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“Is this... No, may I speak with the... No, that’s not right either... Hello, my name is....”

“May I help you?” I interrupted her, certain that, wherever this obviously scripted conversation was going, I didn’t want to follow. I was tired. I was hungry. And my microwave bell was signaling that my “honey-dipped chicken tenders with fragrant mashed potatoes and crisp green beans” were ready for consumption, if not quite living up to the package hype.

But then, I thought to myself as I pulled out the tray, few things do in this world.

“I’m sorry,” and then came a belch of such significant proportions that I instinctively moved the phone from my ear, in case any of the breath made its way through the phone wires.

“I’m sorry,” she said again. “My name is Lucinda and this is really my first day on the job and even though I went through a lot of training—six months starting last July!—I don’t think practice is the same as real life, know what I mean?”

“May I help you?” I said again, rummaging through the drawer for a clean fork or spoon. Obviously I needed to wash dishes since all twenty-three of my mismatched eating utensils were at that moment sitting in the sink with dried bits of food stuck all over them.

“Anyway, I’m calling to ask you if you have made your Christmas list yet because—”

“Look, please take my name and number off your list. I already gave at the office.” 

This was a lie in more ways than one. For one thing, I hadn’t given anything anywhere yet—not a dime into the red kettles, not a dollar into the food pantry collection baskets. It wasn’t that I was selfish or cheap or uncaring but because I just hadn’t gotten around to it yet. 

I’d do it as soon as I had a few extra bucks, I would tell myself every time I passed by one of the opportunities to “give so everyone can have a Merry Christmas,” as one of the signs proclaimed. It was just that, so far, I didn’t have any hard currency to spare. 

As for the “office” part—that was just a repurposed utility closet off my kitchen where I managed to eke out a living editing theses and manuscripts and résumés for people who needed my creative touch and ability to identify the proper usage of the possessive and plural form of nouns. And the only money I had “donated” thus far was the monthly rent check to my landlord.

“I’m not asking for anything,” she said, her chipper voice starting to grate on me. “Well, that’s not true. I am asking for something but what I am asking for is your list. Your Christmas list. According to our records, you haven’t submitted one yet and if we don’t get it in time, there’s a chance that your delivery will be delayed. After all, it is December 23rd.”

“Oh, for—look, I don’t know who you are or what you want but my dinner is waiting for me,” I said, opening another drawer in search of any plasticware that would work in a pinch. I was hungry and my meal, such as it was, was starting to cool.

“Third drawer down,” she said, and without thinking I moved to open the one she had suggested and then stopped in mid-pull. 

“What?” not sure if I had heard her right.

“Third drawer down. That’s where you put the utensils you get from Mama Leonie’s and Pho Ho takeaway. Papa’s Pizzeria only gives you napkins. I guess they figure you eat your cheese-and-broccoli pizza with your hands, so why waste the inventory?”

That was more than a little weird. How did she know where I ordered my meals? Was this yet another indication of personal information being sold to the highest bidder, namely the telemarketing industry? Or was I being spied on? 

I instinctively closed the blinds over the kitchen sink, went to the living room where I pulled the curtains shut and then checked to make sure my front door was still triple-locked.

“I’m sorry, I’m doing this all wrong. My instructor told me if I wasn’t careful, I’d scare people and that’s just what I did. Let me try again. My name is Lucinda and—”

“What do you want?” I intended to make my voice belligerent and demanding, but instead it came out all quavery. 

“We need that list,” she said. “When you were a child, you were very good about putting it together early enough that we could access it, even if most of the items you requested weren’t really within our power. And we really felt bad about that, especially the one for a real horse. That was on your list every year from when you were five until you were ten. But we did bring you the Suzy doll and her pony Sassy—remember?”

This was beyond weird and into the scary category—the stuff nightmares were made of. How did she know about that? 

“Don’t worry about how I know all this,” she said reassuringly. “It’s just part of your file. I mean, if I wanted to, I could even tell you what you wanted during those horrible high school years when all you asked for was—”

“A face with no breakouts and a date with Billy. And I didn’t get either one,” I added bitterly. “Fat lot of good writing letters to Santa did me!”

