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The Presenting

a holiday fable

for friends, family and colleagues
by Bo Wilson

Christmas, 1996
Hi everyone!

I'm sorry for: The Lateness



  The Typos



  The lack of personal notes.

It's been my busiest Christmas ever, and I really, really swear you'll hear from me for real, real soon. Meantime, enjoy!
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The first thing you have to know is that the exchange of presents between loved ones at year's end is not a new thing.  There are all manner of stories about how these gifts are given and why these gifts are given, and all of these tales have some bit of truth to them.  Lots of folks like to think back to those wise men, giving their rare bits of exotica to the baby in the manger.... and it's true that the gifts given that evening were of great importance, but they weren't the first.  No, the presenting of winter's gifts goes back quite a bit further.  Stir the fire a bit, and draw closer, and I'll tell you about the oldest such giving that I know of.
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Long, long ago there were far fewer people than there are now, and they were all part of one great family. (Of course, we're all still part of one great family, but the family's gotten so big and spread out that it's become easy to forget one's relations.)  Some of the people lived on the sea shore, and some in the forest, and some in the mountains, but none was further than a few days walk from any other, and so they considered their many homes part of one single land, one Nation.  (nowadays folks like to pretend that the one great land has split itself into lots of smaller lands, but ask anyone who has ever journeyed into the heavens to view us from above, and they'll tell you that we still live in one great Land.)

Even though there were fewer people, living closer together, and even though each person called all others Brother or Sister, it was still easy to lose touch with folks as the year moved through its circle.  A woman who fished the seas might go the better part of a year without once seeing her Brother who lived in the high mountains, for it is the way of things that when one is busy feeding oneself, one can forget one's family.  

Knowing this, the Old Ones had long ago ruled that at each year's end, all the folk would gather together in the same place for a time of feasting and celebration, that they might laugh and sing and dance and rekindle their understanding of their far-flung brethren.  Of all the many things that happened at each year's gathering, none was anticipated with the same excitement as The Presentings.

Most folks, hearing this tale, have an idea already about what they expect when someone tells them they shall receive a Present.  They fancy some particular thing that might give them pleasure, wrapped up in pretty paper and ribbons.  Many of these items do indeed provide some passing pleasure, but however happily received, they are for the most part things, single items that have a single reason for being, and fulfill that reason for but a short time. Pleasant, well intentioned, briefly lived.  The Presentings, as prescribed by the Old Ones, were very different.  Perhaps the greatest difference was that The Presentings were not precisely given from just one person to just one other person-- they were from all the folk, in a way, and to all the folk, in a way.  But let me explain.   

Each year, a single person was named to be The Presenter.  Preparation for The Presenting at year's end was this person's only task all the year long, and every other person was expected to help as they could.  The Presenter had not the time to help to grow or catch food or to help to 

build shelter as he or she traveled from place to place, but food and shelter were always given 

happily by all the others (indeed, it was considered a great honor to have The Presenter share a meal or a room for the night.)  In addition to food and shelter, the people of the land did their part by keeping careful watch for Presentation pieces, and saving them when found.  What were Presentation pieces?  I am sure that more than once in your life, as you walked through a forest or along a shore or even along a road, you have seen an especially interesting-looking rock, or a pretty shell, or even a cunningly-shaped acorn.  You may even at some time in your life have kept a little box or sack for such items, and called them your treasures.... and you were not wrong, for such things are indeed a part of the treasures that surround us.  In the days of which I speak now, all the folk kept careful eye for such treasures, and when found they would keep them, cleaning and polishing them when necessary and waiting for the day when The Presenter would pass among them, as always happened at some point during every year.

"But what did the Presenter do?" I can hear you asking anxiously.  Just this:   The Presenter kept a list, given by the Presenter from the year before, of every single person in The Land.  A small part of the Presenter's job was to maintain this list, doing away with those names of those folk who had passed into the Great Beyond, and adding the names of those folk who had come into being since the last year.  This list might be thought of important and precious, and indeed it was,  but it was only a small part of The Presenter's work.  

