In Good Time

a holiday story for friends and family

by Bo Wilson 

Here’s a story I don’t think you’ve heard:

I’ve told you about the Saint of All Making, who lives at the North Pole, and of how he and the faithful Makers who serve him make each Christmas a time of gift-giving and happy fellowship. You know the Saint so exhausts himself in this effort that he sleeps a good deal of the year that follows.  I think perhaps I’ve told you of the time the Saint slept too late, and Christmas was nearly missed (I think that was you.)

But I don’t think I’ve told you of the time he awoke too early, and became so upset that we nearly lost Christmas altogether.  

I’ll tell you now. 

****************

It’s not as though nothing happens at the Pole while the Saint sleeps.

Blaine, who is the Saint’s Chief of Makers, does a very fine job managing the schedules and the materials and making sure that all are well positioned to meet the tide of work which rises so quickly around them as each year moves to its end.   But it is not until the Saint awakens that their work can truly commence; only the Saint can know what is to be made, and for whom.  

As I mentioned, there was a time many years ago when the Saint feared to oversleep the sacred season... but that time seemed only a faint memory, for now the problem lay in the opposite direction. Now, the Saint was being awakened earlier every year.

Blaine still winced at the first year, not so long ago, that the Saint had come to himself and found it only Thanksgiving.  “Blaine,” he had rumbled, “You are a fine maker and a dear friend but if this is meant to be a joke then you are soon to be the most talented and beloved mucker of reindeer stalls we’ve known in all our many years.”

“I’m sure the reindeer will manage with current staff, sir,” Blaine had replied with customary archness. “And I’m afraid it’s not a joke, sir.  The signal was given, and you were brought back to us as per usual, with, I hasten to add, your famed good cheer splendidly intact.”

The Saint looked at Blaine with what was meant to be a withering stare, but it is hard to wither someone with a twinkle, and the Saint never looked at Blaine but that his eyes twinkled as merrily as the stories say.  

The Saint knew that Blaine had done nothing wrong. The signal that awakened him each year was not a thing to be gotten wrong or right-- it simply came.  It came as music.

I have told you before that Christmas carols are our way of bridging the vast and empty spaces of the winter world with celebration. And so it is that the first carol to make its way to the Pole is the signal: Its arrival marks the time for the Saint to awaken, to see the season in.

The idea of a Christmas song as early as Thanksgiving was troubling to almost everyone at the Pole; but then again, Christmas was their entire reason for existence, and they weren’t inclined to think of any amount of it as “too much.”  A few of the older Makers grumbled-- what had become of tradition?  Many of the younger ones decided it made sense-- Christmas being a reasonable thing to give thanks for, so why not mingle the seasons? But when the making began, they devoted themselves as always to crafting perfect things with love and attention (and you should know that they always worked right up to the very last second, however long they were given).

But Thanksgiving was one thing.

This was Hallowe’en.

******************

When the signal came, Blaine felt his stomach lurch.  He looked around in confusion.  Everything about it was wrong!  The sun itself was in the wrong part of the sky, and for too long each day!  It wasn’t even properly winter yet! But his duty was clear, and so he made a quick mental check of his readiness.... and then took out his pocket watch and idly counted the seconds (eleven) until it came, the bone-shuddering baritone as deep as a December night’s sky: “Blaaaaaaaiiine!!”

Blaine appeared a moment later in the Saint’s chambers, the very picture of attentive courtesy. “What can I do for you, sir?” he asked.

“How bad is it?” the Saint asked, in a voice more curt than saintly.

“In my opinion, sir, it’s rather a problem,” said the stoic Maker.

“I have only just awakened, Blaine. Do not make me ask things twice, please.”

“I beg your pardon, sir. It’s October 31.”

“October??”

Blaine nodded briskly. “Yes sir. The last day, but yes sir, October sir.”

The Saint stared at his chief maker for a lengthy silence... and then, slowly, as though uncertain of himself, turned away, shaking his head in mute, rhythmic resistance.