“Now, don’t feel that way. Besides, that’s all in the past. This is a new Christmas, and you still have time to write your list and check it twice so my boss can review it and bring you what you most need this holiday.” 

Just for a minute, I let myself fantasize what I would ask Santa for this year—that is, if Santa really did exist and if there was a chance that he was delivering presents to grown-up people who ought to know better than to have expectations. 

How about some cash? Not a lot, mind you. I mean, I wouldn’t ask to be the sole winner of the mega-million Powerball. Just enough so I could feel rich—even if it only lasted until I paid my bills and was broke again.

Or somebody to have a holiday dinner with. When I was a kid, the entire extended family—aunts and uncles, cousins and grandparents—came to our house for Christmas Eve. We stuffed our faces with way too much of my Aunt Carol’s breaded chicken and ate way too many of my mother’s spicy gingerbread cookies before heading off to midnight Mass where Grandpa usually nodded off and my grandmother had to keep nudging him so he wouldn’t snore.

But that was a long time ago, and eventually members of the older generation died and we cousins scattered from our Midwestern birthplace to the rest of the world, settling for staying in touch via the annual Christmas emails. 

I had moved to an apartment in the city, where it was just me and my computer. And most of the time I didn’t mind living alone. But every December, when the grocers had signs advertising “Buy now for your holiday dinner!” and the bakery down the street advised people to “Get your order in now for your family’s treats!” I found myself remembering those gingerbread cookies and wishing I had someone to share the Christmas Eve dinner with, even if the food was only takeout. 

What else? Wasn’t I supposed to come up with three wishes?

“No, that’s for a genie. I’m not a genie. I’m one of Santa’s elves.” Lucinda’s voice interrupted my thoughts and brought me back to reality. “Now, I won’t keep you any longer, but if you could put something together by tonight, we might still be able to deliver on time. So have a good evening and we look forward to receiving your information.” And before I could ask anything or say anything, the line clicked and Lucinda was gone.

I checked my caller ID, but it was of no use whatsoever. I didn’t know who had called—okay, she said her name was Lucinda, but I mean I didn’t know what company she was with—but the amount of intel she had on me was downright spooky. I picked at the chicken, but for some reason I just wasn’t hungry anymore.

I threw away the food, and then headed back to my laptop to finish the last project I had for the year: editing a badly written novel by a guy who figured he was the next best thing in the literary world. I highlighted, red-lined and commented on about every line in the hundred-thousand-word manuscript, printed it out, and then somewhere around midnight, shut down the system, too tired to think about writing one more thing.

But all night long, I tossed and turned, my sleep punctuated with dreams about Santa and elves named Lucinda and unfinished lists and unanswered requests. I woke up the next morning, stiff, crabby, and out of sorts, and not at all happy to see that a freezing rain was pelting my windows.

Great. Christmas Eve and the powers-that-be—namely Mr. Claus—didn’t even have the decency to send some snow to create the right atmosphere. No, what we got was a bone-chilling mix of wet and wind—unpleasant enough if you were only looking out the window but even worse if you had to trudge seven blocks to the post office. Which was what I had to do, thick manila envelope in hand, since the would-be novelist demanded that I snail-mail my edits back to him.

By the time I got there, the line had snaked all the way out into the lobby, with people holding packages and rubber-banded holiday card envelopes—all of which they should have sent weeks ago to avoid the December 24th rush. After forty-five minutes, I was finally able to get rid of my envelope and pick up my own mail—all bills, I noticed—before heading out in the miserable weather, my hat pulled down over my forehead as far as it could go in a vain attempt to keep my sinuses from freezing.

Maybe that was why I didn’t see him. Or maybe I was too busy thinking about last night’s call and wondering if I should change my phone number. In any case, I ran right into the old man, and, in the process, dropped my batch of envelopes into a puddle of dirty water.

