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The first thing you need to know is that I wouldn’t be telling you this story at all if 
Mr. Douglas Wolski of 1523 Appleton Avenue in Schlaftsburg, Illinois, could have 
kept his overly developed sense of competition in check. But, at the time, he 
couldn’t, so here we are.* 
 
This story begins, as most stories do, with a single igniting spark that soon takes 
on a life of its own and spreads out beyond the control of those who first lit it. 
The singularity in this particular  big bang was a candle.  
 
Let me rephrase that – the story begins with a five-foot tall figure of a candle – 
yellow-gold stand, white column, and an orange and yellow flame – injection-
molded from polyethylene and filled with an array of lights. Molly Wolski had 
taken a shine to it as it sat glowing on the top shelf of the Christmas decorations 
display at the local BigMart. There was something in its shape, in its light, in its 
outrageous proportions that swept Molly back into a deep nostalgia for the 
holidays of her childhood, feeling the warmth that the plastic thing only implied. 
She brought it home that particular Black Friday and asked Doug to “find 
someplace nice outside to set it up.” 
 
Doug, who did not believe in doing anything by half measures (nor, it could be 
said, did he believe in fractions in general) knew immediately where it belonged. 
One hour and a quick trip to the hardware store for a twenty-foot outdoor 
extension cord later, he descended from the roof of their two-story house, having 
secured it firmly to the top of their recently capped chimney. 
 
That evening, he and Molly stood out in the street admiring their new festive 
adornment. Molly’s heart lightened as she looked at the candle shining over their 
house. This, she thought, feels like Christmas, as she walked back inside for a cup 
of hot tea, humming “It’s the Most Wonderful Time of the Year” softly to herself. 
 
Doug, too, felt his own sense of joy in the moment, and as he took in the candle’s 
glow, he thought: This looks so much better than the electric candles those other 
chumps just put in their windows. And he walked back inside as if he were taking a 
victory lap. 
 

 
* NB: This is not the moral of the story. The author intends no moral to this story. If anyone happens to find a moral 
to this story, that’s their own affair. 



 2 

Two hours later, he was back out in the street, staring at the candle, unsatisfied. 
 
It looks so plain, he thought. Maybe I’ll put up some more lights to help it stand 
out more. 
 
By the end of that week, Doug Wolski had set up twinkling, colored lights on every 
straight edge at the front of the house. 
 
Now this is something, he thought. 
 
And it was quite lovely. Everyone in every house up and down Appleton Ave. 
thought so, too. They admired Doug’s work so much that by the time the holidays 
rolled around the next year, every house on the street was adorned with bright, 
twinkly, flashing, colorful lights. 
 
Doug looked at his neighbors’ displays, then up at his house with its meager string 
lights and the lone, shabby candle on the roof, and came home from BigMart later 
that day with a twelve-foot tall, inflatable, light-up snowman. So the next year 
everyone else added a giant figure to their own yards, and then Doug strung 
animated icicle lights from every branch of their one elm tree and, for good 
measure, an almost-but-not-quite life-size Santa complete with sleigh and a 
hundred-watt-nosed Rudolph up on the housetop. Within a few years, Doug was 
choosing annual themes and purchasing decorations accordingly, and soon 
everyone was honing their design skills and stringing up lights with their own 
clever and personal themes. 
 
And this is how the cycle continued for years, the neighbors joining in the spirit of 
season, and Doug refusing to have just any other house on the whole holly-jolly 
street.  
 
Over time, the displays on Appleton Ave. became more diverse and open-minded 
as the variety of December holidays came into consciousness. Hanukkah and 
Solstice and Festivus made their way into the annual holiday lights. Recently an 
Indian family had introduced Pancha Ganapati into the mix with a giant light up 
Ganesha in their front yard.  Doug, himself, had even attempted to add Kwanzaa 
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one year, putting a giant kinara and its seven candles in his front yard.†  
 
Because of all this, Appleton Avenue in December came to be known as 
“Holidaytown.” People from all over northwestern Illinois and even over the 
borders into Iowa and Minnesota, came around to see the legendary light displays 
of Schlaftsburg – some drawn by word-of-mouth, and others by the strange glow 
in the sky that could be seen for miles every night from the day after Thanksgiving 
to New Year’s Eve. 
 
