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To Patty Brill who got it all started









“Christmas ought to be brought up to date,” Maria said. “It ought to have gangsters, and aeroplanes and a lot of automatic pistols.”


—John Masefield, The Box Of Delights


Suddenly it’s Christmas,


The longest holiday.


When they say “Season’s Greetings,”


They mean just what they say.


It’s a season, it’s a marathon,


Retail eternity.


It’s not over ’til it’s over


And you throw away the tree.


—Loudon Wainwright III


We gotta send Santa Claus back to the Rescue Mission.


Christmas don’t make it no more.


Don’t you know that murder and destruction


Scream the toys in every store…


— Frank Zappa









Preface


“And in thy dark streets shineth”


Purely in terms of narrative drama, the Christmas story—the Nativity scene—is kind of a drag. In uttering this heresy, I seek not to disparage the beauty of the Bethlehem tableau. Luke’s lyricism is undeniable, especially in the Revised Standard version:




And Joseph also went up from Galilee, from the city of Nazareth, to Judea, to the city of David, which is called Bethlehem, because he was of the house and lineage of David, to be enrolled with Mary, his betrothed, who was with child. And while they were there, the time came for her to be delivered. And she gave birth to her first-born son and wrapped him in swaddling cloths, and laid him in the manger, because there was no place for them in the inn. (Luke 2:4-7)





A really nice image but a quick re-read reveals where Luke went wrong.


You can’t help but notice that the whole “no place in the inn” crisis is an afterthought, as though Luke snapped his fingers, bopped his head and—like a comedian who’d blown his setup—said, “No, wait, I forgot this part.”


By comparison, Matthew might have done a better job as a narrator if he hadn’t skipped over the crowd scene at the manger and gone straight to the gory aftermath, when Joseph took Mary and the baby and escaped to Egypt while Herod ran amok:




Then Herod, when he saw that he had been tricked by the wise men, was in a furious rage, and he sent and killed all the male children in Bethlehem and in all that region who were two years old or under, according to the time which he had ascertained from the wise men. (Matthew 2:16)





This version gives the audience a little more drama, including the fingering of the Magi as stool pigeons. But if you look closely, this tale is a letdown because there’s no pursuit of the fugitives. Herod is closing the stable door after all the oxen have skedaddled. In Matthew’s chronology (with which he could have fiddled because there’s no historical record available to fact-checkers), Joseph and the family have safely lammed off to Egypt long before Herod begins his slaughter of the innocents. The story would be vastly more thrilling if Herod’s troops were hot on the trail of the Christchild at the same moment when his stepfather and virgin mom, desperate to escape the murderous king in the midst of his infanticidal frenzy, whip their aged steed into a fatal froth and hide under a bridge with their dying horse while Herod’s minions thunder above.


Admit it. This version sounds a lot more fun.


My contention is that since well before the birth of Jesus, the canons of good storytelling have entailed some measure of conflict and suspense, spiced with a surprise or two. Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, which predate the Nativity by eight hundred years, are full of this juicy stuff.


However, until Charles Dickens took it on, Christmas was a static narrative theme. Dickens’ stories of the season, especially A Christmas Carol, inspired a vast literature of Christmas by infusing them with suspense. More significantly, Dickens created a template for stories of the season with three “modern” elements.


Above all, Dickens made clear that Christmas had become, by the middle of the nineteenth century in the Western world, a secular celebration embraced even by people whose faith isn’t Christian. Dickens’ genius lay not in the fact that he acknowledged and lent lip service, every holiday season, to the dichotomy between the sacrosanct and the mercantile but in the fact that he ignored the argument. Dickens staged a tumultuous clash of values and delved into the human search for meaning but did so by barely suggesting its religious overtones.


Moreover, he recast Christmas with a sense of humor.


And ghosts!


In response to his uncle Scrooge’s “Humbug!” Fred conveys ideas that could have been intoned from a liberal, twenty-first-century Anglican pulpit:




I am sure I have always thought of Christmastime, when it has come round—apart from the veneration due to its sacred name and origin, if anything belonging to it can be apart from that—as a good time; a kind, forgiving, charitable, pleasant time; the only time I know of, in the long calendar of the year, when men and women seem by one consent to open their shut-up hearts freely, and to think of people below them as if they really were fellow passengers to the grave, and not another race of creatures bound on other journeys. And therefore, uncle, though it has never put a scrap of gold or silver in my pocket, I believe that it has done me good, and will do me good; and I say, God bless it!