“Sorry,” I said, and he answered, “That’s quite all right,” and quickly bent down to pick up my mail. For an old man, he was pretty spry, I thought as I reached out for my stuff. Not that I wanted the bills but still, it was my mail. And maybe he thought there were checks in there—monetary gifts to help me trim my non-existent Christmas tree—that he could take without my noticing.

“No, I just didn’t want them to get any wetter,” he said, holding them out but I stopped in mid-reach. Had I spoken my thoughts aloud? How did he know what I was thinking? “Now you’d better get going because you’ve got that list to finish. She’s waiting for it, you know.”

I grabbed my stuff and backed away. Was I in the middle of some Twilight Zone episode? I knew what list he was talking about—the same list Lucinda had brought up the night before. My Christmas list—the one I had no intention of writing. 

“Merry Christmas!” he called after me but I didn’t even answer, just hopped on the first bus that came by and stayed on until three stops past my street before I finally got off and trudged back home.

It’s all in your head, I kept telling myself once I was inside the apartment, door triple-locked and blinds and curtains shut. There is no such thing as Santa Claus. But as I started sorting through the bills, the idea of a Christmas list kept nagging at me. And then I found it, in the midst of all the mail I didn’t want: a small green invitation-sized envelope with just my first name on the outside and inside, an invitation to the 7th Street Mission for a Christmas Eve dinner at seven p.m. 

Was it just my imagination or was there a faint aroma of ginger and cloves clinging to the paper?

“Don’t forget to write your Christmas list!” was scrawled across the bottom, just above the signature: “Lucinda,” written in green ink with a big red smiley face next to it.

I knew where the Mission was. It was eight blocks over and three blocks down, in what was considered to be a bad section of town. There was no way I was going there. Not tonight. Not any night. And especially not now, since I noticed that it had started to snow and snow hard—big fat flakes that promised a significant accumulation by morning.

But if I didn’t, what would happen next? Another call or a message or, God forbid, a visit from Lucinda, my very own personal crazy holiday stalker? No, anything was better than sitting here, I told myself, as I headed back out into the cold. Besides, I might as well buy this week’s dollar lottery ticket. That was my sole concession to optimism, and so far, it had proved to be a waste of four quarters.

I stopped at Hank’s Newspapers, paid for my ticket, and then kept walking, all the while telling myself I should go home, as people bumped into me and the snow froze on my eyelashes. But I didn’t, and before I knew it, there I was, in front of the 7th Street Mission, where a bedraggled Santa in the doorway was waving in people.

I had no intention of entering, but as I turned to head back uptown, some little kid came out of nowhere, grabbed my hand, and yanked me inside.

“C’mon,” he said, pulling me. “We’ve been waiting forever! Mommy saved you a seat just like Lucinda said to, but we thought you’d never get here! And I’m hungry!” He pushed his way through the crowd, towing me behind him like a tugboat leading a resistant barge. And before I knew what was happening, I was shoved into an old folding chair across from a woman wearing a coat that had definitely seen better days.

“Oh, good, Paul found you!” she said, smiling as though I was her long-lost buddy. “When Lucinda was leaving, she said you’d be here but I was starting to worry.”

“Lucinda?” feeling as stupid as I sounded. “She was here?”

“Of course,” the woman said, while brushing the too-long hair out of her son’s face. The kid was badly in need of a haircut, I thought. And a better shirt. And possibly a lot more food, judging by the way his wrist and collarbones were sticking out. “Lucinda is always here! Now, Paul, you can go ahead and eat,” and he dug into the plate of turkey and mashed potatoes and green beans as though he hadn’t eaten in days. 

And maybe he hadn’t, I thought, but then returned to more important matters. “So she told you I was coming,” I prompted, and she stopped eating her meal long enough to answer. 

“Yes. She said to save a seat for you—I’m sorry, she didn’t tell me your name, but she said Paul would know who you were—and that it was very important. No, that’s not right—she said that you needed to be here. Are you—I mean, you don’t have a place to stay either?”

