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This book is dedicated to the Christ child.

Its not as majestic as gold or frankincense or

myrrh, but it’s the best that I could do.



THURsSDAY, NOVEMBER 30

“Doggone it,” Thomas grunted, glancing toward the Holstein
as the big fella lifted its tail. “What're they feedin’ that thing
anyway?”

Theresa smiled to herself and watched the cow pie form
on the wood chips blanketing the ground of their makeshift
manger. Thomas shook his head, then hustled behind the
partition that formed the back of their little stall, strategically
located on one side of the Possum town square. He returned
with a shovel and black plastic bag, scooping up the mess
before a family of four climbed out of the Ford Explorer at
the edge of the square. Visitors had been sparse tonight, kept
away by a cold and steady drizzle. Plus, people didn’t usually
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have time to visit the live manger scene this early in the sea-
son. There was simply too much shopping to do.

“I'd help you out, but I just got baby Jesus to sleep.”
Theresa cuddled the plastic doll wrapped in swaddling
Walmart blankets. “You know what a momma’s boy He is.”

“Don’t be disrespectful,” Thomas muttered, his voice low
so he couldn’t be heard by the approaching family. They had
learned that it somehow broke the reverence of the occasion
if Mary and Joseph were bickering.

“Didn’t mean no disrespect,” Theresa whispered. She
looked lovingly at the baby in her arms, its chubby little
face glistening as the spotlight bounced off its plastic cheeks.
It was only a doll, but it was special in so many ways. For
two years this doll had played the part of the Christ child
in the otherwise-live Nativity scene. And Theresa, who had
been honored to take her shift as a thirty-five-year-old replica
of the teenage Virgin Mary, had seen some pretty amazing
things happen when people came to visit.

But the baby doll was special for other reasons as well.
It was, after all, the favorite doll of Theresa’s eight-year-old
daughter, Hannah, a constant companion that Hannah had
named “Bebo” when Hannah was only three. Bebo’s plastic
face, hands, and feet—once a clean and fleshy pink—now
took on the hue of a Middle Eastern baby, colored by thou-
sands of hugs, kisses, and strokes from Hannah’s grubby little
hands and lips. Bebo’s cloth body had been patched twice in
an effort to keep the stuffing from falling out. Other dolls
and stuffed animals had come and gone in the Hammond
household, but Bebo stayed around, sleeping under Hannah’s
arm every night.

Because she was nearly human anyway, Bebo was a
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natural choice to play the Christ child. Nobody outside
the Hammond family needed to know that Bebo was really
a girl.

“What smells?” the approaching teenage girl asked as she
turned up her nose and huddled under an umbrella with her
mother.

“Maybe one of the shepherds let one rip,” her younger
brother said.

Theresa noticed Thomas stiffen, but she knew he would
hold his tongue. As soon as the family left, however, Thomas
would complain about the lack of discipline in families these
days.

“Justin!” the boy’s father snapped. He stood to the boy’s
side, hunched down in his own trench coat, seeking protec-
tion from the wind and drizzle.

“That’s not even funny,” the girl said.

““That’s not even funny,” Justin mocked. “You're such a
suck-up.”

Theresa watched as the dad glared at Justin, but the boy
avoided his father’s eyes. She gauged Justin to be junior high
age—thirteen, maybe fourteen. He was listening to his iPod,
swaying slightly to its beat, his face shielded by a large hooded
sweatshirt. Theresa thought about her own son, a little six-
year-old pistol they had nicknamed Tiger. She wondered if
she would survive Tiger as a teen.

“Amazing, isn't it?” the mother said as she stepped closer
to Theresa and looked down at the Christ child. “That God
loved us enough to send His Son to be born in a place like
this.”

Theresa nodded, flashing back to the delivery of her sur-
prise baby—Elizabeth Leigh—ten months ago. The labor
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was brutal. But Mary—she delivered Jesus in a barn with
Joseph as a midwife and with no epidurals.

“Amazing,” Theresa muttered in agreement.

“It’s not like He was born in Possum,” Justin said.

But the mother ignored him and inched a little closer.
After locking eyes with Theresa, she touched her fingers to
her lips, kissed them, then placed them on the cheek of baby
Jesus. Her daughter, without saying a word, did the same.

“Thanks for being out here, even in the rain,” the mom
said.

Theresa smiled and nodded. “God bless you,” she said.
She watched as the mom and her daughter locked arms
under their umbrella, then turned and headed back to the
car. As Justin trailed behind them, the dad began to follow
but hesitated and turned back toward Theresa. He took a few
tentative steps, looked deep into her eyes, and did something
that always gave Theresa goose bumps.

He went down on one knee in front of her and bowed
his head. She wanted to tell him to get up. The grass was wet
and the Lord knew that nobody should be bowing to her.
But the Lord also knew that this man didn’t take a knee out
of respect for some thirty-five-year-old mom who lived in a
double-wide trailer in Possum. He was bowing before the
Christ child, and Theresa had no right to interfere with that.
She realized that Mary, the mother of Jesus, must have felt
the same sense of unworthiness and awe when the shepherds
came to honor her child.

She glanced at Thomas and saw the look of appreciation
in his dark brown eyes. His face was shining, wet from the
drizzle, and she could see fatigue in every muscle, but the
look reflected her own thoughts— This is why we're out here.
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After a few seconds, the man crossed himself and rose.
He reached out and touched Theresa’s hand even as she held
tight to the make-believe baby. He squeezed softly. “Thanks,”
he said. Then he turned and walked away.



Author’s Note

FicTtion AUTHORS LOVE this section the way lawyers love
disclaimers. We get to remind readers that we've made up
most of this and that’s why the book is fiction. There is no
Possum, Virginia. There is no Judge Cynthia Baker-Kline or
Jazz Woodfaulk or Tiger Hammond. As for Santa Claus . . .
well, you make the call on that one.

One thing I don’t make up is the law. I try to be accu-
rate on the substantive issues and legal proceedings. There is
enough conflict and drama and majesty in our legal system
that you don’t have to go beyond what’s there to write a good
story. One particularly thorny issue we confront is the right
of citizens to acknowledge God and religious traditions in the
public square. I've got an opinion or two on this, but I also
know there are good people on both sides of the debate. I've
tried to reflect that in this book.

I've also tried my best to do justice to the spirit of my
favorite holiday. In all of history, no event is more worthy of
our meditation and best storytelling efforts than this: “The
Word became flesh and dwelt among us.” You'll be the judge
of whether I succeeded.
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