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Twelve Days of Christmas Angst 

Contemporary fiction

“Christmas is only twelve days away and nothing is ready!” Monica Abernathy exclaimed, rolling out of bed in a panic.

Monica’s father, William, had suffered a mild heart attack on Thanksgiving and she had been out of town helping her mother take care of him... and keeping her mom from blaming him for bringing on his attack by overeating. Monica loved her mother despite that woman’s controlling ways and William was more than capable of dealing with them under normal circumstances, but Monica couldn’t leave him defenseless in his weakened state. 

“Come back to bed, sweetheart,” her sleep-rumpled husband, Andrew said. “You’ve been gone for weeks and you got in so late last night, I haven’t had a chance to welcome you home properly.”

He waggled his eyebrows in a Groucho Marx leer, threw back the blankets and patted the bed beside him.

Monica was torn. There was so much to do, but Andrew was so appealing with his sleepy eyes and tousled hair. She had missed him, too. With a shrug and a roll of her eyes, she peeled off her nightgown and jumped under the covers, giggling.

Shampooing her hair in the shower, later, she was nearly overwhelmed by her mental Christmas To-Do list, but she couldn’t regret the morning’s half-hour delay. Smiling, she rinsed off and prepared to tackle her holiday labors.

When Andrew and their twin sons were off to office and elementary school, Monica and four-year-old Andrea went over the list.

“Daddy will take Kevin and Devlin with him to get a tree after school today, so that’s one thing off our list,” Monica said, ticking the list with a pencil.

“I wanna go get the tree, too!” Andrea wailed.

“I’m sorry, sweetie, but it would take too long for Daddy to come back here to get you, and then go all the way back to the tree farm. We just don’t have the time. We will all go together next year, I promise.”

Not mollified by promises of future delights, Andrea jumped down and ran into her room, crying.

Monica frowned, but didn’t have time to jolly her daughter out of her disappointment. Putting her list in order of priorities was nearly impossible. Almost everything should have been done, already. She was so grateful she had finished most of her gift-buying on-line before Thanksgiving, but all those packages in her closet still needed to be wrapped. She moved that item to the end of the list, thinking she could do it on Christmas Eve after the church service, if necessary.

What couldn’t wait? She looked around the room, trying to collect her thoughts, and her eyes alit on a basket of mail on the kitchen counter.

“Christmas cards!” she cried. “I’ve got to get them into the mail, right away.”

She regretted that they wouldn’t be able to have a family photo card this year, but there was simply no time. A handwritten note on a card from a box would have to do.

“Buy Xmas cards,” she wrote on the top of the list.

Her scan of the room revealed a complete lack of holiday decorations. Andrew had stuck a couple of the boys’ drawings of Santa Claus on the refrigerator, but that was it. 

She would need to haul the decorations out of the garage and begin setting them out, as soon as she returned from shopping.

Monica called to Andrea to get her coat on and snatched the grocery list off the bulletin board before hustling her still disgruntled daughter out to the garage.

“Stamps! Don’t let me forget to stop at the post office, Andi,” she said as she buckled her daughter into her car seat.

Monica backed out of the driveway, narrowly missing the neighbor’s mailbox, and didn’t notice Mr. Cooper’s friendly wave as she sped by.

By the time Monica and Andrea returned from their whirlwind shopping trip, both were tired, hungry and grumpy.

Andrea fussed and dawdled over lunch and Monica snapped at her, finally sending the girl to bed for a nap.

“I wish I could take a nap, too,” she thought, but forced her legs to carry her out to the garage and back several times, carrying large containers of Christmas decorations.

“Ow!” she cried, as she felt a sharp stab in her lower back. 

She limped over to the couch and eased down onto it. When the muscle spasm passed, she rolled off onto all fours, pulled herself erect using a side table for support, then went into the bathroom and took a couple of aspirin, before going back to work making her home festive for Christmas, with her mouth set in a grimace of pain.

In the following days, Monica stoically and determinedly worked through her list of Christmas duties, marking each one off with a sense of grim satisfaction.

Three days before Christmas, it started to snow. Miraculously, Monica had checked off her last task after dinner, just before the first snowflakes fell.

The next morning, Andrew took a personal day from work and the boys were home for Christmas break, so Monica decided to make waffles for breakfast. She felt a pang of guilt to think how for the past week or so, cold cereal had been the order of the day.

“Who wants waffles?” she called out from the kitchen.

“No time, hon,” Andrew said, coming in and giving her a kiss. “We are off to Thumper’s Hill with our toboggans. This snow isn’t going to last forever, you know.”

The children, already dressed in snowsuits, came bouncing down the stairs.

“Well, wait for me and I’ll go, too,” she said.

“No, Mommy! You stay here,” Andrea said. “If you come, you’ll melt the snow with your angry face.”

The boys laughed at their little sister’s remark, but looked at their mother, as though afraid of her reaction.

