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onia King peered through the slit in the 

shades in her kitchen, hazel eyes piercing. 

 Oh heavens. 

 She snapped the shades shut with clear, 

manicured nails. 

 “George. You won’t believe it. You won’t 

believe what those new neighbor people are doing 

now.” Sonia looked out across the street again. “It’s 

really garish. And in such a small space.” She averted 

her eyes as if the unfolding scene was too much to bear. 

“I shudder to think that I’ll have to see this every day 

for the next month.” 

 Sonia shut the shades for the second time and 

looked down at the neat, framed picture of George. 

She waited, staring at his smiling expression as if, in the 

next moment, he’d materialize from the silver edges 

and speak. What would he say? 

S 
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“Tacky! Awful! Embarrassing to even be in the 

proximity of such an inelegant, gaudy display. You, a 

former judge, should be surrounded by sophisticated 

intellectuals with suitable decor.” 

 No. 

George would never say that. 

He’d tell her she was being silly. That it didn’t 

matter. They were just Christmas decorations. 

 She moved from George’s photo and put a 

kettle on for afternoon tea. Her calendar hung from a 

bulletin board in the kitchen; a vision of blank squares. 

As a judge, she’d juggled hundreds of cases and, after 

retirement, she’d been “of counsel” – an advisory 

lawyer -- to a local law firm. Sonia relished the purpose 

and structure the role had given her. Until they didn’t 

need her. 

 The kettle whistled, and Sonia fixed her tea 

with lemon and a half a teaspoon of sugar, exactly. 

She’d have measured it down to the granule, if possible. 

Precision and order bred success. If people were just 

precise and orderly about their lives – their words, their 

clothing, their CHRISTMAS DÉCOR – the world 

would be so much more pleasant to navigate. 
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 Tea in hand, Sonia sat on the living room 

couch and admired her perfectly tasteful Christmas 

tree. The eight-foot spruce was adorned with pearl-like 

strings of beads and white lights. Branches with giant, 

gold bows complemented pink-hued, coordinating 

Christmas ornaments. At the tree’s top was a tasteful 

gold star; its bottom surrounded by an embroidered 

beige tree skirt. Adjacent to the spruce, four pink and 

gold stockings hung from the mantel; the number for 

symmetry’s sake alone. It had been decades since she’d 

had four stockings to fill. 

From her vantage point on the couch, Sonia 

could see the newish neighbors through the giant 

picture window. Though only Constance Abbott 

officially lived in the residence – it was a fifty-five and 

older community – there seemed to be a never-ending 

stream of cheerful visitors.  Sonia was sure the parade 

of well-wishers violated some homeowner’s 

association rule. But she didn’t report it. She wasn’t that 

much of a curmudgeon. 

In fact, she had tried to be friendly. It had been 

hard for her to go to George’s house when it was no 

longer George’s house. But she did. She’d even 
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brought homemade macaroons which, unknown to the 

average person, can take several hours to make, not 

including the 24 hour “sit” period. And, although 

Constance had been perfectly pleasant, every 

subsequent encounter was met with the same question: 

“And you are, dear?” 

Who was she? A former judge, a mother, a 

grandmother, a widow. 

“I’m Sonia,” she’d answer each time but, then, 

the weather turned cold, abruptly putting an end to the 

chance encounters. Still, the fact that she was, 

apparently, so nondescript that her neighbor never 

even remembered meeting her was unsettling. 

A buzzing sound drew her attention back to 

the picture window and the scene unfolding across the 

street. 

Oh no. 

Sonia watched as air blew into a giant, 

inflatable snowman. It swayed slightly and the younger 

of two gentlemen, more of a boy really, pulled on 

strings to tether it to the ground.  There was a nod of 

approval from the older man before they moved 

toward a second circle of nylon on the lawn. Moments 
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later, a plump Santa stood next to its snowy 

counterpart. The duo moved again, and Rudolph 

emerged. The trio of blowups was angled such that 

they looked directly into her front window, seemingly 

mocking her with their fake, nylon eyes and immovable 

smiles. Had she had real curtains instead of a hand-

sewn, silk valance, Sonia would have snapped them 

shut in a commanding display of disapproval. Instead, 

she was forced to watch their continued efforts to 

“decorate” the small lawn which now involved 

assembling a small Ferris wheel. 

Honestly. 

