
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Holly and the Christmas Tree

        

        
        
          Kathleen Shoop

        

        
          Published by Kathleen Shoop, 2024.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      HOLLY AND THE CHRISTMAS TREE

    

    
      First edition. December 15, 2024.

      Copyright © 2024 Kathleen Shoop.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8230321811

    

    
    
      Written by Kathleen Shoop.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Other Books by Kathleen Shoop

Historical Fiction

The Donora Story Collection:

After the Fog—Book One

The Strongman and the Mermaid—Book Two

The Magician—Book Three

The Letter Series:

The Last Letter—Book One

The Road Home—Book Two

The Kitchen Mistress—Book Three

The Thief’s Heart—Book Four

The River Jewel—A prequel

Romance

Endless Love Series:

Home Again—Book One

Return to Love—Book Two

Tending Her Heart—Book Three

Women’s Fiction

Love and Other Subjects

Bridal Shop Series:

Puff of Silk—Book One

Holiday

The Christmas Coat

The Tin Whistle

Cinder Bella

Always Noel

[image: image]

Copyright © 2024 Kathleen Shoop

All Rights Reserved

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

ISBN: 979-8-9917398-0-1 (hardcover)

ISBN: 979-8-9917398-1-8 (paperback)

ISBN: 979-8-9917398-2-5 (ebook)

“Holly” previously published as “Melonhead” has been edited and updated.
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Dedication

To all those who love little holiday tales. 

Hoping these help get you in the Christmas spirit 

year after year after year.
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Description automatically generated]

Once upon a time, a Christmas dream came true. But before you become witness to the holiday miracle, let’s back up and sort out how things got so dire. Louis Smith lived in Donora, Pennsylvania, way back when. He slept in the gutter that ran between Schultz’s Shoes and Rabold’s Haberdashery. Before he’d confined himself to this stone bed, he had been their best customer. 

Louis had lived a gilded life in the steel mill boomtown, a little boy in velvet short pants and frilly collars. But those fancy clothes had done nothing to diminish the fact he had a head the size and shape of a watermelon turned on its end. His dear mother, Mrs. Smith, had done her best to focus attention elsewhere, but well, her son’s feet were coal-hauling-barge sized, too. The kind of barges that lugged his father’s coal between mines and mills along the Monongahela River.

Oh, how everyone bleated over Louis’s size, the way nothing matched up. Though tall for his age at every stage, he had a slight torso, twiggy arms and spindly legs.

“How do they keep that giant head afloat?” Mrs. Jones would say when Mrs. Smith left the room, every single time as though this particular little segment of ladies of the Women’s Club needed reminding that Louis was a sight. 

Mrs. Pinehurst tittered, “I’ll request a ride in that big balloon head at the summer soiree.” Same stupid joke over and over, making her feel clever and bright. 

Mrs. Farqua rolled her eyes. “He’ll tumble right onto my Holly, with that head of his. It’s a marvel he’s upright at all.”

“Oh, the birth,” Mrs. Chrono shuddered. “I simply...” Her voice trailed off, the last of the words dissolving. The others nodded, faces whitened as though they could feel the width of the boy’s head in the canal.

But back to Louis’s father and his fortune. Over the years Mr. Smith had to reassure Louis that he needn’t worry about mocking, jealous souls. He chomped his cigar and grumbled between hacking coughs. “The things that really matter match up just fine. You’re the son of a coal magnate, and my financial accounts are ocean-sized like your head and feet.”

And while that was temporarily comforting, Louis felt the barbs delivered by adults and peers like a million knives. The venom lingered and spread. And when he tired of sadness and pain that came from the teasing, he seemingly turned cold to most. He crafted an invisible wall of sarcasm and wore a suit of spite, perfectly fitted to keep others a spindly arms-length away.

But there was one person whom he was sweet to, sweet on. And she was sugary right back. Holly Farqua, the diminutive blonde with sapphire eyes that swallowed her fine, sculptured face. Louis brought her a fragrant flower and seeds every time he saw her, giving her a note explaining why he chose it and how to care for them. 

Even in Donora way back when mill smoke killed every living thing in every hillside garden, the plants Louis gifted to Holly grew bright and healthy. Somehow, they reached their stunning potential despite the heavy smoke and smog. And to Louis’s absolute delight and appreciation, Holly showered him with smiles, longing glances, and her maple scones. The pair could often be seen walking down McKean Avenue, window shopping, enjoying each other’s company, dreaming of a life together, of all the things Louis would someday give her and all the things she’d bake for him.

Along with Louis’s other larger attributes came outsized hearing. Or so it seemed. The insults from his early years echoed into his teens and he could imagine, if not hear, the insults even if none were uttered. 

“One good stumble and it’ll be over for my Holly.” Mrs. Farqua smacked her hands together, watching Holly offer Louis an orange slice by the garden gate. 

The words roped his heart, threatening even the tenderness he kept for Holly. Had he really heard them?

They grew older, Holly and Louis. His body lengthened and filled out a bit, which was great, and most people had long forgotten his early years with pin-thin arms and legs and coal-barge feet. But he had not. Once, and he would have sworn in court that it was true, he’d heard Anna Thompson assert that Holly’s blue eyes somehow saw beyond the big head, right to his fat wallet. But Holly never offered anything other than words of affection. Holly never asked for anything besides his time.

This seemed to upset the Farquas and when Mrs. Farqua saw Holly offer Louis her hand and they stood a smidge too close for almost-adults of the opposite sex to stand, she sent Holly to finishing school all the way across the state to Philadelphia. Just like that, in the span of a finger snap, the decision was made for Holly. For Louis, too.

It happened quickly. Louis didn’t even have time to consider asking for her hand in marriage. The day he saw her off, he couldn’t speak, his throat constricted. He choked back any attempt to beg her to stay. When his own body wasn’t obstructing his ability to communicate, Holly was. Several times while hauling luggage from the house he tried to bring up their plans to be together, that maybe they should begin that phase right then. “Listen, Holly...” 

But she held up a hand or looked away, not letting him even attempt to say what was in his heart. Perhaps he shouldn’t have helped that day, but he had wanted to be useful, wanted to absorb her beauty, to have every second possible before she left. More than anything he wanted to feel her gentleness one last time, so the remains of her affection could keep him warm when she was gone.

When they’d arranged her belongings near the car, the two finally had a moment. They faced each other. Her mulberry wool coat made her eyes shine, and she was stunning and bright against the morning fog. He could tell she was forcing her smile just as he forced his. 
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