PART TWO

D
The Holy Season
of Magic

Chapter Seven

Resurrecting the Tree
“One step at a time, Chris,” Janey said as they struggled up the basement
stairs with the artificial Christmas tree. “Don’t go too fast! This isn’t a
football game.”
“Don’t ever say that word to me again—ever,” Chris said. “It’s on the
list!”
“What word?”
“You know which one.”
“What list?”
“Don’t give me that.”
Janey was a few steps from the foyer. She guided the top of the tree
while, farther down the stairs, Chris gripped the metal stand, still attached
to the wooden pole that served as the trunk. Even though the tree was
wrapped in a sheet to keep its artificial branches from straightening out, it
barely fit in the stairwell. Bringing the tree from the basement was always a
difficult task. Nearly all the weight was on Chris’ end. Being the big, strong
ex-football player, he shouldn’t have needed his little sister’s help. But since
he tried to carry as much of the load as possible, sparing Janey any agony,
Chris puffed and sweated with every awkward step, as if he were back on the
practice field. Even worse, he could still feel the pain in his thigh from
Dahlberg’s sledgehammer blows, and his quaking leg felt as if it were about
to buckle.
At least that nightmare was over. Since he was cut, Chris hadn’t seen
any curling horns or rotting flesh, and no more clomping horses. Very
weird. The shadows were benign, the clock radio unthinking. Even the
blinking-flashing thing had disappeared, which disappointed him, in a
way. It had been comforting, consistent, always there. It was as if the dark
power—now with a small “d” and “p”—had retreated all the way back to
Pandæmonium, the White Rose had completely closed, and the book—small
“b”—was storing its energy, waiting patiently for the holy season of magic—
small “h”, “s”, and “m”—and giving him the rest he would desperately need
before everything exploded out of control.
Like last year.
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Or not.
Maybe the book’s controlling power was gone for good. He had to
seriously consider that part. The evidence was overwhelming, and he
couldn’t deny the facts, which was why the book had returned to being just
his diary, its original intent. Not banished to the top shelf of his closet or
sealed in plastic wrap, to keep it from oozing, as he once considered. That
would mean it was still a threat. More like retired, useless, like the legacy
and the legends and the religion. Chris was proud that his scientific ways
seemed to have won the battle. The book and its power had been creeping
back into his life, threatening to control him. But in the end, truth
overwhelmed the lies, as it always should. (How ironic I have the horde to
thank for that. And Victor. I HATE irony!) And with every passing uneventful
day, truth became the new power. It felt good to breathe so normally for so
long. So now, the day of reckoning was almost upon them—the first Sunday
after Thanksgiving, on God’s day (Janey’s insistence, to coincide with
Advent, which he let slide), the official beginning of their holiday season,
and the final test. He had no intention of interfering with the healing
process. Still, tomorrow—at midnight—couldn’t come fast enough. He
couldn’t wait to hear the tolling, so he could at last drive a final “truth” stake
into the heart of the book, and kill the power completely.
During this odd but welcomed respite, the horde ignored him at school,
which was just fine with Chris. He concentrated on his studies, which
needed concentrating. His school record stood, but was hidden somewhere
in their books. The stopwatch and the notecard had been quietly removed
after hours. And he went about his academic days like the unknown that he
once was—with the badge of “loser” pinned to his chest, silently scorned for
having the talent but no will, and branded again across the forehead as a
failure. Janey was disappointed in him, though she never said it. But he
could tell by her long stretches of glum silence, like Sandra used to show
when she realized that her escape plans would never be fulfilled. Chris felt it
whenever he was around Janey, despite her faint smiles and his efforts to
pack the guilt tightly with all the other failures in his life. And then there
was his promise of their escape, still unstructured with no safe conclusion,
but always on his mind, with Victor lurking. Janey never talked about
it. Neither did he. Victor hadn’t gone through with his threat to ship Chris
off to some military school. That required even more money, and work. And
there had been no violent eruption, no angry beating. This football failure
was expected, preordained, in the cards, as always, so no real surprise there,
after all, not even to his father. But Victor had nonetheless tightened his
grip on Chris—early to bed, and lights out—and the house became even more
of a prison. At least Chris reacquainted himself with some of his favorite
fantasy novels, read in appropriate candlelight. Their strange worlds had
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never been so comforting. But on the down side, the telescope became off
limits, and Victor had unknowingly cut the one weak link Chris had with the
ever-elusive Katie. Their breakup anniversary was coming, too. No telling
how he’d react to that.
