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Foreword

2020 was undoubtedly a long and challenging year for all 
of us. As the holiday season was approaching, I had this 

feeling to give something back to the community. Something 
loving, something warm, something that is me. All I have is 
this game with words and my imagination. These short stories 
are my presents for you.

The four Advent stories and the story for Christmas are 
illustrated by Olga Pócsik. Even though we worked far away 
from each other, and sometimes our own children were crawling 
and running around us, we really enjoyed working together on 
this lovely project. 

I wish all of you Happy Holidays and a Merry Christmas!
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A ngel wings rustling, as they drop their golden and silver 
feathers, and the world fills with laughter. The children 

had been preparing for this day the whole week. First, they’d 
drawn up the wings on a cardboard, then cut them out, coloured 
and decorated all of them, so they could become real angels by 
the time the holiday came. Only the big white T-shirts were 
missing in the end, so they could be proper angels at least, as 
told by their kindergarten teachers and hinted in the drawings 
in some fairy-tales. And for one day, the drawings really came 
to life. The whole room was filled with joy and happiness, as all 
the little angels were dancing and singing.

Only a blond boy was missing. He was squatting alone in 
his paper box. His wrinkled wings were pressed against the 
box, his head sadly between his knees. He refused to join in 
any games, or even acknowledge the happiness of the others. 
He felt safer and quieter in his box, and although he forced 
himself to suppress it, one big teardrop was about to roll down 
his cheeks.

‘Oh, you beautiful and mysterious night’ – he heard the song 
suddenly. It was closer and cleaner than the other songs. ‘You 
little star eyed child, tiny rose petal’ ... as if it were coming from 
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inside the box!
The boy slightly opened his eyes, and now that big eardrop 

started down. First, he didn’t even notice that he was not alone, 
that the rhythm of his breathing was taken up by someone 
else. Someone who was trying to catch his sight. As his eyes 
adapted, he spotted the white angel sitting in front of him, 
with her wings shining, not wrinkled like his.

‘What are you doing here David?’ asked the little girl.
‘Nothing,’ answered the boy.
‘Splendid, can I stay with you?’ asked the girl.
David shrugged his shoulders and let his head down between 

his knees again, but was peeking whether the girl was still there. 
He had never seen her before. He would remember. He was 
wondering that maybe she was the sister of someone. Well, 
how else would she have got his name right? 

‘No, I don’t know anyone,’ said the girl suddenly.
‘But I didn’t even ask ...’ said David out loud and he was 

visibly surprised.
‘Oh, so you can talk.’  
‘...I just don’t want to.’ David admitted.
‘And you don’t want to play either,’ continued the girl.
‘No!’ answered the boy furiously. ‘No one should tell me 

when to have fun and when to play. I don’t like this angel thing 
anyways, the wings are lame and irritating, and I just don’t care.’

‘I like my wings!’  said the girl, interrupting the boy’s gloomy 
monologue. 

‘Yeah,3 because they are beautiful,’ answered the boy.
‘Yours are beautiful too. I can see you spent a lot of time 

making them,’ replied the girl.
This was true by the way, David was cutting and colouring his 

wings with glee. He was really into creating something until it 
turned out what the fuss was about. He was even happy when 
his mom gave small cheese biscuits to the kindergarten teacher. 
But this whole playday...
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‘You could be having fun with them out there,’ said the girl 
pointing at the other kids outside the box. David immediately 
pulled up into the corner. But the girl went on: ‘I know you 
are safe and sound here. But you’ll miss the experience, and 
you cannot run from it forever. It will betray you once start 
humming the songs, or lift your arms up or just stumble 
into some dance steps. You’ll be involved without noticing it. 
The tune will be in your ears and soul, and it will follow you 
wherever you go, trying to escape through those defensive iron 
doors of yours.’

‘I’m fine without it,’ responded the boy.
‘I know you think that know, but just imagine playing and 

dancing with them only for second. Imagine that you’re in 
seventh heaven and gorge yourself with excellent pastries. 
Look at your mom’s biscuits. They’re almost entirely gone!’

‘She will make me new ones,’ David swallowed.
‘I know she will, but why not give it chance and have fun with 

the others, just this one time?’
David looked at the table, the cakes, and how all the children 

were running and dancing around it. He saw the smiles on 
their faces and their bright eyes. How could he feel the same? 
He was afraid of getting rejected or hurt if he happened to 
show himself. He felt there would be no going back. And being 
on the defensive forever made him so angry inside that he did 
regrettable things. Like the time he broke his favourite toy 
car or tore a children’s book. Or when he spilled the milk. Or 
stomping in anger. But only at home. That is where he felt safe 
to release his overflowing emotions. There, his parents would 
hug him till his anger subsided, but here at the kindergarten he 
didn’t know what to do. Really, what was there to do?

