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On Christmas morning, I broke my younger brother Thomas’s nose. 
The right side of his face swelled up like a giant pimple. He hadn’t 

even been home five minutes.
Regardless of whether or not he had it coming (he did), Mom made 

us put the Christmas decorations away first thing on the morning of 
December 26th. The homemade stockings tacked onto the mantel, the 
plastic holly coiled around the railings, and Santa’s Florida Christmas 
Village annexed across a bookcase adorned with purely decorative 
editions of great works of literature were usually allowed a reprieve 
until January 2nd. Not this year. I guess Mom doesn’t want to be 
reminded of a Christmas of blood, screaming, cursing, and a trip to 
the emergency room.

We stripped the family McMansion of its holiday cheer, packing the 
wreaths, ornaments, lights, and the million and one decorative displays 
into clear plastic boxes with blue lids, lugging them onto the shelves 
of the spacement connected to the side of the house, neither one of 
us saying a word while Mom wiped the kitchen coutners and Dad sat 
in the recliner reading the business section of The Orlando Sentinel, 
his legs stretched over the ottoman. The TV blared rousing orchestral 
music, accompanying the slow-motion touchdown reception from 
some NFL film, heightening the announcer’s drama and urgency: “...
sometimes, in the unlikeliest of places, fortunes are reversed, and the 
defeated rise to unexpected victory.”

Punching Thomas wasn’t the sole reason we weren’t talking that 
morning. We don’t get along. After high school, I moved to Gainesville 
and attended the University of Central Florida. I went vegan. I pierced 
my tongue. I pierced my septum. I pierced my nipples. I pierced my 
ears many times over. I stretched my earlobes until you could stick 
exhaust pipes though the holes. Tribal tattoos quickly covered my 
scrawny arms. I joined a straight-edge hardcore band called Moe 
Green’s Fucking Eyesocket. I worked for a bookstore specializing in 
leftist and anarchist literature. When Thomas graduated high school 
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College soccer sandals, smiling through his Hootie and the Blowfish 
facial hair and carrying a white shopping bag with both arms. He set 
down the bag and bellowed, “Merry Christmas, Mom!” before giving 
her a big hug. “Merry

Christmas, Dad!” Thomas said as he shook Dad’s hand, then pulled 
him in for one of those backslapping hugs.

Then he looked at me, and the smile turned into a smirk, the kind 
people get when they think they’ve beaten you and beaten you good, 
the smirks basketball players get after a slam dunk. He nodded his head 
slowly, then said, “Hello, brother,” condescension in every stretched 
out syllable. “Looks like you lost again.” The smirk increased. “So are 
you moving to Canada with all the other candy-ass liberals?” As an 
added bonus, he threw in a “Huh? Loser?”

I can’t explain the punches. What happened after that is a little hazy 
for me, as pumped with adrenaline as I was. Gut rage took over and 
I was incapable of responding any other way, like when you’ve tried 
being patient with somebody and you’ve tried being nice, but they just 
take advantage of your charity and don’t appreciate it and you’re left 
with nothing but a desire to hit somebody, anybody, especially your 
right-wing brother.

The first punch knocked him backwards into the open door and 
against the wreath. I really can’t explain it because he works out and 
shit, and like I said, I have scrawny arms covered in tattoos. But I swung 
and swung, unable to hear Mom’s panicked cries and Dad’s cursing and 
the blood flowing out of both nostrils of Thomas’s nose. We rolled onto 
the rug of the foyer floor before Dad pulled me off. Thomas, he just 
laid there, crying through the blood, and there was no denying the 
awkward bend of his beak nose. While Mom drove him to the hospital, 
Dad just yelled at me, “What the hell’s the matter with you?” I couldn’t 
answer so I didn’t. I just went back into the living room and stared 
blankly at marching bands and giant Huey, Dewey, and Louie parade 
floats, gingerly flexing the fingers of my bruised right hand.

the boxes full of the family’s indoor Christmas decorations were lugged 
and raised onto the shelves.

“Thanks,” I said, brushing the dust off my olive drab army surplus 
pants cut off below the knees and my black Against Me! t-shirt.

“Yup,” Thomas managed through a fattened purple face, looking 
away from me and through the window to his left. The squirrels were 
leaping from one sandpine to the next. I nodded, and we went inside 
the porch and back into the house.

We made a dummy check of all the rooms and ended our search 
by the front door. There, camouflaged on the expensive oriental rug, 
was a broken piece of garland from the wreath that hung on the front 
door. Its green plastic leaves reflected the chandelier hanging directly 
overhead, the white dots sparkled over the red and yellow of the three 
plastic sugarplums.