Blaine was unnerved.  He had served the Saint for centuries, and knew the value of that service; he would gladly die in its provision.  He knew the Saint’s mind and his moods, did his best to be an extension of that ancient goodness, knew when to press and when to praise, when to cajole and when to leave well enough alone.  He knew the Saint’s voices, his good-natured grumble, his deep-chuckling pleasure, his soft and simple reverence.

He had never known the Saint’s silence.

So it was that Blaine attempted to fill that strange space with reassurance. “You know, sir, it needn’t be all bad, think of the extra time it will give us, we shan’t find ourselves so pressed around the clock to achieve such heights, perhaps it’s a blessing, sir, I know my Makers might not mind the opportunity to pace themselves for a change--” but then he saw the Saint’s face turn quickly toward him and when he saw the sorrow in his master’s eyes he regretted his words.

“It’s not a thing to pace nor measure,” said the Saint softly. “It is a time of year for loving with special urgency, and for giving with our best hearts.  Christmas is a thing to be done fully, for the joy of its fullness.”

Blaine was anxious to agree, but the Saint continued, still shaking his head. “Yet no joy can be put to such a strain, stretched over so great a time, joy cannot pace itself, joy hurls itself forward, and this is too much to ask of it.”

Blaine heard something that sounded like a decision in the Saint’s voice, and it frightened him.   “Sir,” he began, carefully, “I know that these circumstances are not ideal, but it seems to me we’ve no choice but to forge ahead as best we can and serve the season as we’re charged to do. Perhaps if you’d allow me--”

“No.”  It may have only been October, but the temperature in the chamber plunged to bluest winter with the echo of the Saint’s voice. “I reject it. All of it.  I am going to return to my bed, and if things see fit to set themselves to right, I will see you again soon enough.”

Blaine was certain he’d misunderstood.  Reject? Return to bed? It was unprecedented!  “Sir,” he began, trying for his most reasonable voice, “Sir, I know this is upsetting but I wonder if I couldn’t ask you to slow down just a bit so that I might better understand your intentions,  I’m not sure how best to help you if you--” but he recoiled as the Saint turned and roared:

“It shall! Not! Be!”

Blaine heard him.  The entire Pole heard him.

The whole world heard him.

*******************

When the Saint of all Making rejects a thing, when he says it will not be, he essentially unmakes that thing. Such is the power of his denial that those forces normally binding a thing to itself are dissolved, and it will soon be as gone as if it had never existed.

Unmaking is very quiet.  You might imagine from the idea of it, from the very size of the thing being unmade, that it would give off a great sound, like a giant whoosh of world-changing wind, or the terrible rending of some essential fabric. But that is not the way of it.  It is not the sound of destruction, after all; it is the sound a thing makes when it was never there to begin with.

Which is to say: Silence.  Heavy, resolute silence.

The sounds of the season vanished into this silence.  There was the radio station in Dumfries, North Dakota, KDND (“the Voice of the New West!”) that suddenly found itself pumping fifty thousand watts of nothing into the stratosphere.   The station’s engineer lunged forward to replace the staticky hiss with something, anything, hurry up, no sin in showbiz worse than dead air, something, something, fumbling, good, an ad, some furniture sale, (“don’t bring money!”) but no, this one was blank too, what was going on, yank it out, shove in another, what is it, who cares, Aretha Franklin, “Respect,” you bet ma’am, I’ll respect anything that actually plays right now!

He leaned back and drew a shaky breath and slowly tried to figure out what had gone wrong.  What had been playing when the needles all went to zero?

He couldn’t remember.

There were choirs that fell silent in mid rehearsal, at first thinking they had forgotten a lyric and then realizing they had forgotten the entire song and at last realizing, with a deep disquiet, that they couldn’t even remember why they were there.  They looked at each other, blinking like sleepwalkers awaking from some shared dream, and then looked away, worried and ashamed to feel so suddenly lost, before mumbling excuses and making their way home along queerly quiet sidewalks and streets.