‘First, hold my hands,’ said the girl as she was opening the 
top of the paper box, ‘and we will go outside together. Ready? 
I wish I could show you all those nice things you’ll experience 
with the others. I know it will be difficult sometimes, but you 
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can do this. And yes, you’ll cry, and you’ll be angry or even 
disappointed. But many times, your laughter will reach the 
skies. And then, in those moments of joy, you’ll feel it inside 
that everything is just like what you dreamt about before you 
were born. 

David was astonished by the girl. He hardly understood 
anything. but also felt confident at the same time. He gained 
enough courage to spread his wrinkled wings and go out, and 
found himself singing and dancing with the others, happier 
than ever.

‘Angel from Heaven came to you...’
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E ven though he had a trembling, high pitched and squeaky 
voice, the room was filled with his laughter, everyone 

could hear him, even at the back of the pastry shop. As he was 
passing the giant Christmas tree and saw the artificial snow on 
the branches, he stopped for a moment to relive the memories 
of his childhood among the rolling hills of the Ardennes. Then 
he clapped loudly and started asking the children one by one. 

‘What did you ask from Santa, a book or a toy?’ he asked 
from an 8-year-old boy.

‘A toy!’ answered the boy without hesitation. ‘My mom tells 
me stories anyways.’

‘That’s the spirit,’ said the man, who was ready to ask the 
others too. One boy’s dream was a toy car, a red-haired girl 
wanted a baby doll, her brother asked for a guitar, and their 
little sister had a cute and fluffy teddy bear in mind.

He finally arrived at a girl. She was shy and a bit scared, as 
she didn’t really understand what this weird looking old man 
with a squeaky voice wanted from her. Luckily for her, the 
man’s hot pancakes landed on her table, supressing her tears as 
she gulped down her hot chocolate and a bite of cakes.

Days, weeks and months had passed, and it was winter again. 
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The timid girl was one year older, and not scared anymore, and 
she clearly remembered the weird looking squeaky man from 
last year. Again, the man was gorging himself on hot pancakes.

‘Why are you wearing ragged clothes Santa?’ asked the girl.
‘Santa? Me?’ replied Uncle Squeaky surprised, but quickly 

glanced at his clothes. His shoes were worn out, a big hole 
decorated his jumper, and his pants were old and ratty. He had 
always been seen in these rags. Surely torn everywhere. It’s no 
strange. Everything gets worn as time passes. Really, what on 
earth does this little girl have in mind? 

‘Ah, maybe my grey beard confused you!’ he realized.
‘You didn’t have a long beard last year, nor these shaggy 

clothes,’ said the girl sadly. ‘Isn’t anybody taking care of you?’
Uncle Squeaky suddenly stopped eating. The hot bite 

suddenly turned cold, its smell was gone and so was its taste…  
This question really pushed him to the ground, tearing up a 
long-forgotten wound. Although the girl’s parents tried to 
bring his attention back, and the waiter was pushing him some 
more pancakes, it was all in vain. The man saw nothing but his 
shattered and forgotten past. But he was Santa once, happiness 
and joy surrounded him, his clothes had been ironed and he 
had been looked after and loved. The change came suddenly. 
The candle was blown. He was lost in the darkness not finding 
his life, not seeing the light... 

Uncle Squeaky looked at the little girl and patted her braided 
hair.

‘Thank you for reminding me,’ he murmured gently in a soft 
voice. Then, he quickly grabbed his coat and left for home.

His room was dark, silent and damp. It all lacked energy. He 
realized he’d been missing something from his life. Light! But 
where is light? How on earth could I live like this? A shine 
of sunlight was coming through the window, lighting up the 
dining table. He spotted a photo of his long-gone wife, and a 
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family picture. He was Santa in that photo. 
It all happened in an instance, and he immediately grabbed 

his phone.
‘I’m so sorry I hurt you...’ he sighed and there was no reply. 

‘You don’t even want to talk to me, I get that...’
‘Why now?’ asked a familiar but sorrow voice on the other 

end of the line tearing up some old wounds.
There was no turning back. No defiance, no helplessness or 

indifference.
‘Well...I don’t even know where to start darling, … you know 

it’s almost Christmas...’
‘I’ve been waiting for this call for ages. I feared you’d never 

phone me again’.
‘You are right...I’m obstinate…as a mule…. and I haven’t 

even seen my grandchild.’
‘We’re on our way home right away.’
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T he seats are filled and we have minutes to go. I started 
hearing the crowd’s roar, even though I first thought it 

was the lines echoing in my head, but no, it was dead silence 
in there. I’d never performed in front of this many people, and 
I was also surprised to end up in this role in the first place. I 
hadn’t even dreamt of doing this during those harsh times in 
the foster home. Just lived and survived. And here I am.  I think 
this is where parents are supposed to be proud of their kids, or 
is it after the curtain call? Doesn’t really matters anyways, they 
are both gone by now.