On any given day or evening of the year, a person might look up to see the Presenter smiling at him from the doorway.  There would follow embracings and cries of "Look who has come to our home!" and perhaps a meal would be eaten, or songs sung.  But in due time, the Presenter would turn all thoughts to the business at hand.  Everyone who lived in this place would bring out his small treasures of stone, or stick, or shell, and wait.  And the Presenter would begin to read from his List of All Folk.  

You'll recall that I said there were much fewer people back then, but even so there were too many for every person to know the name and face of every other person.  And so, a great many of the names read by The Presenter would not be known to the listeners.  But there were also many names that would be known, and it is here that we come to the core of the Presenter's work.  The Presenter might read the name "Cutter Plowright" and a middle aged farmer among the listeners might say "Ah yes!  Well do I know the Plowright, he did me good service this past year, and has a way of making me smile!" and the farmer would then select from among his collected treasures, and hand one to the Presenter, who would nod, and make a mark, and tuck the treasure into a sack with the Plowright's sign upon it.  In more faraway regions, there might be only a handful of names to draw any response; in the more closely-gathered places, each name the Presenter read would draw a response, or two, or many.  Some of the sacks would sill up very quickly, for if a person was well-known and well-loved, and if that person traveled a bit, almost everyone in the land would know him, and have kind thoughts to share and bits of treasure to give.

The Presenter would work his way through all the land until everyone on his list had been spoken to, and of.  As the year moved close to its end, some of his sacks would be very full indeed, and he would enlist help in moving them from place to place.  But the year would end, as all things, 

do, and the Presenter would make his way to the place of the Great Gathering, for the Year's End Feast.  And as the sun fell on the third and final day of feasting, all the folk would gather by the great fire, where the Presenter sat, waiting.  The Presenter would read slowly through his list of the Folk, and one by one, they would approach him to collect the sack which bore their mark, and then they would retreat, trying not to seem anxious, but terribly excited to see what treasures hid within the shadowy folds.

Thus it was that the Presenting made an exciting close to the year..... but of greater worth was the way its touch was felt through the year.  Imagine yourself of a summer's night, feeling tired from the day's work, and perhaps a bit lonely or sad for no particular reason.  You might on such an evening pull your sack from its normal place, and gently let its treasures spill onto your lap, and who could not but smile?  For this warmly polished bit of stone surely came from the mountains, and meant that one of the mountain folk had a kind word or thought for you.  And this tiny seed cone, which looked almost like a person's face, meant that one of the forest folk held you in high esteem.  It is a wonderful thing, my friends, to be able to regard so small a thing and know that you are loved in forest, field and valley.

Now.  You might think the job of Presenter would be best held by someone of strength, and solemn purpose, and it often was.  But the Old Ones made their choices for their own reasons, and I have told you all of this so that I might share with you the story of Daisy Sunstress, the youngest Presenter ever chosen, a girl of no more than fourteen year's age.  When word came that she had been chosen, her parents smiled nervously, thinking that perhaps a mistake had been made.  But it was no mistake.  Daisy glanced among the older folk, anxious for some bit of reassurance or guidance.  But she had, with one pronouncement, become the most important among them, and no one old or young would ever have presumed to advise a Presenter chosen by the Old Ones.  And so she set about her work, afraid of some future failure but also secretly excited at the great honor which had been conferred.

You may think that for all of its time and toil, the Presenter's job was a simple one, of no more difficulty than keeping a book of figures properly summed.  And you would be correct.... so far as it goes.  The tasks charged to the Presenter are of no great complexity, that is true, but the Presenter is a person like you or me, and subject to worry, and to bouts of compassionate longing.  No Presenter was ever more vulnerable to this than Daisy Sunstress.  After all, who better than the Presenter knows when one woman's sack fills quickly with fond thoughts, while another man's remains empty, for meeting after meeting?  Daisy found herself becoming deeply involved in the fortunes of the people whose reputations she carried in her little sacks.... and none moreso than Jagr Stonefellow.  

