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Christmas Magic
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The Christmas Mug

Beatrice sat in the near empty coffeeshop across from the hospital, hands wrapped around the  paper cup of strong mint tea with honey. It warmed her hands but the rest of her felt cold and numb. The sound system played jazz which barely kept her awake and annoyed her with its dissonance, all at the same time.

She should have ordered black tea, but her stomach couldn’t handle it. The awful burger she’d had at the hospital cafe last night still roiled around in her stomach.

She smoothed her wrinkled jeans. She hadn’t been home to change since the ambulance came. This was the first time she’d left the hospital.

Dad was dying. Beatrice had spent the last two years taking care of him, not out of duty, out of love. She’d taken a leave from her high paying tech job and moved back home into the house her family had lovingly tended since before her birth. Watching Dad’s slow decline in health, she took technical writing jobs and worked at home.

She’d watched his gradual, painful descent into Alzheimers. For the last few months he’d had no idea who she was, and kept calling Beatrice by her older sisters’ names, Meredith and Hannah. She’d been able to mostly let that go, and not take it personally. She had chosen to take care of him, while her sisters lived in other cities far from Seattle, mostly ignoring her reports on his health.

Until the accident two days ago.

She’d been in the shower. He tried to go up to the second floor of the house and fell, hitting his head on the wood bannister.

She’d stayed at the hospital, sleeping on a cot in his room. Feeling terribly guilty until the doctor said, “You do know, he’s been rapidly declining for the last six months. There was not much you could do, short of clone yourself. You might have been using the toilet and the same thing could have happened. At worst what you did was speed up his decline by a month or two. At best you shortened the amount of time he will spend in very severe decline, completely unable to relate to the world.”

Finally, Beatrice had gotten hold of both her sisters.

“You should come. The doctor says he’s not going to recover.”

“How long does he have?” Meredith wanted to know.

“A day, maybe two or three. She’s not sure.”

So, this morning, Meredith and Hannah had descended on the hospital room and pushed her aside. She replayed the scene in her head, unable to get the antiseptic hospital smell out of her senses.

“You need a break,” said Meredith, an attorney in San Francisco.

“You look tired,” said Hannah, a fashion magazine editor in New York.

Beatrice had stroked her short hair, trying to make it stay in place. It was sticking up in back, like always. She must look terrible, even though neither of them said that.

So, she gave Dad a hug, not that he acknowledged it. He hadn’t been conscious since the fall. Hadn’t opened his eyes. The nurse said, he probably wouldn’t either.

She had said her last words to him long before. Told him she loved him, loved being with him, talking about the history he’d lived.

Beatrice felt a kind of peace that she’d taken the leave from work six months before. She didn’t regret any of the time spent caring for him, or the lack of a cushy paycheck.

But how was she going to survive the emptiness ahead? For the last several years her life had narrowed down to the two of them. Now, it was just her.

She should go home and sleep, but the hospital coffee this morning had left her too wired. And it was a bright winter morning. She’d never been good at napping or sleeping during the day.

The last place she wanted to go was home. How could it be a home anymore?

She tapped the Uber app and requested a ride. She’d left her car at home, rode in the ambulance instead.

When the Uber car arrived, Beatrice left the coffeeshop and got in. The driver was a chatty young man in his early twenties.

“You want to go to Fremont?” he said, “I just adore Fremont. So many delicious cafes and shops.”

“Yes,” she said.

“Where in Fremont?” he asked.

“If you just drop me off close to the statue, I’ve got some errands to run.”

“Which statue? Troll, Lenin or Waiting for the Interurban?”

“Interurban.”

“Done,” he said.

She asked him how he liked driving for Uber. His answer took the rest of the half hour drive from Pill Hill to the Fremont district.

She got out of the car, just across the street from the statue of six people, and a dog with a human face, waiting under a pergola for a train that would never come again.

She felt relieved to be away from his chattering as the car drove off. It was raining in Fremont.

Beatrice stood under an awning trying to decide where to go. She’d been planning on wandering through some of the little shops and then walking the six blocks home.

The rain continued to pour down, spattering everywhere. Cars drove by fast on the busy street adding to the splashing. She didn’t even have a coat or an umbrella. Just the Seattle sweatshirt she’d bought at the hospital gift shop.

After calling the ambulance, she’d barely remembered to grab her purse, phone, phone charger and keys. And turn all the lights in the house off.

She’d spent the two days in the hospital roughing out a draft for a user manual for software that she knew well. On her phone. While watching Dad lie there looking as if sleeping and growing paler each moment. As if writing on her phone wasn’t a special kind of hell, doing it in the hospital with a dying loved one just capped the whole thing off. Her brain hurt, her eyes ached and her heart felt shattered.

Beatrice glanced around the wet sidewalk and decided to go inside one of the nearest shops and hope the rain would let up a bit. Maybe she’d even find an umbrella.

Beatrice decided Bibi’s Bargain Boutique was closest. She sprinted out from under the awning to the next doorway. As she closed the door behind her, tingling bells sounded over the street traffic outside.

The shop was comfortingly warm with a faint smell of incense. Aisles of wood furniture stood in front of her. Off to her right were glass cases filled with jewelry and other precious items. Colored twinkle lights hung from the ceiling and around large pillars. Vintage, decorated, aluminum Christmas trees filled the window display. Soft, classical music played over the sound system.

It took a minute or two for Beatrice to realize Christmas was a week away. She’d forgotten about it with the crisis of Dad’s fall. He wouldn’t make it till Christmas.

An older woman stood behind the counter. She had dyed orangish hair that looked as difficult to control as Beatrice’s.

“Good morning. You look a little damp. I can’t believe the rain we’re having.”

“Yeah, it’s pouring out.”
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