
 

A Story for Christmas Under Lockdown 

UNDER THE 
THISTLE 

TREE 
 



I’d say thistles, but nobody listens to me, anyway - Eeyore, 
Winnie The Pooh 

 
I came across an old photograph that gave me a strange feeling. It was as 
if I was looking at an old childhood friend and I couldn’t remember what 
had happened to them, but I had a feeling it was tragic, that they had 
suddenly disappeared. Thankfully, it wasn’t one of the kids I grew up 
with, but a toy, a plush Eeyore from Winnie-the-Pooh, given as a gift 
when I was born. The strange thing is that my memory recorded him as a 
friend through an infant’s understanding of the surrounding faces, not 
knowing who is inanimate or living, yet I only remember him as brand 
new, never being worn down by play, or from being cared for. It was as if 
he had died, never to be mentioned again. What had happened to him? 

I showed my mother the photograph, expecting a short answer to settle 
my curiosity, but it triggered a surprising tale.  

As with many new parents starting out, mine had limited resources and 
because my father had left the engineering firm he worked for to launch 
his own business, they were very lean years indeed. Friends and family 
helped out with gifts, providing what was needed, including my first toys 
and baby clothes and because when they heard my name was “Kris” and 
thought of Christopher Robin, they were often from Winnie-the-Pooh. 

My parents took me out for a stroll to explore the neighbourhood to 
which they had moved, unaware it would one day be known infamously 
as the Jane Finch Corridor, and came across a group of six to eight year-
olds playing in the street. They called out a greeting and my father 
playfully engaged them, making jokes and showing an interest.  

An orphan who was never adopted, my father was always open to kids 
and liked to talk to them on the same level. I’m sure he was also keen to 
give his infant son his first glance at other children, even if they were 
older. 



Since the kids seemed to enjoy the attention, my parents invited them 
over for a snack, to play with me, and give my parents a chance to learn 
about the neighbourhood. Everyone laughed and enjoyed their snack and 
left with warm good-byes as the kids rushed back to where they were 
expected. 

A few weeks later when my mother came across them again on the street 
while taking me for another stroll, she expected a warm greeting, but the 
kids were distant and she assumed it was because my father wasn’t with 
her. She assured them things were fine and again offered them a snack if 
they were up for another short visit. 

They came into the apartment laughing again, eager to play with me. My 
mother ducked into the kitchen to put together a snack, but when she  
returned it was to see me in my crib, all alone. Every toy, every baby gift, 
all of them, gone. The kids had left and with them taken everything, 
including Eeyore. 

My mother was shocked. It was like that scene in the movies where 
someone parks a new car in a bad neighbourhood only to return minutes 
later to find it completely stripped of parts, but the toy version. She 
couldn’t go chasing after them, not just because she couldn’t leave me, 
but she had no idea where the kids lived. Did they live in the same 
apartment building? In any of the nearby houses? Even the same city 
block? 

My parents would never see those kids again and took it as a lesson 
learned. How could they expect the kids would be that way? No serious 
damage, you could say, but those toys had been gifts because my parents 
didn’t have the money for such things, let alone replacements.  

Having grown up in that neighbourhood and getting to know kids in the 
area, I know there are parents who teach their children that kindness is a 
weakness and you should take any opportunity to take something to get 
ahead because it’s not cheating when society is rigged against you. 

I’ll bet that the kids stole a toy during their first visit and probably felt 
caught when my mother caught up with them the second time. Then, 
realizing my parents hadn’t noticed, decided to use the second visit to 
steal it all. 

Of course kindness is a long-term benefit and what the kids missed out 
was a friendship with my father who, as a machinist and engineer, could 



help those children and their families with repairs and problem-solving 
tasks.  

The years passed and I became old enough for my first Christmas. In the  
morning my father brought me in to see the tree and its decorations and 
then braced himself when I noticed only a few gifts below. He made a 
show of scanning them and then read aloud a tag when he came to the 
one with my name and handed me a small parcel.  

I opened it to find a small packet of markers. I liked to draw a lot. Like 
many engineers, makers, and machinists (and the hacker culture of my 
future) my father would dumpster dive and bring me home large 
stationary pads thrown out by offices for me to draw on.  