Dickens’ second key is the element of darkness. Dickens understood intuitively that the chill and desolate aspects of Christmas—one of the shortest, bleakest, coldest days of the dying year—give resonance, depth and drama to this strange holiday’s redemptive power. After all, every year on December 25, we celebrate the poorest prophet in religious history by blowing a fortune on toys, clothes, jewelry, perfume, cranberry sauce and electric shavers.


I’ve always thought that the carolers whom Scrooge shoos from his doorstep should be singing “Good King Wenceslas,” a carol icy and spooky enough to have been composed by Jack London.




Sire, the night is darker now, and the wind blows stronger, Fails my heart, I know not how; I can go no longer.


Mark my footsteps good, my page, tread thou in them boldly. Thou shalt find the winter’s rage, freeze thy blood less coldly.





Dating all the way back to Herod’s reign of terror and even the shadowy innkeeper who banished Jesus to the stable, the Christmas story has had antagonists. But in Ebenezer Scrooge, Dickens created an archetype for yuletide villainy—pinched, mean, miserly and heathenishly contemptuous of the holiday spirit. Scrooge embodies, exalts and gives witness to Christmas’ dark side—the poverty of the Cratchits, the debtors’ prisons, the union workhouses, the treadmill and the Poor Law. This contrast deepens the story beyond the feast day’s superficial message of sweetness and light.


Dickens’ mischief in A Christmas Carol—and the element that endeared me to the story from an early age—is that Scrooge, both before and after his redemption, is the story’s most interesting character and one of the greatest in all of literature. Walt Disney once said that a movie is only as good as its villain. Scrooge, the apotheosis of that dictum, is the voice of a “war on Christmas” that has been smoldering since at least 1843. When I first saw Reginald Owen as Scrooge in the 1938 film, the line that captivated me and sent me to the library to memorize it was Scrooge’s imprecation against “every idiot who goes about with ‘Merry Christmas’ on his lips.”


In this curmudgeonly lyric, I found grist for my imagination. I could picture a hooded blackguard hidden among shepherds, lurking malevolently over a helpless newborn in the windswept stable. Dickens had conjured an ambiguous Christmas with ghosts in chains and jolly spirits hiding Ignorance and Want beneath their velvet robes. Immediately, the fictional possibilities of the season appeared to me endlessly variable.


Dickens’ third vital element is change, another requisite of good fiction.


For a story to work, to be credible, to involve the reader, the central character ought to be different at the end from the way he or she was at the beginning. A Christmas Carol, How the Grinch Stole Christmas and Natalie Wood and Maureen O’Hara coming to “believe” in Miracle on 34th Street are all tales of transformation.


When I was in grade school, I was affected by all these stories. I also read O. Henry’s classic The Gift of the Magi and Robert Benchley’s wonderful A Good Old-Fashioned Christmas. Later, every year, Dylan Thomas’ A Child’s Christmas in Wales and—before it was made into a movie—Jean Shepherd’s masterpiece, Duel in the Snow or Red Ryder Nails the Cleveland Street Kid. What I learned, subliminally, but it stuck with me, was that you can write about one of the most familiar themes in human experience but there’s no rule that you have to color inside the lines. Indeed, if you want to grab your audience, the more you emulate Dickens, expose the prickly underside of comfort and joy, the more you startle, frighten and transgress—or, in Benchley’s case, giggle—the more likely your story will be remembered. The more likely some impertinent kid will scrounge through the library to read and memorize the most outrageous of your dastard’s outbursts.


As this anthology indicates, I’ve always been fascinated with Christmas, both when I was a devout little boy in Catholic school and later as an apostate storyteller in constant quest to spin tales of the unexpected. I wrote my first intentional Christmas stories, “The Little Red Dot” and “Next Year, Bring Guns,” when I was sixteen. Miraculously, although the vice-principal of my high school strongly preferred that I not write anything for my school newspaper, editor Patty Brill snuck these two pieces into the Christmas issue of The Lance.


Since then, I’ve tried to compose a new Christmas story every year. During my tenure as editor of the Mansfield (Mass.) News, I contrived to fill our fat holiday issue with Christmas stories written by kids in every grade of the town’s schools. The results were a joy to the world.