Suddenly, the tree refused to move. Chris nearly lost his
footing. “Janey?” He had reason for concern. She hadn’t been whistling
much these past few weeks. And Thanksgiving had been a total bust,
again. But today, given what it represented in their lives, Janey seemed to
have much more energy. At least her take-charge attitude had
returned. There was no way she was going to skip out on this highly sacred
and much anticipated ritual. Not only was it the beginning of The Holy
Season of Magic, it was the start of Janey’s birthday month. Since she was
born on Christmas, holiday gifts often doubled as birthday gifts. Feeling
“gypped,” she quickly remedied the problem, allowing the flow of presents
and special favors for an unreasonably-extended time.
“I’m fine, thank you,” Janey said at last.
“So what’s going on in that girl-brain of yours? Why are we stopping?”
“You sound like you’re having a heart attack.”
“Well, it is a little heavy.”
“Do you want to stop and rest?”
It came out of nowhere: In the suffocating tunnel that leads to
Pandæmonium? Chris heard a distant boom echoing up behind him. He
turned and looked down the darkened staircase.
Nothing.
Out of habit, Chris closed his eyes briefly to reset everything on a black
canvas. “Just keep going,” he said finally. “Get us into the foyer. ” Chris
pushed the tree up the remaining steps and through the doorway. In the
foyer’s level openness, he caught his breath. All was calm, now. The tree
felt much lighter and easier to handle.
With both hands clutching the sheet, Janey grunted as she walked
backward, guiding the top of the tree down the one step into the living
room. The grandfather clock struck five. The evening light was growing
dim.
Chris followed her lead across the hardwood floor. “Now let’s stop and
rest,” Chris said. “You’re the one who looks like she’s having a heart attack.”
“That’s not necessary,” she said. “Keep moving, please.”
Raising the tree the weekend after Thanksgiving became an act of
defiance their first holiday season without Sandra. The sooner the tree came
out, the better, Chris had decided after that turkey-less day. Victor hadn’t
helped with the decorating. He never did, not even when Sandra was alive,
which, as it turned out, was to their distinct advantage, and his great
financial loss. Infusing the holiday spirit into their home had been Sandra’s
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great passion. So last year, Victor, having left the house for a while, was
surprised upon his return to see the tree decorated without her presence or
his consent—and that there would nonetheless be light and joy once again in
his chambers of doom. Victor was so shocked, in fact, that he seemed afraid
and powerless to stop it. Chris duly noted Victor’s reaction, and he and
Janey incorporated that fact into the story, which they still kept a secret,
only to be retold when they needed power and revenge. So Christmas, which
Chris had angrily considered banishing with all his other old and tired
religious beliefs and icons, remained his favorite time of the year. It was a
time when the laws of physics were temporarily relaxed, allowing the magic
of his sister’s world to coexist, side by side, with the numbers and formulas
and scientific theories that now governed his. But in their house, even the
power of Christmas had its limits. Appropriately, on Epiphany, when the
Twelve Days were officially over, the magical world departed and order and
reality were restored as the tree was dismantled, wrapped in its shroud, and
buried in its basement tomb. Victor, of course, insisted on this.
Before his transformation was completed, Chris and Janey had been holy
compatriots. He was a fearless and mighty warrior, never defeated, always
respected. And she was an angel, having selflessly given up her human life—
if only temporary, until their task was complete—to acquire indestructible
heavenly powers. They could leave the protection of the Village, created by
the benevolent Sorceress artist, and plant the Sacred Trees all the way to the
entrance of the Terrible Shrieking Mountain’s Chamber of Darkness that
contained Pandæmonium. This brave act secured, using God’s pure light,
the Boiling Evil within—and guaranteed the safe arrival of the Child Savior
born on Christmas Day (Janey’s “B-Day”). (Because monsters should never be
allowed to harm a child, not ever.) But today, as they carried the artificial tree
into the living room, Chris (now the nonviolent man of reason) and Janey
(still the keeper of the sacred orb) became the two fearless allies, braving the
perils of the kingdom of darkness to plant their apparatus that, when
activated, would push all ignorance and lies away with the light of wisdom
and truth. The grand decree, written in his well-hidden book of everything,
stated implicitly that only the chosen could exist within the village for as
long as the great tree stood lit. Their story, as he now saw it, and rewrote it
in these tranquil times (unauthorized).
