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    “I want this bicycle. But I want it to be red.” I pointed at the picture in the ad we got in the mail from the big box store.
    

    
    “You’re too young, dear. Bicycles are for big boys.” My mom dried a dish and put it away in the kitchen cupboard.
    

    
    “No, I’m not. Everyone else my age has one.” I’d been bothering my parents about wanting a bike ever since Tommy, my best friend, had gotten one for his birthday. He’d put a card on the frame that stuck out into the spokes. The faster he went, the more it sounded like a motorcycle. Now, I wanted a bike of my own.
    

    
    “You know what your father said. Once you’re 15, you can get one. They’re dangerous. You could get run over and killed, or worse.”
    

    
    I looked at my mother with puppy dog eyes, trying to imagine something worse than being killed. “Pleeease…” I begged.
    

    
    “I’ll have none of that. Now run along and play. Santa will be here soon, and you don’t want to make him mad, do you? You know what mad Santa does to bad little boys?”
    

    
    “He gives them bikes?”
    

    
    My mom sighs a long, tired sigh of exasperation, acceptance, and frustration. “Run along.”
    

    
    I scooted into the living room where my sister sat on the floor, playing with a set of blocks. My father sat in his recliner, engrossed in his phone. My sister was three years younger than I was and was spelling words, which had my parents seen them would have been shocked. She grinned up at me when she saw the look on my face. She then quickly mixed the cubes.
    

    
    “Are you ready for Santa’s visit?” My dad asked, looking up from his favorite device.
    

    
    “Mom says I can’t have a bike. Maybe you can talk to her.”
    

    
    “We’ve discussed it before. No bikes for another year. You get toys suitable for your age in this family.”
    

    
    An idea cropped up in my brain. “Maybe I can talk to Santa.”
    

    
    “You know the ones in the stores are fake,” my father said. It was a fact. I’d learned to my horror that the one in the box store was a fat balding man who stank of stale beer like my Uncle Rob, but wasn’t my uncle Rob—neither was my Uncle Rob.
    

    
    “No, I mean the real one. The one that comes on Christmas. I’m going to stay up all night and ask him for a bike. He’s sure to bring it.”
    

    
    My father chuckled. “Now why would you want to bother Santa? He has a busy night. He has parties to go to and things to deliver.”
    

    
    “Well, he can deliver my bike. I’ll stay up and when he comes.” We didn’t have a fireplace, and my parents had told me on several occasions he came in through the bathroom vent. I wasn’t sure how magic worked, but if he could pull it off, he was for real. “I’ll tell him what I want.
    

    
    “You’ll have to stay up really late.”
    

    
    “That’s OK.” A sliver of doubt crept into my being. The latest I’d ever stayed up was 10PM–and then my parents had yelled at me for doing so.
    

    
    “Past midnight?”
    

    
    I thought for a moment, trying to measure time. “That long?”
    

    
    “That’s when Santa comes.”
    

    
    “Is that the time he’s got on his schedule for our house?” Dad had taught us early about the benefits of planning and calendar use.
    

    
    “If not later…”
    

    
    “That doesn’t sound like he’s very efficient.” I pushed the growing doubt aside. I was going to be 15 in less than a year. Furthermore, I was almost an adult. I had to act like one. “You’ll see. I’ll stay up and talk to Santa. I’ve been good. He’ll talk to me.”
    

    
    “And what if you fall asleep and miss him?”
    

    
    The sliver reasserted itself and grew into a gaping hole in my stomach. “I won’t.”
    

    
    “Well, if you’re so set on meeting Santa, I’m sure you will.” My father smiled a benevolent smile, which I’d learned at an early age that he was just being condescending. Dad refocused his attention on his phone. I often wondered what was so fascinating, but I’d never been able to figure it out.
    

    
    “Santa isn’t real,” my sister chimed up from spelling a four letter word with the blocks. “You’re stupid.”
    

    
    “I’m not. You’ll see. I’ll talk to him and get a bike. You’ll probably get a stupid doll or something from mom and dad. You have to go to the source if you want to get what you want.”
    

    
    “Everyone knows he’s made up.”
    

    
    “Stop saying that!” Why did no one believe in me? “I’ll show you all.”
    

    
    That was a week ago. Each day, I’d tell my family my plans to meet Santa and tell him I wanted a bike. Then the big night arrived. I went up to my small bedroom and went to bed early, so I could stay awake when he comes. I set the alarm to 11 PM—that would give me an hour to wait for the big man to show. I drop on the twin bed and stare at the blank walls. My parents don’t believe in decorations for decoration’s sake. I planned. I schemed. I dreamed. I grew tired. I fell asleep.
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    Bacon crackles on a cast iron pan, its aroma traveling up into my nostrils. I roll over, drooling and smiling, in my dreams. I’m jolted awake as my sister rushes into my room and jumps onto my bed.
    

    
    “Wake up!” she shouts. “It’s Christmas! Everyone else is up. It’s time to open presents.”
    

    
    I roll over, forcing my eyes open, and yawn. And then I remember. How could I forget? I fell asleep! I wasn’t supposed to. I was going to see Santa. I’d planned and prepared. Why hadn’t the alarm gone off? I stare at the errant instrument, the clown face mocks me with the alarm button in the wrong position.
    