The astute reader will note that the stories here contain an occasional undertone of politics. This is appropriate. When Scrooge cites the “useful course” of debtors’ prisons and the Poor Law, he’s broaching one of that era’s heated political issues. Going back further to the first Christmas story, the reason that Mary and Joseph were transients without lodging in Bethlehem was that they’d been uprooted from their home in Nazareth to obey orders from the emperor Caesar Augustus as part of a Roman tax census. Nowadays, when Christmas rolls around, the pious propagandists of Fox News tirelessly claim that the liberal establishment’s “war on Christmas” forces everyone to use euphemisms like “Happy Holidays.” However, such intentionally neutral secularisms predate the existence of Fox News by decades. I’m not sure when corporations and greeting card publishers adopted “Season’s Greetings” and similar religion-free nostrums in an apparent effort to avoid offense to non-Christian Christmas celebrants, but it happened before I was born.


Dickens never proposed a substitute for “Merry Christmas,” but he was instrumental in expanding the feast day’s meaning to embrace and spread goodwill to everyone regardless of their faith—or absence thereof—just as Jesus welcomed among his fellows and followers Romans and Samaritans, fishermen and Pharisees, beggars, lepers and whores. He only spared from his love the sort of profiteers who would exploit the joyful birth of a Savior to rake in the shekels.


Among my Christmas stories, technology also emerges as an occasional theme. This trend is the product of my union with Junko Yoshida, one of the world’s truly prominent technology journalists. She has recruited me not only as her lifelong copy editor but also as commentator, now and then, in her publications, first EE Times and, more recently, The Ojo-Yoshida Report on High Technology. George Leopold, one of Junko’s colleagues, commissioned several of my Christmas pieces—notably “A Christmas ring-tone” and “A Christmas email”—for light reading in EE Times’ holiday issue. There’s even a piece memorializing the brief resurrection of 3-D, a video technology that has died at least three deaths since the first 3-D flick, The Power of Love, was released in 1922.


Finally, as I strive here to justify the stretching and twisting that I’ve applied to our most familiar holiday motifs, I’m obliged to return to Luke. The lyricism of Luke’s Nativity is the rare remaining relict—in my mind—of my parochial education at St. Mary’s School in Tomah, Wisconsin. Since those grade school days, Jesus and his Gospel have evolved in my perception—and my reading—as an almost exclusively “literary” theme. In the two thousand years since his mythical birth, Jesus has become one of Joseph Campbell’s most oft-invoked and many-faceted heroes with a thousand faces. The Jesus narrative from birth to death has been altered, glorified, massaged, protracted and diddled by authors from Ernest Renan and Lew Wallace (Ben-Hur) to Pär Lagerkvist (Barabbas), Nikos Kazantzakis and even—God help us!—Tim Rice (Jesus Christ Superstar).


The literary magic of Luke’s immortal paragraph is its poetic economy. So much is left unsaid—and unseen—that the enterprising storyteller has countless gaps to fill, passages to invent, carols to interpolate and verses to steal. As I edited this anthology of yuletide deviations, I was surprised to note that I had written eight different variations on the sacred scene in the Bethlehem stable. I actually had nine, but one was so redundant that I spiked it. I suspect that, as I continue to dutifully craft my annual Christmas story, I’ll give in again to temptation and resort to Gospel parody. Scripture is, after all, a template for every storyteller and, for both writer and reader, an inexhaustible wellspring of imagination, mystery, agony and wonder.


Were he still with us, Luke might not approve of my impious tinkering. Charles Dickens, I suspect, would be, at least, tolerant. After all, he gave us Scrooge and a bunch of other yuletide yarns. Dickens clearly regarded Christmas as a rich theme worthy of exploration, expansion—illumination—by authors following his example. I share with Dickens, I hope, the conviction that the more Christmas stories, the more varied, whimsical, spooky, even transgressive, the better. It is our best, our most beloved and our most complicated festival.









The Little Red Dot


(My first published Christmas story, slightly censored but restored here, appeared in the Robert M. La Follette High School Lance, 21 December 1966.)


Last winter, around December 30, I was walking across a barren, snow-covered cornfield in the heart of Wisconsin. When I reached the center of the field, I stood still and—meditatively—turned 360 degrees to survey the unimpressive panorama.


