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The trouble began with a question about elves. It had been a happy

morning, the first one in recent memory, and they were riding the

8th Avenue bus back uptown when Buddy suddenly turned to his

mother. "You know what the real problem is with Santaland?" he

said. "The ears. Not one of those elves had pointy ears."

Ariel closed her eyes. Going to see Santa at Macy's had been

entirely Buddy's idea. He was nine, clearly too old to 'believe,' but

Dr. Simbioni had thought it would be a good idea. Children of

divorce need their myths. Don't rush him, he'd counseled.

"Those elves looked like a bunch of actors," Buddy announced.

"I think they were actors," he added darkly. He folded his arms

across his chest and stared out the window.

They sat there in silence for a moment as the bus came to a

stop, and car horns ahead began to blare.

"Bud--" she began, patting his arm, but Buddy shrugged off her

touch.

He was right to be mad, of course. She knew that. Sooner or

later they were going to have 'the talk' ... that Santa was not, nor

had he ever been, real. Yet, that wasn't the only problem, of course.

What child wouldn't be mad when their mother had irrevocably

screwed their life up, possibly forever?

Seven months prior, while living a reasonably calm life in a

small town in upstate New York, Ariel left Buddy's father for another

man. Since then, the other man had dumped her, the small town had
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thoroughly castigated her, and she'd moved to New York City, child

in hand. They now lived in a dark studio apartment next to a soup

kitchen on Ninth Avenue and 53rd, she worked as a temp, and

Buddy's third grade classroom had 32 children in it. Only the week

before half the ceiling of the kitchen caved in, and the person they

were subletting from had yet to be heard from. "New York sucks,"

was Buddy's mantra.

"Did you mail the letter?" he asked, still staring out the

window. Once again the bus chugged into motion.

"I mailed it."

Buddy had seen something about letters to Santa in the Post

Office window near school, so he had insisted on writing Santa an

elaborate, highly secret letter covered with tape. He refused to tell

his mother what was in the letter. It was as if he were conducting his

own scientific experiment about Santa's authenticity, and would

know whether or not he was real by what showed up on Christmas

morning. So Ariel stayed up late the night he gave it to her, and

climbed on a chair in the kitchenette to hold it to the light.

 Through the thick patina of packing tape and envelope, she

could make out the customary greetings and the 'I have been good'

part, but when it got to a list of items, she could only see one word

that began with a 'B'. Ariel squinted hard at it. It looked vaguely like

"bungee".

This must have been something he heard about at school, she

thought -- the 'Bungee Paratrooper' or the 'Bungee Rocket Rider'.

Toys 'R' Us would undoubtedly solve the problem. She went to sleep
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that night hoping all bungee products were priced well under twenty

dollars.

The next morning she took the letter, addressed to "Mr. S.

Clause, c/o The North Pole, The World," to the Post Office, fighting

the urge to open it all the way. How simple that might have been --

to open the letter, read the contents, and rig the response. It's what

parents were doing all over America right this minute, she reasoned.

And wasn't that what this holiday was really all about -- innocence,

and the gentle deceptions required to keep it in tact?

Ariel stood around the Post Office for several moments,

contemplating what to do. If she read the letter, she knew that

Buddy would know. Somehow, he'd smell it on her. Finally, she stuck

the unopened letter in the "Out of Town" slot, reasoning that giving

her son a gift other than the one he wanted was probably the

kindest way to deliver the inevitable truth about Santa.

"Santa Claus doesn't read those letters," Buddy continued

bleakly as the bus ground its way uptown. "He probably doesn't

even get them. Anyway, what about the chimney?"

"The chimney?"

"Mother -- hello? We don't have a chimney?"

"Oh. Well, the kids in New York City get their presents through

the apartment door."

Buddy thought about this for a minute, then he sighed. "We

had a chimney in Carsonville."

On the other side of town, twenty blocks north, Carmen Rosen

was depressed. Months earlier, she'd gotten the obligatory ticket to
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Club Med for the holidays. She'd already sent out tasteful cards,

bought the envelopes decorated with holly for the usual round of

tips, arranged for the plant-sitter, and even bought a new bathing

suit for the trip. She was doing what she always did, as a single,

admittedly dumpy, forty-something woman facing the holidays alone

in New York. She was getting the hell out of Dodge.

Carmen liked Club Med. She liked the detachment of the place,

and that it was filled with other New Yorkers trying to get away from

their empty apartments. There was always someone to play

mediocre tennis with, or sing karioke with, or go shopping with. And

if she wanted to be alone, she could just lie on the beach and

pretend she was asleep. 