Sounds weren’t all that vanished.  High atop a ladder in a Viennese department store, a painter paused, his brush poised to apply the last flourish to a Christmas mural which covered the entire east wall and on which he had worked diligently for over two weeks… but he was startled to realize that he didn’t know what the last flourish should be.  He glanced back at his work for guidance… and saw only grey cinderblock.  He stared at the expanse of bland stone and found, to his mounting terror, that he hadn’t the slightest idea what he’d been doing all these days.   Had there been...snow?  Perhaps?  He couldn’t be sure. He stayed atop the ladder like a star atop a Tannenbaum (although just then he would not have understood what that meant) and stared and stared.

Window displays featuring clockwork elves and robot reindeer were suddenly empty except for a few wires and scraps of paper. Shelves that had offered rolls of wrapping paper and ribbon were now barren.  Gloriously decorated trees were quite abruptly naked, arboreal oddities that looked as though someone had begun to bring an entire forest indoors before losing interest.

But it wasn’t only the stuff and sounds of Christmas that felt the Saint’s unmaking.  Ideas themselves vanished, unraveling in an instant and snapping back to wherever it is ideas live before they come into our heads.  In Melbourne, a cheerful aunt of no fewer than seventeen nieces and nephews was sitting at her kitchen table, making a careful list of the gifts she was thinking of buying… only to feel her pencil slow, and then stop altogether.  She shook her head slowly and looked at the paper, which was now utterly blank except for the children’s names.  Why had she been listing their names?

In Sao Paolo, a group of ad men sat around a conference table which, moments prior, had held mock-ups for the big final push toward holiday sales, but which was now empty. They sat patiently for some time, making small talk, content to believe that eventually someone would steer them toward some use.  The ad men were uniquely accustomed to not knowing why meetings were happening, and had developed an unusually high tolerance for that sort of thing, but eventually even they concluded that some progress must have been made, and so they congratulated one another and then ambled back to their offices.

In Vancouver, the chef of a five-star restaurant stared at the thirty turkeys in his walk-in refrigerator and hadn’t the slightest idea what they were doing there. And who had ordered all this nutmeg?

It happened everywhere.

Computer screens all over the world suddenly displayed 404 Error Messages, as Christmas-sale websites collapsed invisibly into free-range ones and zeroes.

Even stories as old as the season itself were paused, fumbled over, and forgotten.

Things signifying Christmas were no more.  Ideas relating to Christmas evaporated.  The Saint’s will had been made manifest, instantly, everywhere, as though for always.

The world felt colder.

************

Bob Kellerman had been a postman for almost fifteen years, and his route, which he had walked steadily every Monday through Friday of those fifteen years, was generally a one-bag affair.  Parcels were handled by the parcel truck, and even the junk mail was normally under control… except at Christmas time. Catalogue Day had always been a two-bagger, and during his time on the job, it seemed to Bob as though Catalogue Day had become Catalogue Week, and just lately, Catalogue Month.  He felt like one of those mules in an old Western, so criss-crossed with baggage you could barely see the animal underneath.

Bob had a system whereby what he thought of as the “real” mail lived in the bag over his left shoulder, while the right shoulder held the slippery mass of books and booklets proclaiming once-in-a-lifetime savings on items you never knew you needed until you saw how happy the people in the pictures looked.  And gracious, wasn’t there a mess of it!  

At the exact moment the Saint thundered his pronouncement at Blaine, Bob was already an hour into his route, and he’d begun to get the hang of the cross-handed dip into each of the two bags; he imagined he resembled a bandito drawing his pistols across his body, zwip, zwip, buhBANG, again, zwip, zwap, buddaBANG, moving smoothly down the street with only brief glances downward to ensure that the addresses on the items matched the numbers on the boxes. He knew his route. His knew his bags.

But… he slowed, and stared.

He did not know what this was.

A blank booklet.  Totally blank.  No address. No text.  No images.  Weird.  Must have been a printing glitch. Strange things could happen.  Bob had once received a whole newspaper with every page shifted half a foot to the left.  He had tried to make sense of it, but had given up, wondering for a moment whether anywhere in the city there was someone else with the matching other half to his paper.  

His hand dipped into the bag again…. and came up with another blank.

Bob paused in the middle of the sidewalk and rummaged around in the bag.  It wasn’t just one or two of the items, every single piece in the bag was blank, utterly blank. Page after page of nothing at all, almost like those exam books you get in school.  It didn’t make any sense to him; after all, just a few minutes ago he had seen plenty of…

… of what?