They stood the tree before the bay window. The room felt cold, with the
thermostat set at its permanent winter setting of sixty-five degrees. But
Janey—in her traditional worn jeans and pink sweater, her wide eyes
sparkling, and her smile gleaming—didn’t seem to mind. So neither did
he. Chris stepped back from the tree to see if it was centered. After
adjusting its position, he stood back once more. Then, satisfied, he began
removing the safety pins that held the musty old sheet in place. With the
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sheet gone, the tree stood like a shriveled relic, its artificial branches matted
and bent.
“Ish-ka-bibble,” Janey said. “It looks sad.”
“It looks dead,” Chris said. “Let’s bring this thing back to life before he
comes home.”
Chris and Janey worked together in silence, each familiar with their
tasks. Janey worked on the lower half of the tree while Chris worked the
upper half, straightening the branches and brushing the matted needles
open. After a while, the job was done, and they stepped back to admire the
refurbished tree. It stood tall, but remained dark and slumbering.
Chris crawled under the tree and plugged in the dangling end of the
string lights into the wall socket. Then he rushed to the wall switch by the
foyer entrance. “Ready?”
Janey nodded. She, too, believed in their story of the tree’s magic. So
she also knew the dire consequences to their perception of safety should the
tree remain unlit.
Chris flicked the switch. The tree’s clear bulbs lit up like a thousand tiny
stars and filled the room with the saving light.
“Yay!” Janey said as she clapped.
Chris was relieved. The magical glow, their safe haven, was back for
another season. But the tree’s full power was not yet restored. Other
magical elements were needed. “Okay,” he said to Janey, “let’s go get ’em.”
Janey rushed past him and back down the stairs.
“Hey, slow down.” Chris walked quickly to the basement doorway and
stopped briefly to gaze down the darkened stairway once more. Some years
earlier, before the dark power invaded, this view brought on a creeping fear
of dangerous things hiding in the dark, and eventually became the black
heart of the chambers of doom. Now he smirked defiantly at the childish
notion—forced himself to—then quickly followed Janey into the boxcluttered mess that was their storeroom (or, as she called it, the “icky
room”), no longer barricaded. Chris wanted to make sure that Janey didn’t
go snooping around, and find things she wasn’t supposed to see. Victor kept
his outmoded rep samples here and throughout the basement (the newer
stuff was jammed into the garage)—mostly sprockets, small generators, and
those dreaded roller chains—and he never seemed to find the time to discard
them. Illuminated by a solitary bulb with a pull cord, this room, Chris liked
to joke, was more like a snapshot of Victor’s brain, and offered great insight
into how it worked. The brittle boxes of ornaments—some marked Friedrich
(the great deniers), others marked Russo (the great liars)—were stacked near
the idle furnace. Janey was already standing beside them. “Doesn’t this
room give you the creeps?” he said.
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“No,” Janey said. She began to sort the boxes into separate, smaller
piles.
“It does to me. Always has. Never know what might be hiding in here.”
“Just spiders,” she said.
“Yeah, sure…’piders. Big, black hairy ones—you know, the kind that
sneak into your mouth at night when you’re snoring—”
“I don’t snore!”
“—and crunch when you step on them. You know how much you like
crunchy spiders. I think they might even have bones. And then there are the
ghosts—and the winged demons.”
She picked up a box. “There’re no ghosts down here—Victor.”
“Really? Well, now, there’s a change of heart. I thought you believed in
them.”
“I do. But this house just isn’t old enough.”
“Oh, is that the rule?”
“Uh-huh!” she said before smiling.
“Well, if I were you, I’d stay clear of this room. I know I do.”
“Something in here you don’t want me to see?”
Chris placed his hands on his hips. “There’s a lot of Victor’s junk in
here, Janey. I don’t want it falling on you. If that should happen and I’m not
around, you could be in big trouble.”