I didn’t get into town until late Christmas Eve night. By then, 
Thomas had left to spend the night with his girlfriend and make an 
early Christmas morning appearance with her family. Around 10:30 
Christmas morning, me and Mom and Dad were watching the Walt 
Disney World Magic Kingdom Christmas Parade, when the doorbell 
chimed.

“That’s Thomas!” Mom exclaimed, leaping from her chair, Santa 
Claus embroidered on her green sweatshirt. “Let’s all meet him at 
the door and sing ‘Deck the Halls!’” My mom wants Christmas to 
be like every holiday movie moment, where for just one day out of 
the year the whole family loves each other unconditionally and before 
you know it, one of us is running down the street stuttering Jimmy 
Stewart pleasantries: “M-M-M Merry Christmas Texas Roadhouse! 
M-M-Merry Christmas Bed Bath and Beyond! You too R-Restoration 
W-Warehouse! Muh muh muh Merry Christmas!” Mom was off to the 
door before Dad and I could stop her. Dad looked at me, shrugged, 
and off we went to greet my brother.

Mom unlocked the door and Thomas stepped in wearing that stupid 
white ballcap, the frat jersey, khaki cargo pants, socks in those awful Joe 

two years later, he moved across town to attend the University of 
Central Florida, and was quickly seduced by her left-brained, right-
wing ways. He was Treasurer of the College Republicans. His meager 
bookcase held the usual gang of asstards: your Hannitys, your Coulters, 
your G. Gordon Liddys. He was never seen without his green, yellow-
lettered Lambda Chi Alpha frat jersey, with the number 69 on the 
back and the nickname “Major Woody”, because our last name is 
Wood. This is what he wore on the morning of the 26th—plopping a 
nutcracker figurine into yet another container in the living room next 
to Dad’s feet on the ottoman—along with his always present ballcap 
pulled backwards down over his forehead.

For the past year, the two of us have communicated exclusively 
through forwarded e-mails from political web sites we agree with. No 
talks of love lives, of jobs, of school, just a constant ping pong of barbs 
and counterbarbs, blogs and counterblogs. I see your Robert Novak 
and raise you one Noam Chomsky. I see your Noam Chomsky and 
raise you one Swift Boat Veterans for Truth.

The subjects of our e-mail messages said it all: “Fwd: Bush’s Anti-
Robin Hood Agenda on the Poor;” “Fwd: Re: Liberal Bias Proven 
Irrefutably by Dan Rather’s Incompetence;” “Fwd: A Soldier Speaks 
Out About the Quagmire in Iraq;” “Fwd: The Homosexual Agenda in 
Our Schools.” It’s a futile endeavor, debating people like my brother, 
whose head is so far up his ass he can’t see the obvious wrongs in this 
country. But he’s my brother, and I wanted to help him not be so 
goddamn stupid. I’m sure the feeling was mutual, but it was different 
because I’m right and he’s a dumb shit.

We carried the decorations to the spacement. It smells like wood 
shavings. The tiny rectangular room is brown, and the air feels old as 
it settles into your lungs. I was trying to lift the containers onto the 
shelves over my head on the wall opposite the entrance, but I couldn’t 
quite heave them. Thomas walked up, squeezed through next to me 
and helped. Together, we stacked the containers on the shelves until all 

I apologized to Mom when she came back, but I didn’t say anything 
to Thomas. His face had to be bandaged overnight, and it hurt when 
he talked. But the smirk was gone, replaced by a petulant whimper, 
the kind little kids have after crying their eyes out and still not getting 
their way. Christmas dinner was a silent affair. I ate my tofurkey as 
quickly as

possible before running up to my room to read A People’s History of 
the United States.

When we saw that garland, we both bent down to pick it up at the 
same time like they do on bad high school sitcoms, when the boy 
and girl go to pick up that clumsily dropped textbook and fall in love 
at first sight. Thomas grabbed it first, and we both laughed at the 
coincidence.

“Take it,” I said.
“All right,” Thomas said, rising off the floor, holding the garland in 

his hand like a bouquet. We stood there like that for fifteen seconds. 
Finally, Thomas looked away, relaxed his shoulders, sighed, and said, 
“Look Chris: I’m sorry I was a dick.” He looked toward me, then down 
at the floor. “I should have been more, like, respectful of your beliefs 
and shit.”

“Yeah, well, you know,” I said, shuffling back and forth on my feet, 
fixing to apologize for punching him out. I don’t know why, but 
something stopped me. I hesitated there, and the whole outside world 
flashed through my head, everything going on out there and what 
the future held and the kind of world people like my brother were so 
dead-set on creating without regard for anything else but their own 
selfish demands. That’s what stopped me. Instead, I just said, “Yeah. 
You should be,” and walked away, feeling both good and not-so-good 
at the same time.
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