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1
If Christmas Never Came


It was Christmas again. Oh, what a joy! If only everything were as it was supposed to be: with laughter, carols, and merry expectations fulfilled.  
Strung around the eves, colorful lights glittered playfully on every house on the street, brightening the night. More so in Beck’s front yard where a giant inflatable Rudolf straight as a stick and alert as a guardian bore the jingles on his branching antlers. Snow had fallen recently. Outside, the temperatures were dropping, but inside, a small chimney fire warmed up the spirits.
Despite their financial shortcomings, the Becks were thankful for what they had: a cozy home where everybody was happy. Or that’s what it seemed. Mother worked extra hours for cash while father cooked the meals. Grandpa was taking care of the decoration while Elijah, the oldest of the two Beck children, was in charge of snow removal, and April, his eleven years old sister, was to dust and sweep the house. But the kids were on vacation, and with too much time on their hands, they quickly found reasons to bicker. 
One evening, at the dinner table, a quarrel broke out between the siblings. They argued over who should get the biggest present this Christmas. Over the years, the kids took turns receiving expensive gifts as the family struggled to make ends meet. Father was on his five years of unemployment after an accident had damaged much of his right arm, and mother’s boss still didn’t promote her or give her a raise, despite all the hard work she had done. 
April thought it was her turn to get the great present this year because Elijah, being older, had more opportunities, while he claimed that it didn’t matter who was born first. Didn’t she get those expensive snow boots last year? He only got a video game and a ten-dollar bill. 
“I didn’t ask for those boots,” she said loud enough for everybody to hear. “So, it doesn’t count.”
Across the table, father shook his head in disbelief while mother set down her fork.
“Should we take them back?” her mother asked coldly.
“No. But you said I needed a new pair anyway,” April explained.
“What do you want for Christmas, April?” said Grandpa Gene, precisely the question she was eager to answer. 
April smiled broadly. “I want a playhouse,” she boasted and looked around the table to see the family's reaction. They had stopped eating, eying her. She waited for a comment, her heart beating fast. 
Her brother rolled his eyes, mother sighed, father said, “Oh, gosh…” and grandpa mumbled, “Hmm….”
“That’s all I want,” murmured April, hiding her disappointment. 
Grandpa resumed eating. “What kind of playhouse?”
April jumped at the opportunity to explain that her demand wasn’t so unusual. “Like those from the tv commercials, the big ones so I can play with Tanika and Denisse and Josh and Tyron.” She glanced around, meeting stares. 
“That’s out of the discussion,” said her mother after a while. 
“I agree,” added father.
Elijah chuckled. 
“What?” April asked her brother. 
“The ones on tv? That won’t fit through the chimney.”
April frowned dismissively. “It doesn’t come through the chimney; it comes through the door. Right, Grandpa?” she replied, satisfied. 
“Why me?” Grandpa said. 
“Aren’t you Santa?”
Before Grandpa uttered a word, mother raised her hand. “Enough of this, April.” 
“Absolutely no playhouse,” father pitched in.
“There won’t be room in Santa’s sack for anyone else’s presents,” laughed Elijah again. 
April looked around the table. As she understood that she wouldn't get her wish fulfilled, her eyes filled with tears, which she whipped off with the sleeves of her hoodie. Then, with a determined scorn, she held back a full-blown tantrum and turned to her plate. In a low but vehement voice, so all could hear, she said:
“I wish Christmas would never come.”
For a long time she stared at her plate, aware of the shock she’d sent around the table. She raised her eyes only when the silence stretched too long. A little voice inside told her she had said the wrong thing. But right or wrong, it was out. And even if she thought for a second to take back those words, the stunned look on her brother’s face made her give up.
“April, please apologize now.” Mother’s demand only met defiant scorn. “It is everybody’s Christmas. You don’t get to make decisions about it.”
April pushed back her chair and marched out of the dining room to her upstairs bedroom, her steps heavy with intent. 