The contents of each person's sack is always, of course, that person's business, and he may either share his good fortune or not as he sees fit.  Most are quiet about it, for how can one possibly spill one's treasure on the ground and shout "See how well I am loved?"  Still, there were smiles, and reddening of faces, and a watchful person could always tell which of his Brothers were well-

loved, and which less.  Children's sacks were always assured of a round fullness, for even spiteful children can find forgiveness among many adults.  But as children became adults, they began to 

own their names more fully, and their sacks became a more reliable indicator of the good will their actions had generated over the past year.  And, while it is not one of our blessings, we are an animal that loves to talk about the fortunes of our brethren, and it never took long for the stories to spring up about whose sack had been fuller, and whose less.

The stories said that at last year's festival, Jagr Stonefellow's sack had been empty.

Part of this was surely because Jagr lived alone in the highest country of the mountains.  He did not come down to the lowlands for fellowship or trade.  He kept to himself, and so who could know much about him?  But even then, there would be more than a few folk who, when the Presenter came 'round, might say "Ah yes, Jagr's a good sort, hard working, doesn't gossip or meddle in other's affairs."  No, it was not simple distance that kept Jagr's sack empty.  For on a handful of occasions each year he would encounter one of his brethren, but when that happened, he was sullen, and bullying, and as hard as the stone in his name.

Why are some people angry and others not?  What makes a man resent the very ground he walks upon?  I cannot tell you, my friends, except to say simply that some people find pleasure where none would seem evident, while others have the gift of finding wrongness where all seems right.  

Being so young, Daisy had not heard last year's stories... but as the year went by, she could not but notice the lightness of the sack marked "Stnflw."  And being who she was, her heart began to ache for this poor man she had never met, and she began to wonder about him and about those who had no good word for him.  So it was equal parts excitement and dread that she noted one morning that this day she would ascend higher, and meet with this man.

Up she climbed, and forest gave way to scrub, and scrub to scruffy weeds and mossy rock, cold and hard as anything in the world.  At last she caught sight of a cave, and of a man chipping away at a tool in front of it. The man was large, and dark, and his slow movements had a coiled feeling, as though he might move with a lightning suddenness if provoked.  Daisy began to ponder the fact the she was alone, and that no one knew her whereabouts, nor would find her if-- but she pushed all such thoughts away and set herself upon her duty. "Ho there!  The Old One's have named me, Daisy Sunstress by name, to Present for all this year.  Be you Jagr Stonefellow?"

The man said nothing in response.  Daisy moved closer.  "Good morrow, brother!" she tried again.  "I'm told I can find Jagr Stonefellow among these high rocks, would you help me in my task?"  At this, the man did glance up, briefly, and took her measure, and returned silently to work.  Daisy, every bit of fourteen, was beginning in her impatience to forget her fears.  "Brother! I am charged by the Old Ones with this duty.  Will you honor me with your assistance?"

The man looked up again, and while he seemed to give no more energy than a mutter, his voice grated across the very air into her ears: "You're too young."

So relieved was Daisy at the sound, any sound, that she smiled without weighing the meaning of his words-- and in truth, it was not a new thought to her.  "We agree on that, Brother!  But the Old Ones are stubborn, and shall not be argued with, and so here I am.  Are you the Stonefellow who I am sent to seek?"

Again he looked up for the briefest of seconds and opened his mouth a crack.  "If the Old Ones have done a proper job of choosing then you'll know who I am, and if not, no difference to me."

Taking this for a "yes", Daisy drew nearer.  "I'll not take up much of your time, sir--"

"You'll take nothing ungiven."

Daisy hesitated briefly before deciding to continue as if nothing had said.  "But as you know, I am charge with granting you this opportunity to speak for any and all of your brethren for whom you feel--"

"I'll speak for no one, and none for me, and that's as fair a bargain as any I know."

Daisy had never encountered such cold, abrupt hostility... and, it being strange to her, it did not frighten her as it might others.  Simply, she asked "Brother. Will you not look at me?"  After a moment, he lifted his head, and she was surprised to view eyes a color she had never seen; grey, like the stone all around them, but a warm and liquid grey which seemed utterly foreign when taken in the measure of his voice and words.  Having his gaze, she continued softly: "It seems I have wronged you somehow, and I humbly beg your forgiveness if you will tell me what I have done, so that I might avoid repeating my offense."

He looked away again.  "You should go."

"I cannot go with bad feeling between us."