Broken cornstalks and leafless trees.


But suddenly, far off in the distance, I saw a little red dot. I peered intently at it and, being curious by nature, I started to wonder what it might be. As I watched very closely, I noticed that the little red dot was getting bigger. It appeared to be coming toward me.


By and by, I noted that the little red dot was not simply a little red dot. Rather, it was some sort of little red being moving in my direction.


Knowing of no other type of being that would set forth in public in such a stark, blazing color, I assumed that it must be a little red human being.


Then, when the little red being was still nearly a half-mile away, I realized, in huge amazement, that this strange little red apparition was none other than that generous, fat, jolly, roly-poly, lovable Christmas fairy, Santa Claus. A gasp of surprise escaped my breast. Immediately, suffering again from my natural curiosity, I wondered what dear old Saint Nick was doing here, walking across a barren, snow-covered cornfield in the heart of Wisconsin.


My curiosity only grew when I saw that the little red dot of Santa Claus, which was by now noticeably larger, was accompanied by another dot, slightly bigger but brown.


Of course, I wondered what that could be.


In a matter of seconds, I realized that Santa was pulling the big brown dot behind him. In fact, Santa seemed to be having trouble with the ungainly object, whatever it was. Needless to say, I was by now—despite the cold—burning with curiosity.


Then, much to my chagrin, I perceived that, as only it could be, the big brown dot was, beyond the shadow of a doubt, Santa’s sleigh.


I probably would have started wondering what Santa was doing pulling his sleigh across a barren, snow-covered field in the middle of Wisconsin but for the fact that I was wondering about something else. For, instantly after I realized that poor old Santa was dragging that heavy old sleigh all by himself, I started to wonder what it was that filled the sleigh. For, in truth, Santa’s sleigh was filled, and incidentally, it was absolutely piled up with some far-distant, unrecognizable substance, which was also brown.


Soon, Santa and his sleigh were less than three hundred yards away, and I could make out everything pretty clearly. So, in a moment, I perceived that Santa’s sleigh was stacked up mountainously with dead reindeer, eight of them, their antlers poking out every which way. I wondered what Santa was doing dragging around a sleigh full of dead reindeer.


Now, although Santa was visibly struggling mightily with the heavy sleigh and breathing rapidly, his approach was quite fast, and he was saying something.


Then, as I stood speechlessly watching him, Santa Claus plodded past me, not turning his head, icicles hanging from his bedraggled beard, mumbling angrily, over and over again, the words, “ … goddamn deer hunters … goddamn deer hunters … goddamn deer hunters …”


Over and over again.


And so, Santa disappeared into the distance, muttering under his labored breath, slowly becoming a little red dot. I sure hope he made it back to the North Pole.
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Variations on a Nativity theme (#1)


Interview with the Virgin


This time of year, Nativity scenes—many very elaborate—start popping up in front of every church. They feature real straw, hand-hewn mangers, lifesize papier mâché cows, sheep, shepherds, donkeys, Magi, Josephs, Christchildren, not to mention the Virgin Mary—who, to my surprise, stepped out of the creche the other day, nudged me sideways on the pew and sat down.


“I gotta get off my feet,” she said.


I was speechless. She wasn’t. She waved a weary hand at the Nativity (now lacking one key statue) and said, “What’s wrong with this picture, huh?”


Before I could guess, she said, “I’ll tell you what’s wrong, Steve. What am I doing standing up? Or even sitting up? Since when does a woman who’s just given birth—to an enormous kid, by the way (without benefit of Demerol!). And another thing! This virgin birth dodge? A failed concept. You ever try pushing the son of God through an intact hymen?”


I told her I wouldn’t if I could.


“Damn straight!” she ejaculated. “This cockamamie idea that I was standing at attention, welcoming well-wishers ten minutes after birthing Jesus, is a male chauvinist myth. Truth is, Steve, I was flat on my back, puffing like a beached tuna. Listen, you’ve read Luke, right?”


“The Christmas story,” I said. “Sure. It’s beautiful.”


“Yeah, nice story. Except for the parts Luke left out!” she said. “Like, for instance, where is it written that the labor took twenty hours?”


“Twenty hours?”


