The Christmas Meeting


Samuel didn’t know how his tie got stapled to the wall. He thought back an hour earlier when he arrived at the luncheon for the small business owners group, which met monthly to network over food that was barely above cafeteria quality and listen to a run-of-the-mill inspirational speaker.  As he entered, his cell phone rang.  Soon he was shaking hands and sitting at the usual table in the back corner with Paul, Bill and Cicily, exchanging work stories.  

Newbies didn’t usually join their table.  They preferred sitting with the younger crowd near the front. But the December meeting was different.  For one thing, there were fewer tables because of the enormous gold Christmas tree decorated with silver lights.  Samuel thought it reeked of opulence.  

Just as Charlie, the current president stood, a tall lanky lady entered wearing a slinky hooded green silk robe.  She scanned the room before seating herself next to Samuel.  

“I’m Ivy,” she whispered extending her hand.  Her long nails were decorated with holly leaves.  She whisked the hood off revealing an abundance of blonde-silver hair twisted up into a crown on her head.   

As Charlie droned on with old and new business, Samuel reached for the pitcher of tea but saw instead a carafe of wine – a rose’.  How unusual, he thought glancing at the other tables to see if they had wine.  The other five tables only had pitchers of tea and water. He poured wine for himself and gestured towards Ivy’s glass.  She nodded.  He tapped Paul, whose eyes lit up when they rested on the wine. Samuel poured him a glass. 

One by one, the new members at each table stood and introduced themselves to the group.  When it we their table’s turn, Ivy stood.

“Bonjour, my name is Ivy Wood and I just opened The Alchemy Shop on South Tejon.”  


Alchemy, Samuel thought that sounded more interesting than his occupation of selling insurance. The most exotic business represented at their table was Bill, who owned and managed several beauty salons.  


The bustling wait staff quickly placed identical plates at each place, removing the silver covers to reveal gravy-covered meat with a few pieces of grilled squash on one side and a pile of noodles on the other.  


“We need a different menu committee,” Paul said as he cut a piece of the meat and placed it in his mouth.


“Why don’t you volunteer?”  Cicily asked.  The owner of a small gym, she joined the group after they endured Paul’s disastrous menu take-over a few years ago.  

“Don’t say that around Charlie.”  Samuel cautioned.  “We met at Pizza Hut four years ago at Paul’s insistence.  Every time we met, there was a birthday party for eight-year-old boys.  It didn’t matter which day of the week we held the meeting.”

“Isn’t that how Charlie met his new wife?” Bill piped in.     

Paul nodded – he was chewing.  All eyes were on him.  He swallowed and reached for the breadbasket.  “As usual, the only thing edible here is the bread.  Biscuit anyone?” He removed a large roll and poured himself another glass of wine.

“So, Ivy,” Paul began slathering butter on his biscuit, “What does one do at an Alchemy Shop?”

“We are into change.”  Ivy smiled, she seemed to be enjoying her meal while everyone else picked around the edges and filled up on bread.  The food on her plate looked appealing.  It was steaming and she didn’t struggle as she cut her meat.

“Change is good.”  Cicily said.  “We try to change people for the better, their bodies and self images.”

“Well, of course.”  Ivy said.  She hailed the waitperson, waving the empty wine carafe’, which Samuel noticed looked like the water pitchers on the other tables.

“More, please,” she said to the waiter, who trotted off.  

“Attention, please,” Charlie announced from the head table.  “We are pleased to have with us today Betty Sharpe from Altones Office Supply in Denver.  Her store is thriving after competing with Office Depot for control of the southeast corner of the city.”

As Betty stood up, Samuel’s attention moved to the empty basket of bread on the table.  He tried to get the attention of the waiter who brought the water, but he was rushing across the room.  Samuel nudged Ivy.  “That waiter seems to like you,” he whispered. “Can you get his attention for more bread?”

“Sure.” She smiled at him as she rummaged in her enormous purse.  

Samuel glanced at the pitcher, then tuned back to Betty’s talk.  She outlined how she’d set up a competitive strategy and appealed to her customers.  He’d heard it before.  His clientele came to him because he understood insurance and their eyes glazed over on page two of the policies.  He didn’t worry about competition, but where was that bread?  

He glanced at Ivy who was stirring the water pitcher with a bread knife – it was pink and bubbly now – could it be.  Did she change the water into wine?  His mouth dropped opened and she reached across him for his empty glass, then filled it with the mixture.  His eyes grew large.  

“Have a taste,” she whispered.  Just then the waiter returned with another basket of bread.  Five hands immediately reached in, leaving one lonely biscuit.  

Samuel tasted the wine. “Yes it’s good.  How’d you do that?”  He whispered, but Ivy’s attention was focused on Betty, who was explaining the group exercise.  Samuel heard the words Christmas promotion.  

Everyone else at the table pushed aside their plates and began drawing with the markers, glue and glitter.  Paul pulled duct tape from his pocket and Ivy fished a large stapler from her purse.  Samuel finished eating his biscuit, eyeing the last one in the basket.

“Gee, Sam.  If you’re not going to help, get out of the way.”  Bill said grabbing Samuel’s chair and pulling him in the chair over to the wall.  “He hates these group activities,” Bill explained to Ivy.

Samuel was feeling woozy.  He wasn’t used to drinking at lunch and he was still hungry.  He reached toward the last biscuit as Paul moved the basket.

Sam watched the tables and listened to the din.  The flurry of activity made him sleepy.  He began to pitch forward in his chair, but caught himself. When he looked up, Ivy was standing next to him.   

The next thing he remembered Charlie announced, “We’re going to explain our posters and then the children’s choir will entertain us with Christmas songs.”  

As the members from his table walked to the front of the room, Samuel tried to move and discovered his predicament.  He stood and managed to slide the bread knife under the tie – loosening the staple. I guess she secured me so I wouldn’t fall over, he thought. He didn’t understand his group’s poster, but he was eager to hear the children sing. In fact, for the first time in years he felt excited about Christmas. He watched the twinkling lights on the pretty tree. 

He wanted Ivy to sit beside him.  Maybe she’d agree to have coffee after the meeting.  But right now, all that was left to do was sit down and eat that biscuit.
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