“No, I have an apartment,” I said, digging into the food that one of the volunteers had put in front of me. For a minute I felt guilty eating what was clearly intended for those people who were hungry and homeless but, what the hell, I was here and Lucinda had said I was coming so it must be all right—not even stopping to ask myself why I was willing to accept what some strange person had said. A person, by the way, that I wasn’t even entirely sure existed but if she did, was pretty weird and potentially dangerous.

“How nice,” and the woman looked like she meant it. “Paul and I have an apartment, too. Or at least we did, but when I lost my job at the end of November, I didn’t have the rent for this month and my landlord said if I didn’t pay him by tonight he was going to throw our stuff out and lock the door. That’s how I ended up here. Lucinda told me that I could get a good meal here and that afterward everything would be okay. But....” 

She looked down, but not before I saw the tears in her eyes. She sniffed, blew her nose, and then looked over at her son who was watching her intently. “Finish your meal, sweetheart,” and obediently he went back to eating, but his sidelong glances at his mother showed his concern.

“Okay, everybody,” and there was Santa, sitting in an old rocking chair on the small stage. “It’s time for Santa to give the kids their gifts!” A herd of squealing short people mobbed the stage while the staff tried to get them into some semblance of a line.

“Go ahead, Paul,” the woman said, but he hung back, one hand holding onto his mother’s chair while the other was shoved deep into his pocket, as though to keep from reaching out. The line grew shorter, the room more littered with wrapping paper and ribbons, and still Paul waited until finally he took a chance and headed to the end of the line, followed by the last lone straggler.

“He’s having a hard time with the holidays this year,” his mother said, her eyes following him. “His dad died this summer. He had been sick a long time but still we hoped he could get better. And since then, Paul just doesn’t expect anything good to happen. Even when he had his birthday, he refused to make a wish and blow out the candle on his cupcake. He said wishes never come true anyway. And he told me just last week that Santa was stupid, that nobody believed in him and that kids like him wouldn’t get anything anyway. Maybe if he gets a present he’ll believe in Santa again. You have to believe in something, you know,” and she turned back to look at me. “Don’t you think so? I mean, sometimes, that’s all you have.”

I didn’t know what to say since I was more in line with her son’s thinking than hers. But some response was called for so I reached into my pocket, hoping to find a couple of bucks I could give her to help with her situation. It wouldn’t be much—the money I had was already earmarked for bills and stuff I needed—but at least it would be something. But all I found was the lottery ticket. 

“Here,” and I handed it over, adding, “It’s from Santa” so she wouldn’t feel like a charity case, even though she was.

“Why, thank you!” and she smiled. “I don’t have anything for you, though” and she started to give it back when her son returned to the table, eyes downcast and chin quivering.

“Paul, where is your present?” she asked, and he didn’t look up but just swallowed before answering. 

“They said that Santa’s elves must have miscounted because when we got up there—me and that other boy—there was only one present left in the bag. So I remembered how Daddy always said that we should give to others so I let him have it. But I really wanted it, Mommy! How come Santa didn’t make sure there was enough for both of us?” and he burst into tears.

“Oh, baby, I’m so sorry,” and she pulled him close and stroked his hair.

I sat there like an idiot, wanting to say something but at a complete loss for words. So instead I looked around for something to distract them both and saw the lottery ticket she had dropped onto the table. 

“Here, why don’t you do the scratch-off?” I said, tapping the mother on the arm. “You never know,” although I knew perfectly well that the odds on it being a winner were slim to none.

“Good idea,” she said, and gently pushed her son off her shoulder, straightening his jacket and handing him a tissue to blow his nose. “What do you think, Paul?” and she held up the card, reading the directions aloud. “‘Uncover three like numbers and you win the amount shown below the numbers. Uncover two like numbers and a gingerbread man symbol and you win five times that amount.’ Come on, Paul, let’s see if Santa has a surprise for us after all!” 

He sat up and watched her movements, but I could tell that his heart wasn’t in it, especially when the first two of the six Christmas ornaments she cleared weren’t a match but a number two worth one dollar and a number eight worth ten.

“All we need are three that are the same or two matches and a gingerbread man,” and I couldn’t tell if she was saying it to him or to herself. She uncovered a third one to show a number three, followed by a fourth ornament also bearing the number three—each worth a thousand bucks.