He stood, which seemed to take quite a long time, and when he was done, he was the tallest man she had ever seen.  "You can go.  By the power of your own legs or of my arms, it makes me no difference."  

Here again was a moment which would frighten anyone who understood it, but Daisy had never been threatened with murder, and so did not heed it.  "Will you feast with us at year's end, Jagr Stonefellow?"

Her directness and lack of fear seemed to discomfit the rough giant.  "I will break no laws.  It is written: All must gather at year's end."

She smiled, and her smile seemed to discomfit him further.  "The I will see you there, my Brother.  I thank you for the time, and I look forward to feasting with you."  With that she turned and started down the mountain.

She had not gone far when she heard a small clattering of stones behind her.  Thinking that the giant had come to regret his rudeness and pursued her, she turned, smiling, to greet him.  But she saw no one.  Returning to the delicate task of descent, she again heard a clattering of stones, and again turned... to see that her path was being followed by a large beast of the kind she had only heard of in children's stories, a mountain beast all teeth and claws, with a low growl and a fearful attentiveness to its gaze, which held her squarely.  She had time to think of running, and then had time to think of how certain would be her doom if she ran, for the slope was steep and the footing treacherous.  She had time to think of fighting, and would have laughed if she had the wind, for had neither weapons nor skill, and who could fight such a monstrous beast as this?

This question was answered in the most unexpected way:  from behind the beast, there rose a large pair of stone-scarred hands, and one motion as graceful as a dance, the hands had seized the startled beast by its throat, and lifted it high as its paws scrabbled against the cold air, and hurled it down the mountainside.  As to its precise end-- well none saw it, but the mountain was high, and the stones at its base sharp, and all who have heard the tale feel confident that there is one less mountain beast in the world today.

Where the beast had stood, there was Jagr Stonefellow, his warm grey eyes locking with Daisy's across the barren mountainside.  "Best get down," he mumbled.  "No place for young girls."  And without a backward glance, he turned and vanished into the mists, leaving Daisy to ponder the many events of this, surely the strangest day of her young life.  

The days continued to roll by and Daisy continued about her work.  She had much time to think about her encounter with the strange giant on the mountain.  Had he been hateful to her?  Her first thought was "yes" but he had also saved her... and while Daisy was too young to have met the venom of other adult tongues, she was a watchful girl, and had seen malice in her time.  Malice always seemed to only to hurt others, but to enjoy itself in so doing, and so she concluded that Jagr, while rude, was not so out of any pleasure.  It was though he acted the way he did to maintain some distance between himself and the world, and after a time, Daisy began to think that there must be something about the world that frightened the man, and she resolved to help ease his fears, as he had surely eased her own in her moment of direst need.

As she paid her many visits, she often paused at Jagr's name, and though such questions were unusual for a Presenter, she would ask "What do you know of Jagr Stonefellow?"  She met indifference, and wild gossip, and small bitternesses.  Many did not know anything of him.  Of those who did, most simply shrugged and allowed as how he kept to himself, and so gave no one any opportunity to think fondly on him.  A few were clearly frightened of the large man, and their fear led them to hint spitefully around the edges of some great wrong he must surely have committed to live the way he did.  But nowhere did Daisy encounter any reliable story, or explanation, and so she was left to her own musings, and began to mull her possible courses of action.

Nothing has been said yet of the Presenter's own sack, and this has been careless of me. The Presenter's duties did not exempt her from participating in the ritual of fellowship.  With each visit, she would finish by leaving her sack in the middle of the room and stating her name, and then leaving the room so that all could feel free to respond honestly as to their personal knowledge of Daisy Sunstress.  The sacks would then be gathered together and brought to where Daisy waited.  Many nights passed with almost irresistible temptation to have a quick look at what might lie within her own sack, but this is not so different from what you might feel today, with an especially pretty package beckoning from beneath a tree.  You know, as Daisy did, that the waiting is in many ways the best part.  And so she never peeked.

But of course, she could not help feeling how light and empty Jagr's sack remained.