“Okay, fine,” she said, much too willingly. She held out the box. “Here,
you take these. And—”
“Yeah, yeah, I know,” Chris said, grabbing the box, “ ‘be careful.’ Good
thing you’re here.”
“Glad you admitted it.”
“Are you sure you can do this?”
Janey seized another ornament box. “I thought you wanted to finish
before he got home?” She pushed past him. “Will you please move those
cans?”
“Excuse me?” Chris glanced at Victor’s collection of half-empty paint
cans and thinner at the base of the wall near the furnace. “I’ll do it when we
clean up.”
“You said that last year.”
“I won’t forget.”
“You said that last year, too. Do it today, as a present for me.”
“Whatever.” Chris glanced around, looking for signs…then quickly
followed her up the stairs.
P
When all the boxes had been carefully retrieved, Chris spread them
around the tree according to heritage—Russo on the left and Friedrich on the
right (Friedrichs are always right, Janey says). Then he removed the box tops,
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revealing ornaments of different shapes and colors: stars, grapes, eggs,
pears, teardrops, pine cones, and smooth orbs. Russo ornaments, most of
which were red, were made of brittle glass. Some did not survive the
journey. Friedrich ornaments were mostly blue. But some were made of
thick glass with brass caps. And their silver linings made them reflective and
shiny. “Kugels,” Sandra had called them. They were all that remained from
a rare collection handed down through the generations on his mother’s
side. “From Austria,” she had said to them years ago when they first helped
her decorate the tree, “where St. Nicholas came from.” And the gilded
book. And on that fateful day, she told a wildly foreign and amazing
Christmas tale full of enchantment and foreboding, with odd names and
scary creatures they had never heard of. Chris and Janey had, at the time,
believed every word. And after extensive research, taking special note of all
the associated famous artwork, ghoulish and frightening as they were, Chris
wrote the story down in the diary. Soon the tale became part of the greater
fantasy that he and Janey composed to deal with their fear and
unhappiness. But after death not only came knocking but made itself right
at home, after delving extensively into this tale and her heritage, Chris
finally dismissed it all as a concoction based on pre-Christian Alpine
folklore—a parent’s clever attempt to educate her children on the origins of
Christmas traditions while also trying to scare them into living good
lives. And he had, accordingly, and without Janey’s knowledge, altered the
official version to suit his newly enlightened views and findings, and
defiantly right the wrongs because he just had to, despite his pledge not to
tamper with a single word without her input or approval. But then, the
creatures started appearing, and he had to reconsider things once again and
become more accepting, before they finally retreated with the dark power
into the book. But this, he kept quiet, lest he seem unsure of himself, his
beliefs, and his ability to accomplish things. Janey was still convinced that
the spirits of the people and things in Sandra’s story lived within the
kugels. It was an interesting observation, Chris noted. He could see it. And
he often wondered about the ancient faces and strange celebrations that,
over time, had reflected off their shiny surfaces.
It was time to resurrect the tree to its full glory—kugels first. Per their
ritual, Janey worked the bottom half, cradling each ornament in her hands as
if it were a tiny bird, fallen from the nest. Then she carefully hung them on
the branches. How ironic that these treasures hung in full view of a man so
desperate for money, but who still, because of his disdain for the holidays,
knew nothing of their value. Just as Janey liked to remind Chris often: What
better place to hide it than right under his nose? You know how men are!
“Make sure you put them farther inside the tree,” Janey said. “Not on
the ends. I don’t want you knocking them off.”
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“I know, Janey,” Chris said.
“And don’t crowd them all in one spot.”
Chris stepped back to check their work. Apparently, they had different
definitions of crowded. The “perfect” placement of her ornaments was
inconsistent, leaving forbidden gaps in the tree. But he didn’t dare move
them, or even utter a critical word.
Slowly, the boxes emptied. At times, when Chris spied upon Janey, so
intent on fulfilling the ritual, and so content, she appeared to be that small
but determined angel of their story, wings and all. Once all the kugels were
on the tree, they hung the rest of the blue Friedrich ornaments. Then they
reluctantly dispersed the Russo ornaments. (Janey often objected to their
use, as she considered them “evil.” If it were up to her, the brittle red
ornaments would not be hung at all. But since they were, they were often
placed on the branch tips. Chris suspected that she would purposely
dislodge them from the tree, and he even caught her removing them on
occasion.) From time to time, they came across a cracked or shattered
kugel. They treated each broken orb as a family tragedy, knowing that the
supply was finite, and that once an ornament broke, so did a
memory. Remnants could not be tossed into the trash. They were carefully
picked up one by one and placed in a coffee can with the remains of past
tragedies.
