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      “Come on, Garrett. It’s going to be late by the time we get back.” My feet crunch in the snow as I walk down Bank Street.

      “No, you’re not supposed to have him without supervision,” he says into the phone.

      “But—”

      “But nothing, Tanya. This isn’t me being a prick, this is a court-ordered mandate to protect our son.”

      “But I’m his mother! He doesn’t need protection from me!”

      “That’s not the way the judge saw it last time. I’m just following his rules. We have another court date next week. Make your case then.” He clicks off the phone.

      No wonder we got divorced. He can’t even compromise.

      I stuff the phone back in my purse and keep walking to the corner until I turn right onto Washington Avenue. All I wanted to do was take my son Julian to see the Festival of Lights tomorrow. It’s over an hour away, but Christmas lights are Julian’s favorite part of the holidays.

      I figured he could spend the night and we could watch a Christmas movie and I’d have at least one good weekend to celebrate the holidays with my son. And, it’s actually snowing this year, so it’d be perfect. It’d be a nice outing with just the two of us.

      That’s what we need. At least I do. Since the judge gave sole custody to Garrett and limited me to supervised visits, I can already feel a change in my relationship with Julian. I’m not the first person he talks about his day with. I’m not the one helping with homework or cooking him dinner or taking him to soccer practice or play practice. As he gets older and spends more time with his friends, I’ll miss even more.

      That’s why these outings are so important. But no. That plan is gone. Despite the cold wind whipping against my face, I’m burning with anger under my winter hat and puffy jacket.

      Just one more week, he says. He damn well knows that that puts us right before Christmas. Meaning I won’t have the chance to celebrate the holidays with my son without needing a babysitter. He doesn’t say it, but I’m sure Garrett loves holding that power over my head.

      I don’t even want to think about how he’s explaining things to Julian. What boy wouldn’t want to see their mother? It’s not like I ever hurt him. Not physically, at least.

      Sniffling against the chilly air, I dig my hands in my pockets and continue down the street to the middle school, forcing myself to think of anything else. I’m moving away from this dark period of my life. Better not to dwell on it. At least, that’s what I tell myself.

      At the front door of the school, I pull off my gloves and press the button to be buzzed in. When I hear the click, I open the door and step inside. The warmth hits me like a warm embrace.

      Once I’m signed in, I make my way through the halls, shedding my hat, scarf, jacket—all of my winter layers. By the time I get to the auditorium, I’m in a red sweater and black pants with my layers draped over my arm.

      “Oh, thank God you’re here!” Kimmy says when I approach her down by the stage.

      It’s the opening night of the annual school play, A Christmas Carol, so the place is in a frenzy. Groups of kids practice their lines while teachers adjust their stage clothes or maneuver their hair. Several kids already have their stage makeup on and are seated in the auditorium seats mouthing their lines to themselves, trying to memorize them.

      Despite all this, there are a group of rowdy boys chasing each other through the rows of seats. Daisy Daniels stands at the edge of the stage and shouts in her nasally voice, “Excuse me! Boys! Please behave. You’re being, like, really rude.”

      Behind her, I spot Julian at the back of the stage. He gives me a quick wave before going back to running lines with another boy.

      For a lot of these kids, it’s their first performance. I’ve only been helping Kimmy with the show since Thanksgiving, but even I’ve seen how far some of these kids have come. It’s exciting to see how they’ll do for the real show.

      I pile my stuff in a nearby seat and bury my hands in my pockets. “You seemed desperate when you texted me to come a little early. What do you need help with?”

      She rolls her eyes in exasperation. “Everything.” She leans in close and mutters, “If Daisy says ‘like’ one more time, I swear…”

      I laugh. Even in just the few weeks I’ve been helping, wrangling the kids wasn’t half as bad as Daisy’s efforts to help. And don’t even get me started on that laugh.

      “Could you please…” Kimmy leads me over to a pile of dilapidated boxes by the exit near the stage, “…hang these so this place looks at least a little cheerful?”

      I peer inside one of the boxes and pull out a couple strings of garland. “By tonight? Way to save this until the last minute, Kim.”

      She shoots me a look. “We’ve been so busy getting the set ready that I didn’t think this place even needed to be decorated. But the holiday concert is next week and Daisy thought it’d look nice for the play, too. Can’t say I disagree.”