With nothing to do with her energy, Sonia 

grabbed her cell and punched the contact number for 

her daughter. The phone rang, and Sonia imagined 

Lilly staring at the screen, weighing whether or not to 

pick up. 

I gave birth to you, Lilly. 

As if Lilly could hear her thoughts, she 

answered on the next ring. “Mom.” 

“Lilly. You won’t believe what those people are 

doing to George’s house.” 
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“What?” Lilly sounded sufficiently alarmed; 

Sonia felt gratified. Then she explained about the 

Christmas decorations exaggerating, only slightly, the 

scope and nature of the unfolding scene. When Lilly 

didn’t say anything, she added, “They are putting old 

stuffed animals in the tiny Ferris wheel as we speak.” 

“You’re being a snob, Mom.” 

“I’m not. You have to see it. George is 

probably rolling over in his grave. Your father, too.”   

 “They are probably both laughing at you, 

Mom. Lighten up. And take a picture. It sounds like 

something Hunter would love.” 

 A vision of Hunter, her five-year-old 

grandson, filled Sonia’s mind. “He could see it himself, 

Lilly, if you came here.” 

Lilly sighed. “Mom, you know it’s Paul’s 

family’s turn for Christmas. We talked about this.” 

Silence filled the space before Lilly spoke again. 

“Mom, you need to get out more. Since George died, 

you barely leave the house. It’s sad.” 

Sonia processed her words. What did Lilly 

think? That she sat alone with her tea conjuring up 

pretend conflicts with the neighbors. It was insulting. 
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“Thank you for your loving concern,” she said 

flatly. “But I’ll have you know that I am attending a 

Christmas party at the firm tonight.” 

“Oh good. They still invite you, then.” 

Still invite her? As if she were a charity case. 

“Yes, Lilly, they still invite me. I am – was – a judge, 

remember? I am a revered member of the legal 

community.” 

“I know you are Mom.” 

Lilly seemed ready to say something else; Sonia 

didn’t give her the chance. “I have to get ready, Lilly. 

For my party.” Sonia pressed the red end button and 

at the phone and stared blankly at the screen. Was she 

really that pathetic? 

Sonia stood up abruptly and looked at the 

inflatable figures now swaying briskly in wind. Maybe 

they’d blow away. Or blow into her house! She 

visualized an errant Santa shuttling across the street 

with the wind, a missile of tacky holiday cheer. She 

shook her head. 

She’d need a glass of wine tonight. 
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Sonia arrived at the firm in a fitted, black 

Brooks Brother’s suit, a festive candy cane pin 

adorning the lapel. She hurried in from the parking lot, 

fashionably late. She opened the door, expectant, but 

hardly anyone was there. Apparently, fifteen minutes 

was no longer the customary “just running late” 

duration of time. She stood by the punch bowl, alone, 

willing a familiar face to come through the door. A 

young girl stood in front of her. 

“I just need to get to the punch.” The girl 

gestured toward the bowl and Sonia realized that she 

was blocking access to the beverages. 

“Of course.” Sonia sidestepped and thought 

about starting a conversation. She opened her mouth 

to speak but, before any words came out, the girl 

stepped away and joined another group.   Just then, 

several partners walked in. She exhaled. Thank God. 

She joined the group before they even had their coats 

off. Banter was easy. She asked and answered the usual 
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questions about kids, grandkids, and holiday 

preparations. Then, like a spigot of water nearing the 

end of its supply, the conversation petered out. Within 

minutes, Sonia’s circle of peers had dwindled. 

“So, I take it White is still good law?” she asked 

randomly. 

White had been her most influential decision as 

a judge. She had been affirmed by the Appellate 

Division and then the New Jersey Supreme Court. It 

was an oft-quoted opinion; many said she had made 

new law. 

For a moment, no one answered her inquiry 

then, gratefully, Joel Mitchell opined: “No one will 

overturn White, Sonia. That’s a lock solid decision.” 

There were nods of approval and some stray 

comments about the case. Then silence again. Within 

the hour, all of Sonia’s initial group had assimilated into 

the party save one man’s poor wife who seemed to 

have been given the task of entertaining her—the old, 

retired judge. “Do you think you would be interested 

in scrapbooking, Sonia?” 

It was too much. Sonia made the excuse that 

she had another party to attend and drove home. She’d 
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forgotten about the Abbott house until she turned on 

to her street. 

Oh, for God’s sake. 