By the time the grandfather clock struck six, it was dark outside. But
they had nearly finished decorating the tree, which was now all aglow and
twinkling. All that remained was the placement of the treetop ornament,
and a few other special accessories.
The topper was, by far, the most mysterious of all the
decorations. Adorned with gold leaf, the ornament looked like a tower
lopped off a Byzantine cathedral—a hollowed-out onion dome crowned with
a twisting spire. Its history had long been lost with the passing of time. But
it was silently revered, as if one day they would discover its
importance. Chris had to stand on the bay window ledge so he could secure
the topper on the tree’s crown.
Special accessories added to the holiday magic. One was a snow globe
depicting a chapel scene, complete with an altar on which the tiny statue of
an angel and a Bible rested. Then the ceramic Nativity scene and its tiny
wooden manger with bits of real straw, also in their story—the Child’s
ultimate destination—placed below the protective tree. And per that story,
Janey appropriately set the ceramic figures of Joseph, Mary, and the baby
Jesus on the mantel just above the living room’s gas fireplace, well away
from the tree. The figures would be returned to the Nativity scene at the
stroke of midnight on Christmas, their traditional gift-giving time, after
their storybook quest to save the Child from harm was officially completed.
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But the most valuable accessory, by far, was the nineteenth century
music box, made in Leipzig, that Sandra had given Janey on their last
Christmas together. It was actually two boxes, the smaller inside the larger,
which was—with its cracked wooden slats secured with rusty nails, and
stenciled with the word “ornaments”—purposely made to look common so as
not to draw attention to the gilded one within (Janey’s “phone booth,” where
she changes.) When its lid opened, its chimes activated. Inside that box,
encased in the red velvet liner, was the carved statue of an angel with a tiny
white snowflake on her chest. Her arms were extended forward, and her
hands were cupped to hold the small purple orb, no larger than a marble,
also encased within. It was the orb that was the real treasure—a rare
amethyst kugel (“purple” to me—I’m a guy). Sandra had kept it a secret from
Victor, whom she feared would pawn it. (“You’re its guardian now,” she had
told Janey.) In their story, it was the true source of the tree’s
power. Noticeably missing was the comparably
valuable Windrädchen. Victor confiscated it last year after they left its
candles burning, and, with its black riders, became his terrible war machine,
entombed in the mountain. Chris doubted his father’s concerns about a
devastating fire—he would love it!—and only confirmed his fears about the
purple kugel.
“Here,” Chris said to Janey as he lifted the music box from the crate,
“you hide it.”
But just as she did last year, Janey placed the music box at the foot of the
tree with the manger scene. Janey opened the outer box, removed the inner
one, then closed the outer box lid before resting the smaller box atop
it. Then she repeatedly turned a small brass crank, which wound the inner
spring. When she opened that lid, the chimes activated. Janey set the angel
in its stand and began whistling the song. Finally, she placed the kugel in
the angel’s hands. “I’ll have to make up some words for it some day, so I can
sing it to you.”
“That’s okay. I like it the way it is.”
“But it’s me—and it’s my song. I want to sing it to you. It’s my signal—
in case I get in trouble.”
“Changing the story, are you?” Chris felt glad, less guilty.
“Don’t you want to sing it to me so I know you’re on your way?”
Now Chris had to sigh. “Look, he’s gonna open that thing one of these
days.”
“So? Even if he does, he won’t know what he’s seeing. Just like the
kugels. But don’t you worry, he won’t come near it. He can’t.”
“I’m not sure he knows the rules.”
“Yes, he does. He may not think it, but he knows.”
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He sure will. Chris and Janey stepped back one last time. Now the tree
looked as big and proud as a mountain. They were ready for him.
“What about the candle bags?” Janey said. It was a tradition born at St.
Boniface, which encouraged the parishioners to bring a candle bag to the
outdoor shrine adjacent to the church, in remembrance of a lost loved
one. Janey used them to line their driveway, not in the story.
