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She can remember the first one clearly in her 
mind: the clean lines of the black tree, the horizon 
filled with an empty white.  Below the lowest tree 
branch were two little fawns.  It was a still landscape, 
filled with only the incandescent script of a holiday 
song.  Lace lined the bottom, leaving an imprint 
of shapes, larger snowflakes, much larger than 
any snowflake in real life.  That was the image she 
wanted to show, the large and overbearing quality 
of snow, coming from the flakes. This landscape 
was the beginning of her holiday tradition, and 
each year she created a new design for the season. 

 The idea came to her when she first graduated 
college. Mel couldn’t afford to spend much on 
Christmas and instead decided to hand make 
cards as her gift.  She still enjoyed picking up a flat, 
smooth piece of paper and drawing on it, sketching 
a glimpse of a scene, and framing an image. She 
loved to find that single line she’d use each year, 
an echo of a song, or a feeling that came to life on 
the paper. 

It was mid-December and this meant that she 
really only had another week to finish the cards if 
they were to arrive on time.  The problem was that 
she hadn’t even started yet.  There wasn’t a central 

image in her mind for this holiday; the snowflake, 
the candle, the menorah – it had all been done 
before. It had been easy those first few years. But 
now she was growing tired of the holiday theme 
and was beginning to avoid this project altogether. 
She saved each card tucked into a box somewhere, 
along with all of those other things she held onto 
just for memory’s sake.

Visiting that box would be her last resort, she 
thought as she sat down at the desk to work on this 
year’s holiday design. 

* * * 
Mel had once quit drawing, and the thought of 

those faded years haunted her. She had stopped 
when her very first mentor, her father, had left the 
house for the hospital. At the beginning of Mel’s 
high school career his illness had worsened, and 
by the end of ninth grade Mel knew he wouldn’t 
return. Though Mel continued to go to school, 
passing her classes without much effort, she lost 
any motivation to continue to draw.

It was just Mel and her mother at the house, and 
her mother did not care one way or another where 
her daughter invested her time. Mel’s grades were 
not too bad, and her daughter kept busy, so they 

got along just fine. They got along with even more 
ease after her father left. His illness had been a great 
strain on her mother. She’d wake up often to find 
him drinking in the kitchen. Mel would hear them 
arguing in the middle of the night, find her father 
still up the next morning with heavy eyes and an 
empty expression. Insomnia weaved through his 
thoughts, tightening around him, and he tried to 
fight this with his own work early in the mornings. 

 Eventually that grew harder for him too, though 
Mel never knew how bad it had really been.  Her 
mother concealed as much as she could. 

The first year after her father left, he sent her 
pictures of everything he could draw.  He was 
always drawing objects and scenes he knew Mel 
would appreciate. When they’d go out to town for 
errands, her father would pull over on the side of 
the road to stop and ask Mel what it was she could 
see in the sky or the field.  They’d point and pick out 
what could be drawn.  Mel thought it was fun as a 
child.  This was always her way of bonding with the 
man, understanding him. When she was just five 
she remembered learning how to shade a drawing, 
playing with his charcoal, feeling the smoky residue 
on her the tips of her fingers. Sometimes she’d 
smear the color onto his hands, onto his face.  He 
always let her.

Mel received five or six pictures when he first 
went away. They were mostly sketches of other 
people, a man with large glasses and a pointy face 
looking down at his table bewitchingly, or a nurse 
with exaggerated features, so curvy and large she 
looked as if she might roll off the page.  Mel always 
laughed when she got them; they were cartoonish 
figures, shifting from his usual work. She thought 
he was finding humor in the hospital.  

After that first year the pictures stopped. 
During the second year, so did the phone calls. 
Mel knew something had taken a turn for the 

worse. Eventually, she had to stop calling, because 
she couldn’t understand anything anymore. It had 
been a slow and painful process, but this condition 

did not resemble the father Mel had once known.  
Their conversation was dry, and her father tried so 
hard to remember what it was once like, but his 
words drifted far from her.  He was not what Mel 
remembered, and she preferred to imagine their 
confused mess of smoky, chalk drawings instead. 

She thought it would be hard at first to stop 
calling, to stop looking for his letters and pictures in 
the mail.  She imagined the pain of never receiving 
a gift from him again.  

But it didn’t really feel like that all.  It just felt as if 
the last lines had been drawn. 

* * * 
A mountain view could be turned into a 

Christmas view, couldn’t it?  The only problem was 
the overbearing gray that sunk through the clouds, 
washing over the land, and removing any blush of 
color that could tease any visitor outdoors. That 
was winter at her stepfather’s: a powerful, ugly 
force.  Mel reminded herself that this place had 
a warm Christmas indoors. Though the snow was 
never calm, the meals with her stepfather were.  
Still Mel yearned for soft snow that glittered like 
dreams, a glimpse in the light before we wake, lost 
shimmers frozen in the mind.  She never could find 
peace with the wind and the heavy, heavy snow.