Andrew tousled his daughter’s hair before pulling up her hood and tying it under her chin.

“Mommy will stay here and keep the house warm. Then, when we come back, we can all have hot cocoa and some of those great cookies she baked, right?”

“What about your breakfast?” Monica asked.

“We’ll drive through Mickey Dee’s on the way. Bye!”

With her family gone to play in the snow, Monica no longer felt like having waffles. She put the fixings away, turned off the waffle iron, poured herself a cup of coffee and wandered into the fully decorated living room. 

Andrew had poked up the fire before leaving and the room looked as cozy as a Christmas card. Scented candles adorned the end tables, live garland entwined the banister, a six-foot tall tree was decorated with antique ornaments in an elegant gold and white theme, coordinating holiday throws and pillows softened the furniture, and a fragile miniature Santa’s village, complete with a “do-not-touch” train set, encircled the base of the tree. This room could grace the pages of a magazine. 

Yes, Monica thought, it was hard work, but she had pulled it off; she’d made the perfect Christmas in less than twelve days.

As she sipped her coffee, a tear slid over her quivering lip, plopping into the cup. She returned the china Christmas cup to its saucer and began to weep with great heaving sobs. 

In her frantic efforts to give her family a special holiday, she’d gotten off track, thinking it was up to her to make Christmas happen. 

With a snort, Monica thought maybe she wasn’t so different from her mother after all. In all her hustle and bustle trying to make everything perfect, she had run roughshod over her family and left out everything that makes the season truly perfect: peace, joy and love.

Wiping her eyes, Monica sat down at her desk to begin another Christmas to-do list, and right at the top she wrote, “Love your family.”

She washed her face and, with a hopeful smile, returned to the kitchen to arrange cookies on a plate and set out Christmas mugs for the hot cocoa.

When her half-frozen family, all rosy cheeks, soggy mittens and happy smiles, stomped into the kitchen, they were greeted with a warm smile, yummy cookies, hot cocoa and a welcoming hug.

“Okay, you guys, what’s say you finish your snack and then we go into the living room and take our model train on a tour of Santa’s village?” she asked, smiling at the shock on their faces. “Who wants to be engineer, first?”

Nutty Snowballs

Preheat to 350°F

1 C. butter (softened)½ C. confectioners’ sugar

2 tsp. vanilla extract2 C. flour

¼ tsp. salt2 C. chopped walnuts

Approx. 2 C. more powdered sugar for rolling warm cookies.

Cream sugar and butter; add vanilla; gradually stir in flour, salt and nuts until blended. Chill about an hour.

Shape into 1” balls; place on greased cookie sheet. Bake 15 min. Remove from cookie sheet and immediately roll in powdered sugar to coat. Cool. Roll once more in powdered sugar.

Goldie, Franklin, and Meryl

A Christmas tale 

Cold drizzle insinuated itself beneath the trash bag Goldie wore like a poncho over her mismatched collection of castoff clothing, making her shiver as the chill trickle oozed down her spine.

It had rained, off and on, all week long, spoiling any hope of a white Christmas in Portstown, this year. Not that Goldie enjoyed the frigid air and icy sidewalks which came with the fluffy white flakes, but still, this constant rain didn’t seem much like Christmas. Even the colored lights and festive decorations took on a more somber hue in the steady downpour.

Goldie hugged the bag tighter around her scrawny neck and adjusted the bill of her baseball cap, trying to keep the rain out of her eyes as it dripped from her matted gray hair.

“Move over, Franklin,” she said. “You’re hoggin’ the heat from the fire.”

“Sorry, Goldie,” the heavyset man, also warming himself at the burn barrel, muttered and shifted his bulk slightly. Even in his tattered jacket and cap, Franklin retained echoes of his former military bearing. In years past, he’d been awarded medals for his service to his country; shiny gold medals which now rested in the display case of a local pawn shop. 

“Ouch!” the emaciated middle-aged woman on his other side cried out.

“Sorry, Meryl.”

“Why don’cha watch where you put your big feet?” Meryl complained. “You like ta broke my toes.”

“Oh, you’re all right. Don’t be such a drama queen,” Goldie chastised the younger woman.

Meryl had been beautiful, once, before years of abuse and life on the streets rubbed away her charms, leaving no trace of the innocent teenager who’d run away to become on actress decades ago.

“Drama queen? Don’t call me names, you old scarecrow!”

“You ladies just be nice. It’s Christmas, remember?” Franklin said, wiping the wetness from his ebony face with the back of his sleeve.

“What’s Christmas mean to us? It’s just another day with nothin’ in our pockets, nothin’ in our bellies and no place to live,” Meryl said. “Every time we find someplace dry, the cops move us on. They don’t want down-and-outers like us making their town look bad.”

“At least here on the edge of this deserted industrial district, no one is bothering us,” Franklin said.