“Let’s wait till after he comes home. He might try to run them over.”
P
It wasn’t long before Chris heard the hum of the electric garage door
opener. He hid the music box in its unassuming container. Then he stood
next to Janey before the tree, hand on her shoulder, as they faced the
darkened foyer.
With bowling ball bag in one hand and a fast-food cup with lid and straw
in the other, Victor squeezed through the doorway beneath the staircase. He
had been drinking. Victor didn’t like soda pop. He used the cup so he could
openly drink while driving. Victor paused as he stared at them. The light
from the tree illuminated his stern face. He seemed irritated at the entire
defiant scene, which was not unexpected. It didn’t take long for the curling
horns to appear. “At it again, I see.” He quickly turned away, set his bowling
bag on the floor and the cup on the small table next to the door. Then he
removed his leather jacket and hung it in the closet. Victor approached the
living room but stopped just short of the step. He gazed around with the
same bewilderment he showed last year. “Make sure you put all those boxes
away. And put a timer on that damn thing. I don’t want it shining all night.”
“Of course not,” Chris said.
“What was that?” Victor said.
“We will,” Janey said.
Chris looked at her and raised his left eyebrow. Her lying, it seemed,
knew no bounds.
Victor retrieved his fast-food cup and headed for his study. The keys
jingled, the handle turned, the door slammed.
Chris watched Janey as she stared intently into the foyer. Her smile
slowly spread. He smiled, too. The tree had passed its first major test.
“It was the light,” Janey said. “You know what it stands for.”
“Logic,” Chris said.
“Faith.”
“Proof.”
“Belief.”
“Not in my village,” Chris said.
“It’s not yours. She created it.”
“She only lives there. I let her in my story.”
“Our story!”
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Chris saw that her face was growing hard, that she was digging
in. “C’mon, Janey, let’s not ruin things. No lectures from me, no sermons
from you. Let’s just let the story do its thing.”
“Well? It’s just a thought,” she said, turning down her emotions. “You
should keep it in mind. I am the Way and the Truth and the—”
“Yeah-yeah, I remember how it goes.” How could he not? Wisely
focusing on the visual, Janey had placed a cross from his mother’s casket and
a Europeanized portrait of Christ the Savior in Chris’ bedroom shortly after
the assault.
Janey gazed at the glowing tree. “Good, you should. It’s what this
holiday is really all about.”
“The Light?” Chris said. She had trapped herself in another famous
Janey-ism. “It’s not the Light, it’s the Life.”
“And the birth of it.” She faced him, stuck out her tongue, then smiled.
“You never can admit when you’re wrong, can you?”
“I got you to think about it, didn’t I? That’s all that matters.”
“Yeah, sure. Let’s finish cleaning up. You get the vacuum—as I know
you’re just itching to do—and I’ll get the heck out of your way. Then we
need to work on your letter to Saint Nicholas.” Sandra had instilled that
tradition, too. (No Santa Claus allowed, even though they really are the same
person—just ask the Dutch.) Last year at this same time, because she had
access to a car, Katie had helped him fulfill that list. Chris wondered if she
would appear at his door this year. He could call her, of course, but he feared
the response. Fear often kept him from action.
“I’ve already finished the list, thank you,” Janey said.
“Naturally. Can I see it?”
“What for?”
“Maybe I want to add something.”
“You do not.” She looked past him as something caught her
attention. Sadness swept over her face.
Frowning, Chris turned and looked out the darkened window. He did see
something—some things—fluttering down.
“The angels…they’re crying,” Janey said. She ran into the foyer.
“Angels? What, again? No—Janey, wait!”
Janey was already outside by the time he reached the doorway. Standing
in the middle of the slushy lawn, illuminated by the tree’s light, Janey spun
’round and ’round with her arms extended from her sides. “Look, I’m the
music box angel.”
“Yeah? Where’s your purple kugel, oh keeper of the sacred orb?”
“Oopsie, must have lost it. And it’s not purple, it’s amethyst.”
“Not in my story.”
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“Our story.” Janey tipped her head back and caught on her tongue one of
the fat snowflakes that drifted down from the icy moonlit sky.
“I hate to remind you again, little girl,” Chris said, “but you have to die
before you can be an angel. And if I remember all the old junk correctly,
human spirits can’t become angels. Angels are created spirits. Never had
bodies. Our story is breaking the rules.”