Bob thought, and wondered, and remembered, and was bemused to discover he had absolutely no idea what had ever been in that bag.  Or why he’d been carrying it. Well, he decided quietly to himself, he was not going to do any more damage to his poor shoulder or his even poorer back by hauling this mystery bag all over town.  He spotted a relay box across the street and walked quickly to it, pulling his keychain to the limit of its spring-reeled wire, unlocking the box and stashing the bag inside it.  He’d pick it up when he was on his way back at the end of his route, and he’d figure out what to do with them later.

He locked the box and continued on his way, and if he noticed patches of discoloration in a few lawns, as if certain ornamental arrangements had suddenly vanished, he didn’t think anything of it.

*****************

That night, Bob Kellerman’s seven-year old daughter, Melissa, thought this bag of nothing was the best thing she’d ever seen.

“These are amazing!” she grinned as she flipped through them all, one after another.  “All these different sizes, tall skinny ones and big wide ones, it’s like a whole… library where they forgot to fill in the books!”

Bob smiled and nodded, loving the easy way his daughter could become excited over simple things. He had an amused flicker of a thought, something about the way that kids always seem to prefer the empty boxes to the… the what, the something, something that came on a particular morning, some…

“Dad?”  She was staring at him, clearly waiting for some answer to a question he hadn’t heard.

“I’m sorry, Missy, what was that?”

She rolled her eyes in that uniquely put-upon way available only to seven-year-old girls, flopping her head forward with the effort of repeating herself:  “I said, do you care if I take these into school ‘cause I think we could maybe do something really cool with them.”

Bob thought about it, and couldn’t think of a single objection.  He shrugged.  “Why not?”

he answered, and she grinned again, pronouncing him “awesome” and hauling the entire bag up the stairs to her room, thuBUMP thuBUMP thuBUMP.

Kellerman sat in his recliner and turned on the news and marveled at how much trouble tonight’s show seemed to be having-- ad after ad was just empty tape.

Bob actually liked it quite a lot.  

**********************

At the Pole, the Saint snored and snored, and the other Makers napped and worried and murmured to one another.  No one knew what would happen next, or what was expected of them. I don’t know whether you’ve ever been in that sort of situation, but it’s a very scary feeling.  Blaine could feel them all watching him, hoping he would have something reassuring to say, but he couldn’t think of anything true that would help.

That’s a scary feeling, too.

********************

Missy was becoming impatient.

She had carried that whole, huge postal bag, bigger than her, practically, all the way to the school, and presented it proudly to her teacher, Mrs. Allen.  She had pulled out half a dozen of the fliers and magazines and booklets, showing them all excitedly (“See? Blank!!”) and Mrs. Allen had nodded a bit absently and said she was sure they would be put to fine use in the near future.

Two weeks had passed.  Then Thanksgiving break.  But the near future, whenever that was, had not come, and nothing had been put to fine use, nothing was being put to any use at all.   Missy asked every day whether it was time to use the blank books, and every time she asked, Mrs. Allen said “Maybe later,” and then more of the nothing-happening would happen.  

One day Mrs. Allen was tired in that grownup way, that way they get tired even when they haven’t been doing anything in particular, maybe even because they haven’t been doing anything in particular.  The class was supposed to be doing a worksheet, but they had all finished ages ago, even Lenny, who painstakingly shaped every letter he wrote as though inventing the alphabet for the first time. Mrs. Allen was just staring out the window, with her tired grownup face, and Missy decided to try again.

“Mrs. Allen?  If we have time left today, could I pass out those fun books I brought from home?”

The other children looked around, hopeful in spite of themselves.  Something was to be passed out? A fun something?

Mrs. Allen tried to think about the question, found she hadn’t the energy for it, and waved her hand in the air. “By all means, Melissa, if you’d like to do that, I think it would be fine.”

“YES!!!” Missy squealed in triumph, spilling from her desk and running to the bag.

“Walk, please,” Mrs. Allen murmured absently.

“Yes ma’am,” Missy answered, then called to Lenny. “Lenny!  Help me!”

