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For Helmut Carmelo’s First Christmas

 


Chapter One

“It’s December first, we can pull out the Christmas decorations now!” Dina announced to her two sons, Kasue, eight and Gustavo, five.

They’d been waiting patiently since Thanksgiving to open the boxes full of wonder wrapped in tissue paper. While the boys had been thrilled with the huge tree they’d seen downtown, their father had been irritated that the Christmas decorations were up even earlier than last year.

“Ok, so now, according to the commercial calendar, the holidays begin the weekend before Thanksgiving,” Julio muttered as he hoisted in goods from the farmers market. The outing was his Saturday routine with the boys, giving Dina the morning to herself. 

“Just promise me, we’ll wait until December to start decorating for Christmas.”  He’d practically begged his wife before biting into a honey crisp apple.

“Did you wash that?” Dina asked.

Julio shrugged, “It’s organic…no pesticides.”

“It still might be dirty.”

“Dirt’s organic.”

“Can I have a bite?” Gustavo asked his father.

Julio grinned sheepishly and ran the remainder of the apple under the facet before holding it out for his son.

So now, 25 days before Christmas, on a cool, gray afternoon, Dina and the boys sat in the middle of the living room unwrapping garlands, candles, stockings, and ornaments. They delighted in sharing their finds with each other, the boys old enough now to remember past Christmases, though Gustavo could only recall last year when he was four. 

“What’s this, Mama?” he asked, crawling onto his mother’s lap with a handful of multi-colored, paper birds.

“Those are tsuru that Grandma made,” Dina said helping him gently untangle the delicate, origami cranes. She looked over to Kasue, unwrapping a wooden nativity set, and smiled. Their Christmas decorations signified the blending of her Japanese and Anglo background and Julio’s Mexican heritage, just as the boy’s names did.

“When are we gonna get our tree?” Kasue asked, digging into yet another box.

“Well, Daddy wants to wait until the week before Christmas,” Dina said.

Kasue looked up from his box and groaned. Gustavo looked to his brother and joined in the protest even though he wasn’t sure how long the wait it would be.

“What are we gonna do with the ornaments until then,” Kasue whined.

“We’ll decorate the hall table with them!” Dina exclaimed, trying to cheer the boys up. “You know, “deck the halls!” she added. “And, we can put up the lights.”

 They continued to pout until she pulled out two Advent Calendars. Then both boys brightened and ran to her, jumping for the calendars she held up above her head. 

“Hang these in your room,” she urged as she gave one to each of her sons. “And, be sure and open window number one!” She watched with a smile as they ran out of the room cheering. Then Dina’s eyes fell on an ornament halfway unwrapped, the tissue paper pulled back to reveal a plain, straw angel. Dina picked it up from the floor, cradling the angel in the palm of her hand.

 

 

Dina kissed her boys goodbye before taking the bus downtown. When Gustavo started kindergarten, she’d found a part time job at a coffee shop downtown. Since she had to leave early, Julio took the boys to school before he went to his job. Dina got off work in time to pick them up.

Though she didn’t make a lot, Dina had taken the job because she could work around her sons’ school hours. Muriel, who owned Cloud 9 Café, was almost ten years younger than Dina, seriously professional but kind-hearted. She tried hard to accommodate everyone’s schedule, which included two other employees attending college.

Still, juggling the boys’ sick days, early release days, and holidays had been a challenge for the family since Dina had gone back to work. This Christmas, Julio’s mother was coming from Los Angeles to spend the holiday with them and to care for the boys during their school break. Dina was a little concerned with the lack of space in their small, two-bedroom apartment but Gabriela had assured them that she would be happy to stay in their little sunroom.

When Dina got to the coffee house, people were already lined up on the sidewalk outside. She entered through the side door where her co-workers were setting up. Dina inhaled deeply, never tiring of the enriching aroma.

“Good morning,” she called cheerily, taking her coat off and slipping quickly into her apron.

“Hey!” Muriel responded, still focused on setting up the counter. She nodded to the crowd growing outside. “Look at that! I’m not opening that door until seven on the dot,” she said glancing to the clock which read 6:47. “We let them in any earlier and they start to expect it.”

Yusuf smiled at Dina. He was a soft-spoken young man, studying at the community college while working fulltime at the café, pulling weekend and evening shifts.

At seven Muriel opened the door and the morning flew by. It wasn’t until close to ten that things started to slow down and the three of them could actually have a conversation.

“Are the kids getting excited about Christmas?” Muriel asked Dina, as she wiped down the counter.

“Oh yes!” Dina said, drying the cups that Yusuf was busy washing. “We pulled out the decorations yesterday. I found an angel that my father gave me when I was a little girl.”

“Aww…” Muriel cooed.

Yusuf chuckled and Dina joined him.

“We had an angel on top of the tree when I was a kid, but when I married Julio, we put up a star. That’s been the tree topper ever since,” Dina shared a bit wistfully.

Muriel scowled. “You should have an angel on top of the tree if you want one.”

Dina smiled and said, “Maybe this year. I just wish I could find a different kind of angel…”she paused, choosing her words carefully. “You know most angels are fair and golden-haired…”

“Like her?” Yusuf nodded toward Muriel.

