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I t was 4 in the morning,a day or so ago.
On the scratchedcoffeetablethat’s
beenwithme sincecollegeweresome

2,000 letters.I was determinedto read
themall.

AlreadyI had readof pain, of disappoint-
ment,of laughter,of love.A thousand
emotionsmingledwith
mine,our tearsran
together,silentriverson
this earlymorning.

Thefirewascheery,
andthetreewebought
thedaybeforewas
trimmed.Upstairsthe
childrensleptwhilemy
partner,O’Malley,
wrappedpresentsand
readthegoodonesout
loud.Outsideahalf-moon
litthemountainsand
madethesnowglisten.

I had askedyou for
Christmasmemories,
and 2,133 of you responded.

I have beena professionalwriterfor 18
years.Now,I was just a reader,a voyeur
intothe ChristmasPast of so many, a
silentvisitorriding alongon the midnight
journeysto a hundredgrandmothers’
houses,someon a snowyprairie,somein
frozenmountainkeeps,someon icebound
Midwesternrivers.

I sufferedthedisappointmentof a little
boywho atebeanswith his exhausted
motheron a DepressionChristmasEve in
a dustyWestTexastown,a kid who ran
fromhis wealthyfriend’shome to his cot
in a hovelon thewrongside of thegrain
elevator,sobbinginto the pillow,“I don’t
wantChristmasanymore.”

I grieved with a little girl in North Denver
whosemotherwas shotdeadby a gang of
boyson ChristmasEve.

I was warmedby the love of so many
mothersand fathers,thesacrificesthey
madeto put a plasticcar or a newscarfor
a pair of warm socksunderthetree.

SantaClaus was lessan old poet’sfraud,
somehow.He is real, as real as love and so
many of you knewthatwas so.

And therewereletters,notstories.
To theguy whowill seehis wife and four

kids withsobereyesthis Christmas,God
bless.Boozeand toothave twistedso
many of us, my brother.Sobercan be
boring,but it’s betterthanhell.

To Tana. Your poemis beautiful.I will
selfishlykeepit to myself.

And,yes, FreddyBosco,Bedouinof
EastColfax,Poetof theMisbegotten,
smokeyour Koolsand drink your Gallo
red.I rememberhow insanewe werein
theLaundromattwo wintersago, our
socksand underwearrollingaroundand
around,drinkingcheapwineand smoking
endlesslyand wonderingwhy life had
goneso wrong.

Go gentleinto this magic night.
ToMikeBoyles,theAfricanjourneywas

notataleofChristmas,butitwasataleof
loveandthegodlinessofmanandbeast.And
thatisChristmas,afterall.AndMike,thanks
forthejobyougavemyfriend.Hedoesn’t
havetogobacktoBlakeStreetanymore.

To the87-year-oldwomanwholabori-
ouslytypedher recollectionof Christmas
in a Japaneseinternmentcampin the
Philippineswhenshewatchedthe slow
starvationof her husbandand four chil-

dren.Of theirdeliverance,all of them,at
theend of the war.Thank you.

If I could, I would have publishedeach
letter,eachstory,eachpoem.As I said,
this was not a contest.Thereare no win-
ners,no losers.That wasn’tthedeal.

All year I tap out
theseepistles,and now
you have returnedthe
favor in spades.Your
gift to me was 2,000
Christmases,each
special,eachwonderful-
ly remembered,power-
ful and beautiful,all
comingtogetherlike a
nova,a specialstar.

If I had a gift for you, it
wouldbeonly this:That
you put thesestories
downon paper,which
somehowmakesthem
immortal.

The threestoriesI pickedto publish
weresimplyrepresentativeof themall,
storiesthatdealwith eternalhopethat is
this season.They weremovingto me, and
theytoldstoriesof love,storiesof loss,
storiesof enduringhuman compassion.

So many of you inspiredso many memo-
ries.

D. TaylorPaulson,formerlieutenantin
theNurseCorps,rememberingChristmas
Day in the 3rd Field Hospital in Saigon.

A Vietnamesecoloneltookthe lieuten-
ant hometo his family, and in theAsian
tradition,made Paulsonone of them.For
a whiletherewereno criesfrom wounded
Americanteen-agesoldiers,no morgue
for Marines,no blindVietnamesechil-
dren,no napalm-burnedgrandmothers.

I remember you, Lt. Paulson, or one like
you,angel of mercy,goddessin white,soft
hand, Americanaccent,sister,mystic
lover in wild, injured,morphinedreams.
Thank you.

JulieThomas,whoseuncleis dying this
Christmasseason.

Wonderful,comfortingUncleJack,the
founderof so many lovelyChristmases
Past,whowithhis wife lulledthreegenera-
tionsto sleepon a ChristmasEve.

“Itseemeda preciousgift to give my
children,a glimpseof gentlelives lived
withgracefrom anotherage.

“Andthis Christmastherewill beno
storiesfrom UncleJack,buthe isn’t forgot-
tenas he waits.”

