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A Gift from the Heart

By Michael Thal


Brring! The school bell rang.


Julia plopped in her seat. 


“Why you late?” Karen whispered. 


“I’ll tell you at lunch.” Julia glanced around the room. Old Mr. Brown had his usual frown. He stooped over the chalkboard tapping at the morning math problem. 

Once the classroom quieted, Mr. Brown wagged his finger at Julia. “You’re late, young lady. Detention.”


Julia groaned.


Lunchtime took forever. Julia’s stomach growled as she flipped her sandwich from the brown sack onto the lunch table. Karen sat across from her in the noisy cafeteria munching on a sandwich.


“Still eating leftovers from Thanksgiving?” Julia asked.


“Yup. Luckily I love turkey. Hey, what’s that card poking from your lunch bag?”


“The reason I was late this morning,” Julia said.


“What gives?”


“Read it.” Julia pushed the index card across the table and into Karen’s lap.

Karen read, “Help a teacher, a friend, or neighbor carry books, toys, or groceries—Mom.” Her blonde eyebrows scrunched. “So why would this make you late?”

“Listening to my mom’s lecture. She thinks I’m becoming too greedy.”

“Why’s that?”

“I gave her my Christmas wish list.”

“So?”

“I asked for CD’s, a cell phone, and a hair straightener for this tangled mess.” Julia fluffed her thick red hair.

“What’s wrong with that?”

“She says I get too many expensive gifts for Christmas. The best gift is giving and I should begin this holiday season by giving gifts from the heart.”

“Wow!” Karen gave back the card. “What ya goin’ to do?”

“I don’t know, yet.”

“You could carry my books.”

Julia thrust the side of her foot against Karen’s calf.

“Ouch!”

The girls laughed.

Thirty minutes after dismissal, Julia walked through the hallway. 

Someone coughed. 

Julia looked over her shoulder to see Mr. Brown peering over a stack of books and math papers. 

He walked the steps down to the front door, stumbled and fell.

“Oh my God.” Julia ran to his side. She picked up the books and papers as the old man got to his feet. Pain flashed across his dark features. He straightened his bow tie and dusted off his jacket and slacks. 

“Are you okay?”

“I’ll be fine. Thank you.”

“Where’s your car?” Julia asked. “I’ll carry these things for you.”

“You don’t have to. I’ll manage.” Mr. Brown’s voice was grave and feeble.

“No problem. Just point the way.”

Mr. Brown hobbled across the parking lot to a silver coupe near the girl’s gym. Dirt and grime covered the car. The back window sported a note scrawled into the dust. “Fat Brown stinks.”

He whispered, “Thank you,” and then struggled to get his bulk into the front seat.

That night, Julia called Karen. 

The next day, over lunch, Julia showed her index card.

“Not another one.”

“Yup, today and tomorrow when school’s out for the holidays.”

“What ya have to do today?”

“Help an elderly person.”

Karen smiled. “Wow! Perfect.”

After school, Julia and Karen reported to Mr. Brown’s room. He sat by his desk grading papers. He dropped his red pencil and looked up. “May I help you ladies?”

“Actually, we’re here to help you,” Julia said.

“Yeah,” said Karen. “It’s Christmas time and we feel in the mood to do something nice.”

Julia looked around the room. Chairs were turned over, tables askew, and papers littered the floor. “We came to clean up.”

“That is so thoughtful.” Mr. Brown lifted his pencil and smiled. 

“That’s the first time I’ve ever seen him smile,” Julia whispered to Karen. 

Friday, Julia showed Karen her final card. With neat, boxed letters her mother had written, “Do something to clean up the environment. –Mom.” 

After school, the girls got to work. Julia borrowed a bucket, sponges, and towels from the custodian. Karen found dish detergent in the cafeteria. They filled the bucket with water and exited the side door of the girls’ gym.

“There it is.” Julia pointed to the filthy car.

“We sure have our work cut out for us,” Karen said.

Julia took the rear and Karen the front. First, Julia washed away the nasty notes and scrubbed the vehicle until it shined. As soon as they finished, Julia wrote a note in soap on the back window. Then they scurried to the gym.

They peeked from behind the gym door as Mr. Brown inched toward his car. 

He scratched his white curly hair, as if he forgot something. Then he pulled a handkerchief from his breast pocket and whipped a tear running down his cheek. On the back window was a soapy message, A GIFT FROM THE HEART.

Karen grinned at Julia and they gave each other a high-five.
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