    
    My mother calls up that breakfast is ready. I rush to brush my teeth while my sister runs down the stairs. Done with my morning routine, I race to the breakfast table. My parents always insisted on eating prior to opening presents. I sat gulping food. I’d failed to meet Santa. I’d never get my bike now. Worst of all, my sister would ridicule me for the better part of a year, only to remind me next year. She was like that. I sat. I ate. I sulked. I watched my sister’s evil grin from across the table as she scooped sugary cereal into her mouth when she wasn’t grinning.
    

    
    As we ate, my parents interrogated each of us, asking us what we hoped Santa had brought. I’d spent the last month hinting and priming them with my dreams of a bike. I wanted nothing ostentation–just not a girl’s bike–or a green one. My parents, of course, knew all this, but insisted we ramble off our wishes. They seemed to get a kick out of the things we always wanted, as if they never had dreams when they were young.
    

    
    A frustrating hour later, my sister and I dash to the simply decorated tree in the living room that miraculously had appeared overnight. The needles are already falling off. There are plastic colored balls, and a string of lights–white. That was the extent of the decorations. My parents didn’t feel a tree should have tinsel that could either strangle or choke a child if eaten. I wait for my parents to show up as they take their time leaving the breakfast table. My sister sits by the tiny pile of gifts touching, shaking, fondling, and sniffing each present. None of them looked like a bicycle. I had failed to ask Santa for the bike, and my parents had told me no bike for a year. There was no bike.
    

    
    A glimmer of Christmas hope twinkled in me. There was still a chance it was outside. My parents wouldn’t bring the bike inside, would they? It must be outside, I think. That must be it! These packages must be a present appetizer.
    

    
    My parents walk in and settle on the couch.
    

    
    “You go first,” my father says to my sister.
    

    
    “She always gets to go first,” I complain.
    

    
    “She’s younger than you are,” my mother explains in a patient voice as she has done in each of the previous years.
    

    
    I watch with detached interest as my sister unwraps a doll. She squeals–my sister, not the doll.
    

    
    It’s my turn. There was none of the everyone tears into everything at the same time like starving wolves feeding on a hapless traveler form of unwrapping. We take turns. We have to open. We have to react. We have to thank. This goes on in rotation until all the gifts are exposed.
    

    
    Half an hour later, all the presents are opened, the gift wrap either torn to shreds or neatly folded for reuse in a neatly stacked pile inside a paper grocery bag. My parents sit beatifically, pleased and proud.
    

    
    My disappointment grows, as does my apprehension. Is this it, I wonder. A few toys, socks, underwear and a dumb book on history?
    

    
    My sister wraps a Christmas ribbon around the doll’s neck. My sister’s grin is evil.
    

    
    “There’s something else,” my father announces. “It’s out back.”
    

    
    My spirits soar. The bike! I jump up and race to the back door, followed by my parents. My sister remains behind playing with her haul. I flip open the door to the porch.
    

    
    “We know how much you wanted this,” my mother says. My father has his arm around her shoulder, looking satisfied and proud.
    

    
    “Now promise you’ll be careful,” my father admonishes. “It can be dangerous.” They stand and watch, grinning as I approach the large messily wrapped gift.
    

    
    It doesn’t look like a bike, I think as I catch sight of it. What the hell? Maybe it’s a trick wrapping. My father had a weird sense of humor. He would often wrap gifts to disguise their true content.
    

    
    “You wouldn’t stop talking about it,” my mother says. “We knew you must really want it. It took your father and I a lot to get this for you.”
    

    
    “Appreciate it,” my father commands. My father thought a gift was an obligation.
    

    
    It’s a kit bike, I think excitedly. My father had taken all the parts out of the box and rearranged them into the messy package in front of me. A kit bike is cooler than a normal bike. It’s something I can brag about putting together.
    

    
    I run to the large gift and stare at the decorative paper. It is torn and ripped in places. There are bits of it stapled to whatever is underneath. Criss-crosses of packing tape secure other sections—complete rolls from the amount. I pull a bit of the paper off and stand back, puzzled. A bit of white fuzzy cloth peeks through the hole I’d created. Why would my parents wrap the bike in cloth? More of my father’s attempt to disguise. I pull a loose sheet off near the bottom and reveal a piece of wood that looks like a table leg. What the hell? I look at my parents, who stand grinning expectantly.
    

    
    “Go ahead. Open it. Don’t be afraid,” mother urges.
    

    
    Hesitantly, I rip off more of the snowman-and-Hanukkah wrap. I stand there gawking. I glance at my parents, who stand beaming with pride. I run crying, terrified of the Santa Claus who sits bound and gagged on the chair.
    

    
    
    

    
    -END-
    

          
              
          

          
              
          


          
             ~~~~~
          

          ​
       OPS/html/toc.xhtml

    
      
        
    		
    Left Matter
    


    		
    Title Page
    


    		
    Copyright
    


    		
    Dedication
    


    		
    Scene 1
    


    		
    Scene 2
    


      


    
    
      
        		Cover


        		Start of Content


      


    
  