“That’s right, Steve. Twenty miserable hours on a pile of donkey shit. Look over there!” She pointed again. “That’s supposed to be a stable, right? So what’s missing? The manure maybe? And the cats. Have you ever seen a stable anyplace that wasn’t crawling with diseased cats? And look at the help I had! You see an obstetrician here? A midwife? Anybody at all?! Heck, I would’ve settled for a barber! What’d they give me? A carpenter! What was Joseph gonna do—cut the kid’s cord with a jigsaw?”


I shuddered. “I never thought of Christmas so … clinically.”


“Of course you didn’t, you deluded sexist romantic! You’re a man. Look over there. You see those shepherds?”


“Yes.”


“Disgusting! Lying outdoors, sleeping with dogs, getting up with fleas, hip-deep in sheepflop. Have you ever smelled a shepherd? And every last one wants to handle my newborn babe! No wonder I wrapped the tyke in swaddling clothes, laid him in a manger and said, ‘Everyone! Touch this kid and I’ll shear ya down to your short hairs!’”


Mary went on, “Honest to God, if there was one of those slobs traipsing through the stable, there had to be fifty of ’em. I couldn’t sleep a wink. Even when I wasn’t nursing Jesus, fighting off shepherds and darn near suffocating every time the ox farted, there was the blinding light from that star. It was like a night game at Yankee Stadium. And look! See that Christchild statue over there?”


I looked again at the glowing image of the newborn Savior, spreading his pudgy arms to embrace the sufferings of humankind.


“Well, that ain’t my Jesus. My baby was no blue-eyed, towheaded WASP, and he wasn’t born a year old. He was shriveled and blotchy. His head was cone-shaped, bald as a duck egg—and if he’d had any hair, it would’ve been black as the ace of spades. Look at me! I’m an olive-skinned Jew, not Tuesday Weld. If I’d given birth to a blond, the idiot shepherds would have stoned me for witchcraft.


“And if the shepherds and that star and all those noisy angels singing elevator music, every minute day and night, and that chiseling innkeeper—if all that wasn’t enough aggravation, these foreign kings show up and start passing out gold, frankincense and myrrh. Raising the kid’s expectations. Give the infant Savior gold one year and he’s gonna want gold every Christmas ’til the Crucifixion. And where we gonna get frankincense even if Joe can afford it on a carpenter’s wages? Trust me, Steve, there wasn’t a Neiman Marcus in Nazareth.”


I sympathized with the Virgin. Certainly, the Nativity was less bucolic than we depict it in our modern iconography. “And then!” she cried. “The last straw!”


Her face turned crimson.


“I finally get Jesus nursed and quiet. I’m dozing off, and suddenly this lice-infested peasant kid barges in. He’s telling Jesus he’s a poor boy, too, and he has no gift to give—as if somebody had asked him for one. So then he says, instead, he’ll play his drum. His DRUM? So I try to tell this kid: No, not that! Get outa here, for Christ’s sake! I just got the baby to sleep. But before I could move, the little psychopath is whacking the damn drum, pa rum pum pum pum—over and over and over—and pretty soon Jesus is wide awake, bawling his brains out! Silent night, my puckered ass!


“But then—God bless the old coot—clueless Joe finally comes through.”


“Wha’d he do?”


“Well, Joseph was tired, too. He woke up, yelled, ‘What the hell is that racket?’”, put his foot through the drum and beat the brat senseless with his own drumsticks. And then …”


Her face took on a beatific radiance.


“I started giggling,” said the Virgin Mary. “I swear to God, that was the first time I’d smiled since that weird day nine months before when the Holy Ghost floated into my room and started feeling me up.”


25 Dec. ’98









Real kids, real silence


The wonderful thing about going back home for Christmas is the opportunity to get in touch with your family … sort of.


Well, not really.


Returning to Wisconsin this holiday, I discovered that my once voluble nephew Bronx (not his real name) had sunk into a state of reticence bordering on catatonia. He’s twelve. Meanwhile, his big sister Haiku (not her real name, either)—an eighteen-year-old college freshman—is just beginning to master the use of monosyllabic fragments when responding to adults. Until now, her discourse with her elders was so terse that a traumatized quahog, by comparison, was Rosie O’Donnell on a caffeine jag.