It was no surprise, then, that the NonStopNews channel’s Chicago office 
eventually picked up on the story. The station chief there, desperate for the sort 
of “human interest” story his bosses were constantly demanding, sent out the 
news team with the least seniority to “go manufacture me some fluff so we can 
end the primetime hour on an up note.” 
  
Which is how two weeks before Thanksgiving, every house on Appleton Avenue 
found a flyer sticking out of their front door. 
  

NSN IS COMING TO YOUR TOWN!! 
it read. 
 

Our news team will arrive the day after Black Friday to cover the official lighting 
up of Holidaytown.‡  In addition, it continued, we’ll pick our favorite house and do 

a feature on the homeowner/artist! 
 
There was a buzz up and down Appleton Avenue like never before. Excitement 
filled the air, and Doug Wolski, who’d been keeping private score with his 
neighbors all these years, was the most excited of all. After all, what better 
Christmas present could he receive besides the external validation that his secret 
heart of hearts had always known was his due. 
 
“Remember, the secret to good design is knowing what to leave out and when 
there’s just enough.” Molly was hoping that Doug would somehow absorb her 

 
† This attempt lasted for two days until a delegation from the Black Student Union at Schlaftsburg Community 
College knocked on his door and said, “Please don’t.” 
‡ By now, Black Friday was a sacrosanct holiday on its own, and it was unthinkable that anyone would schedule 
anything else that wasn’t aimed directly at pleasing the great god Commerce. 
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words as he hooked an eighteen-foot cargo trailer to the tow-hitch on his Amazon 
Conquistador. Its ad had read, “more cargo space than any one human could ever 
possibly need!” and Doug didn’t need to read further. 
 
“I know,” said Doug, with the sort of bored drone that told Molly he hadn’t heard 
a word she’d said. 
 
“What’s the theme this year?” she asked. Doug’s focused mania since NSN had 
announced their intentions worried Molly. She knew Doug was always just a 
railing shy of going overboard at the holidays. The annual themes were at least a 
boundary he’d keep since he imposed it on himself. 
 
“The theme?” said Doug, now looking at Molly, the smile on his face confirming 
her worst fears. “The biggest Christmas ever!” And with that he drove away to 
gather his implements. 
 
Over time, the competition that only Doug had entered had led the Wolskis to 
amass a collection of Christmas lights and related figures and effects that had 
taken over their whole attic and most of the basement, until the day he could no 
longer reach the circuit breaker, which – for some reason – needed constant 
resetting throughout the month of December. Now, everything lived in a 1600 
square foot mini-warehouse at the local U-Store-It. 
 
Doug wandered among the carefully categorized blocks of holiday displays past – 
the giant gumdrops and peppermints and track tiles from his tribute to Candyland 
(complete with a molasses swamp that had displaced a thirty year old blackberry 
bush, but it was worth it!); a fifteen foot tall frame (now disassembled) that lit up 
as a steamboat replica for the year he’d done “Christmas on the Mississippi”; the 
body from a 1957 Thunderbird that he’d draped in flashing lights for his “Ratpack 
Holidays” theme;§ a dozen animated elves from “Santa’s Workshop”; twenty 
different manger scenes of various scales from large to titanic; eight tiny reindeer 
and eight tall reindeer and eight physically impossible reindeer; and two walls 
rigged top to bottom to hold endless loops of incandescent and LED light strings. 

 
§ That year he’d even managed to procure a life-size figure of Dean Martin from a 50s themed diner that was going 
out of business. He’d rigged it with an old 45 of Deano singing “It’s a Marshmallow World in the Winter” that was 
set to play on a loop for eight hours every evening. Unfortunately, after one hot summer in the attic, the record 
warped and as a result made poor Dean sound much more tipsy than usual. Doug retired the figure. Nobody 
missed it. 
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Doug smiled at the memories, rolled up his sleeves, and started loading 
everything up. 
 
Molly watched helplessly out the window as Doug laid out his endless bounty of 
display pieces. He’d already set the light strings up on the house itself, creating 
not so much of an outline of the house this time as it was something that looked 
more like a shroud. 
 
“No, it’s wrapping paper,” Doug said to Molly. “Don’t be so macabre. I’m gonna 
top it off with a giant LED bow on the roof!” 
 
“And you’re just putting figures up in random clumps,” said Molly. 
 
“Themed areas,” said Doug. “I’m putting out the best pieces from the best themes 
past. I figure I can create a path through them and let people drive the golf carts 
through…” 
 
“You are not buying golf carts.” 
 
