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John Coit chargedinto townin the
early’80s, a flawed man trailingbad
marriagesand bad habits.

Butthe Rocky’s new columnistar-
rived with big talent and a bigheart.
Denversoonloved him.

Coit wasthe paper’sstar
columnist for a short time, only 21/2
years,yet he managedto tellthe stories
ofa cityandits peopleina way that
deeplytouchedhisreaders.

“Heseemedabletorelatetoall ofus,”
thelate Rocky editor Ralph Looney
wrote.

TheendcameondJan. 11,1986, and it
was nearly unbelievable.

Coit was 38 whenhe died of a heart
attack,11 days aftermarrying Susan
O’Malleyin a New Year’s Eve ceremony
inthelobbyofthe Rocky.

In this column, writtenjust weeks
beforehis death, Coit confided some-
thingthat must havereassuredhis
readers.He was happy. Finally.

DEC. 25, 1985

Love and the godliness of man and beast

Onthescratchedcoffeetablethat’s
beenwithme since college were some
2,000letters.Iwas determinedtoread
themall.
AlreadyIhadread of pain, of disappoint-
ment, oflaughter, oflove. A thousand

I t was4inthe morning, a day or so ago.

dren. Oftheir deliverance,all of them, at
the end of the war. Thank you.

If 1 could, I would have published each
letter,eachstory,each poem. AsIsaid,
thiswasnot a contest.There are no win-
ners,nolosers. That wasn’t the deal.

emotionsmingled with AllyearItapout
mine, our tearsran theseepistles,and now
together,silentrivers on Your g]ft to me was youhavereturnedthe
this early morning. . favorin spades. Your
The ﬁr}é was che%ry, 2,000 Christmases, gift to mepwas 2,000
hedaybetorewns - cachspecial, each special.eachwonderful
trimmed. Upstairsthe wonderfully ly reme’mbered, power-
chiheneptubleny  remembered, powerful  Miandbeautiuial
wrappedpresentsand and beautiful, all nova, a specialstar.
readthe good onesout . . IfI had a gift foryou, it
loud. Outsidea half-moon coming together like a would be only this: That
lit themountains .and nova, a special star. youput these storigs
madethe snowglisten. downon paper,which
Ihad askedyoufor somehowmakesthem
Christmasmemories, immortal.

and 2,133 of youresponded.

I have beena professionalwriterfor 18
years.Now,Iwasjust areader,avoyeur
intothe ChristmasPast of somany, a
silent visitorriding along on the midnight
journeysto a hundred grandmothers’
houses,some on a snowy prairie, somein
frozen mountainkeeps, some onicebound
Midwesternrivers.

Isuffered the disappointmentofalittle
boywho ate beans with his exhausted
motheron a Depression Christmas Evein
adusty West Texastown, a kid whoran
from his wealthyfriend’shome to his cot
inahovelonthe wrongside of the grain
elevator,sobbinginto the pillow, “Idon’t
want Christmas anymore.”

I grieved with a little girl in North Denver
whosemotherwas shot dead by a gang of
boyson ChristmasEve.

Iwaswarmed by thelove of so many
mothersand fathers, the sacrificesthey
madeto put a plasticcaroranewscarfor
apairof warm socks underthetree.

Santa Claus was less an old poet’sfraud,
somehow.Heisreal,asrealaslove and so
many of youknew that was so.

And therewereletters,not stories.

Tothe guy who will see his wife and four
kids with sobereyes this Christmas, God
bless.Booze and toot have twisted so
many of us, my brother.Sober canbe
boring, butit’s betterthanhell.

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

And,yes, Freddy Bosco, Bedouin of
East Colfax, Poet of the Misbegotten,
smoke your Kools and drink your Gallo
red.Irememberhowinsane we were in
the Laundromat two wintersago, our
socksand underwearrolling around and
around, drinking cheap wine and smoking
endlesslyand wondering why life had
gone soO wrong.

Go gentleinto thismagic night.

ToMike Boyles, the Africanjourneywas
notatale of Christmas, butit wasa tale of
loveand the godlinessofman and beast.And
thatis Christmas, afterall. And Mike, thanks
forthejobyougave my friend. He doesn’t
haveto gobacktoBlake Streetanymore.

Tothe 87-year-old woman who labori-
ously typedherrecollectionof Christmas
in a Japaneseinternmentcampinthe
Philippineswhen she watchedthe slow
starvationof her husband and four chil-

ThethreestoriesI picked to publish
were simplyrepresentativeofthem all,
storiesthat dealwith eternalhopethatis
this season. They were moving to me, and
theytold storiesoflove, stories ofloss,
stories of enduringhuman compassion.

Somany of you inspired so many memo-
ries.