Lenny dutifully unfolded his long angular body from his seat and met Missy coming back toward him, shoving the large bag into his chest.  “Hold this,” she ordered, and Lenny did as instructed.  Missy rolled her eyes.  “No, not like that, hold it out, hold it open, like this.”  She adjusted the bag and his arms. He let her. “Perfect!” she beamed, and he smiled, for he was a boy who enjoyed nothing so much as he enjoyed feeling useful.  “Follow me,” she said, and the two began to move slowly up and down the rows of desks.

“Okay, everybody, so, okay, here’s what this is,” Missy announced loudly. “My daddy brought these things home from his mail route and they’re all like totally blank and we can write anything we want to write in them or I guess we could draw in them if we want but the cool thing is they’re already books so when we’re done we have our own books that we made!”

“Can we write and draw?” asked Marilynne, a nervous girl who spent a great deal of energy wringing her hands and worrying about rules.

Missy again rolled her merciless eyes. “Yes, Marilynne, you can write and draw.”

“Should we use pencils or should we use crayons?” Marilynne asked tremulously.

“We can use whatever we want, Scary-lynne,” muttered Jack, a boy Missy normally liked quite a bit.

“The whole fun of it,” explained Missy, “is we can do anything we want in these books, any way that we want, because they’re ours and when we’re done it’s a real book and we made it!”

“They’re more like magazines,” Jack observed.

Missy sighed theatrically.  “Then call yours a magazine, who cares, okay? Mrs. Allen, how much time do we have?”

Mrs. Allen barely moved, saying only, “We have awhile, I imagine.”

Missy nodded happily.  “Okay everybody, ready? Three! Two! One! GO!”

You never heard such a sound of scribbling.

*****************

At the Pole, the Saint slept on.  The Makers fretted.  Blaine paced.

But in the middle of his anxious back-and-forthing, he paused for a moment, one foot still in mid-air.  Something was happening.

He eased the foot to the ground, cocked his head, and listened.  Nothing.

He closed his eyes and listened harder.  Still nothing.

He relaxed as much as he could and said a small prayer of making and invited the whole world to speak itself to him, letting it wash over him as he sifted for some sign of a shift, a change.

Still nothing.

Except that wasn’t true.  There was something.  He knew there was something.

He stood. He listened.

*********************

In the steam-warmed classroom, something strange was happening.  A sound.... a strange sound, so unusual that it cut through Mrs. Allen’s lethargy as cleanly as a pair of scissors snipping a ribbon.  She struggled to identify what she was hearing.  

There was the rapid scrawl of pen and pencil, the tiny thunks of exclamation points and the dotting and crossings of letters. There was the shhh-shhh sweep of crayons and colored chalks. There was the urgent murmur of children borrowing erasers and sharpeners from one another and quick nods of okay, fine, yes, and very very quiet whisperings of “That’s really good!”  The room had never felt so full.

It was the sound of Making, and every small head was bent to it with singular devotion.

**************

Blaine listened harder.  Something…

***********

Mrs. Allen moved slowly up and down the aisles, looking at the small wonders being made, careful not to stay in any one spot long enough to be invasive.  A few of the children glanced up and smiled before returning to their work and this, too, was strange.  There was none of the normal worry, the seeking of approval or the hoping to be finished.  Even Marilynne seemed unconcerned with whether her work was correct or not; the doing was what mattered.

None of them could have known, of course, but their little classroom had become terribly important.  There was a great unmaking loose upon the world, but in this small place these small people had bent themselves to making, and that, my friends, is never a small thing.

Mrs. Allen paused at the desk of Denny McCoy, who was perhaps the least cooperative child she’d ever encountered, but who was now diligently filling in the green of a great fir tree surrounded by words like “Yay!” and “Smile!”   She couldn’t contain her curiosity and whispered, “That looks lovely, Denny, what is it?”

The boy paused and seemed lost for a moment, as though the naming of the thing were a great deal more difficult than the making of it. He seemed to try, and then to try again, as though turning words over in his hands, casting them aside as inadequate, until at last he nodded and said, “Present.”