“No. Of course not. You’re right. That would be a bit too much.” 
 
“Thank you.” 
 
“I’ll just let ‘em tour around on the riding mower.” 
 
Molly gave up. “Just don’t forget to put up my candle,” she said. 
 
“The one that started it all?” said Doug. “How could I forget. It’ll be up in its usual 
place of pride.” 
 
At the end of the week, Joan Tanager from the electric company came out to 
inspect the displays up and down Appleton Avenue. While the town council was 
thrilled with the incoming publicity, they were nervous about the strain on the 
grid, and wanted to be sure the Holidaytown houses were up to electrical code.** 
 

 
** Doug himself had become a master of rewiring and rerouting around his breaker box in ways that would make a 
grown electrician cry and rend their coveralls. 
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Doug followed Joan around the yard, twitching with anxiety.  
 
“I think you’ll find everything’s by the book,” he said. “I know it looks like a lot. It’s 
probably the biggest display I’ve ever put together.” 
 
Joan said nothing, but followed around the maze of extension cords and multi-tap 
outlet expanders. Every once in a while, she’d nod to herself and click her tongue, 
then make a note on her clipboard. Doug started to sweat, and swore he could 
see the visions of billable kilowatt hours dancing in her head. They toured the 
roof, stepping gingerly around Santa and sleigh, a giant gift bow, and four juvenile 
snowmen having a snowball fight.†† Finally, Joan stepped back onto terra firma, 
checked her clipboard one last time, and spoke. 
 
“Doug, we’re gonna need some sorta security deposit this time out.” 
 
Doug laughed. 
 
“No, really,” said Joan, as she handed him a “please remit” coupon. There weren’t 
a lot of zeroes but there was at least one more than Doug felt was reasonable. 
“Everything  goes well,” she said, “you’ll get it back after New Year’s. We’ll need it 
by Wednesday. Remember, the front office will be closed for Thanksgiving and 
Black Friday.” Doug wrote a check and worried, just for a second, about how he 
was going to afford Christmas gifts this year. 
 
On Thursday, Molly made a Thanksgiving dinner that could not be beat. On Friday, 
she left for BigMart with a credit card and a sack lunch, leaving Doug to see to last 
minute tweaking of his display. 
 
On Saturday, an NSN van parked at the head of Appleton Avenue. Wendy Ortega 
and her cameraman, Hank Phillips, strolled up one side of the street and down 
another, taking in the houses before each one would be lit. 
 
Hank did a doubletake as they got to the Wolskis, and let out a low whistle. Every 
inch of the place was covered  - house exterior, front and back yards, trees, fence. 
There were Santas and mangers and wise men. Giant silver bells, the Toyland 

 
†† Existential questions were implied by this tableau. There was, in fact, quite a bit of subtext happening on that 
roof. Doug, however, was all text all the time and never gave it a second thought. 
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Express, and a life-size hippopotamus. A trio of caroling rodents in matching t-
shirts. Two different choirs. Angels hovered suspended from poles. A dreidel the 
size of a compact car sat under a ten-foot menorah. A gingerbread man climbed 
the chimney like King Kong. After a while it all blurred together.  
 
“Impressive,” said Wendy. 
 
“Insane,” said Hank. “The minute that turns on, my camera’s gonna call it quits.” 
 
“You’re a pro. You’ll figure it out. Me, I want to talk to these guys no matter what. 
Anyone who builds something like this has got to make for good TV. I mean, 
there’s a steamboat.” 
 
By sundown the town council and other dignitaries were assembled up and down 
the street. Doug stood by the front gate, cell phone in hand, ready to hit “go” on 
the smart switch inside. Molly stood with him, bouncing with anticipation. 
 
“You’re really into it this year?” asked Doug. “You’re usually sick of my displays 
before Thanksgiving.” 
 
Molly smiled. “I don’t know. I think there’s going to be something special about 
this year.”‡‡ 
 
Doug smiled back. 
“Mr. Wolski?” The mayor stood by with Wendy Ortega. “The crew would like to 
start with your house.” Doug looked across the way and saw the cameraman 
ready to go. Hank gave him a thumbs up. 
 
Wendy gave her intro to the camera and turned to Doug. 
 
“What do you say, Mr. Wolski? Shall we light up Holidaytown?” 
 