Still, there was that empty feeling, that seasonal reminder that

she had somehow failed, in spite of her fifty-hour weeks at DeLouis

Robbin, her dedicated service as class secretary of her college, and

her annual checks to a variety of charities. Carmen hadn't failed at

all, of course. Still, there was a perennial sadness that overcame her

each December, a sense of loss so profound she did her best not to

think of it at all.

Which was probably why at this moment, instead of spreading

holiday cheer at the annual DeLouis Robbin Broadway Show and

Christmas Luncheon, she was sitting in a Starbuck's, reading the

paper. Her Americano was bitter and oddly healing; she savored

each sip as she leafed through the Times. She had a right to be

depressed, she thought. Who did she have, anyway?  A sister who

lived in a commune in New Hampshire and had scarcely spoken with

Carmen since their mother's death three years ago. And Aunt Millie,
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who was so overcome with Alzheimer's that she was no longer

allowed any visitors. Friends from work didn't count, nor did Louis,

the doorman, even though he came up for dinner after his shift

whenever she made roast chicken.

Get over it, she chided herself, you're a big girl -- almost fifty,

which was an entirely different problem altogether. Carmen drained

her Americano and opened the paper in front of her with a snap.

She would get through this holiday as she always did, with sheer grit

and determination.

Buddy could not sleep. Instead, he lay awake and stared at the

moose-shaped stain on the ceiling over the pull-out couch. "What's

the matter?" his mother finally asked, rolling towards him.

"Nothing," he said.

"Thinking about Dad?" she asked.

"No," he answered.  He was never thinking about Dad, she

noticed. At least not so he would say.

"I'm thinking about reindeer," Buddy told her. "You know,

there's no way they can fly, Mom. They're reindeer, right? So they

have hooves -- not wings."

Ariel hesitated, wondering if even this fragile untruth should

be revealed. "Well, no, I guess they don't fly, Bud," she finally

murmured.

Buddy turned to his mother. "I believe in Santa, Mom, but

definitely not those reindeer. I think the sled's got jet propulsion or

something."
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"Maybe," said his mother, as the boy curled up once again and

attempted sleep.

She was not a giver, Carmen thought to herself, as she stalked

along West 55st Street. Furthermore, wearing her mink one step

west of Eighth Avenue was probably a major mistake. It was so

block-by-block over here -- one wrong move and she could walk

right past a crack den. So why was she doing this anyway? She

should be going home to watch Jeopardy right now. Instead, she was

heading for an obscure post office on the edge of midtown, the torn

article from the Times clutched in her leather-gloved hand. "Post

Office Sponsors Secret Santas All Over City," read the headline. 

She thought of her gold drapes, and the yellow and green

brocade she'd recently recovered the sofa with. She thought of how

nice it felt to walk around the refinished hardwood floors in her

stocking feet. She thought about the view from her window

overlooking the East River; the twinkling lights of Queens, and the

huge neon sign for the Silver Cup Studios. But she wasn't going

home, she thought with a pang of annoyance. Instead she was being

a do-gooder; she was attempting to fill the void.

The post office was only moderately crowded. Carmen looked

around uneasily for some sort of display about the letters to Santa,

but there was none. Only row after row of anonymous mailboxes,

and a bank of  service windows covered with bulletproof glass. A

tattered sign over one announced that it was for "Metered Mail

Only". She took her place in line.
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When Carmen reached the window, she produced the article

and asked where she could find the letters to Santa from low-

income children. The clerk snapped her gum, and peered over her

half-glasses at the article. "Don't know nothin' about this," she

declared, then she went off to consult with the boss. Minutes ticked

by and Carmen waited impatiently. She was going to get a lamb chop

for dinner, and the butcher would be closed if these people didn't

move it. Her mind darted to the bottle of mint sauce sitting in the

door of her refrigerator. This really was ridiculous, she decided. She

should leave right now. Even if she did get a letter and buy some

child a gift, how was she going to deliver it? What if the kid lived in

East Harlem, or Bedford Stuyvesant? What was she going to do then -

- take the subway? Waltz right into the housing project in her mink?

This entire idea was ill-conceived. The clerk reappeared at the

window. "Go round back to the Bulk Mail bay, ma'am. They're

waiting for you."