She stopped for a minute, but Paul jiggled her arm. “Hurry up, Mommy, we have two of them already! Maybe we’ll have one more three and we’ll get the thousand dollars!”

But still she hesitated, and I knew what she was thinking. If the ticket wasn’t a winner, then Paul would be disappointed again. And I cursed myself for giving them even just one second of hope when it would most likely be followed by despair.

“You have to believe,” she murmured to herself, and scratched the second-to-last ornament. But this time it was a nine, with the two-dollar symbol below the ornament.

She waited and then took a deep breath and scratched off the last ornament face. I couldn’t see what it was because she had her hand over it, trying to shield Paul from one more disappointment. But his eyes were sharp and he started yelling loud enough that you could hear his voice over the din of all the other people.

“It’s a gingerbread man! It’s a gingerbread man! We won, Mommy, we won!”

And he was right. They had just won five grand with the ticket I bought. Five thousand dollars. I could pay a lot of bills with five thousand dollars. I could buy a new computer and still have money left over with five thousand dollars. I could go on a vacation for the first time in years with five thousand dollars.

Just for a minute, I wanted to snatch it back—tell them that it was all a mistake and that the money was mine. But I couldn’t. Not when I saw how happy Paul was. Not when I saw the relief wipe out the lines etched on her face. 

Oh, what the hell. It was only money.

“Are you sure?” 

I realized that the woman knew what I had been thinking and was prepared to hand it back to me if I asked for it.

“Yeah, I’m sure,” and I smiled. At that moment, I felt richer than I would have had I kept the ticket. 

“Oh, Paul,” and she grabbed her son and hugged him. “We can pay the rent and buy some food and get you books and—” she couldn’t say anything more because she was crying so hard and everyone around her was coming over to find out what had happened.

“She gave it to me and it was a winning ticket!” And she pointed to me, and the people started clapping their hands and hugging me and her and Paul, and even Santa got into the act. 

“She’s our Christmas angel!” she said but I shook my head, uncomfortable with all the applause and accolades since after all it was just a fluke that the ticket was a winner. I mean, would I have given it to her if I had known it was worth that much money?

“Of course you would have,” someone whispered in my ear, and I turned around, sure that it was Lucinda, but with all the people I couldn’t see who had said it.

Then someone started singing Christmas carols and the volunteers came around with cookies and somebody else started taking pictures of the crowd, and even though it was late and I knew it was cold outside, I didn’t want to leave. And then the church bells started chiming and I realized it was midnight. 

“Merry Christmas!” and the mother came around the table to hug me and kiss me on the cheek. “You don’t know how much your gift means to the two of us!” and she looked over at Paul, who was singing “Jingle Bells” at the top of his voice. “It’s not about the money. It’s about how it made Paul feel. About having hope, I mean. And that’s not something you can buy, know what I mean?”

And I did. Hope and love and faith—that was all part of the holiday spirit. Not some stupid things you put on your Christmas list. And for the first time in a long time, I really felt the warmth and magic and wonder of the season.

That feeling stayed with me all the way home, and by the time I got to my apartment, I wasn’t even surprised to see a tiny Christmas tree sitting in front of my door, with a red-and-green beribboned box underneath. I carried them both inside and set the tree on the table before unwrapping the package. Even before I got the lid off the box, I knew what I would find. The aroma of cinnamon, ginger and cloves was unmistakable. And there, sitting on top of the gingerbread cookies, was a photo from the night’s festivities. 

There I was, with Paul and his mother hugging me and the rest of the crowd gathered around as though, for that moment, we were all one big family celebrating the holiday together. 

I turned it over to read the note on the back. 

“Even though you didn’t write it down, Santa knew what you needed this year! Merry Christmas! Love, Lucinda.” 
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The Snow Globe
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“I don’t know why I am doing this,” Katherine said aloud as she pulled on her heavy boots. It had snowed again last night, and the additional accumulation combined with below-freezing temperatures would make it a miserable walk to the bus stop. 
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