After that, nobody brought up the subject again like it was none of their grown-ups’ business. In the meantime, she thought better of what she had said that night and, in hindsight, realized she might want the number two gift or even number three on her list, after all. 
So, yeah, actually, Christmas was welcome. In fact, she couldn’t wait for it, as usual.





2
The Clock That Chimes Only at Christmas


Ever since that dinner table discussion a few nights ago, April wasn’t herself. For once, she didn’t want to be treated like a child anymore. She was eleven, old enough, she thought, to be trusted with the secrets of the world. Then, the whole thing about taking turns for gifts was nonsense. None of her friends had to go through this. As they played in the snow, April had to listen to them boasting about their Christmas gifts. And now, aside from dusting and sweeping, she was to do laundry for the house, towels, and rugs, and she was not even allowed to shovel today when Elijah went to practice. So, she was unhappy but still excited that she may have found a way to prove her point about the whole Christmas Santa shenanigan.  
It was Christmas Eve, and the family gathered in the living room after finishing a modest dinner. 
On the couch, exhausted, was April’s mother while her father and brother picked up the dinner plates. Grandpa was resting in an oversized armchair by the fireplace, reading a book, with April at his side. 
“Grandpa, when does Christmas come, exactly?” said April, thrusting her hands on her hips, staring at the old man, waiting. Grandfather glanced at the eleven-year-old and smiled. He scratched his beard, pretending to think. “Hmmm… Are you sure you want to know?”
“Very sure. A hundred trillion, gazillion sure,” April said, to be on the safe side. 
“Ha!” said her brother, Elijah, across the room. 
April gave him a killer look, wishing he would drop the plate he was carrying, break it, and have to clean the floor on his knees. Instead, Elijah got to the sink safely, rinsed the plate, and put it in the dishwasher. “May I be excused?” he said and left without waiting for an answer. 
April turned her attention back to grandpa. “So?” she poked her finger at his arm.
“So…There is a clock in the old tower downtown,” he began. 
April leaned closer.
“At midnight, that clock chimes. Twelve times. If you are still awake and hear it, you know it’s Christmas.” 
April frowned, disappointed, putting her hands back on her hips. “It seems to be nothing special,” she said. 
Grandpa lowered his voice. “But there is a secret….” He made a sign with his finger for the girl to come closer. She narrowed her eyes, pondered a few seconds, then leaned toward him. 
“That clock…” he started.
“Yea?” 
“Only chimes at Christmas.”
Now, that was something. She drew apart slowly. “At midnight?” she asked.
Grandpa nodded.
“That’s when Santa comes, isn’t it?” April looked grandpa in the eye, smiling like they shared a secret. She’d known for a few years there was no Santa. Just Grandpa Gene dressed like the Santa she had seen in all the picture books and movies. For one, it was his beard, fluffy and white, then his red nose and chicks, his belly, and his playful eyes. He must be the one who puts all the Christmas gifts under the tree tonight. Now, there was just a bare floor, nothing else. They told her that the gift she wanted was too big for Santa to carry and that if he were to bring her that gift, he would have no space left for other presents. What a story! She had laughed it out. She was too grown to play this game, but they still treated her like a child. She just wanted to play them back, her terms. 
“How strong are you, grandpa?” 
The old man didn’t answer. His eyes fluttered and closed, his head tilted, the book fell out of his hand, and he let out a loud snore. April picked up the book and put it gingerly on his lap. 





3
All the Clocks are Wrong


From under the cover, April’s brown eyes gazed toward the dark window by her bed, where she had been pretending to sleep. The drapes were drawn apart, as she liked it.  Lit by a silver moon, the old tree was motionless.  She knew every branch and every shoot in that tree. She had climbed its trunk, chasing away its birds, and counted the squirrels hidden on its green crown on the hot summer days. Now, she watched the moon stuck between two of its branches like a marshmallow between two fingers.  