My father studied my face as I opened the gift. He knew that the fact 
there was only one gift wasn’t lost on me and I knew that markers, when 
I already had crayons, were not very exciting wasn’t a fact lost on him. 

He made a show of looking around the tree and gave me a sympathetic, 
puzzled look, but then peered up as if noticing something odd. He 
encouraged me to watch as he pushed aside and dug around the boughs. 

“There’s something stuck in here” he said as he pushed his arms deep 
into the tree. 

What was he going to pull out, I wondered?  I didn’t dare dream. 

His hands came free with the last thing I expected - a scroll. It was a 
sheet of white paper tied up with a piece of red ribbon. He handed it to 
me and together we unfurled it and I saw it was a colouring page. 

As I was looking over the image, the kind of educational scenes you 
often find in kid’s books, my father started digging back in the tree, soon 
to produce a second scroll to watch me unfurl as another colouring page 
appeared. It was just as he was reaching back into the tree that he 
glanced at my face and realized I saw through him. To make it seem like 
there were more gifts he had cut up a colouring book to present each 
page as a separate gift. He gave up the “game” and sat down beside me. 

The thing is, I wasn’t that disappointed. A little, sure, but it occurred to 
me that the gift every kid wants from their parents is imagination. 
Christmas is about magic and my father didn’t just divide one item to 
seem like many, he had put on a show with a kind of story and turned the 



pages into scrolls, giving them mystery. That’s what I was going to be 
dreaming about that night and what I appreciated. Plus, it was nice to 
have something to colour other than blank paper. 

Many years later, after my father was gone and I was going through his 
things, I found a journal from those years where he worked out expenses. 
The Christmas budget my parents had that year was five dollars. Again,  
I appreciated how much magic he had created from so little. 

I was about four years-old when it was finally my turn to visit someone 
else’s play room and my parents’ friends were a creative, engaging 
couple who had an inviting home and children who greeted me 
enthusiastically and immediately swept me up in their play. I had never 
seen so many toys in one place and loved every minute as they took me 
from one play set or toy to another, each one an astonishing gathering of 
painted designs, cool ideas, and innovative features. I loved the stories 
and games the kids had invented for their toys and realized they were 
teaching me how to play, which meant I left with my own treasure trove 
in my mind that I could use to invent ways to play with my own toys at 
home. As we drove home that night, I had a warm, satisfying feeling. I 
couldn’t have been happier. 

I awoke the next day to a nightmare. Sitting in my room with my toys 
about me, I began to notice details that I somehow had missed. All of my 
toys were a little damaged. Scratches, chips of paint missing, bent axles, 
a loose wheel, peeling decals… when did this happen? Was I really that 
rough with my belongings? The thought horrified me. With money so 
tight my parents carefully instilled in me the need to care for our items 
because we couldn’t afford to replace them and while my Dad was good 
at repairs, it took time. They were so caring in the way they taught me to 
respect our things, particularly the way my father encouraged me to think 
about the work gone into making them that I took to the idea lovingly 
and never wanted to let them down.  

Looking about the toys in my room, clearly I had. I had fallen short of 
my expectations. I reviewed the bits of damage and tried to work out 
how it had happened, so I could avoid doing more. Of course, I was a 
kid; I made mistakes and accidents happened and thankfully, I was 
always forgiven and reassured, but I had seen it is possible to take care of 
your toys. The kids I had just visited had and, clearly, I could learn how. 



Right then and there I made the commitment to work on it and learn how 
to take even better care of my toys. 

A few years passed when everything changed again. My father pulled 
over the car to take care of a quick task, one that had become so common 
my mother often stayed inside with me, but this time, because I was now 
older, my Dad poked his head back into the car and motioned for me to 
come along.  

It was a garage sale and the way my father took to scanning through the 
tables and boxes, I could only follow and try to keep up. When he 
spotted a box full of toys he sent me off to check it out. 

Digging around in the box was a revelation. This is where he had been 
getting my toys all these years, not from a store, but from garage and 
yard sales, auctions and second hand markets. No, I hadn’t been too 
rough with my toys, the damage, I began to realize,  was from previous 
owners. I DID know how to take care of my belongings after all. What a 
relief.  

