a string of lights lay in its packaging, which – no one knows how – had turned ON. A tiny red light blinked to the rhythm of a very slow heartbeat. Mother jumped up, unplugged the power cord, laughed, and sat back down. "Everything's fine," she said. "Everything's fine."

Christmas morning. 7:30 a.m. Snow. The tree stood in the wintry silence of the living room like a character from a fairy tale that this time had a happy ending. Father walked barefoot through the room as if entering a holy place, turned on the radio, quietly, and drew the curtain aside a bit. Outside, a neighbor trudged through the yard, carrying a bag of rolls and waving. Father waved back. Bruno wasn't standing on the coffee table; he was standing where he should have been; instead, on the coffee table was a bowl of nuts that Mother had conjured up the night before. Grandma was snoring in the recliner to a beat that Father identified as a "waltz." Minka lay curled up under the tree, probably dreaming of ratchet straps.

“He’s standing,” whispered Father, as if he didn’t want to annoy the spell.

"It's standing," said Mother, and poured water into Bruno's container, carefully, without a bucket, without drama. It gurgled. A beautiful gurgling sound. The gurgling of success.

At nine o'clock, the children came rushing out of their rooms like ponies to a pasture. "Is he real?" one asked.

"It smells real," said the other, pressing its nose into the branches. "It really stings."

“Ouch,” said the first one appreciatively.

They placed the star together, sitting on a chair and breathing in their cheeks. The star wasn't exactly in place. It was tilted two degrees to the left, as if it had a political opinion. No one corrected it. It belonged that way.

Around noon, the doorbell rang. Mrs. Meier brought homemade vanilla crescents (new ones, without tea). "I was reading the hallway chat," she said, smiling, "and thought, if the old ones... well... here."

"We don't have any old ones," Mother lied gracefully, taking the can. "How sweet."

Mr. Hajo sent a message: "Static holds?" Father responded with a photo of the tree standing as if it could never do anything else. Hajo sent three thumbs up and a triangle emoji, which no one had ever known as an emoji before.

The afternoon passed between watching a nativity play on TV (this time without hula hoops), cookies (lots of them, with powdered sugar, without cayenne pepper), and small, loving arguments (“Who put the golden banana in the decorations?” – “ Art!” – “No!” – “Yes!”).

In the evening, they sat around the table, ate nothing that would crack or burn, and gave each other gifts that were imperfect and therefore good. Mother got a scarf that glowed in Post-it yellow because Father liked the small print on a note at the hardware store and thought yellow made winter friendlier. Father got a travel voucher "Scandinavia with children, without children," a joke with a future. Grandma got new crochet hooks and laughed evilly. The children got things with batteries that lasted exactly until 9 p.m.

Later, when the silence came, broken only by the quiet crackling of the tree and Grandma's waltz-like snoring, Grandma talked about 1978: about the potato sack, about Goethe's green, about the snow that was higher back then ("Always," she said, "the snow used to be always higher"), and about the dog who loved the tree and dreamed of it, just like Minka does today.

“And you?” Mother asked quietly in Father’s direction, “What will you say next year?”

Father looked at the tree, saw Bruno, saw the wedge. He picked up the golden banana, which was now truly integrated into the decoration, as if it were sitting there in its proper place. "I'll tell you," he said, "how we built Christmas out of a bucket, a cat, a banana, and an old Bruno. And that it was the most beautiful thing."

“The best thing is that it’s standing,” said Mother.

"The best thing is that we're sitting," Grandma said, adjusting her chair. "Everything else is a bonus."

Minka moved. She stood up, stretched, and gently slid her front paws against the trunk, as if to say, "I could if I wanted to." Then she let it go. She jumped onto the sofa, curled up in a hollow of blankets, and in the next breath, she was gone—to cat land, where trees sway willingly.

In the night, sometime between the song that always comes and the feeling that always remains, Father woke up, crept barefoot into the living room, and leaned against the doorframe. The tree stood still, like a clock that understands something beyond counting. Outside, the yard lay blue and smooth; the world had stopped for a moment. In the kitchen, a small string of lights still glowed, which Mother had forgotten and which no one would rat out. Bruno gleamed dully. The wedge sat like a promise.

