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Mindy Smith stood tall on a stool. She reached high up to the mantel place, carefully hanging each stocking in its rightful place. She counted them. Eight. 
She counted them again to be sure and rearranged their order. First Rina, then Lorence, Nina, Nate, Ana, Jared, Jimmy and herself. Perfect.  
Photos of the Smith family hung above the mantel. The eyes of her siblings watched her from their framed places. They made sure she did her job just right. Mindy paused to look at the family’s most recent photo. She counted her siblings. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven eight. All eight dressed in their best and looking very much alike.
 It seemed to Mindy that the Smith family couldn’t go anywhere without someone exclaiming over their strong family resemblance.  Well, except for when they saw Jimmy. When they saw Jimmy with his curly blond hair, light blue eyes and overall untidy appearance they were usually just confused. No one knew where he came from.
Mindy returned to hanging stockings and the smell of Gingerbread and apple cider spice floated through the cold house, warming her tummy. 
She glanced over her shoulder.
Lorence sat by the tree and dutifully unwrapped every ornament, dispersing them evenly on its branches.  The whole family had traveled an hour the night before in order to handpick their tree. Under the crisp December night sky opinions were thrown, numerous trees examined. Not too skinny, not too fat, not full enough, just a little taller-until, they found just the right one, one that pleased all of their likings.
“Perfect” Rina breathed, standing in the doorway with a gaze glowing almost as bright as the lit tree. Mrs. Smith joined them in the living room clapping her hands and exclaiming how glorious it all was. She wrapped her arm around Rina’s shoulders and gave a tight squeeze. 
“Cookies are hot from the oven. Go get some before they get cold.” 
Mindy hopped off her stool and raced to the kitchen, pushing her way between Jared and Ana. Jared was intently explaining the reason why music was the most important contribution to the growth of society. Ana patiently listened to him and then let out her tinkling laugh. Her soft giggles rolled through the room and followed Mindy into the kitchen.
Nina and Nate beat Mindy to the kitchen. She found them sitting on the countertop jauntily swinging their legs and eating more than their share of gingerbread. 
“You want one, Minds?” Nate asked. He found the plumpest gingerbread cookie, gently handed it to her and fondly patted her head.
“Where’s Jimmy?” Nina asked. She poured Mindy a generous glass of milk, cautiously handed it to her and fondly patted her head.
Mindy shrugged her shoulders and made her way out of the kitchen, trying very hard to balance her way up the stairwell and into the loft without spilling. She placed the Christmas treats beside Jimmy who was busy doing absolutely nothing, as always.
Jimmy lay on the floor under a canopy of Mrs. Smith’s linen sheets that were draped from one piece of furniture to another. With one arm folded behind his head, ankles crossed and propped up against the wall, he steadily bounced a tennis ball off the wall. Jimmy bounced it low. He bounced it high; and then low again.
 “Tell them I’m busy, Mindy.” He said and spat into a cup next to him. Jimmy had started spitting a lot recently. He tried to teach Mindy how to spit but she could never get it to come out sharp, clean and fast like his.
Mindy left him to do his work. She left the gingerbread and milk too. It would give him energy to keep him doing whatever it was he wasn’t doing.
“Here, I got another one for you” Jimmy tossed a crumpled piece of paper at her. 
Mindy slipped it into the front pocket of her jumper and bounced down the stairs. She found Mr. Smith, a kind and calm man, reading the newspaper. Mindy slipped the paper ball into her father’s firmly pressed khaki pants and stepped aside. She cringed and covered her ears, waiting for the explosion.
She watched as Mr. Smith opened up and straightened out the crinkled paper. His hazel eyes darkened and his brows crinkled into a frown as he read. 
Then, it came.
His voice boomed with the might of thunder. Mrs. Smith’s favorite glass ornament shook and slipped from its high tree branch. It fell to a shattering death, and with that, Jimmy was promptly found and guided outside. 
An impervious Jimmy, with his father, strolled back into the house from their visit to the shed.
“You told me I should expand my vocabulary,” His slight grin and the unnatural remorse in his voice told Mindy that the whipping of the brisk wind outside was the worse of the two whippings. 
Mrs. Smith clapped her hands and exclaimed cheerily for everyone to get ready for family dinner and within minutes the family gathered around their china set red oak table, dressed in their best. 
Perfect.
Heads were bowed, hands folded, a blessing said.
A very long blessing was said.