Carmen  went outside and picked her way through the

darkened loading area. Carefully, she climbed the rickety metal

steps to a grimy swinging door. A tall man led her to a huge, dirty

canvas hamper in a corner, filled almost to the top with hundreds of

letters, every one of them addressed to Santa Claus. For a moment

she just stood there and looked, and as she did, tears unexpectedly

sprang into her eyes. Here were bushels of need, page after page

carefully written out in the greatest hope and expectation. They

were letters as impermanent as her own life, here today but soon

enough easily forgotten.
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She peered into the pile, looking for the right one to take. A

glint of light reflected off of one letter covered inexplicably with

clear packing tape. Carmen picked it up. It was addressed to "Mr. S.

Clause," and the sender lived right here in the neighborhood. Well,

alright, Carmen thought wearily, stuffing the letter into her pocket.

At least she wouldn't have to go to East Harlem.

She did not open the letter until later that night. The butcher

had been closed, as predicted, and she had had to walk several extra

blocks to buy a grocery store lamb chop packed in a Styrofoam tray.

By the time she got home, the wind had made her nose run and her

cheeks red. Furthermore, Louis was out sick, and the other

doorman, the less than swift one, hadn't been able to find her

bundle for the dry cleaners. It wasn't until Carmen sat on the couch

for a full half-hour watching the news (she'd missed Jeopardy, too)

that she even remembered the letter in her pocket.

She finally got it open with a kitchen knife. "Dear Santa," it

began, "I've been as good as can be expected. If you are real, please

bring me a bugle. I'd also like my old life back. Thank you, Buddy

Nesbitt, 547 W. 53d Street, Apartment 3C, New York, NY 10036."

Carmen closed the letter and put it on her lap. A bugle. It had to be

a bugle.

 She picked up the letter again and studied it more closely. The

letters were neatly written in hard, deliberate pencil marks, and

there was a small, grape-colored smudge down in the corner,

possibly from a wet piece of candy. Carmen wondered what sort of

old life this child was referring to, and what his life was like now.

She thought about buying him his bugle and she got a curiously
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restful feeling, as if she'd eaten a particularly satisfying meal. This

was good, she decided. All she had to do was buy the bugle and

deliver it, before leaving town on Thursday.

"Manny's on West 45th hasn't carried bugles since the fifties." Doris,

Carmen's secretary, leaned wearily against the doorjamb. "TG Brass,

no. Same for Sam's Music, Tiny Music Town, Pro Keys,  MusicWorld

in the Village, and The Music Man. Which leaves FAO Schwartz,

which only has a plastic miniature bugle that plays 'When the Saints

Go Marching In.'" Doris consulted her watch. "Anyway, in four

minutes, I'm out of here."

It had been a hellish day. Not one but two couples had court

appearances, and one of them began arguing so violently, the clerk

had to physically separate them and the judge ordered them out of

the courtroom. There was nothing like the holidays to stir up the

demons of matrimonial law.

"Leave me the phone book" Carmen muttered. Doris thunked

the book on her desk and walked out. Nowhere else was it truer that

if you wanted something done, you had to do it yourself. Carmen

flipped open the voluminous Yellow Pages to Brass Products and

began digging past listings for Chrome and Brass Railings, Brass

Beds, Brass Lamp Parts, Retinning and Copper Repair. She stopped

when she reached Richard Kuzmuk Enterprises.

Richard Kuzmuk. Carmen suspected he'd still be around.

Where else could you make a living in chafing dishes? She dialed the

number and was surprised by the sudden quiver of fear in her belly.
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"Richard, please," she said to the voice on the other end,

summoning up her full lawyerly authority.

"This is Richard," he answered.

"It's Carmen," she said, as if they'd only spoken last week.

"Carmen Rosen?" he asked, incredulously. "From

Bensonhurst?"

"Yep. How are things?"

"Carmen Rosen ... " he said thoughtfully. "How the hell are

you?"

"I'm fine," she said lightly. "Actually, I'm looking for a bugle."

"Wait a minute -- you don't just call up the guy you were going

to marry a million years ago, and demand a bugle."

"Well, like you said, that was a million years ago."

"And?"

"And what? You're still here. I'm still here. Life goes on,

Richard."

He chuckled, and she felt a slow heat spread through her

body. No matter what Richard Kuzmuk looked like, his voice was

utterly unchanged, and that was always one of the things Carmen

had liked best about him.

"So? Are you married?" he asked.

"No. Do you still play the bugle?"

"Quit that years ago, but I make them now. So you're in luck."

"Excellent," she said.

"Who's it for?" he asked. "You have kids?"

"No kids," she said tightly. "It's just me." There was a pause.

She knew she should ask, but she couldn't.
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"I've got five," he volunteered proudly. "Three boys, two girls.