D. Taylor Paulson, formerlieutenantin
the Nurse Corps,remembering Christmas
Dayinthe 3rd Field Hospitalin Saigon.

AVietnamesecoloneltookthelieuten-
ant home to his family, and in the Asian
tradition,made Paulson one of them. For
awhile there wereno criesfrom wounded
Americanteen-agesoldiers,no morgue
for Marines, no blind Vietnamese chil-
dren,nonapalm-burnedgrandmothers.

I remember you, Lt. Paulson, or one like
you, angel of mercy, goddessin white, soft
hand, Americanaccent, sister, mystic
loverin wild, injured, morphine dreams.
Thankyou.

Julie Thomas, whoseuncleis dying this
Christmasseason.

Wonderful,comfortingUncle Jack, the
founder of so many lovely Christmases
Past, who with his wife lulled three genera-
tionstosleepona ChristmasEve.

“It seemed a precious gift to give my
children, a glimpse of gentleliveslived
with gracefrom anotherage.

“Andthis Christmasthere willbe no
storiesfrom Uncle Jack, but he isn’t forgot-
tenashewaits.”

Not by you, Julie Thomas, nor by me.

And,mazel tov, BarbaralIndich Geller,
an OrthodoxJew who found a placein the
Christianfestival oflove one Christmas
when she ended afive-yearsearchfora
belovedteacherand friend she had
thoughtdead.

Jim Bernath, you wrote my personal
favorite.

Iwasthere withyou and your brothers
and sisters,ridingin a car withyour
pool-shooting,cardsharp of an old man
and long-sufferingmother,acrossfrozen
plains of Texasto Wichita Falls, sittingin
acheapmotelroom while your old man
and uncle drank beerand ignored the day.

Iwas in Texas that Christmas of 1959,
riding out of San Angelo down a two-lane
in a’54 Pontiac with my old man, who
pulled a flask of Crab Orchard Whiskey

out ofthe glove compartment,takinglong
swigs and goosingthe old bird along at 90
miles per hour straight through Brady, the
heart of Texas, on the way to San Antonio
wheremy motherand sisterwaitedin
temporaryhousing at Lackland Field.

Heneversaid a word for 6 hours.I
thought his driving was swell.

Thanks, Jim.Iknowabout cold Texas
sunrises.

AndtoBill Fraser,you are exactlyright.

“It’saniceidea,totake onedayayear
forreflectingon thingslike forgiveness
and rememberingthe peopleyoulove.
Evengiving presentsis a goodidea.It’s
theleap betweentheoryand practicethat
hasushungup. We each have to find our
ownway out. Me, I'm going to concentrate
ontaking some of the pain out of someone
else’slife. The part I put there.”

Amen.

WhenlIfinished thelastletter,I called
Steve McCrackenin Washington. He’sthe
art directorof The Washington Post
Magazine, my best friend, and the nearest
thingtoabrotherthatI have.It was6 a.m.
onthe East Coast. He was still working on
apiece,speeddrawing throughthe night
tomake a deadline.

BeforeIcouldtellhim abouttheletters,
we startedtalking about our Christmas
togetherin 1983, whenIwasjust getting
this column going out here,and he was
selling picturesfor a couple of hundred
bucksapiece.

Drunk and heartbroken,we sat in his
Capitol Hill flat two blocks from the Su-
preme Court buildingand thought about
our children, who were all with maternal
grandparents,and the women who had
beenour wives, who were with other men.

Ihadnot beenableto stop cryingthat
night. McCrackenis more ofa stoicthanlI.
Hejust drewa pictureand listened.

“Damn, Steve,”Isaid. “Wedon’t evenhave
abloodyChristmastree.” He smiled,and
tookalongpieceofgreen wrappingpaper
and cutitintothe shapeofan evergreen.

We eachhad a pocketfulof money from a
children’sbook we had publishedin No-
vember. We seemed bent on drinkingit up.

I finally passed out on the floor, thinking
thatallI hadleft tolive for was custody of
a 12-year-old boy from marriage No. 1 and
agoodjobin Denver.Ifeltlike thetwo
little ones from marriage No. 2 were gone
forever.

WhenIwokethe next morning, the first
thingIsawwas the cutouttree on the wall.
Hehad covered me with one of his kids’
Bambiblankets.We drove all overthe
Districtlooking for a placeto eat, finally
finding a Pakistanirestaurant where we
had some spiced chickenand curryrice.

Webothlaughed, as weremembered.

Life is good for both ofus now. He’s
head ofthe art departmentfor one ofthe
bestnewspapermagazinesin the country,
winning art awards and running around
with someknockoutlady. His sonand
daughterwere with him this Christmas.
He sounded happy, content.

AndI'mfinally OK. The columnis work-
ing, there’sa good woman in my life, all
the woundsare healed.

God’sin His heaven, so to speak.

Itold McCrackenabouttheletters,
aboutthe2,133 Christmases.

“Thepeopleare wise,John,” he said.

Yes, they are.

Godblessyou, everyone.