The trio of blow-ups beckoned like a comical 

lighthouse. As Sonia drove toward home, the little 

Ferris wheel, now moving, came into view. Colored 

lights adorned the porch and every window. The stairs 

were flanked with lit, blinking candy canes and every 

front tree was dressed in alternating rows of green and 

red lights. A projector was set up so that it looked like 

fake snowflakes were falling in a steady rhythm over 

the house. Christmas music blared from a speaker on 

the roof adjacent to a plastic Santa and eight tiny 

reindeer. 

Sonia was so horrified; she hadn’t looked at her 

own home. Then she saw it. A blow-up lit up 

nutcracker on her lawn. It had to have been twelve feet 

tall. Was this some kind of joke? She marched up her 

steps, determined to get to the bottom of whatever 

prank was being played.  There was a white envelope 

taped to her door. She removed it and looked back at 

the looming, balloon-like structure. As if! 
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Once inside, Sonia opened the envelope. 

Maybe it was some kind of clue? Inside was a card with 

a handwritten note: 

 

Dear Sonia, 

Please accept the Nutcracker as a thank you for 

welcoming my Mom, Constance, into the neighborhood. 

We hope it brings you some Christmas cheer! We’re 

having an open house at my Mom’s on Christmas Eve. 

Please stop by. 

Best, Will Abbott 

 

Sonia read the note three times, unable to 

determine its sincerity. Did this Will Abbott person 

overhear her on the phone with Lilly? Was this a means 

to get back at her? Or did he truly believe she would 

want an oversized, pretend soldier on her lawn for the 

holidays? 

Sonia didn’t want to make a scene of herself 

over it. But she didn’t want it on her lawn!  She rapped 

her fingers on the table, mind swirling with options. 

She could unplug it. 

Or say it ripped. 
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Or tell Will Abbott that the Nutcracker was 

just plain absurd. And he should remove it forthwith. 

She hung up her coat, still thinking. There must 

be some homeowner’s regulation about decorations. 

That was it. 

By morning, Sonia had perused through the 

homeowner’s association manual and found what she 

needed. She left a sweet, anonymous message on the 

association answering machine and, by afternoon, the 

throng of Constance Abbott visitors returned to 

prematurely disassemble the gaudy display. 

Like worker bees, the Abbott group bound up 

the colored lights on green, plastic wheels.  They took 

down the obnoxious, blinking candy cane and removed 

plastic Santa and friends from the roof. Sonia felt a 

pang of guilt as the inflatables, cut off from their 

electric life source, began to lose air. They seemed to 

mock her, their killer, as they condensed. She sat, 

staring at the circles on the Abbott lawn when there 

was a knock on her door. 

Who could it be? She wasn’t expecting anyone. 

Reflectively, Sonia reviewed herself in the mirror and 

straightened her slacks before opening the door. 
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It was him. 

The gentleman from across the street. Was he 

there to admonish her? Did he know what she’d done?  

He held out his hand and shook hers. “Sonia?” 

“Yes?” 

“I’m Will Abbott. Constance’s son.” He 

gestured to his mother’s house. Sonia nodded.  “I think 

I owe you an apology.” 

Sonia couldn’t speak. 

Will continued, “My mother has Alzheimer’s. 

She – well, there are good and bad days. But somehow, 

with Christmas, she seemed to remember more. There 

was a crazy Christmas house from when she was a kid 

that she always talked about. We tried to duplicate it.” 

Will looked back at the house—only remnants of the 

earlier display remained—and smiled.  “It worked too, 

a bit. We had some good conversations yesterday.” 

He paused. “But we were told we needed to 

take it down. Homeowner’s association rules.” Will 

rolled his eyes. “Anyway, I’m here about the 

Nutcracker. It was a disingenuous gift.  My mother’s 

room looks out at your house. She loves the 

Nutcracker, so I gave you the gift so she could see it. 



17 

And now we have to take it down! Sorry. It was terrible 

present all around. So I brought you this.” Will tapped 

his foot on a giant wrapped gift that Sonia had not 

noticed until that moment. 

A gift. For her? After she’d ruined their efforts. 

She couldn’t accept it. 

“Really. No gift is needed.” 

Will shook his head. “I insist. I’d really like you 

to have it.” 

“Honestly, it’s not –” 

“Please.” 

Sonia looked at the man in front of her. He 

seemed sincere. And all the effort he went to help his 

mother! God. Lilly was right. She was a horrific snob. 