Every one of them college graduates, except the little guy and he's

out next year. Two of the kids are in the business with me."

"Wonderful," she said a little wanly. What else could she say?

Four kids meant married, probably to some dedicated, stand-by-

your-side kind of wife who'd never even think of having a career of

her own.

Now Richard's voice deflated slightly. "I lost Marnie two years

ago," he added. "Breast cancer."

"Oh," she said, she hoped not too abruptly. "I mean, that's

terrible, Richard. Really."

Carmen picked up her pen and began clicking it quickly now,

back and forth, back and forth. "I'm sorry," she said again, noticing

how hollow the words sounded.

His voice returned after a moment. "Anyway, like you said, life

goes on."

"Yes," she agreed.

There was a pause. "So ... a bugle?"

"It's not for me," she said, suddenly embarrassed. "It's for ...

well--" Carmen paused awkwardly. "A kid who wrote a letter to

Santa that I intercepted. He's a low-income kid, and he said he

wanted a real bugle, so I thought of you, of course."

"Of course," Richard agreed. "Come on out here, Carmen. I'll

give you the pick of the lot."

Suddenly the prospect of actually seeing Richard again filled

her with an odd combination of dread and pleasure. She glanced at

her dim reflection in the glass of the framed print across from her
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desk. A frumpy, rounded woman looked back at her, eyeglasses

glinting, hair a dark, indistinct mass. "You couldn't just send me

one?" she asked vaguely.

Richard was silent on the other end. "I could --" he said after a

moment, and she knew right away he was hurt.

"I'm just so busy here right now," she said quickly.

"Of course--

"And I'm leaving town in a few days, and divorces go wild over

the holidays, you have no idea. I'm a divorce lawyer, did I tell you

that?"

 "No. Impressive."

There was another awkward pause. "Maybe you could bring

one in?" she finally asked.

Ariel put the steaming plate of spaghetti and meatballs in front of

Buddy, and dropped into the other chair at the table. "Bon appetit,"

she said.

Buddy didn't answer as he picked up his fork and began

poking idly at his pasta. She watched her son for a moment.

"What's up, Bud?" Her child didn't answer. "Spaghetti and

meatballs are your favorite. You're not eating."

"I'm eating," he protested.

"Eating usually means food is placed in the mouth, and

chewing commences."

Buddy took a reluctant bite. "Oh, come on, honey," Ariel cried.

"This is the third night in a row. You've got to eat something."
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Buddy stood up and walked over to the couch. "New York

sucks," he said dejectedly.

Ariel turned to him now. "Is it the kids at school -- are they

saying something?"

"Mother, they don't even know I exist. I'm just the stupid new

kid."

Ariel sat back and reapproached her dinner. She'd heard all of

this before. "Well, I'm sorry, Buddy, as I've said repeatedly."

"Why doesn't Dad call me? Why do I always have to call him?

And why can't we live in a normal place with normal kids? Why do

we have to live in some stupid major city where you can't even play

outside?"

"Oh, please!" Ariel put her fork down in disgust. "We've been

over this -- what -- fifty times? A hundred times? We're not staying

forever, Buddy. Just long enough for me to figure out where we

really should live, and what I really should do, and how  all of this is

really supposed to work. New York is temporary, okay?"

"And in the meanwhile, Dad just gets hung out to dry."

"Well, go frigging live with him, Buddy. If life's so tough, go

live with your completely non-communicative father."

Buddy just glared at her now; the silent stare of the furious

child. "You're a liar anyway," he finally said.

Suddenly, she was on her feet, whirling towards him in a

trembling blaze of anger. "Don't you call me a liar -- I never, ever lie

to you." She found herself shaking a finger directly in his face, just

as her own mother had done so many years before.



-14 Truth About Christmas

Buddy sat expressionless before her. "Yes, you do," he said

calmly. "You lie to me about Santa Claus."

"Oh, Buddy!" she cried. This couldn't be how this conversation

would finally happen. Everything about it was patently wrong.

"All that stuff about watching me, to see if I'm good? It's bull,"

observed Buddy. "Santa can't see me. He doesn't know what I'm

doing all the time. That's why everyone gets toys, even really mean

jerks like Riley Campbell."

Ariel watched dumbfounded as Buddy walked back to the table

and sat down to his spaghetti. "Anyway, you also lied about all those

guys you said were Santa's helpers," he continued. "All those Santas

who don't look anything alike? They're not helpers, Mother. They're

clones. And sometimes the cloning doesn't work, so they look a

little weird. That's why no one's cloning anything but sheep ... and

Santas. I mean, they have to clone him. How else can he get the job

done?"