      Neither can I. As annoying as Daisy is, she just wants everyone to do their best and look their best.

      Kimmy takes the garland from me and waves it in the air. “Can you put a little holly and jolly into this place?”

      I laugh again and pull the decorations from her. “Fine, but this is a tall order. The play is in two hours and this stuff has seen better days.”

      “It’s all we have to work with! Daisy pulled up what the school had in the basement. I know it’s not much, but the drama club is using its full budget for the play and the school board is unlikely to give us more. Besides, we don’t even have time to get more.”

      Something crashes from the stage and her shoulders slump as Daisy bellows, “Oh my God!” in her Janice from Friends way that she does.

      “I have to slip back into the madness,” Kimmy says. “Thanks for doing this, Tanya. It’s a huge help. Ask one of the maintenance guys around here for a ladder if you need it.”

      Setting the boxes on the arm rests of the seats, I take in what I have to work with. Lots of garland, a few bows, and a set of scuffed-up gold bells. I didn’t expect there’d be lights or a Christmas tree at a public school, but I thought there’d at least be more than this.

      I look around and try to determine the best way to use the little that I have. Hanging it on the front of the balcony would look nice, but the only ones who’d see it would be the kids on stage. And since the auditorium is such a large space, it would only draw attention to how little we have.

      Instead, I decide to hang it along the front of the stage. Not many people are likely to notice it, but at least it’ll be in the line of view of the crowd.

      Checking my phone and seeing there’s only an hour and a half until the doors open, I get right to work.

      Forty-five minutes later, the garland is fluffed, hung, and accented with bows and bells. Standing back, I take in my work. Even though there isn’t much, it really adds to the holiday theme of the play. Just what Kimmy wanted.

      Julian comes down from the stage. “Looks good, Mom.”

      “Thanks, sweetie.” I pull him in for a quick hug. I don’t want to embarrass him in front of his friends, but I need to savor the moments I have with him. “All ready for tonight?”

      “I hope so,” he says.

      “You’ll do great,” I tell him. “Have you memorized all your lines?”

      He was so happy when he was cast as Jacob Marley…until he counted all his lines. I’d like to think I played a major role in helping him overcome those initial jitters, but I’m sure Garrett was a bigger part.

      “Yeah, Dad’s been helping me.”

      Just as I suspected. But I force a smile. “Good.”

      “If you’re a part of the cast and haven’t gotten into wardrobe yet, get over there now, please!” Kimmy calls from the stage.

      Julian looks up at her and then at me. “Guess I better get going. I’ll see you after the show.” He trots up the stairs to the stage and into the back room.

      “What else do you need help with?” I ask Kimmy.

      She looks down at me. “I haven’t had a chance to grab the playbills from the copy room if you want to do that. I’ll probably have you pass them out with a couple other people when the doors open.”

      “I’m on it,” I tell her with a mock salute.

      Copy room. That has to be obvious, right? I wander the halls looking for it. I didn’t grow up in Batavia, so I never went to school here. Even though Julian does, I haven’t explored the school much.

      Kids move up and down the halls to various classrooms set up as dressing rooms or makeup stations for the play. They’re all too busy to show me where the copy room is.

      Even though my son’s in the play, I feel out of place here. I’m only helping because Kimmy knew I could use the distraction. And it’s an easy way to spend time with Julian.

      Finally, I find the copy room, but it’s empty. Looking through the piles of completed jobs, I don’t see anything that looks like playbills until my feet kick a box on the floor. Looking down, I see the programs for tonight…unfolded.

      Grumbling, I pull the box up onto the table and begin folding. And folding, and folding, and folding. It seems to take forever and with only ten minutes to spare—and the murmur of incoming families out in the hallway—I grab the box and race down to the auditorium.

      “There you are!” Kimmy calls to me when I get inside. “I thought you got lost.”

      “They weren’t folded,” I tell her, sidestepping an admission that I had no idea where I was going at first.

      She snaps her fingers. “That’s what I forgot to check! Thanks for doing that for me. Hand some to the girls by the other doors.” She turns and shouts, “Only five minutes!” She hurries back to the stage and yells, “Close the curtain!”

      After passing off stacks of programs to the folks by the other entrances—and making sure my jacket is stashed at the back of the auditorium—I take my position and wait for the doors to open.
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