Father approached, carefully placing his hand on the trunk. He felt the coolness of the bark, the gentle give that a living tree has, even when it's been sawn. "Thank you," he whispered, which was silly, of course, but Christmas is the time for silliness that means something. "Thank you for standing."

On the morning of the second holiday, the family all sat together under the tree one last time, with leftover cookies and cocoa, and looked through old photos. There was a picture of a tree from the early years that looked like a burst bubble. There was a picture of a tree with eight baubles and fifty stickers from the children. There was one where the tree didn't matter because everyone was laughing. And there was the new one, from last night, where the star was tilted two degrees and everyone looked as if that angle was the reason.

Grandma looked at it and nodded, as if passing judgment. "I was standing like that in 1978, too," she said, and everyone laughed, because a good punchline can come back when it's earned.

And somewhere in the city, in a car with the inscription "Christmas Market Crew," the trunk lay emptier than the day before. A man drove through the snow and thought "Bruno was good" was a nice story. Maybe he'd tell it later. Maybe he'd given another object a name. Maybe he had a second tree stand in his kitchen called Helga. Maybe.

The tree stood in the Winter House. Crooked? A little. Proud? A lot. And every time someone walked by, they brushed against it as if by chance, as if checking if the world was still holding up. It was holding up. Not perfectly—just good. And that's enough at Christmas.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Cookie Disaster Deluxe 
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It was the 4th Sunday of Advent, 10:07 a.m. 
The sun shone slanting through the foggy kitchen window, the clock ticked merrily, and the air was filled with the promising scent of vanilla, cinnamon, and... anticipation. In theory, at least. In practice, it smelled more like chaos. Because the Winter household was celebrating its annual baking day —a tradition as certain as slush outside the supermarket.
Mother had organized it like a military operation. Recipes lay on the kitchen table in a clear order: vanilla crescents, cinnamon stars, butter cookies, Spitzbuben (a kind of fried biscuits). Next to the stove, bowls were stacked, clinking together like knight's armor. Grandpa had already asked at 9:30 when mulled wine would be ready, and the cat sat expectantly next to the flour, as if it knew full well that today would be a feast for all the senses.

"So, plan: We'll start with the vanilla crescents," explained Mother, raising a wooden spoon. "Then cinnamon stars. At the same time, someone could prepare the butter cookie dough. If all goes well, we'll have at least seven trays by this afternoon."

“And if not?” asked Father cautiously.

“Then we have eight,” said Mother, tapping vigorously on the recipe sheet.

The dough for the vanilla crescents consisted of flour, butter, sugar, and almonds. It was simple. Mother mixed, kneaded, and sighed contentedly. Meanwhile, Father tried to turn the pile of flour into a "proper work area," which looked as if it were marking out a ski resort. The children enthusiastically rolled little snakes. "They should be half-moons!" Mother urged. The children nodded and formed dinosaurs.

"They're pretty too," Grandma said soothingly. "In the seventies, we made cookies that looked like anything—as long as they were edible."

The cat tapped its paw into the dough. A tiny cat footprint remained as a fossilized imprint. "That's art," Grandpa said. "We'll leave it in."

After twenty minutes, three trays of croissants were on the table. A fourth was made from leftovers—oddly misshapen, but Mother murmured, "It'll be fine."

Then the first accident : The children had confused sugar with "those tiny red crumbs." Cayenne. Instead of vanilla, the first tray smelled of a Mexican street festival. Grandpa sneezed seven times in a row, and each time, powdered sugar rained down from the shelf. The cat, startled, jumped into the tree (which was still waiting half-naked in the living room) and scattered needles all over the kitchen.

"Maybe we should call this a fusion cookie," said Dad. "A touch of Tex-Mex."

“Texas crap,” mumbled Mother.

Next came the cinnamon stars. Grandma was in charge because she'd "had it in her blood for 40 years." Unfortunately, she'd needed reading glasses for 39 years and didn't wear them. Instead of sugar, she used salt. The dough tasted like a walk by the sea. "Egg white glaze helps," Grandma said bravely. She spread diligently, as if you could over-sugare salt.