Ariel slumped slightly in her seat, safe -- at least for another

night. "Sometimes, adults just don't get the story right," she noted

weakly.

Toys 'R' Us knew nothing about toys involving bungees, nor did a

highbrow shop near Ariel's temp job in the East 60's. Neither did

FAO Schwartz, KB Toys, KidsVille, Classic Toys, Hearthsong, or even

Amazon.com. The closest thing she came across was a step-by-step

video for bungee jumpers that she quickly discarded. She cursed her

indecision in the post office, and even contemplated going back
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there and trying to find the letter. Ariel lamented her situation at

lunch to Mona, a fellow temp.

"There's only one thing you can do," Mona announced.

"Buy him something else and let him learn the truth?" Ariel

asked hopefully.

Her friend got a little frown of annoyance. "Figure out the

word -- it's not 'bungee', obviously. It's 'budget' or 'buffalo' or

'butter' ... does he like butter cookies?"

Ariel sat back and sighed. The din in the corporate cafeteria

was giving her a headache.

"Maybe it's a b-o word, like 'bowling'," Mona rattled on.

"Maybe he wants a miniature bowling set. On the other hand, it

could be b-a, like 'batting cage', or 'bat'. A Beanie Baby bat! That has

to be it!"

That was not it, Ariel knew. She had blown it big time by not

reading the letter. She knew exactly what she had to do.

On the way home from work, Ariel stopped by the Post Office.

A disinterested clerk was sorting sheets of stamps when she got to

the window. "I need to see the letters to Santa," she began. "I need

to get my son's letter back."

The clerk did not look up. "We only distribute mail through

postal addresses, ma'am."

"Well, this isn't a real letter," she began. "It's to Santa. My kid

wrote it. I need it back."

The clerk looked at her with a combination of scorn and

amazement. "You want your child's letter back ?"
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"Well, I forgot to read it ... you see," she began. The postal

clerk sighed and folded his arms.

"Madam, we have more than seven hundred letters addressed

to Santa back here. You could dig through that bin all night and

never find it. Anyway, how do you know someone didn't take it?"

"People take them?" The thought hadn't even occurred to her.

"A few," he admitted. "The Secret Santa Program."

"Oh," she said. "Well, couldn't I at least look?"

The clerk shook his head in amazement at the stupidity of his

fellow humans. "Be my guest," he said sourly. "Go around to the

door at the back, beyond the loading bays."

A moment later, Ariel was digging through a half-full hamper

of letters to Santa, desperately trying to find the letter wrapped in

clear packing tape, addressed to Mr. S. Clause. Her fingers raked

through the sea of envelopes, every one of them a personal

impediment to restoring her son's happiness. She dug and dug, as

the metal rim of the hamper dug a little more deeply into her

stomach. Her fingers slipped and slid along the envelopes, catching

a corner her and there as they went, and each envelope looked

much the same as every other. Not one of them had the smooth,

glinting shininess of packing tape. And not one of them was dressed

to "Mr. S. Clause."

Ariel stopped then, aware that her task was fruitless. Standing

up, she rubbed her midsection and hauled her purse back up on her

shoulder. There would be no reading the letter.
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Carmen stood on the East River promenade and cursed her

decision not to meet Richard at her apartment. Somehow, the image

of him sitting on her couch had just seemed entirely too intimate.

She thought they needed an impartial meeting ground, preferably

with lots of fresh air and roomy benches. Perhaps they'd even take a

walk as they slowly got reacquainted. Instead, they were now

meeting in the freezing drizzle of a darkened, deserted park. From

under her huge umbrella, Carmen assessed the one lone figure that

approached.

She honestly couldn't tell it if was a man or a woman, but it

was moving slowly -- too slowly. What if Richard had developed

middle-aged arthritis or even gout? What if he'd put on a spare fifty

pounds? Was he a widower who'd eaten his way out of grief? On the

other hand, Carmen knew she was no prize in that department. She

hadn't had time to change after work, so she was wearing one of her

boring court suits, and her hair was doing it's traditional wet

weather frizz. Still, she reasoned, maybe he couldn't tell under her

rainhat.

The slow-moving figure approached and passed, an old

woman, possibly homeless. Carmen was now completely alone, as a

wind began whipping off the river, pulling at the umbrella in her

hands. Her cell phone remained silent, even though she'd given him

her number. She glanced at her watch. He was seventeen minutes

late.