Mrs. Allen nodded. “For whom?” she asked quietly.

Again the boy seemed to struggle mightily, first with himself and then with language, before surfacing again with the correct answer: “My mom.”

Something in this answer seemed to ripple across the room, pulling the attention of the other children who suddenly, desperately needed it known out loud:  “I’m making a story for my baby brother!”  “I’m drawing a snowman that looks just like my dad!”  And Missy, as eager as the others for her making to be known, added excitedly, “Mine is a play about winter and summer being friends and I’m gonna give it to my big sister and we’re going to put it on for my mom and dad!”

Mrs. Allen tried to say something wise and encouraging, but found her voice seemed to be catching on itself,  and could only manage, “That’s good, children.  Very, very good.”

And, as one, they bent again to their work.

*****************

At the Pole, Blaine began to tremble.

**************

In Mrs. Allen’s classroom, there was the sense of things coming to a close, a sense of fussing and polishing and tidying and double-checking, as all the small makings neared completion.  Mrs. Allen noticed that Tyree Williams, her quietest student, had drawn page after page of dark sky, with a single star in its center, the lone star rising a bit higher on every page. “That’s beautiful, Tyree, can you tell me what it is?”  Tyree only nodded and flipped the booklet’s cover to show the name he had so carefully inscribed.  Mrs. Allen read it carefully:  “Silent Night.”

Tyree nodded.

Missy began to hum quietly, unaware that she was making any sound at all.

Mrs. Allen didn’t understand how, but the other children seemed to know the tune Missy was humming.  Denny joined her, and then Jack, and then Marilynne and three more, then six more, then all of them, humming the same song.  Mrs. Allen felt a surge of something huge within her, she knew this, she knew this song, what was it, it was from her girlhood and from her adulthood and she had known it her whole life and now she couldn’t….. she couldn’t quite…..

and then, in a soft and beautiful high voice, Tyree, the quietest child, sang softly:

“Hoooooly niiiiight….. allllll is calm…..”

and then, the voices of all the children, without thought, without concern, with only the certainty and the pleasure of doing a thing you know to be correct:

“ALLLL IS BRIIIIGHT….”

The music grew and grew and burst from the tiny classroom, and flew south, and east, and west.

And north.

****************

Blaine’s trembling eased and a great peace flowed through him with  the voices of the children, and he smiled with a relief as great as anything he had ever felt.

And, rumbling the floor beneath his feet, swirling the snows in the sky overhead, brightening every flickering flame and making all things good again, the deep, rich, resonant sound from the Saint’s chambers:

“HO HO HO!!!”

**************

Mrs. Allen’s class sang and sang, one carol after another, and no group of children had ever sung more sweetly.

Around the world, bells pealed. The night brightened with colored lights and candles of remembrance. A rush of need filled the night but it was not the need of poverty.  It was the need to make, and to give, and to be a part of that greater thing we call Mankind, to again be one with this special day for which the only measure of what matters is the truth of our love for one another.

And the children sang and sang.

********************

Later, Blaine and the Saint were sitting together, enjoying cups of spiced cider and one another’s company.  “You know, sir,” Blaine ventured primly, “you might have told us that this entire affair needn’t have been permanent.  You’ve been enjoying a deep sleep, but some of us have been worried half to death!”

“Worried,  Maker?  Did you believe that any creature on earth could unmake Christmas itself?”

“It certainly seemed the case to all of us here,” Blaine grumbled.

The Saint chuckled, his laugh so deep that Blaine felt it in the depths of his stomach.  “My fine fellow, the truth of Christmas can never be unmade.  I merely did away with the too-early Christmas, the counterfeit Christmas, the trick of the greedy merchant and the needy folk who fooled themselves into thinking that its goodness could be stretched like chewing gum as far as they liked.”

“And so,” Blaine thought aloud, “You hold, sir, that Christmas will always assert itself when its time is right?”

The Saint gestured as though the truth of this notion was plain to see.  And indeed, it was.

Blaine nodded slowly and then allowed something like a smile.  “Well then-- in that case, Merry Christmas, sir.”

The Saint twinkled.  “Merry Christmas.”
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