“But there’s no shelter, either,” Goldie said. “If you hadn’t found this empty metal drum and some stuff to burn, we’d be in a fine mess. At least I’ve still got my cart. I can carry all my things in it and huddle up against it to sleep, too.”

She clutched the handle on her ancient, rusted metal grocery cart more tightly and pulled it closer to her side.

“You’ve got your shopping cart, Franklin’s got his heavy army jacket to keep warm, but all I’ve got to my name is my tote bag. It can’t carry much, and I sure can’t crawl into it to keep warm,” Meryl said.

“But it’s real pretty, Meryl,” Goldie offered, to ease Meryl’s ruffled feathers. “That shiny gold fabric must’ve been really something when it was new and the fur lining can at least keep your hands warm.”

“The ‘shiny fabric’ is gold lamay. I used to have a whole outfit to match. Boy, I was something’ back then. The fur lining is real, too. The man who gave it to me said it was sable, but when I tried to hock it, the guy at the pawn shop said it’s only rabbit. I think he was trying to cheat me. Anyway, what good is it doing me tonight? It’s the only thing I own and it’s about worthless.”

The three companions huddled around the fire, each contemplating their meager possessions and the lives which had brought them to this desolate wasteland on a rainy Christmas Eve. 

A few blocks away, more affluent people drove through the night, snug and warm in their heated vehicles, looking forward to cozy homes filled with gifts, glowing decorations, good food and spicy holiday aromas. The disheartening contrast with their own situation was not lost on the wet trio. 

Goldie cocked her head, listening.

“Did you hear that?” she asked her companions.

“What? I didn’t hear nothin’ but the growling in my belly,” Meryl said.

“Listen! There it is again!”

“Sounds like a stray cat,” Franklin said.

“I don’t think so,” Goldie said, rolling her shopping cart in the direction of a derelict building nearer to the freeway overpass.

Franklin started to follow, but Meryl stopped him.

“Let that crazy old woman go,” she said. “She’ll wander back when she’s through hearin’ things.”

Goldie disappeared behind the building, but she soon reappeared, waving her arms.

“Come help!” she called. “There’s a girl back here. She’s hurt!”

Franklin loped across the tarmac, with Meryl following more slowly, curious to see what Goldie had found.

In the shadow of the building, they saw what looked like a bundle of rags piled beside a dumpster. A hand lifted weakly from the bundle and a woman’s voice moaned something unintelligible.

Goldie crouched beside her, murmuring soothing sounds, as though calming a wild animal.

Franklin approached and stuck a match, its light revealing a black haired, almond-eyed young woman, bruised and disheveled, and grimacing in pain.

“What’s the matter with her?” Meryl asked, crowding in.

“She won’t say. I’ve asked her name and all, but she just looks at me, all wild-eyed, and won’t say,” Goldie said. “We need to get help.”

Franklin turned to Meryl and asked her to run to the nearest inhabited neighborhood for help. She started to object, then shrugged and headed reluctantly toward the glow of lights from a shopping center about a mile away.

“Let’s see if we can get this little gal over to the fire,” Franklin suggested. “Her teeth are chattering.”

He bent down and lifted the slim woman into his strong arms, holding her against his chest to avoid her fists as they flailed weakly.

“She’s scared of you, I’ll bet, poor thing, with your big, black face looming over her. Say something gentle, so she knows we aren’t gonna hurt her,” Goldie said.

Franklin rumbled something in his chest and the woman quieted, either reassured or unconscious, and he carried her back to the fire. 

Shaking her head in distress, Goldie and her cart followed. 

Walking through the mist in search of help, Meryl grumbled to herself.

“Why should I get help for her? Whoever gives me any help?”

Reaching a lighted street, Meryl looked for a passing car, but this late on Christmas Eve, the street was deserted, so she walked on toward the strip mall. When she reached the stores, the colored Christmas lights lining the windows and dim security lights behind metal grills and shutters were the only illumination. All the stores were closed.

She spied a payphone attached to a wall, but it had been vandalized. The coin box and receiver were both gone.

What now? 

She decided to walk farther toward downtown. As she walked, she tried to flag down a lone passing motorist, but she was ignored. On the other side of the highway, a policeman in a patrol car saw her, made a U-Turn, pulled up beside her, and rolled down the window.

“I ought to run you in for soliciting, lady, but since it’s Christmas, I’ll let you off with a warning. Now, move along,” he said.

“I wasn’t doing anything wrong, you stupid Storm Trooper! There’s someone who needs help. I was just trying to...”

“Don’t give me any attitude, sister. Just move along. Do it, now, or I’m running you in,” he interrupted. Officer Meyers was resentful at having to work on the holiday, and was in no mood to put up with an uppity old worn-out prostitute.

Meryl opened her mouth to protest, but the policeman started to get out of the car with his hand on his sidearm, so she turned and scurried away, shouting back from a safe distance, “There’s a woman who needs help, you pig!”

“That’s what happens when you try to help someone,” she muttered, shivering in the cold
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