Not by you, Julie Thomas,nor by me.
And, mazel tov, BarbaraIndichGeller,

an OrthodoxJew who founda placein the
Christianfestivalof love one Christmas
whenshe endeda five-yearsearchfor a
belovedteacherand friendshe had
thoughtdead.

Jim Bernath,you wrotemy personal
favorite.

I was therewithyou and your brothers
and sisters,riding in a car withyour
pool-shooting,cardsharpof an old man
and long-sufferingmother,acrossfrozen
plainsof Texasto WichitaFalls, sittingin
a cheapmotelroom whileyour old man
and uncledrank beerand ignoredtheday.

I was in Texas that Christmasof 1959,
riding outof San Angelodowna two-lane
in a ’54 Pontiacwithmy old man, who
pulleda flaskof CrabOrchardWhiskey

outof the glovecompartment,takinglong
swigsand goosingtheoldbirdalong at 90
milesperhourstraightthroughBrady,the
heartof Texas,on theway toSan Antonio
wheremy motherand sisterwaitedin
temporaryhousingat LacklandField.

He neversaid a wordfor 6 hours.I
thoughthis driving was swell.

Thanks,Jim. I know aboutcoldTexas
sunrises.

And to Bill Fraser,you are exactlyright.
“It’sa nice idea, to takeone day a year

for reflectingon things like forgiveness
and rememberingthepeopleyou love.
Even giving presentsis a good idea. It’s
the leapbetweentheoryand practicethat
has us hung up. We eachhave to find our
ownway out.Me, I’m going to concentrate
on takingsome of thepain out of someone
else’slife. The part I putthere.”

Amen.
WhenI finishedthe last letter,I called

SteveMcCrackenin Washington.He’s the
art directorof The Washington Post
Magazine, my bestfriend,and thenearest
thingto a brotherthatI have. It was 6 a.m.
on theEastCoast.He was stillworkingon
a piece,speeddrawingthroughthenight
to make a deadline.

BeforeI couldtellhim aboutthe letters,
we startedtalkingaboutour Christmas
togetherin 1983, whenI was just getting
this columngoing out here,and he was
sellingpicturesfor a coupleof hundred
bucksapiece.

Drunkand heartbroken,we sat in his
CapitolHill flat twoblocksfrom theSu-
premeCourtbuildingand thoughtabout
ourchildren,who wereall with maternal
grandparents,and thewomenwho had
beenourwives,who werewithothermen.

I had not beenableto stopcryingthat
night.McCrackenis moreof a stoicthanI.
He just drewa pictureand listened.

“Damn,Steve,”Isaid.“Wedon’tevenhave
abloodyChristmastree.”Hesmiled,and
tookalongpieceofgreenwrappingpaper
andcutitintotheshapeofanevergreen.

We eachhad a pocketfulof moneyfrom a
children’sbookwehad publishedin No-
vember.We seemedbenton drinkingit up.

I finally passed out on the floor, thinking
thatall I had left to live for was custodyof
a 12-year-oldboy from marriageNo. 1 and
a goodjob in Denver.I felt like thetwo
littleones from marriageNo. 2 weregone
forever.

WhenI wokethe nextmorning,the first
thingI saw was thecutouttreeon the wall.
He had coveredme withone of his kids’
Bambiblankets.We droveall over the
Districtlookingfor a placeto eat, finally
findinga Pakistanirestaurantwherewe
had somespicedchickenand curryrice.

We bothlaughed,as we remembered.
Life is goodfor bothof us now.He’s

head of theart departmentfor one of the
bestnewspapermagazinesin thecountry,
winningart awardsand runningaround
withsomeknockoutlady. His son and
daughterwerewith him this Christmas.
He soundedhappy,content.

And I’m finallyOK. The columnis work-
ing, there’sa goodwomanin my life, all
thewoundsare healed.

God’s in His heaven,so to speak.
I toldMcCrackenaboutthe letters,

aboutthe2,133 Christmases.
“Thepeopleare wise,John,”he said.
Yes, they are.
God blessyou, everyone.

John Coit
1948-1986 • Columnist

JohnCoit chargedinto townin the
early ’80s, a flawedman trailingbad
marriagesand bad habits.

Butthe Rocky’s newcolumnistar-
rivedwithbig talentand a big heart.
Denversoonlovedhim.

Coitwas thepaper’sstar
columnistfor a shorttime, only21/2
years,yet he managedto tell thestories
of a cityand its peoplein a way that
deeplytouchedhis readers.

“Heseemedableto relateto all of us,”
the lateRocky editorRalph Looney
wrote.

The end cameon Jan. 11, 1986, and it
was nearlyunbelievable.

Coitwas 38 whenhe diedof a heart
attack,11 days aftermarryingSusan
O’Malleyin a New Year’sEve ceremony
in the lobbyof theRocky.

In this column,writtenjust weeks
beforehis death,Coit confidedsome-
thingthatmusthave reassuredhis
readers.He was happy.Finally.
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Your gift to me was
2,000 Christmases,
each special, each
wonderfully
remembered, powerful
and beautiful, all
coming together like a
nova, a special star.
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