Janey kept twirling.
Her momentary silence told him she was listening, but not happy with
his words. “Don’t get mad at me,” Chris said. “I didn’t write the
rules. You’ll have to file a complaint with the home office.”
“See what you’re doing?” she said. Her darting tongue caught another
flake. “They can’t stop crying.”
Chris folded his arms and leaned against the doorjamb. “Really. And
why is that?”
“Because you won’t believe in them.”
“Of course, it’s my fault.”
“I know.”
“Sorry, I’m not giving in. You and your kind are frozen out of my world
until further notice.”
“It’s not your world and, yes, you will be sorry.”
“Hey, you’ve got your realm and I’ve got mine. Coexistence. Side by
side.” As he now saw it. He could sense that Janey was mistaking his
confession for banter. She didn’t fully comprehend what he was telling her,
how he had broken a promise, or the specifics of that betrayal, but that was
okay. He was still the man of reason. And he had to stick to his principles,
express his true feelings, and rewrite the wrongs. He was certain that she
would understand and forgive him if, by chance, she discovered the
changes. At least the angels were still there. But he didn’t see how that
scene would happen, as long as she didn’t read his diary. That he could not
allow.
“I’ll get you to change back, you’ll see.”
Chris shook his head, but smiled. It warmed his heart to see that she was
feeling so well this special night. “You’re gonna get dizzy.”
“You should try this,” Janey said as she continued to spin.
“I don’t think so. You know how much I hate shoveling the stuff. If I
had my way—”
“But the snowflakes are blessed. They will heal your soul, and help you
see the light. When it is time, you will see the light. And I will be there for
you.”
Again with “the light.” Just can’t admit it. “I see perfectly, thank you. In
fact, I see someone who’s gonna fall down if she doesn’t stop.”
Janey ignored him and, though wobbly, kept on spinning.
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“You know, I’d really be hearing it about now if I were the one out there
without my coat and hat and mittens.”
“But you’re not,” she said before giggling.
And then she tumbled to the ground.
Janey lay motionless on her back, her eyes closed. He couldn’t see her
breath.
“Janey?” Chris said. He pulled away from the doorjamb.
She did not respond.
“Janey!” He ran up to her.
Janey’s arms and legs began moving as if she were doing jumping
jacks. “See, you believed me. My plan is starting to work.” And then it
came, to remind him just how big of a dope he was: Janey’s head-tipped,
full-throated, mouth-wide-open laugh that sounded more like the jovial
Victor when he was really drunk. The laugh was so loud and obnoxious, it
seemed to rattle the neighborhood. And then the best part: when all of
oxygen in her lungs used to expel those laughs had been squeezed out, she
drew in a long, high-pitched wheeze. She sounded so cartoonish, so
unbefitting of her angelic image, the laugh made her all the more human and
charming.
But there was no way he was going to let her know this—not now. “Not
funny, Janey.”
“So guess who I am now?” The snow angel took shape.
“You…are…relentless!”
“It’s my job.”
“Yeah, well, I’m just about ready to fire you. Who do I see about that?”
“Sorry, can’t do it. We have the pact.” She stopped, sat up, then turned
around to admire her work, the clumps of wet snow dropping one by one
from the back of her sweater.
“Aren’t you ever gonna give me a break with this angel stuff? That
would be the greatest Christmas present ever.”
“Not until you believe again and I save you.”
“It’s too late.”
“No, it’s not. It never is.”
“More divine laws from Heaven?”
“Uh-huh!”
Chris extended his right hand. “Enough.” Janey reached up and he
pulled her from the slushy lawn. Then he brushed the snow from her
clothes.
“Thank you,” she said.
“You’re welcome.” She stared at their glorious tree shining in the bay
window. “Look—isn’t it pretty?”
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“It sure is.” Chris rested his left arm across her shoulders, and gave her a
slight hug, which, because he rarely did it, felt weird but good. “Merry
Christmas, Janey.”
She turned and slipped her arms around his waist, pulled herself close,
and looked up at him with those great, round, Sandra-hazel eyes. “It will be
the best ever. You’ll see.”
Tomorrow at midnight, Janey. That’s when we’ll know for sure.
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