The Bell Ringers Guild

Ding!

Ding!

Ding!

Jingle, jingle!

Bells jingle on an old man's walking stick, breaking Leder's rhythm.  He pauses in his task to greet his visitor.

“Hello, sir.”


“Well, hello there, Leder,” the old man says, glancing up.  He reaches into a sack slung across his back, removes a large, wrapped box, one almost as large as the sack itself, and hands it to Leder.  “Here you go.”


Leder carefully removed the wrapping paper, making sure no scrap fell, then gently lifted the lid off the box.  As expected, the box contained an oddly-proportioned black suit and tie, with an accompanying white shirt.


“Thank you, my friend,” Leder said, handing the trash back to the old man, who carefully replaced it in his bag.  “And here's a little something for you.”  Leder handed a small bag to his friend.  Inside were a dozen nut cookies.  The old man chewed on one of them happily.


“How is it going this year?” Leder asked, settling down on his legs in order to be closer to eye level.


“There are just the Saturns left,” the old man said, finishing off his cookie.  After swallowing the last of it, he sighed ruefully.  “Even after all this time, I still cannot get used to it,” he said, “It used to take me all night to make my deliveries.  Now I can do it all in an hour.”


Leder said nothing.  He had become very good at this.


“Although I suppose, back then, I would not have had time to talk like this,” Nick said, taking out another cookie, breaking this one in half.  “And there is a new challenge,” he continued handing half to Leder, who quietly took it.  “None of the children here believe in me.”


Nick looked up with just a hint of the old twinkle in his eye, “That one is partly your fault, you know.”


“We did not mean to exclude you,” Leder replied with a slight smile.  They went over this every year.


“Oh, yes, I know,” Nick waved his hand in a placating gesture, “I am not complaining.  I have to do something with all this free time.”


“So what is it this year?” Leder asked, prompting the conversation along.  Last year, Nick had hidden balls and yo-yos down the town well.  The balls were eventually uncovered, but the yo-yo's strings had deteriorated too much to be useful by then.


“Well, for this year I thought I would try wrapping the presents,” Nick said, taking a bite out of another cookie, “I always did enjoy that.”


“And leaving them on the doorstep, I suppose?” Leder guessed.


“No, no one leaves their shoes outside here,” Nick shook his head, “I thought it best to hide them where the children might come across them.  Out in the forest, in the fields, that sort of thing.”


“I suppose someone will find them there, but some of the children do not go much past the edges of the town.”


“It is not a perfect system,” Nick agreed, “But I had fun hiding them.  I may have gotten a little too into it, though.”


Leder did not respond, waiting for Nick to extrapolate.


“I hid some out in the middle of nowhere,” Nick said with a chuckle, “I cannot imagine anyone will find those hidden deep in the mountains in time for them to still be useable.”


Leder chuckled lightly himself.  “So I suppose you will be trying something different next year?”


“Undoubtedly,” Nick replied with another chuckle.


They sat in silence for a moment, then Nick picked up his bag.


“I should be moving on.  I still have to make the rounds in Saturn Valley.”


“How are they doing these days?” Leder asked.


“The same as usual.  Even I have a hard time understanding them,” Nick replied with the first full smile he had shown this night, “And if you were curious, they have kept their word perfectly.”


“I knew they would,” Leder assured him.


“You know, every year, they build chimneys that they pull down a few days later,” Nick added with another chuckle, “Odd as ever, but I do appreciate it.”


As Nick started to walk off in the direction of Saturn Valley, the bells on his walking stick jingling like sleigh bells, Leder gave him on last word of encouragement.


“Lucas and Clause visit their grandfather on the other side of the mountains every now and then.  Maybe they will find some of those presents.”


“Maybe,” Nick said, half-turning to address his friend, “And even if they don't, I'll get the hang of this one of these years.”