The Year's End arrived, and all the Folk gathered for feasting and celebration.  Daisy moved among the folk, modestly accepting their congratulations for what they were sure had been a job well done.  Her mind was not on praise, but on finding the giant who had promised to come.  Once or twice she thought that she had glimpsed him, off by himself across a clearing.... but as she had tried to draw closer, the crowds had always blocked her view, and when they had parted, he was always gone again.  He seemed determined to honor the letter of the law that commanded his presence, without actually making himself a part of things.

The third night arrived, and all gathered to be received by Daisy for the Presenting.  She made her way through the list of names, and at last came to the name of Jagr Stonefellow.  She could, she was sure, feel the great crowd lean forward in anticipation, hoping the glimpse the sack and judge its weight and see if the many stories were true. On this night, which was meant to be a night of fellowship and love, this spiteful anticipation of ill will filled Daisy with what was perhaps the first real anger she had felt in her young life.  And in those final moments of her function as Presenter, she decided what she must do, what honor itself demanded that she do.

She rose, and called out in a voice older than her years, "Hear me my Brethren!"  The low murmuring which had always ridden beneath such a broadly attended event fell silent, and Daisy felt the weight of their surprise; who was this girl with the voice of iron who commanded their attention? Surely not little Daisy Sunstress!  But she continued, unabashed, her words cleaving the cold night air, strong and clear. "Hear me!  I come now to a very special name among all our Brothers and Sisters!  Step forth, Jagr Stonefellow!"  The murmuring began again as the giant stepped into the clearing, his eyes shifting this way and that, keenly uncomfortable at being the focus of so many folk.  Daisy's voice softened.  "Step forward, my Brother.  My Friend."  The murmuring intensified at this strange proclamation, until "Silence!"  

And need you wonder whether they obeyed?

Daisy continued, her eyes flashing.  "There are many of you who do not know this man.  I cannot myself claim any special knowledge.  But there are some of you who would pretend to know things that you do not, and whose mouths let spill vile words which would poison the name of a man whom you know not, whom none of us know.  Yet I know thus much:  My very life do I owe to him, for he risked all in slaying a beast which would surely have slain me had he not bravely acted.  He had nought to gain from this, nor sought he any reward nor even thanks.  Yet when there was a need upon his mountain, he acted, and acted courageously, and the need was met.  Would that all of us could act with one tenth the certainty that guided his hands that day."

Jagr was looking at her with his grey eyes, and the firelight's flickering made it difficult for her to read his expression.  She continued, warming her tone.  "Perhaps we fear what we do not know, and perhaps our fear leads us down paths we would not otherwise walk.  Perhaps knowing is sometimes difficult, and mistrust is the easier choice, and so it is that bad histories grow, springing from no seed but fear.  I can only say this:  My life was in his hands, and he protected it.  And so to me, the words of others have no weight when it comes to Jagr my brother.  My life is all the weight I need assay, and it was a gift he gave me freely."

Daisy lifted her own sack, and gently turned it upward, emptying it into Jagr's.  "I am fortunate to be the sort of girl about whom people find it easy to say kind things.  Yet none would say anything if not for you, Jagr Stonefellow.  Their good wishes for me are therefore yours as well, and I share them with an open and a grateful heart.  And I hope," she said, her voice rising again, "that we shall all examine our heart's doors, and if any may be opened any wider, then let tonight be for that opening!  And if, upon greeting a stranger, he is uncertain of how to respond, we shall not judge him, but make him know that he is welcome whenever and wherever he will.  For that is the meaning of Family."  And she went to Jagr, and embraced him... and to say that he embraced her back would not be strictest truth... but neither did he withdraw, and there are those who say they saw his mouth turn into the beginnings of what might have been a smile.

And through the evening there were those who approached him, and asked him respectful questions.  He was glimpsed showing one of his brothers how to fashion an axe from a sort of stone most had judged worthless, and several were the hands clapped upon his broad shoulders, and never did he recoil.  Did he grin, and laugh, and dance with the others?  Of course not, for things do not change so quickly.  But he stayed, and he watched, and none would say he looked other than happy.

And the Old Ones smiled, knowing once again that they had chosen wisely, and that things were as right as anyone could hope.  Daisy's life from then on was perfectly ordinary, but all who were there that night remembered and spoke often of the simple girl's reminder of the meaning of family.