When my father caught up to me and the toy box he showed me how he 
would sift through the collection, picking out ones of interest and hunting 
for anything special. When you visit garage sales often, you quickly learn 
which are the over-rated trends that everyone is trying to get rid of, so 
my father developed a taste for the things that were very different or 
special. 

Like any shopper he looked for a good deal and as a machinist and 
draughtsman he looked for signs something was well-made or had 
special tricks even if its paint was chipped or it was slightly bent. 
Crouching over the box, I enjoyed learning from him the things to look 
for. 

When I got home I viewed my toy collection once again with new eyes. 
These were the same toys, but again and as with the damage before, I 
was noticing new details, this time all the little treasures and secrets that 
had caught my father’s eye. What stood out now was not the scratches or 
chipped paint, but an innovative door hinge, a clickable wheel, an 
unusual colour or finish. I began to ask about some of the things I was 
noticing and learned one of my toy cars was from the cult Roger Moore 
TV series The Saint, things like that. I may not have had new toys like 
other kids, but I had toys the other kids didn’t have.  

Often with lessons learned from a poor stage of life or growing up in a 
situation of limited means, the focus is about money, but what I was 



learning applies to a much larger and more general sense of problem-
solving. There are plenty of hardships and adversities where money is 
not the major factor, other resources are missing. Knowing not to give 
up, to realize that if you search, there are options to uncover and if you 
can think about things differently, the solution is there. The best part is 
you don’t have to lose value. Yes, the toys I had were not worth the same 
money as the new toys other kids had, but the way my father curated the 
collection helped me learn about the innovations and creative secrets of 
toys, how they worked and how they expressed ideas through art and 
design, techniques that are not exclusive to toys, but are also used in the 
many other objects that populate our adult lives. 

In the following years my father’s business took off and he began hiring 
machinists for his shop. Watching him guide his staff through the 
techniques in crafting weather instruments or automotive inspection 
tools, the complex devices he was hired to make, seemed no different to 
the lessons he had been passing on to me at the yard sales. 

As you may guess I inherited my father’s love of garage sales, second-
hand markets, and auctions. Recently I’ve become of a fan of Prop Store, 
an auction house based in the UK that caters to movie props and 
memorabilia.  

They recently held a special auction in Los Angeles for Star Wars toys 
which, understandably, have become highly collectable with some of the 
vintage ones commanding very high prices. I watched the auction with 
great interest, and became confused when a 1978 Jawa action figure sold 
for an astonishing $14,750 USD. Yes, it was still in its packaging, the 
most prized condition collectors look for, but Jawas were popular 
characters, lots of people had the toy. How could it be rare? 

What made this figure special was that it had a vinyl cape, not a cloth 
one. The first Jawa figures were sold with vinyl capes, Prop Store 
explained, and parents complained it seemed cheap, especially when it 
was half the size of the other action figures, so to add value a cloth cape 
was added from then on. Most kids grew up with the cloth caped Jawa, 
only those who had bought a Jawa toy the moment they first went on sale 
would know about the vinyl one.  

Once again I had a memory mystery. Clearly there was a typo, because I 
have no memories of any cloth-caped Jawas, every memory I have 
playing with one was with a vinyl cape. My father didn’t buy me new 
toys, let alone the first ones to hit stores. The vinyl was standard, right, 
so clearly the cloth cape is the rare one. Prop Store needs to update their 



website. Typos happen. But…. they don’t make mistakes, Prop Store is 
that careful.  

And then it hit me. My father didn’t buy me new toys, instead he went to 
garage sales and picked out the ones that stood out as DIFFERENT. I 
bolted from my desk and went to my closet for the boxes were my father 
had carefully stored my toys when I had outgrown them.  

There it was. Not in its original packaging of course, but the Jawa figure 
I remembered and a perfect match to the Prop Store one in at least having 
a mint condition vinyl cape. How could it be in such good condition after 
all these years? Because after that pained experience noticing that all my 
toys were damaged, I had vowed to take better care of them.  