Finally, a nimble figure came running along the esplanade,

raincoat flapping, a large box under one arm. That had to be him,
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she thought. Same height, same lope, but minus the feared fifty

pounds. Great, she thought to herself. As usual, I'm the dumpy one.

Richard's face came into view, peering out from under a wet

Hamburg hat, and he broke into a grin as soon as he saw her. "Hey!"

he cried. "Nice night for a walk!"

"If you like rain," she countered.

Without a moment's hesitation, he swept past her umbrella

and gathered her up in a hug, and once again, there she was, looking

up at Richard's face from that wonderful, cockeyed angle. They

studied each other for the tiniest second, then he let her go and they

began to walk, quickly, to nowhere in particular.

"Got the bugle," he said.

"Terrific," she said.

"Where do you want to go?" he asked.

"I ... don't know," she faltered. The rain had completely

undone her plans for a meandering walk with plenty of

conversation, and time to fully assess each other in a no-risk sort of

way.

"Well, I know," he countered. "I'm taking you to dinner. How

about the Four Seasons?"

Carmen's alarm system began blowing loud and clear. They

couldn't go to an expensive place like the Four Seasons -- what if

they didn't have anything to talk about? Or worse, what if he wanted

to discuss what had happened, all those years before?

 "Richard, no," she protested. "Let's just find something simple

-- on Third Avenue."
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But Richard was already hailing a passing cab, and opening the

door for her. "Your carriage awaits, madam," he said with a flourish.

Carmen climbed in, fearing the worst.

Ariel bought Buddy a magnetic chess set, a new toothbrush,

some socks, and a small box of chocolates. And as she stood in line,

waiting to check out, she felt the tentacles of a decision begin to

take hold. She would tell him. After she had gotten home, discreetly

hidden his gift, and cooked dinner, she would just come right out

and tell him. And maybe, if he took it too hard, they'd go to Ben &

Jerry's for dessert. After all, this was it. The last day before

Christmas. If she didn't tell him now, she couldn't tell him at all --

and wouldn't it be better to prepare him for disappointment?

Buddy was watching t.v. when she walked in the door. 

"Mommy's home," she announced, as she stashed her bag of

gifts in one of the kitchen cabinets.

"Hi, Mom," she heard her son say. Then the television snapped

off. "What's for dinner?" he asked, wandering over to her corner.

"Pasta," she said, pulling the pot from the drying rack.

"We have pasta every night."

"Because it's cheap, Buddy."

He went to the window and looked out over Ninth Avenue.

"Can't we do something different?"

She began filling the pot with water. "Like what?"

"Like ... I don't know. Do some New York kind of thing."
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Ariel turned off the sink, and looked at her son. This was the

first indication he'd given that New York did anything more than

suck.

"Well," she said thoughtfully, "we could go see the tree."

"What tree?" Buddy asked.

Ariel felt a stab of chagrin. Buddy didn't even know about the

Christmas tree at Rockefeller Center, a scant five blocks away. "Put

your coat on, son," she told him. "We're going out."

Fewer than five minutes later, they walked up West Fiftieth

past Radio City, towards the white pool of light and moving bodies

that loomed ahead. "That's it?" Buddy asked, dancing ahead of her.

His small body darted and twisted its way up the street in

anticipation. He turned around and skipped backwards. "Come on,

Mom!"

She hurried with him towards a crowd that seemed subdued,

almost reverent, from a distance. Then they turned the corner and

there it was, the tallest Christmas tree in the world -- a hundred or

two hundred or even three hundred feet high, glowing with colored

lights, every branch the size and shape of the fantasy Christmas

trees they'd been reading about forever in books. And yet, it was

real, perfectly and absolutely real. It was so real you could smell it.

"Wow," Buddy whispered, and he took his mother's hand.

This was the moment she'd been needing, she thought, as she

looked at the pure wonder washing across her son's face. She

needed to know there was still magic in the world, and that all could
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still be made right, even in the cramped, constricted world of a

person who'd made big mistakes.

They said nothing as they stood there, hands joined; they

simply savored what they saw, branch by branch. "Do you want to

sit down?" Ariel asked after a moment, and they found a nearby

bench that was empty. Buddy did not notice the skaters, circling and

spinning in the rink below, or the sellers of honey roasted nuts, or

even the boisterous outbursts from some frat boys on vacation

nearby. Instead, he just studied the tree, slowly and methodically

absorbing every inch of it.

Finally, he turned to his mother. "Want to know what I asked

Santa to bring me?" he asked.

Ariel nodded.

"A bugle," he said. "But don't worry, Mom. I know I won't get

it."