There was a stillness out there; everything appeared frozen in place as if time had disappeared. 
April closed her eyes and pulled the covers over her head. How long till midnight? What if she had fallen asleep and missed it? Then, she cannot prove a thing. Maybe grandpa was wrong. Or maybe the clock was broken, and this year won’t even chime? Then everything is lost! Her eyes popped open, and, a second later, she threw the blanket aside. The room seemed dark and cold. Her small feet touched the floor, searching for her slippers.  No luck. She stood up. “Bummer,” she whispered, hurrying to flip the light switch by the door. The blast of light blinded her for a moment, but she closed her eyes until the green sparkles behind her eyelids disappeared. 
She looked at the nightstand clock. 11:45. Yes! It was close to midnight when Christmas supposedly came. 
Relieved, April returned to her bed and sat there, wrapped in blankets, determined to wait the fifteen minutes till midnight, wondering how loud the Christmas bell would ring and if anyone else in the house would hear it. She had a simple plan: after the clock chimed twelve times, she would go into the living room. She’d take a reading lamp and the old camera and wait for Grandpa to put the Christmas presents under the tree. Then, snap a picture. That would prove gifts are not dropped through the chimney, as they said to make fun of her, she was sure. She’d slam the evidence to their faces. Then, they would take her seriously. 
She didn’t doubt her plan, but now the stillness of the night made her uneasy. She became hesitant to leave the safety of her room and go downstairs because she’d never been alone in the living room at midnight. Some “worse case scenarios” flashed through her mind, sending shivers down her spine, but April shook the thoughts away and took another look at the clock. 11:50. Gosh, the time was really, really slow tonight, she thought, yawning. 
A sudden wind gust rattled the trees and slammed onto the window. To get the scare out of her head, April thought of Christmas morning, with all the gifts under the tree, blueberry pancakes with cream and maple syrup, and the smell of hot cocoa lingering through the house. She licked her lips and glanced at the clock again. 11:50. She stared at it for a long time. Wasn’t 11:50 just a while ago? The clock must be broken. She needed to be ready anytime now. But how could she if she could not tell the time? The only reliable clock she knew was on her phone, which, at night, stayed in the hallway. Her parents were strict about screen time. 
She went to the door and opened it a scutch, and listened. The house was quiet. With the door ajar so that a sliver of light seeped through and lit the way, she ran down the steps to the hallway. She stopped by the little table and tapped the counter with her hands until she found her phone. April struck the home button. The screen remained dark. She had forgotten to plug it in, and the battery had died. 
There was another clock in the kitchen. April walked by the walls cautiously as if danger waited around the corner. She reached the kitchen counter and looked at the coffee machine. 11:45. Hmm, she marveled.
Puzzled, April wondered if all the clocks were broken and if her brother was still awake. She was cold and a little scared. The lights of a car driving down the street swept through the window. What to do? Plug that phone, she thought and tiptoed back to the table, but she couldn’t see very well and knocked down her mom’s car keys. The hollow echo of the metal hitting the stone floor reverberated. She stood still until it stopped. Then, with her heart pounding, she sprinted to her brother’s room. She placed her ear to the door. She heard clicks, clunks, and an occasional curse. She gently turned the knob. 
Elijah sat in the middle of the room, hooked with wires and cables to various machines, head covered with a colossal muffling headset, eyes behind goggles, randomly moving his body like dodging invisible bullets. In front of him, on the TV screen, a hideous robot was spitting fire.  April came closer and touched her brother’s shoulder. Startled, he jerked his arm, and the screen burst into neon green.
“Oh, I fired my only laser,” he complained. 
“Elijah,” April bent down to reach his ear. 
“What?!” The boy paused the game and threw away the controller. “You were supposed to be sleeping.”
“What time is it?”  
“Whaaaat? Time for you to go to sleep,” he said, searching for something through the mess on the floor. “Aha,” he yelled, picking up his phone. “It is 11:40; time for you to go to bed.” 