Prop Store describes the vinyl cape Jawas as “among the most sought-
after Stars Wars action figures ever made” with many collectors websites 
ranking it among the top five. eBay has become so populated with Jawa 
forgeries priced at thousands of dollars that there are several online 
guides to help buyers spot the fakes from the genuine toy. Mine, of 
course, has a provenance going back to childhood.  

The value to me, of course, is not whatever high price the Jawa may 
command at auction, but this fantastic story the toy lets me share about 
my father. It helps me recognize the lessons he passed on to me at garage 
sales, that finding the toy again, now imbued with this unexpected status, 
is the kind of magic he once pulled out of a Christmas tree – the kind of 
magic I’ve kept with me ever since. 



 



 LITTLE KID ENCOUNTERS 
 

Subway stations have a rhythm that can seem predictable, but visit the 
same station at the same time of day repeatedly and you’ll find they ebb 
and flow, that they can be packed with riders one day and strangely quiet 
the next. You learn to adapt and so when I reached the empty streetcar 
loading bay to find a long line quickly forming I sat down on a nearby 
bench and allowed my eyes to become unfocused while I reviewed the 
events of my week. 

Someone I hadn’t noticed reached out to grab my right hand and my 
mind instantly filled with actions I could take if they proved unpleasant, 
but…. the hand was small, tiny. As I allowed my hand to be taken, the 
gesture was gentle, caring. 

Out of the corner of my eye I could see it was a little girl sitting next to 
me on the bench. She was three, maybe four years-old. There was an old 
man sitting on the other side of her who seemed oblivious to her and 
scanning the bodies standing around us I could see no one who looked 
like a parent. 

I waited to see what she would do next, but the girl didn’t look my way 
or say anything. She just held my hand. 

I knew to be careful, that people understandably get nervous about adult 
men and young children, especially if there are no parents nearby and I 
knew it would be a mistake to assume that someone wasn’t looking for 
her who might notice and watch my every move.  

So I allowed an expression to noticeably hit my face of my suddenly 
becoming aware of my surroundings and slowly looked over to the girl to 
notice her and take her in. She had curly, frizzy hair, the kind that is 



adorable on little kids, but quickly gets straightened out when they grow 
up, a button nose and soft eyes. She was dressed in an outfit that had 
been clearly picked out for her that she seemed to like and was swaying 
her feet in gentle kicks while her mind happily dreamed as she looked 
about and took in the crowds around us. 

I smiled warmly and with understanding and left it there and returned to 
my own daydreams. Unless she spoke to me or reached out to me in 
some way I’d do nothing. If she was lost or in trouble, she didn’t look 
stressed and at that moment seemed perfectly content just to sway her 
feet and hold my hand. 

That she was holding my hand seemed to be something she needed and 
the way she was comfortable doing so spoke to a familiarity as if we 
knew each other and I guessed I either reminded her of someone or I 
gave off the presence of a father or a friend. 

So I followed her lead. You know when two people who really get along 
can just sit quietly together and enjoy each other’s company without 
saying a word? I did that. I didn’t look her way, I gazed at the crowds the 
way she did. I didn’t speak, I subtly put a sway in my shoulders to match 
the sway of her feet and just… sat with her. 

A figure crouched into my peripheral vision and froze the moment my 
eyes darted over. She was obviously the girl’s Mom. Same colour of hair, 
but longer and straightened. I smiled appreciatively and hopefully 
reassuringly. She staggered a step forward with a slightly sheepish look 
and a bit of embarrassment. I hoped my eyes said “It’s okay”. 

She took another step and, looking at her daughter sitting next to me, her 
face almost broke out in a cry and she raised her hands to her heart so I 
could see how she felt. 

Had this little girl lost someone important? Did I resemble him? 

The mother came closer, looking apologetic, but unable to speak and I 
just nodded and smiled in understanding.  

She reached out her hand and the girl sitting next to me looked up in 
recognition. She let go of my hand and took her Mom’s.  

I waved a little good-bye as they left, the mother trying to compose 
herself while her daughter walked on contentedly beside her.  

 



A little boy, about six or seven years old, shadowed me for a city block. 
He took a step when I took a step. He swayed his arms to exactly match 
the way I swayed mine, watching my every move. 

I waited until he got really close, then quickly looked at him with a side 
glance and a smile.  