The words escaped her lips before she could stop herself.

"How do you know, Buddy? Maybe you will."

"No," he said, and a bittersweet smile appeared on his face.

"There is no Santa. I know it's only you."

Inexplicably, Ariel began to cry. Tears sprang into her eyes and

rolled down her cheeks, and she found herself crying and then

laughing all at once. Pulling a tattered Kleenex from her pocket, she

furiously wiped at her face. "I'm sorry, I'm sorry," she kept

repeating.

Buddy put his arm around his mother. "It's okay, Mom," he

said. "I've actually known for a pretty long time."

She blew her nose and looked at him. "How'd you find out?"
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"Kids at school."

They were silent for a moment. The loudspeakers from the

skating rink sent up a tinny rendition of 'O Holy Night', while across

the street a singer competed with Lennon's "And So This is

Christmas."

"Why do you want a trumpet?" Ariel asked. "Do you want to

play one?"

 "I just want one," Buddy said, then he turned to her. "Do you

remember that book you used to read to me, about the bear family

and how they had the best Christmas ever?"

"Mm-hmm."

"And do you remember how the little bear got a trumpet?"

Ariel smiled. "You always liked that trumpet."

"That's why," he said.

Ariel's hand closed around her son's. Once again, she felt

whole.

Dinner at The Four Seasons was progressing in a lavender haze of

wine, candlelight, and Richard's smoky smile. It got to the point

where Carmen had to excuse herself and go fan herself with a paper

towel in the ladies room, in an attempt to regain equilibrium. She

could have guessed it would go like this. She knew Richard would be

charming, witty, and even mildly flirtatious; she just didn't know

he'd be quite so ... attractive.

When she returned to the table, he looked concerned.

"Are you okay?" he asked, his big hand closing around hers.
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"Just a little tired," she said. "My trip tomorrow. It takes weeks

to gear up for these things."

"Club Med," he murmured, wonderingly. "I've never done

anything like that before."

"It's not really a married person's kind of vacation."

"I'm not a married anymore," he commented.

There was a pause. "You spend a lot of time on the beach," she

volunteered. "Or I do, at least."

Richard listened, his face rosy with appreciation.

"And I read, and sit, watch the surf, play a little bad tennis."

"Sounds incredible," he said.

"Why don't you come?" A tremor of mild shock tore down

Carmen's spine. What in God's name was she saying?  Instantly, she

wished that she were a million miles away, doing something

infinitely safer. What was wrong with her?

Richard smiled straight into her eyes. "Can't," he said, shaking

his head with genuine regret. "I've got the kids and the grandkids

and all that. Christmas dinner, New Year's, the whole schlemiel ...

they're expecting it. You know."

Carmen swallowed. Now she felt like crying. How could she be

so impulsive? So desperate? How could she be so stupid?

"Anyway -- I'm sure you'll have a great time," she said lightly.

"With all of them."

"Oh, yeah," Richard agreed. A waiter appeared to take their

dessert order. "Want dessert?" he asked.
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She shook her head. Now it was time for the evening to end.

Safe and sound, without any dramatic conclusions. And minus any

more flat-footed mistakes.

The waiter left them, and Richard's eyes wandered around the

room. He cleared his throat. "You know, Carmen," he began. Here it

comes, she thought. "I never really have understood what happened

to us, exactly."

Carmen picked up her dessert spoon, and moved it in idle

circles on the tablecloth, as if stirring a ghost cup of decaf. She

sighed, and then she looked at him. "Well, I didn't think you'd marry

me," she said.

"I was planning to!" he protested. "You knew that."

She shook her head definitively. "No, you wouldn't have."

"I had the ring!" he argued.

Carmen lowered here eyes to the tablecloth and the spoon

began to move faster now, carving smaller and smaller circles. Her

voice was almost inaudible. "Not if you knew," she said.

"Knew what?"

Carmen hesitated; then she said the hitherto unspeakable. "I

was pregnant."

There was a gasp on the other side of the table, as if all the air

in Richard's body suddenly escaped in a single, sharp exhale. "God,"

he said. "And that was the reason?

Her eyes met his, ever so tentatively, and she nodded.

"That's why you left, why you never even had the decency, or

guts, or anything to tell me? Jesus, Carmen!"
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How she wished she were anywhere else on earth at this exact

moment. Yet, at the same time, how necessary she knew this

moment was. Now, in the clear, hard light of confession, there was

nothing left to cling to; not even a single, tiny lie to be had.

"I was scared," she said. "And young. And stupid."