I forgot my lines. I just can’t say a word, after all these weeks 
of learning and rehearsing, repeating them over and over again, 
and there is nothing now. The others were unsure about me 
from the beginning, and my temper didn’t help to ease their 
doubts. It’s only because the dialogues in my head always 
sounded somewhat different. They must be thinking even now 
that I’ll fail and that I’ll embarrass the whole company. I was 
never good during rehearsals. Every good scene was followed 
by three bad ones. I had the concept in my head, but I just 
couldn’t do it, so I got angry, and it led to confrontations with 
the others. I would have picked a fight with any living tree just 



17

When the curtain goes up
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to release pressure. The director always called me back, he gave 
me a second chance every time. I don’t even know why.

Time to begin. The world has stopped moving, and only 
silence remained. The crowd is a background noise by now. 
I’m breathing slowly and methodically. I can feel my stomach 
fill with air, my lungs rise together with my collarbone. A girl 
showed me back in the foster home. Indeed, you can learn 
a lot more from your foster parents than you’d think. These 
tricks can come handy sometimes, instruments of survival. Our 
instruments. The director is looking strictly. He is coming here 
to stress that I cannot mess this up.

‘Albert....look,’ the director said slowly. ‘When the curtain 
goes up, everything will change forever. Doesn’t matter who 
you were, because you can be whoever you want to be. This is 
the real transformation. What do you say?’

It was as if it all came back to life. Even after dust has 
settled over it for decades now. I see how the auditorium fills 
up. Excited I hear the roar as if I were for once again that 
angry, extrovert, but uncertain kid. Like a little boy before his 
first flight, waiting for the pilot to take off. The crowd’s getting 
louder, as the pilot ramps up the turbines. And this trance 
only goes for a couple of minutes before some overenthusiastic 
couple breaks it. As anything is possible at Christmas. Even the 
grumpiest get tamed especially when they hear children sing in 
the glittering night. Like tonight. The seats, the balconies, the 
stairs, and even the exits are filled. A Christmas miracle. Fat 
cardboard angels. I’ve made my peace with them. They are the 
part of my life like the Easter egg, the Halloween pumpkin or 
Santa. 

I look at my wife. She is sitting next to me. Her touch and 
soft smile mean home to me. I get confident with her by my 
side. 

‘Look, there she is!’ she squeezes my hand.
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And there was my little baby girl, the brightest spot on the 
stage, and even in the universe. Her golden hair falls onto that 
beautiful, long white dress, as her voice breezes through my 
heart, healing all wounds, and her act means the world to me…
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Éva thought that the adrenaline really helps, and whenever 
she gets her gifts last-minute (which she does every year), 

it just makes it more efficient. However, this year was different.
Since March, instead of high-heels and fancy, pristinely 

pressed costumes, she’s been wearing slippers and PJs all. 
Her rarely used laptop case caught dust in the anteroom. 
Occasionally, she would clean it a bit, and with tears in her eyes, 
she reminisced about hoping for a better future. Half the world 
switched to home-office, and first, she liked the lazy mornings, 
the home-made food, no rush hours, no shouting, but after a 
while she started missing her old lifestyle, even if it was too 
hectic. Luckily, summer came and saved her from going mad. 
But as the hot days went by, everything returned to this ‘new 
normal’, and it was already December again. And no presents 
on the horizon. She had perfected the art of online shopping 
in the previous months, so on a quiet night, as she was sipping 
wine, she ordered all the presents. She expected them to arrive 
in the remaining 10 days, but they hadn’t. She heard from the 
news that the postal service was under a lot of pressure, but she 
figured that her orders would arrive. And a little voice inside 
alarmed her. 
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‘I still have one week,’ she reassured herself. 
But then two days before Christmas, she received an email. 

‘We are sorry to inform you that we are unable to deliver you 
order before the Holidays’. When she got to the part about the 
extreme pressure on the workers, she was already on the brink 
of a nervous breakdown...all the presents... ‘Where is dad’s 
liquor?’ she asked herself.

She felt miserable the next morning, and not only because of 
getting drunk, snoring and the splitting headache. Christmas 
without presents. She was trying to have positive thoughts and 
plans, but she was lost. She had all these mantras she repeated 
over and over again, but nothing helped. And now all she could 
think of were the commonplaces she had memorized. 

‘Every day is a new beginning,’ came the first.
‘Who would have thought?’
‘It’s no use crying over spilt milk.’
‘It depends on who.’
‘If it doesn’t kill you, it strengthens you.’
‘Really?’
‘Hope dies last.’
‘It’s late.’
‘You can do anything. It all depends on you.’
‘Sure, and on the shipping company.’
‘When one door closes, another one opens.’
‘There is no other door.’
‘If there’s no door, climb in through the window.’
‘Window?’ 