Mindy could hardly sit still. The aroma from the roast on her plate teased her. She glanced up. Jimmy was staring at his food too. He rested one hand on the table, inching his finger closer and closer to the steamy mashed potatoes. Closer, closer, closer, almost there…..
“Amen”
Jimmy’s hand snapped back into its expected position, folded in his lap.
It was normal for a Smith family dinner to include discussions of politics and their beautifully set table listened to and held every idea and ambition uttered by a Smith over the years. 
Lorence and Nina spoke of their future medical pursuits, Rina would be a journalist of course, Jared a renowned musician, Nate an athlete and Ana had all the right inclinations of an inspiring teacher. Yes, their goals were worthy pursuits. Except for Jimmy’s who had none. When they got to Jimmy, they were just confused. No one knew where he was going.
“And you, Jimmy? What’s it going to be?” Mr. Smith looked especially disgruntled this particular family dinner as he questioned his youngest son. Probably, Mindy thought, he had not yet recovered from the content of Jimmy’s crumpled paper message. 
Jimmy picked at his food and pretentiously slouched deeper in his chair.
“Whatev’r I wan’it to be”
Jimmy was a boy of few words. Talking was pointless and it made his head hurt. Mindy admired Jimmy’s careless attitude. He never worried what other people thought of him. 
Mrs. Smith wiped Jimmy’s dirt smeared cheek and smiled her perky smile. “Now really, Jimmy, you don’t have anything you want to do with your life? Sit up straight and quit using your hands to eat. How do you ever expect to find a wife someday if you can’t even hold your fork correctly?”
Jimmy scowled. 
“Gross. And no.” He mumbled.
The conversation was going nowhere. They moved on.
“Did you hear the news? I read today that the national debt has increased by 4 trillion since the president came into office,” Lorence announced, “can I get the rolls down here?.”
Mindy passed the rolls.
“Those good for nothing politicians don’t ever do anything.” Mr. Smith shook his head in disgust.
The only reason Mr. Smith voted the president into that oval office was because the president promised he would get the country out of debt, and could someone please send the butter his direction.
	Mindy passed the butter.
‘”They say they’re going to cut the deficit, but that’s all they do—talk,” Mr. Smith went on.
Jimmy rolled his eyes.
So, Mindy rolled her eyes.
“Yeah, what’s the purpose of a president anyhow if they can’t make any changes or do what they say they’re going to do?”
“Salt.”
“Gravy”
Mindy passed the salt to her left. She passed the gravy to her right. She felt dizzy.
The Smith family dinner conversation felt endless and Mindy sank lower in her chair
“I know. They don’t even write their own speeches. Do they dress themselves?” 
Mr. Smith chuckled and stroked his peppered beard, “I’m beginning to wonder that myself.” 
Mindy saw Jimmy shake his head in disgust.
Although he didn’t quite understand much about politics, he did know enough to determine one thing his family had in common with politicians. They both talked too much.
Ducking her head under the table Mindy reached for her dropped spoon and saw Jimmy’s hands digging quietly in his pocket. He pulled out a round tin, cautiously opened it beneath the table. His fingers took a small piece of something brown.
His hand slowly rose back up, pulling Mindy’s head back above the table with it.
Jimmy put his finger to his lips and silently shushed her, then bent his head down and tucked something under his bottom lip.
“What’s that?” Nothing could escape the keen eye of Rina, “What did you just put under your lip?”
“Son, go to the bathroom and spit it out for good this time.”
 “Oh Jimmy,” Mrs. Smith sighed, gently nudging Jimmy off his chair toward the direction of the bathroom.
Later that night, Mindy and Jimmy lay on the floor, side by side, curled up in their sleeping bags at the foot of their Christmas tree. The taste of soap still lingered in Jimmy’s mouth. He mixed the familiar taste of punishment with a fresh piece of tobacco.
Mindy’s eyes grew heavy and she finally allowed herself to drift away when,
“Mindy”
Mindy’s eyes popped back open at the sound of Jimmy’s loud whisper.
“I know what it’ll be.” Was all he said.
But Mindy didn’t need him to say anything more. She knew what he meant and she tried very hard to imagine her un-kept brother sitting in that big oval office doing absolutely nothing. Yes, that would be perfect for Jimmy.
She couldn’t wait. Everyone would vote for Jimmy. Not to mention, the Smith family Christmas would be a million times more perfect at that big White House. 
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