Doug smiled, waving at the camera, and hit the big red button on his screen. 
 
Years later, folks as far as five towns over would still talk about where they were 
on the Saturday that night flashed into day. The light across the sky that night was 

 
‡‡ If a voice could wink, Molly’s would have. Once again, Doug missed the subtext. 
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so intense that many thought the world was ending. People made peace with 
their makers and each other. Over in Fittsville, the Watsons and the Millers, 
whose family feud had raged for three generations, were so convinced the end 
was night they headed out into the street. There they stared terse apologies at 
one another, then went over to each other’s houses for coffee and cake. 
 
On Appleton Avenue, the effect was even stranger. As Doug pushed the button, 
the lights came on in a searing, blinding flash. The loudspeaker he’d rigged 
outside the house barked out the first syllable of “Joy to the World.” And then the 
power went out all over town. 
 
The effect of it all was a sudden brilliant strobe that sent everyone ducking for 
cover as the Mormon Tabernacle Choir screamed out “joy!” in unison, and just as 
suddenly everything went quiet and dark. Or mostly dark. 
 
Molly Wolski was the only one who hadn’t tried to dive for cover. Instead, she 
stared up with laser focus. There at the top of everything, her candle glowed from 
atop its spot on the chimney. Molly smiled the smile of the satisfied. 
 
Doug looked about and choked back the scream that wanted out. Disaster! he 
screamed on the inside.  
 
He was just turning around to begin an apology, when he heard the first clap. His 
neighbor, Greg, from two houses down was looking up at the candle and just 
started clapping. Soon others were looking around to see what the excitement 
was about and followed Greg’s gaze to the candle. 
 
And one by one, house by house, the whole avenue and the gathered VIPs and 
even Wendy and Hank from the TV joined in the applause. 
 
“This is really weird,” said Doug, and Molly reached up and turned his head in the 
direction of her candle. And he didn’t clap. But he did feel – and this was new and 
different and confusing – at peace with himself. 
 
Later on, Wendy and Hank walked around interviewing people as to why they’d 
been so thrilled with the display, with one glowing, plastic candle. And no one 
could say exactly why. But everyone shared a short story of their favorite holiday 
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ever, and the time as kids when they lit fancy candles at dinner, or fired up the 
little angel carousel, or let their mother’s hands guide them as they lit the 
menorah, or just lit a candle when it seemed it was the only thing they could do in 
the moment. And as the team packed into the van, Wendy and Hank both 
thought: I smell a Pulitzer.§§  
 
Meanwhile words like “miracle” and “artistic genius” were bandied about, and 
someone inquired of Doug if they could commission him for a new installation 
piece. And Doug said he didn’t know what that meant, and turned away feeling 
very uncomfortable about the compliments people were paying him. 
 
But I ruined the holidays, he thought. 
 
Molly took him by the arm and led him inside. “Thanks for remembering my 
candle,” she said. “It’s one of my favorite holiday things.” 
 
And Doug thought maybe he did okay after all. 
 
And Molly never told a soul that she’d hooked the candle up to a battery backup, 
because she knew what was coming, and she wasn’t going to let anyone spoil her 
holiday. 
 

THE END*** 

 
§§ And in an alternate universe, they did win, and that Wendy and Hank went on to become the Woodward and 
Bernstein of cute animal stories and county fair pie-eating contests. In this universe, the chief 86ed the story 
because it “wasn’t cynical enough for a 24-hour news channel.” The Pulitzer went to a team from the Bean 
Blossom Courier and their feature on a newborn kitten who had markings that bore an uncanny resemblance to an 
Elf on the Shelf. 
*** EPILOGUE: On Christmas morning, Doug presented Molly with a charm bracelet with a single candle dangling 
from it. It was, Molly thought, the sweetest, most thoughtful gift he’d ever given her. When she didn’t hand him a 
gift right away, Doug figured this was perhaps fit punishment for his folly. When Molly asked him to bring up the 
dry laundry from the basement, he thought his suspicions were confirmed. He pulled on the light at the bottom of 
the stairs and stopped dead at the expansive model train set that had been set up on sawhorses. “I got you a new 
hobby for Christmas,” said Molly from the top of the stairs. Doug grinned like an 8-year-old and went to power it 
up. And all up and down Appleton Avenue, everyone – though they could not tell you why – let out a sigh relief. 