Taking his gift seemed the least she could do. “OK.” 

She looked at the gift then back at Will.  “Thank you.” 

“It’s heavy. Do you mind if I bring it in?” 

“No. Of course, I’d appreciate that.”.” 

Sonia watched as Will picked up the present 

and put in on her kitchen table. “Well?” he said, 

looking at her. “You don’t have to wait for Christmas 

as far as I’m concerned.” 
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“Oh! OK.” Sonia tore off the wrapping paper 

to reveal a birdfeeder and a large sack of black oil 

sunflower seed. 

“It’s a cardinal starter set.” Will went on to 

explain that certain feeds and feeder locations attract 

cardinals. “I heard you had a close relationship with the 

former owner. Some people think cardinals are –” 

“Your loved ones checking in,” Sonia said, 

interrupting. “I’ve heard that.” She looked at the gift 

then back at Will. “Thank you. Thank you for thinking 

of this.” 

“Can I set it up?”  

Sonia suppressed the urge to say no, to shut 

him out, to continue with her loneliness. 

But she didn’t.   

She watched as Will assembled the feeder and 

found a sturdy branch in the yard near a bush where, 

he insisted, the cardinals would make a nest. He filled 

the feeder and hung it. In all, a fifteen-minute task. But 

it felt good to have someone else around. When he left, 

Will made her promise she’d stop by for the Christmas 

Eve open house. Not long after, the first cardinal came. 
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  “I know I’ve been terrible, George,” she said 

to the bird. “I’m going to do better.” 

 

Sonia knocked on Constance’s door on 

Christmas Eve at 5 p.m. on the nose. Too early? 

Possibly.  

Will opened the door almost immediately. 

“Sonia! Come in. Mom is by the Christmas tree. My 

sisters and I are just working something out.” He 

gestured to the living room.   “Charlie?” At the sound 

of his name a boy, a cookie cutter of his father, 

materialized. “Can you take Ms. King’s coat and bring 

her back to the party.” Charlie obliged and, moments 

later, Sonia found herself in a conversation with 

Constance.  

“And you are, dear?”  

“I’m Sonia.”  

After the initial niceties, Constance asked Sonia 

if she could refresh her drink. On her way to the 

kitchen, Sonia overheard Will and his sisters.  
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“But we still don’t have Thursday afternoons 

covered.” Will stated.  

“How about the grandkids?” a blonde woman 

suggested. “They’re old enough.” 

“They have school.”  Another woman rolled 

her eyes.  

The group clustered again around the calendar 

and continued their discussion. Sonia realized they 

were arranging for Constance’s daily care. She thought 

of her blank calendar. She had Thursday afternoons 

available. She had every afternoon available. She 

continued to the kitchen then stopped herself and 

turned. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I’m available 

Thursday afternoons. I’d be happy to spend time with 

Constance.  

 The group looked at her as though she were a 

mirage, a miracle that had materialized from thin air. 

They looked at each other, then back at Sonia. 

“Are you sure?” Will asked. 

“Absolutely.” 
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One year later 

Sonia pushed open the door. “It’s me! Today’s 

the day.” 

Will met her in the foyer. “Sonia. Hello! You 

know it’s not too late to back out.” 

She smiled. “It’s fine. It will great.” 

“And you’re sure there won’t be a problem?” 

“Researched. Found a loophole. It’s all good. 

Get to it!” 

“Last chance,” Will said, stepping toward the 

door. 

“Get out of here before I change my mind!” 

She shooed him away and went to find Constance. She 

gently reminded Constance who she was while they 

played cards. At 5 p.m., Will returned. “It’s ready,” he 

announced. Sonia nodded, and Will turned his 

attention to his mother. 

“Hey, Mom. We want to show you 

something.” Will gently ushered Constance to the front 
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of the house. Her daughters, their spuses, and 

grandchildren stood in the foyer. 

Sonia’s house beckoned from across the street, 

a dizzying and over-the-top display of Christmas lights 

and decorations.   

 Constance clasped her hands together. “Oh. 

It’s just like the house I loved as a kid! I remember 

when….” 

 Will smiled at her over his mother’s head. 

“Thank you,” he mouthed. 

 Sonia nodded. She looked at the Abbott family, 

surrounding their matriarch with such love an 

affection. And she looked at the ridiculous display that 

adorned her lawn. 

It was beautiful. 
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