Mel wasn’t surprised when her mother remarried 
quickly, bringing her to this new place. Her mother’s 
marriage with her father had been on the rocks for 
many years, and in the way a teenager avoids talking 
about sex or drugs with conservative parents, her 
father talked about everything else with her expect 
his fights with mother.  She knew they were often 
bad, and her mother was always tired and unable 
to deal with him. The space of his absence created 
a silent remorse for Mel that she kept to herself, 
while her mother found a light and free beginning 
from the emptiness. When he left, she found 
freedom to leave too. 

Besides, she had told Mel frequently, he was too 
far gone. She did not want to wait and obsess over 
someone who was not really there.  
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“I let go a long time ago. You should start doing the 
same,” she had said to her, when Mel had received 
one of the very first portraits. She was shocked by 
this comment, for this was the first time her father 
had been gone for more than a few weeks. 

“Where should I put these?” Mel had wanted to 
continue to sell her father’s work, to do something 
for him while he was away. 

“Keep it. It’s yours, isn’t it?
Her mother glanced over the piece in her hand.
“We could still sell it?”
“There won’t be any galleries or shows anymore.” 
Her mother was right; there were no messages 

asking for her father’s work, no more work to show 
off. Mel placed his portraits with her belongings 
instead.

 By the time Mel entered college her mother was 

dating, and when she had finished she had chosen 
a doctor to be her second husband, moving a few 
hours away from their tiny apartment in a small city, 
to a larger house in the mountains. It was a very 
beautiful house, and often a very beautiful place.  
Each Christmas Mel made the drive to stay for the 
weekend to his house, with his family, because her 
mother had considered it their own now too.

When Mel thought of an indoor view, she thought 
of Christmas breakfast spread out across a beautiful 
table. Her stepfather always cooked special breads, 
muffins and toast, along with homemade jams 
and juices, and plates of fresh fruit. No one had 
ever cooked much of a breakfast for Mel growing 
up. Her father always ate eggs and toast, up early 
before Mel left for school if he was in a condition 
to eat that day. Her mother advocated for cereal, 

and any meal she didn’t have to make. 
She knew this year she would really miss that 

breakfast. 
“He really enjoys having you out here you know,” 

her mother had said to her earlier in the week. “His 
daughter can’t make it this year. It’s a shame she 
just wants to be in Florida instead.”

Mel drew a very realistic morning in her mind: 
a cup of coffee with bits of smoky steam coming 
up through its dense, chalky black mix.  Leftover 
Christmas cookies were for breakfast, along with a 
few browning bananas. The table was filled with the 
shine of bows and wrapping paper, for the children 
had already opened their gifts before eating.  The 
children, Mel imagined, always did.  

“I’ll try to be there,” Mel said. 
“It’s not healthy for you to stay home on 

Christmas. And you haven’t made a trip here in 
months.”

Her mother had complained last year that the 
Christmas breakfast card just wasn’t as good as 
her usual cards. 

“I come when I can, mom. It’s been a very busy 
month.”

She had lied, and she wondered if her mother 
even sensed it.  There just wasn’t enough energy 
this year. She felt tired and quiet, and wanted to 
reflect and work by herself in her home. Just the 
thought of trying for hours sounded tiring. 

“Well, I would hope you change your mind,” she 
said in a very low tone of voice. “We do like having 
you here.”

* * * 
Another year Mel fastened together a large 

ornament. The shape was the card but the sketch 
inside was a scene: two arms reaching towards you, 
as if to place you on their own Christmas tree.  She 
used a bright and beautiful red, a deep, royal color 
that she matched to the leaf of a poinsettia. She 
thought it was the only color that year to announce 
the holidays. It was sent out all of her friends and 
family, but she was surprised to receive a message 

in return from an old friend. She felt a sharp tug at 
her stomach, remembering how many years ago 
they had parted ways. 

“So beautiful. Your work is just amazing. We’ll 
take a two dozen more,” signed with love, Greg. 

He was so impressed with the picture that he 
hung it in a frame on their wall, and added it to 
their family’s holiday décor.  She saw it in the 
background of a holiday photo he sent back to her 
the following year, his four smiling kids sitting in 
front of the Christmas tree.  The littlest one a wide 
open mouth with missing front teeth. She did not 
hang his card up on her wall with the others.  She 
read it and placed it aside, before tossing it away 
with the Christmas garbage. 

* * * 
This year she drew with charcoal. She wanted to 

feel with her fingers the smoky image she could 
make. Nothing good came to her, and she had gone 
through an entire note pad in one night. 