They all laughed, even Muriel as she rolled her large blue eyes. With her long blonde curls and porcelain complexion, there was a striking angelic resemblance, despite the stark black eye makeup, tattoos, and green nail polish.

“It’d be nice if I could find an angel that looked like my kids,” Dina said.

“You mean an ethnic angel?” Muriel asked, causing Dina and Yusuf to burst into laughter again.

What’s an ethnic angel?” The question came from the door where Dan, a regular at the coffee house, had just entered.

“Hey, Dan!” Muriel greeted the elderly man dressed up as usual in a coat and tie, though he always wore sneakers.

Dan shuffled to the counter, shook hands with Yusuf, and winked at Dina. Muriel was already pouring his coffee, diluting the strong house blend with hot water, then adding non-fat milk and half a teaspoon of sugar, just the way Dan liked it.

“I’m not sure race exists in the angelic realm,” Dan continued, laying exact change, including a 20 percent tip, on the counter. He thanked Muriel before sipping from his cup, closing his eyes and giving a hum of pleasure.

“I think that’s true, Dan,” Yusuf agreed. “But in Africa we do have images of black angels.”

“What country in Africa are you from?” Dan asked.

“Eritrea,” Yusuf answered.

“Do they observe Christmas there?” Muriel asked.

“The Christians do,” Yusuf informed her, adding, “but not me, which is why I’ll be working on Christmas day.”

“Me too,” Muriel sighed, “and I do celebrate the holiday! But, it’s tourist season…”

“When I was a kid, nothing was open on Christmas day,” Dan said as he carried his cup to a favorite table by the window where he would spend the next hour reading the paper with a refill and a bran muffin.

Muriel went into the back office to do paper work, leaving Dina and Yusuf to get ready for the lunch crowd.

“Does your religion have angels?” Dina asked Yusuf.

He smiled broadly. “Yes! There are called malaikah and we recognize some of the same angels as you. Jabrai'il, for instance, is your angel Gabriel.”

“Really!” Dina remarked. She’d never given much thought to there being angels in religions besides Christianity.

The next day Dina enjoyed a Saturday brunch with her friend, Jin, sharing what she’d learned from Yusuf.

“That’s so interesting,” Jin responded. He brushed back a thick black curl from his smooth dark forehead. Like Dina, Jin was half Japanese, except his father was African American. They’d become friends in high school, sharing a special bond. 

“Are there Buddhist angels?” Dina asked. 

Jin was a practicing Buddhist and worked at The Asian Art Museum. 

“Well, more like celestial beings,” he explained. “They’re called Devas and there’s a lovely story how they’ve been known to rain down flowers for good deeds performed in the world.”

“That’s beautiful! What do they look like?” Dina asked.

“Hmm…” Jin contemplated. They’re more like energy or light, but there are physical depictions. It depends on the country or culture of the artist. Most of the renderings of Devas are Asian though.”

“No hapas?” Dina asked, using the Hawaiian term for mixed-race.

Jin laughed. “Yeah, why aren’t there hapa Devas?”

“Or hapa angels?” Dina sighed. “I want an angel that looks like my kids, a Japanese, Irish, German, Mexican angel!”

 “That would be one beautiful angel!” Jin exclaimed.



 

 Chapter Two

After church on Sunday, the family drove across the bay to visit Dina’s parents. They’d stopped in Japantown to pick up manju, the pastries that Dina’s mother, Claire, had fallen in love with (along with Mitsuo, her father) when she had been a foreign exchange student in Japan. 

Kasue and Gustavo got excited as soon as they started to cross the bridge, anticipating the feast that awaited them whenever they visited their grandparents. Mitsuo often made them Japanese curry, knowing it was the boys’ favorite, accompanied by an assortment of the pickles that complimented the curry rice. And, Claire would have baked a cake or cookies, sometimes both. 

It was winter so there would also be plenty of mikan, the sweet Japanese tangerines that they whole family loved. During Oshogatsu, they put mikan atop round rice cakes to create kagami mochi, assuring a bright, happy New Year. Christmas was their American holiday, but Oshogatsu was their Japanese celebration.

Julio punched the radio when yet another Christmas tune came on; only to have the Chipmunks’ squeaky voices come blasting into the car. The boys begged to listen to the song so, with a groan, their father left it on. Kasue and Gustavo sang loudly along from the back seat, “we’ve been good, but we can’t last…”

Dina reached out to touch Julio. He turned to her and grimaced.

“People will accuse you of being a Grinch,” she teased.

Julio sighed. “You know the holidays are so overblown, I almost get sick of them before Christmas. It’s so forced it feels as artificial as fake snow.”

Dina said nothing but smiled when she turned around to see the boys swaying as they sang along with the Chipmunks. 

After lunch, they all sat around the table nibbling on Christmas cookies and manju. Claire and Mitsuo drinking green tea, while Dina and Julio had coffee. Claire was showing the boys, once again, how to fold paper balloons to blow up and string for ornaments.

“Your mother’s better at origami than me,” Dina’s father stated proudly to his daughter.

Dina nodded. “We still have the cranes she made. And the straw angel you gave me when I was a little girl. Do you remember where you got it from?” Dina asked her father.

Mitsuo frowned, trying to remember. “Straw angel?

“I think you brought the angel back
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