The father in question, my brother Bill (real name: Bill), has long been troubled by the silence of Haiku and now worries about Bronx’s evident unwillingness to bare his soul, confess the longings of his pre-pubescent libido and seek Dad’s wise counsel. What’s wrong with kids these days?


I posed this question to my wife, Hotlips, who studied American family dynamics on Japanese television in the 1960s—which consisted largely of American TV dubbed in Nihongo. She learned through Father Knows Best, Leave It to Beaver, Donna Reed, and other sitcom classics that America was an idyll of intra-family intercourse. In such shows, everybody talked about everything. Nary a thought went unexpressed. Your typical TV kid in those halcyon days, after a short period of guilty anguish or low-intensity angst, would break down like cheap cardboard and stagger into Dad’s den, desperate for a hug. Or he would head for the kitchen, dripping tears, to bury his face in Mom’s (taffeta) apron. Every fistfight, strikeout, petty larceny, busted window, forged report card, sexual pang, surreptitious cigarette, self-serving fib, broken date, hazing incident or unsavory friendship would worm its penitent way onto the confessional lap of Ward Cleaver, Jim Anderson, Andy Taylor, even Danny Thomas and Lucas McCain!


Yes, don’t you remember? The Rifleman, who killed three or four people in every episode, was a caring and sensitive psychotherapist.


In every show, every week, every kid would spill their guts. Totally! And the problem would be solved—shazam!—with kind words, moral platitudes and, once in a while, a little mild punishment. Lucas McCain would lay down his semiautomatic Winchester, fold Mark into his arms, kiss him on the head and then send him outside, with a few words of gentle reproach, to slop the hogs and straighten a few fenceposts.


Watching it on television, Hotlips thought this phenomenon remarkable and a sign of America’s higher civilization. The willing unbreasting of youthful secrets—rewarded by parental sympathy—never occurred in Japan.


I had to explain to Hotlips the substantial gap between romance fiction like The Partridge Family and reality. As I chose my words, I realized that the cruelest deception in that golden era of family TV lay not so much in mythical parents like Ward, Jim, Donna and the Rifleman but in Wally, the Beav, Shelley Fabares, Paul Peterson, Patty Duke and Opie. These fictional kids were the pinnacle of cathode surrealism. They were the fictional betrayers of the kid code because true kids, then and now, and forever after, like Bill and I when we were kids, and Bronx and Haiku today, cherish above all the blessings of silence and the shroud of mute invisibility. A kid doesn’t bare his or her soul to other kids—ever (unless, of course, the kid’s a girl and it’s a slumber party). But even if you share the odd secret with your best pal, you never—not in a million years!—spill your guts to adults, especially parents. If grownups want your guts, they’ve got to pull ’em out by hand. These are the rules.


So, although I’m sympathetic with Bill’s struggle to plumb the murky depths of his children’s psyches, I was reassured by the stony resistance—to all efforts at adult probing—by Bronx and Haiku and even by their taciturn stepcousin Alan Ladd (not his real name). Parents of our generation, who seem habitually forgetful of their own youthful silence, tend to remember instead the false example set by Wally and the Beav. We fecklessly yearn for offspring who aren’t the granite-faced enigmas we used to be, but more like the logorrheic blurters who populated the sitcoms of TV Land. I think this is because when we were kids, we—like Hotlips—looked up to TV kids. We were envious. We all wished we could be emotionally complex, impossibly articulate and cleverly scripted, like Billy Gray and Angela Cartwright. And we all wanted to tell our parents our rottenest crimes without getting screamed at, whacked, grounded and shunned. But we knew our own limitations and our parents’ predilections. We knew that confession was bad for our health. Discretion was our shield, and omertà was our code.


I’m afraid that if Bill really wants his kids to strip their inhibitions and bare their souls, he’ll have to do it the hard way. Strap ’em down to his workbench and plug in the Black & Decker belt sander he got for Christmas.


Or else … wait ’til they grow up.


12 Dec. ’00









Variations on a Nativity theme (#2)


If the Romans had had “smart weapons”


BETHLEHEM, Judea, Dec. 26, 0000 A.D. — A small stable was destroyed here yesterday, and an undetermined number of non-combatants killed or injured, after a remote-controlled missile, fired by Roman forces, missed by less than ten yards its intended target, an inn where a notorious Hebrew terrorist was reported to be spending the night.