“Eleven forty? Are you sure?”
“Yes, I am.” Elijah expected his sister to leave, but she stood still as a stick. “What?”
“Can I stay with you for a while and watch you play? I cannot sleep.”
“Are you scared?” Elijah was restraining a laugh. 
“No, I just….” She hesitated. “Can I stay?”
“Ok, but no more than ten minutes.” 
“Yeah, like till eleven fifty, Ok?” 
“Sure. Now, be quiet.”
She pushed away a pile of empty game cases and sat beside her brother, looking at the tv screen where the robot was disintegrating under the attack of a slender player encased in steel plates with weapons instead of arms. She tried to understand the game, but her mind circled back to the awkwardness of the time. Maybe the clocks are never in sync, and she hadn’t noticed it. Or maybe… no, no. She shook her head, trying to get rid of the awful thought. Then also…. No, it cannot be. Nobody could fool a girl like her. Not anymore. Something else was going on. But what?
She came out of her reverie when the screen exploded again with green and yellow lights, followed by a blue curtain where a scroll stated to get ready for the next level. 
Elijah hit the pause button and turned to April. “Are you still here?”
“You said ten minutes,” she revolted.
“It’s way past that. I never finished this level in under twenty minutes. Go to your room.”
“Ok, but what time is it now? You said I could stay until eleven fifty.”
“No, you said that. I just agreed with ten minutes, remember?” Elijah stood up, stretching his arms. 
“But what time is it?” insisted April. 
“Time for you to get a watch!” he said, laughing at his joke. “Seriously, if mom catches you here, we both get in trouble.”
“Yes, but answer my question,” insisted April, looking up at her towering brother. Only four years difference between them, but he was already a grown-up, stature and all, contemplated the girl. 
“It is…” Elijah scrambled again to find his phone through the disaster on the floor, “It is 11:25. Late, very late, you need to be asleep.”
“What?” 
“Now, go,”
“Wait a minute, Elijah. Are you sure? Check again,” she insisted. 
He did, then nodded. “I am sure.”
“But it can’t be. It was eleven forty when I came here. I don’t understand.”
“Who cares.” Her brother plugged his phone into the charger. 
“But Elijah, the time is going backward. Backward! Don’t you remember it was eleven forty?” said April, her voice going up an octave. 
“Maybe the clock was wrong,” he said casually. “Are you pulling another trick?”
April tugged at her brother’s pajama sleeve. “Elijah, listen. I am telling you that time is going backward, and it’s not a trick. When I first looked at the clock, it was 11:45; then it was 11:50.”
“See, all is good,” said her brother fast, opening the door for her to leave. 
“No, it is not because when I checked it next, it was 11:45 again,” said April, ignoring the open door. 
“April, I’m going to the bathroom now, and if you are still here when I return, I’ll tell mom,” he promised, squeezing out of the room.  
April threw her hands up. “He doesn’t even believe me,” she said, leaving. 
Once in her room, she threw herself across the bed, thinking hard, until she got scared and cold. 
How could this be possible? But she’d heard of stranger things. Like someone flying through the sky in a carriage pulled by reindeer – she could understand if they used an airplane or so or even a drone. Then they say there is a monster with a long neck that swallows whole ships with the crew inside. She did not believe it. Those were just stories, like Superman and Snow White. Maybe this is just a big mistake on her part, or else time is going backward. And that means…, no, no, no. She shook her head as to make the thought disappear.
Afraid to look at the clock, April ran to the door, shut off the lights, and plunged under the covers. She squeezed her eyes shut and forced her mind to think of something else, like going sliding and making snowmen, but it did not work; she couldn’t stop thinking about the clocks. No matter what she did, she could not shake it off. Ultimately, she convinced herself that all was just a bad dream, and if she went to sleep, she would dream of the end of it. Then, she will wake up in a world where time still goes forward. And if that was true and she missed the midnight, then so be it. She finally fell asleep. 
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