Grandpa, curious, tasted it. His face contorted like an accordion. "Interesting," he managed. "Very... mineral."

"We'll call them North Sea Stars ," suggested Father. "Unique!"

"One-time, yes," Mother nodded. "Never again."

Meanwhile, Dad wanted to save the butter cookies. He took the mixing bowl, poured in flour, sugar, and butter—and forgot the eggs. The mixture resembled desert sand. He grabbed the mixer, which immediately transformed the dry mixture into a white cloud of snow. Within seconds, the kitchen was a winter wonderland. "Snowfall!" the children cried excitedly, jumping in and leaving little angels on the floor. Mother closed her eyes briefly. "Breathe. Just breathe."

When Dad cracked the eggs later, they weren't evenly distributed. Instead, there were islands of slippery batter that looked like swampy landscapes. Grandma said, "This reminds me of 1978, when we were camping—" "Not now, Grandma!"

Now for the Spitzbuben. A classic. Jam between two biscuits, sweet and pretty. Only: The children mistook raspberry jam for paprika chutney from the pantry. The result was "savory and sweet," as Father diplomatically put it. Mother chewed silently. Grandpa reached for the mulled wine. The cat tasted it and didn't bat an eyelid. "She eats everything," Grandma remarked. "Even in 1978, she..." - "Not now, Grandma!"

Meanwhile, the oven was running hot. After the fourth tray, it started to groan. The light flickered, the temperature gauge showed 200°C, then 300°C, then – nothing. Completely off. "It's overwhelmed," Father stated. "Like the rest of us," Mother added.

So they improvised: waffle iron, stovetop, toaster. Even the microwave had to do the trick. In the end, they had cookies in every possible state: too hard, too soft, too rubbery. Grandpa dubbed them the "Chew Edition."

At 7:30 p.m., seven trays stood on the table. Three were successful, two were inedible, one was "creative," and one was simply mysterious. On the mysterious tray was a brown mass that belonged to no one but looked very sturdy. "Perhaps as a roof tile," suggested Father.

Everyone sat down at the table with tea, mulled wine, and courage. Everyone tried a bit of everything. There was laughter, spitting, and discussion. In the end, everyone agreed: the Tex-Mex croissants had character, the North Sea stars were an experience, and the Spitzbuben could pass as an appetizer.

The next morning, there was a knock at the door. The neighbors stood there, curious. "We smelled such a delicious aroma yesterday," they said. "Was that yours?" Mother and Father looked at each other. No one confessed the truth. Instead, the neighbors received a tray of "fusion cookies." Two hours later, the phone rang: "Do you have any more? They're extraordinary!"

And so it came to be that the Winter family's biggest cookie disaster was celebrated on the street as a culinary sensation. Grandma smiled wisely: "See? It was the same in 1978."
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Reindeer on the balcony
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It began at 5:03 a.m. on that windy morning when the weather forecast spoke of "gusty westerly winds" and actually said: "The air has plans today." The storm was officially called "Ursula," but in the Winter household it would later be called simply "the one Rudi brought."

The motion detector on the balcony made the sound it always makes when a moth gets too ambitious: plick . Only this time, it wasn't an insect dancing in front of the sensor, but a creature that, in its friendly plastic glory, acted as if it had always been at home there. An inflatable reindeer, man-sized, with friendly, staring, round eyes, a smile that still seemed confident even after the third mulled wine tasting, and a red LED nose that pulsed like a small lighthouse in the morning gloom.

The situation went from "weird" to "opera" within seconds. The motion detector outside activated the string of lights inside; the string of lights inside reflected in the window; the reflection in the window made the motion detector think something else was happening outside; the smart plug, which Dad had set to "party mode" since the last "smart Christmas" debacle, turned on the remaining string of lights; and somewhere in the kitchen, the coffee machine woke up because the electrical circuit sighed once.

In the bedroom, Mother raised her eyebrow, which for her meant about the same thing as a fire siren alarm in a big city. Father, in his bear slippers and the T-shirt "Professional
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