Suddenly, her old drawing book came to her mind. It was 
from her childhood, when she was still creative and amazed by 
the simplest wonders of the world around her. But she’d grown 
up now, at least this was the excuse she kept telling herself 
about why shying away from her dreams. She was wondering 
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where they are. All the pencils, brushes, palettes, blank canvases 
and the half-done artwork. They must be here somewhere, she 
thought. She finally found them at the bottom of a cabinet. A 
fire which she had not felt for years started to make her hands 
want to draw. The first brushstroke was the most difficult. She 
believed it was wrong as it did not live up to the expectations 
of society. That an adult shouldn’t have fun with these silly and 
childish things. But her hand, mind and heart knew exactly 
what they were supposed to do. Hungry and thirsty, she was 
painting, drawing, and creating the whole night, and like a 
Christmas miracle, the presents were done. 

‘At last, you are creating again,’ her mom was relieved. 
‘I’ve always loved your drawings,’ said her grandpa 

enthusiastically. 
‘Look at that! Did you draw this?’ her girl friend was surprised. 
At Christmas, everyone had a part in this miracle. Especially 

Eva, after all the delays and mental breakdowns this year. Not 
only did she make the perfect present, but more importantly, she 
rediscovered her passion. And the things she ordered online? 
The scarf, the wallet, the book? They arrived at Epiphany. 
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When the sun goes down, the whole city turns into a 
mirage of lights, and the streets are dressed in Christmas 

decorations. In a small cottage down the road, three little 
children are waiting anxiously, their faces pressed against the 
window. Amazed by all the lights and the magic of the night, 
they are expecting dad. They wish to have him at home to 
start the celebration, the magic and the room could be filled 
with laughter. Thy don’t care if it is only the candlelight, if the 
presents are fruit and second-hand clothes, because the potato 
soup will be thick, and no one will scold them if they have 
seconds.  ‘He is here, he is finally here!’ the kids are shouting. 
An artificial pine tree which was tangled up in the box 
straightens up in front of their very eyes. Brand new. Like their 
dad’s job from January. Mom is a bit moved by this scene, but 
she already hears the rustling of the wrap paper that hide the 
best poppy-seed cakes ever. They are sent by a kind elderly lady. 
It’s a present for Christmas. Mother brings a big box full of 
decors and lights, which, as the oldest kid seems to remember, 
were hanging on the bushes somewhere in the neighbourhood, 
but they are all astonished by the shiny items. The kids know 
that they are not poor anymore, and that the others can’t bully 
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them because of their weary and undersized clothes.
The doorbell rings, but who could it be? It’s the postman! 

This is the last package he delivers today, his family is expecting 
him too, but he figures he can make this side-trip before going 
home. Dad doesn’t recognize the name on the package. Maybe 
they mixed up the address, and now someone didn’t get their 
present. But no, it’s written here clearly that his family is the 
recipient. They all gather around the box and start unwrapping 
it. First slowly, but then more excitedly and curiously. They 
find pasta, flour, lentil, tin cans, cookies and sweets under the 
colourful wrapping. But the box has something else inside. 
Three ornaments appear. A toy car for the oldest child, a small 
angel for the middle one, and a snowman for the youngest boy.

There is also a letter attached to the box, written in the most 
beautiful handwriting they have seen. But how did they know 
that liver pâté is the favourite of the little one? There are tons 
of it here. Who could have hinted it? There is nothing about it 
in the letter. Only about the future, about good things and the 
little kids. 

Dad is getting excited when he answers the phone. It’s his 
sister who lives abroad. She is an interpreter and couldn’t make 
it home for Christmas. But she used an online forum to ask 
around if anyone felt like sending a package with pâté and 
candies and all that. 

The house is filled with laughter and happiness, as they all sit 
down to enjoy this together. It is Christmas, and the only thing 
that matters is that they have each other.
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angel for the middle one, and a snowman for the youngest boy.

There is also a letter attached to the box, written in the most 
beautiful handwriting they have seen. But how did they know 
that liver pâté is the favourite of the little one? There are tons 
of it here. Who could have hinted it? There is nothing about it 
in the letter. Only about the future, about good things and the 
little kids. 

Dad is getting excited when he answers the phone. It’s his 
sister who lives abroad. She is an interpreter and couldn’t make 
it home for Christmas. But she used an online forum to ask 
around if anyone felt like sending a package with pâté and 
candies and all that. 

The house is filled with laughter and happiness, as they all sit 
down to enjoy this together. It is Christmas, and the only thing 
that matters is that they have each other.