He froze, mouth agape, eyes so wide they were all whites and bolted, 
scurrying away down the block. 

 

Walking down the street at a quick pace, I noticed a little girl about eight 
years-old leaning out over the railing of a restaurant patio, singing. She 
pretended to be in her own world of song, but was actually watching the 
crowds ignoring her and her eyes quickly picked me out as someone 
paying attention.  

As I passed by, unspoken, we reached out and slapped our fingers and 
shook hands, gangland-style, and all cool smiles. I don’t know whose 
idea it was or who initiated it, there was just the mutual recognition that 
it was something fun to do, and I kept walking and she kept singing like 
we knew each other.  

As I headed into the distance I could hear her surprised mother laughing 
at the randomness of it all. 

 

I was carrying my lunch back to my home office and chose to go down a 
quiet side street that was taken over by construction. One side was 
completely closed by barriers leaving just a broken sidewalk with its 
puddles, chunks of concrete and rebar on the other side. 

Coming towards me was a long procession of 1st grade school kids. 
Their camp counsellor looked up, spotted me, stiffened anxiously, and 
then called out to the kids to form up a tighter line so I could get past. Of 
course only half the kids did this, the others lost in the playground the 
construction site was to them. 

I called out with a friendly voice, as much for the counsellors as for the 
kids so he knew I didn't have a problem with kids, and as we came 
together I greeted a kid here or there, telling them I dug their shirt or 
backpack to keep things friendly and everyone aware.  



Among the well-behaved kids who had lined up was a little girl with 
adult hair. I'm not an expert on women's hair, but to my utter surprise and 
delight she looked like a flapper girl from the 1920's. Her shiny black 
hair was pulled straight, very straight from one side right across to the 
other side and gathered into a tight little row of curls along the side 
above her ear.  

It was special, but I have to admit that on a little girl dressed for school, 
it was amusing too.  

"Hey, I like your hair!" I called out just as I had to the other kids about 
their fun shirts, backpacks, or light-up shoes. 

She didn't move, didn't respond, just cautiously flicked her eyes up as if 
to say "are you talking to me?" 

And I suddenly became aware of twenty other eyes all cautiously looking 
up at me as if to say "are you talking to her?" 

I could picture the girl at home the day before, her older sister or mother 
trying to convince her to style her hair in this vintage look they found in 
a magazine or on website. Of course the girl likely sensed she was being 
used as a guinea pig, but also was excited by her older sister or Mom 
selling her on the idea that it was alright because she had the field trip 
tomorrow, that it's a special day. I could see this little girl being swept up 
in it all. 

The reality when she showed up for the field trip that morning was likely 
thirty kids awkwardly just staring, unsure how they were supposed to 
react, and the longer that continued the more likely some would choose 
to taunt or mock or just give a negative vibe. After a build up of all that 
expectation the silence could be devastating, especially when you know 
you're going to be asked about it when you get home. 

And here I am putting a spotlight on the situation. Hmmm. 

So in my best polite, complimentary doorman at the Ritz hotel persona I 
looked right at her and said "YOU are looking very GOOD today". 

Like a shrinking violet her arms came up to her chest, her head lowered 
into her shoulders to make herself smaller, but she was betrayed by a 
massive smile that broke out across her lips, unfurling like the wings of a 
bird from ear to ear. The slight blush under her eyes spoke to her 



happiness, but also to her irritation at the betrayal of that smile which 
clearly was supposed to be inwards.  

Of course the other kids were looking at me at that moment and I was 
smiling with assurance and as someone who really did like her hair. Yes, 
this different hair thing is good, yes if you like it you should say so, I 
hoped my smile communicated. 

At that moment a boy down the line called out to me about his love of 
burgers which I was carrying so I took the opportunity to pull the 
attention over to him so we could form a burger appreciation society to 
change the subject.  

I keep thinking about the girl, hoping I did the right thing, curious about 
the story behind her hair, a style I haven't seen on anyone recently. I 
made a note to describe it to someone who does know hair to satisfy my 
curiosity. I hope her day was a good one and she came away encouraged 
to be adventurous and maybe the other kids got a bit of that too. 
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