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 Queenie's Christmas

Stars shivered in the wind. The moon shone like a
chunk of ice from a bucket. Debbie’s breath made small mists in the
frosty moonlight. Maple branches scratched at the roof, or maybe it
was reindeer? Snuggled in Granny's quilt that Mommy had warmed by
the fire and wrapped her in at bedtime, Debbie held her breath and
wished again that she had Queenie to hold.

She would lie still and listen until Mommy went to
bed, then get up to wait for Santa. She had to explain to him that
Queenie had disappeared from her bed three days ago, just vanished.
Queenie wasn’t in the toy box under the bed, not in the closet, not
in the kitchen, not in the living room. She was gone. If Santa
could bring her back, then everything would be all right.

Queenie was a ballerina doll with brown eyes, just
the color of Debbie's. Once she had worn a crown in her black hair.
Her elbows and wrists moved like a real dancer. She could even
point her toes, except for the foot Debbie broke. Debbie always
kept Queenie's tights on to keep from losing her foot and to cover
the red fingernail polish she painted on to show how much Queenie's
broken ankle hurt.

Debbie loved Queenie. But she had loved Daddy, and
he disappeared too. Daddy left because she lost the ring he gave
her last spring for her fifth birthday. She tried to be careful,
but it fell off when she was playing. Then she lost the dollar Aunt
Meg gave her. She never told about that, but he must have known. At
Granny's Christmas party, Cousin Jenny said Daddy married a new
wife with no kids. It had to be Debbie's fault he didn't come to
see her. Little girls were too much trouble.

Mommy wouldn't even talk about Daddy.

Debbie had lost Queenie. Could Mommy lose Debbie?
Did mothers always take care of their children, no matter how bad
they were?

Debbie liked living in Granny's old house, even if
it was cold in the winter. Mommy was sad a lot, and she was always
tired. Every day Mommy walked Debbie to school an hour early
because Mommy worked first shift. They watched birds flying south
and scuffled through leaves stuck like patchwork on the
sidewalk.

Debbie had waited and waited for the week Mommy had
off for Christmas, but when it came, Mommy had worked at home the
whole time, cleaning and cooking. Sometimes Debbie helped, like
decorating the tree with Christmas cards, red yarn, white paper
snowflakes Debbie cut out herself, and store-bought tinsel. In the
evenings, Mommy worked in her bedroom with the door locked.

The wind whispered, sneaking through the walls.
Mommy clicked the living room light off, leaving it safe for
Santa.

Debbie counted to fifty to give Mommy time to go to
sleep, slipped out of her bed, and wrapped her warm quilt back
around her. As she tiptoed to the next room, the floor froze her
feet

Too late! Santa had already come and gone. It must
have been reindeer on the roof. On the side table was an empty
glass of milk and crumbs of the cookies.

Her stocking hung heavy and lumpy at the fireplace
where the coals were still warm. Debbie lifted it from its nail in
the center of the mantel. She turned on the small reading lamp
beside Mommy's chair to inspect her goodies. She sat on the floor,
pulling the quilt up around her, and then shook out the stocking.
Wrapped in white paper with red yarn bows were a bar of
flower-scented soap, a toothbrush, barrettes like Cousin Jenny's, a
candy cane, some gold-wrapped chocolate, and an orange. Debbie
stuck her hand in to see if anything else might be there. In the
very bottom, she found a quarter.

In the dim light, Debbie's tree looked gloomy and
bedraggled. It sighed in the drafty corner, icicles trembling.
Underneath the tree stood a doll. Her red dress had stiff ruffles
all down the side and lace over her hair. She was a Spanish lady
with dark eyes, with one arm raised in a curve above her head. She
looked like Queenie!

Debbie jumped up, dumping her things on the floor,
to see for sure. She pulled up the dress and slipped off the black
high heels and tights. Her foot had been pierced with a piece of
wire so it would move but not come off. Smeared red, like someone
tried to clean it, the ankle looked sore, but not broken.

The door to Mommy's room opened and she leaned out,
her eyes red and swollen. Debbie jumped up.

“Look, Mommy, Queenie has a new
dress. She must have gone up to the North Pole for a
vacation.”

“Queenie looks like she is ready
to dance again.” Mommy smiled. "Merry Christmas, Debbie. Wrap back
up in your quilt before you freeze solid, and I'll make us some
cocoa."

Debbie wriggled up on the sofa and snuggled in her
quilt. She inspected Queenie's new dress. It had little sparkly
beads on the lace and she had little bead earrings too. Mommy had a
pretty dress like that. Sometimes she let Debbie play in it. Debbie
unwrapped the quilt and slid off the sofa onto the cold floor. She
wanted to play dress up so they would match. Through the open door
to her mother’s room, she saw the shadow of Mommy’s sewing machine
in the moonlight.

“Hop back up on the sofa. Here’s
your cocoa.” Mommy set the steaming cocoa pot on the table in a
tray with her pretty cups with saucers and some cookies on a glass
plate, like a tea party. Mommy had never let Debbie drink out of
her pretty cups before. She went over to her room and shut the
door.

Mommy handed her a cup. Debbie felt very grown up.
The cup wasn’t very full, so Debbie wouldn’t spill it. On top was a
big, fat marshmallow!

Mommy sat down, picked up her cup, and sipped.

Debbie sipped too, tasting the melted marshmallow.
They sat in silence, so quiet that even the wind had stopped
blowing. "You fixed Queenie, didn't you?" Debbie said. "And made
her a new dress?” If Mommy had taken Queenie in her room, then
Debbie didn't lose her.

Mommy didn’t say anything for a minute. “Santa
needed some help this year, so I said, sure, I would help. I made
her dress. But it was Santa’s idea.” Mommy set her cup down. “He
said that you wouldn’t want a new doll. That you loved Queenie too
much.”

Debbie looked at the tree again. It sparkled in the
living room light. There were presents she hadn't seen in the
darkness. “So Santa did come?”

“Yes, Honey. Santa wouldn’t
forget. He loves you.” Mommy leaned over and kissed her cheek.
"Almost as much as I love you."

"Does Daddy love me, too?"

Mommy got up out of her chair. Tears ran down
Mommy's face. She hugged Debbie very tight. "He does, even if he
doesn’t know it."

The End
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