Mel poured another glass of wine.  She thought 
about her father’s drinking.  She thought about her 
father’s work.  She thought about his condition 
and how her parents would find. She remembered 
a drive, just her and her father, leaving for the 
afternoon to draw in the field. They were practicing 
portraits and a smile came to Mel’s face. She finally 
knew what she would make for this year. 

She shifted in her chair and began to work for 
several hours, finally coming up with the right 
adaptation.  She drew a sad Santa with a pointed 
nose and glasses. She had never done just a portrait 
for Christmas before, but this one was inspired by 
that first picture her father sent her years ago.  

She added red to the black and white card. She 
kept the man’s face somewhat bewitching, but a 
sad, passing look overcame it.  She wrote: “Thinking 
of you. Until we meet again, sometime next year.” 

It seemed oddly enchanting to see this Santa, his 
duties fulfilled, his time to shine gone now, passed 
away with the other days of life, absent of the hope 
and joy that he brought with him. But Mel thought 
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it seemed so right, so fitting, that we should know 
this man as a part of the every day. She wanted 
others to remember him too, while he thinks and 
waits for the world he serves.  

“Mom probably won’t like this one,” she said to 
herself, as she began to duplicate the fifteen cards 
she would send out this year.  

On her list was her father’s address at the hospital, 
a mental institution several hours away from her.  

* * * 
It was two days later when Mel found a card 

addressed to her, without a return address.  
The envelope was bright red and inside was a 

folded piece of white paper. 
Inside she found a hand drawn sketch, simple 

and beautiful. It was a drawing of a few people 
smiling around a fire, the distant window showing a 
snow they would not receive this Christmas. It was 
distinctly in her father’s style. The note read:

“Doing much better. I started drawing again.  Would 
love to hear from you soon. Thinking of you every day 
and saving each card you’ve sent.  

Send me more.  Love, Dad.” 
* * * 

It was Christmas morning and Mel was sitting 
inside her beat up Camero, listening to its low 
rumble, and watching the exhaust puff out behind 
her.  She had dialed her mother’s phone, knowing it 
was only right to call them, as she had promised to 
come for the day shrinking her usual weekend trip 
to just the holiday.

When Mel left, she did not drive towards the 
mountains. She couldn’t think of it at all. 

“Merry Christmas, Mom,” she said at the answer 
of the phone. 

“Merry Christmas. Are you almost here?”
In the background she could hear her stepfather 

wishing her a Merry Christmas too, and music 
humming from their kitchen. 

“No, I’m calling to tell you I won’t make it,” she 
said. “I’ve gone to see Dad instead.” 

“Excuse me? Your father?” her mother sounded 

shocked. “He’s not in any condition for you to visit. 
You know this.”

“But actually, he is mother. You haven’t been 
updating me with the doctor’s reports. They sent 
you information months ago, didn’t they?”

“Well, yes. I always get that.”
There was silence for a moment. Mel was waiting 

for some sort of apology. 
“He’s still not right. You’re only asking for trouble.”
Mel didn’t know if he was right, but he was better.  

She had been thinking about his condition for days, 
thinking over everything they told her when she 
called. He had stabilized on his medication and was 
responding well to all therapy and treatment. It had 
taken years of different treatments; periods where 
he appeared better than fell back into an episode.  
She knew she had to see him.

“So you’ll be by later?” her mother asked again.
“No, Mother. I’ll be here today. Merry Christmas.” 
Mel hung up the phone, and shut the engine off.  

She had been sitting outside for at least a half hour, 
thinking about the words to say, feeling anxious at 
seeing her father for the first time in nearly ten years. 

But when Mel walked inside, she immediately 
recognized him, sitting a table with a sketchpad and 
pencil.  The nice lady at the front desk walked her 
over to her father, and she sat down at the table, 
asking him what he was drawing. On the paper was 
a picture of a little girl that had almost looked like 
her when she was younger and had her blonde, curly 
hair.  Her father smiled at her and stood up slowly.  
He leaned in to hug her without saying a word. 

He kissed her on the cheek. 
“You’re as beautiful as I always remembered,” he 

said, sitting back down at the table.
“And you still look the same Dad,” Mel smiled
They sat together, eating coffee and eggs served 

by the cafeteria.  Few people were around, but it 
was still quite early this Christmas morning.  Her 
father had always been one to wake up early to 
draw and enjoy his coffee before Mel could arrive 
to join him. ¤

F
I

C
T

I
O

N

F
I

C
T

I
O

N

“Still Mel yearned for 
soft snow that glittered 
like dreams, a glimpse in 
the light before we wake, 
lost shimmers frozen in 
the mind.” 
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