Richard looked crestfallen. "The baby?" he whispered.

"Adopted. My mother made me go up to New Hampshire to

have her." Redundantly, she added, "It was a girl."

The waiter appeared now with their check, and Richard used

this moment to divert all of his attention to paying the bill.

"Please," she said, reaching for her bag and extracting her

wallet.

Richard waved her efforts off, and produced a credit card

which was quickly whisked away. Then there they sat, with nothing

between them for a moment, not even the comfort of an old

mystery.

"I was never quite the same after you left," he said.

"Neither was I."

Richard's voice became little more than a croak. "What was

she like?" he asked.

Carmen smiled a little at the memory. "She had your chin.

Brown hair. Black eyes. I scarcely saw her, but I never forgot her."

Both of them sat there dully for a moment longer, their eyes

finding common ground in the center of the tablecloth. "I can't

believe it," he muttered.

"I'm sorry," she said, knowing how useless her words were.

Richard sat back and looked at her. "So now what?"
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Carmen shrugged. "Life goes on. I'd understand if you never

want anything to do with me again. I mean, I am sorry. I'm beyond

sorry. It's --" She stopped, unsure what to say next.

Richard crossed his arms and shook his head. "It's not like

that, Carmen. I still would have married you, you know. In fact, I still

might."

She looked at him, incredulously. "But why? How could you,

after what I have done?"

"God tells us to forgive," he said simply. "So I forgive you."

There was a sudden, hard lump in Carmen's throat. This was

not what was supposed to happen at all. He was supposed to leave,

angry and withdrawn; at the very least he was supposed to punish

her. Instead, there he sat, looking at her with all the love in the

world. As if he could read her mind, Richard took her hands in his,

and they felt warm and predictable. "I mean that," he said.

Normally, Carmen had a strict no-crying-in-public policy, but

now that, too, went out the window as first one tear, then another,

slid down her cheeks. This was too big and life was too fine and she

was too fortunate not to just give into a good cry.

Richard reached across the table to wipe away her tears. 

"Now," he said gently, "isn't it time to go deliver the trumpet?"

Ariel stood in the dark, fumbling for the keyhole beneath a burned

out streetlight as Buddy sagged against her legs. "Just a minute

longer, Bud," she said. It was close to eleven, hours past his bedtime.
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They hadn't gone home after visiting the tree. Instead, they

had walked the streets, eating honey-roasted peanuts and drinking

up the heady cocktail of mid-town Manhattan at Christmas.

"Here, climb on," she said, stooping down to carry her son

piggyback up the stairs. They dragged up the three flights slowly;

Buddy had gotten much heavier in the last year. Finally, they

stopped near the top. "Get down," she said, "I can't carry you any

further."

Buddy slid from her back and wearily climbed ahead of her up

the stairs. When he got near their door, he stopped. "What's that?"

he asked.

"What's what?"

"That."

They both stood at the top of the stairs, looking, almost

helplessly. In front of the apartment door sat an elaborately

wrapped box, blue paper with a gold bow. "For Buddy, From Santa,"

read a white tag taped to the front. Buddy looked at his mother.

"What is it?" he asked.

"I have no idea."

"Mom--" he protested. "Come on, what is it?"

"I don't know. I swear I don't," she told him.

Buddy picked up the gift and gave it a soft shake. Something

heavy slid slightly inside. In one fast move, he ripped the ribbon and

half the paper from the box, so the cardboard box was visible and

on it, a picture of a trumpet, etched in red and blue. "A trumpet?"

he asked, then he ripped a little more of the paper off. "It's a
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trumpet!" he cried. Then he was all fingers, tearing at the box, trying

to liberate the precious weight inside.

A gleaming brass trumpet slid out into his hands, and Buddy

looked at his mother. "Where'd you get it?"

"I didn't! I have no idea where it came from."

Ariel crouched down beside her kneeling son, and both of

them just stared in wonder at the instrument that had somehow

materialized at their door. Carefully, Buddy put the trumpet to his

lips, and giving it the slightest air, made a single, modest toot. Then

he lowered the instrument and sat there, looking at it.

"Are you sure you didn't get it?" he asked his mother, and she

nodded.

"I'm sure."

"Dad?" he asked.

"Did you tell him you wanted one?"

Buddy shook his head. Then all at once, both of them knew

who had brought the trumpet. Somewhere in midtown Manhattan, at

this very hour, there was a Santa after all.

©2001 Suzanne Falter-Barns

To read more of Suzanne's stories and books, go to www.suzannefalter.com

@2015 Suzanne Falter