The “smart weapon,” launched from a Roman galley on the Sea of Galilee and guided by an unmanned radar-equipped “drone” seagull, was fired after reports that Barabbas, a Hebrew assassin long-sought by the Caesarean Intelligence Agency (CIA), had arrived in Bethlehem, apparently to disrupt the census recently ordered by Emperor Caesar Augustus.


“We had a solid tip from a reliable CI that Barabbas—who’s a real bad guy—was at the inn,” said Marcus Dubius, spokesman for the Roman occupation. However, after centurions arrived at the scene, they found only the destroyed stable and a crowd of shell-shocked Judeans who said Barabbas had left Bethlehem days before.


Because of the devastation caused by the “smart weapon,” Roman officials have yet to determine the death toll in what is being called “an unfortunate military accident.” According to Dubius, “As long as these Hebrew terrorists continue to hole up in heavily populated areas, there are going to be civilian losses like this. If more of the natives cooperated with their Roman liberators, we could flush out these fanatics and prevent such tragedies.”


According to witnesses, a Galilean family, who had come all the way from Nazareth, was wiped out in the mishap. They had intended to stay at the inn—where they would have survived—but were shunted into the stable because they had failed to reserve in advance.


“There was no room at the inn,” said innkeeper Rachel Goldfarb. “It’s terrible what happened, but I keep telling people, you want a room, make a reservation. How hard is this?”


The family was identified as a carpenter named Joseph, his wife Miriam (or Mary) and a newborn son. Also killed were several unidentified shepherds, an ox, a donkey, at least five sheep and, in the words of one confused bystander being nursed for a head wound, “a heavenly host of angels.” A drummer boy, whose presence in the stable was unexplained, was seriously injured and later died of his wounds.


One of the mysteries CIA officials have yet to fathom is the large number of people who appeared to have gathered in the stable, a circumstance that worsened the tragedy. “As far as we can tell, the woman was in childbirth just before the missile hit,” said the Roman spokesman. “But these people have babies all the time. I mean, really, these Semites breed like gerbils. This is not the sort of thing that normally draws a crowd.”


Among witnesses to the carnage, incongruously, were three prominent Magi who had traveled all the way from the East, apparently for the purpose of visiting this obscure stable. They were crestfallen when they found the humble stall reduced to ashes and littered with smoking body parts. One of the kings, Balthazar, claimed to have followed “a bright star in the heavens” to the Bethlehem region.


Despite similar reports of an intense brilliance lighting up the night sky over Judea, Marcus Dubius, the Imperial Roman Press officer, scoffed. “They probably just saw the afterburner from the missile. These weapons burn pretty hot.”


Melchior, another of the eastern Magi, said he and his companions had come, laden with gold, frankincense and myrrh, to celebrate the birth of a “Savior.”


“Something in our hearts told us we must follow the [alleged] star, for the son of God was about to be born, thence to suffer and die for the sins of mankind,” added Melchior. “We had no idea he was going to die this quick. What are we gonna do with all this leftover myrrh?”


Contacted at his palace in Jerusalem, King Herod, the local Roman satrap, said, “Well, this is sad, of course. My heart goes out to these folks.”


Asked about reports of a Savior being killed in the stable, Herod said, “Frankly, I’m tired of hearing all this Messiah talk. If this country is going to move forward, we’ve got to forget about saviors and baptists and all these other Jewish fairy tales and start cooperating with the Romans. These troops came to liberate us, and we should be grateful.”


In a related piece of good news, Herod announced that, out of respect for the family who died in the Bethlehem stable, he had postponed a plan to have every firstborn son in Judea slaughtered by soldiers.


“Just think of this as my little Christmas present,” said Herod.


Herod—who was known and loved for his charming verbal flubs—did not explain what he meant by the word “Christmas.”


Meanwhile, Roman authorities had ordered Bethlehem residents to avoid contact with the media during the investigation of the incident. Those who violated this advice would be “flogged to death summarily, or crucified,” according to Marcus Dubius. “In other words,” he added, “it’s business as usual around here, and people should go about their affairs normally.”


Roman authorities offered no timetable for the completion of their inquiry. However, the site of the tragedy was quickly cleared. Within hours, the only sign that anything had occurred was a charred manger lying broken in the missile crater.
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