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Acorn Jesus 

by Sarah Crawford 

A gold lamp, like a genie lamp, surrounded by six small egg-shaped cups, sat on a low 
shelf in my Big Nanny’s hallway, looking oddly Jewish in the house of a lifelong Southern 
Baptist. My cousin Cameron and I liked to take it down and mess around with it whenever we 
weren’t playing on the new red Gameboy I had gotten for Christmas. It was a thin and dainty set, 
it seemed sort of foreign to us, and it was exactly the sort of thing you tried to keep out of the 
hands of two seven-year-olds.  

She died the same week as the Pulse nightclub shooting in Orlando. I was away at a 
music festival when both things happened. Crisp hotel room sheets, iPhone notifications giving 
victim profiles, and my dad calling to tell me my great-grandma was dead while my friends had 
chicken fights in the hotel pool. I didn’t cry that week. I had a six-hour car ride back home, 
where I got in the back of my mom’s suburban and slept for most of the eight-hour ride to 
Mississippi for the funeral.  

Her house was filled with things like that. Every Christmas she had her Jodie, the lady 
who took care of her, bring out her fancy porcelain nativity set from the garage and set it up in 
the living room nobody ever spent any time in. Jodie was a middle-aged, but still young-looking, 
black woman with rough hands and a loud laugh. Her son was a good-for-nothing, my parents 
would say in the car on the way to Big Nanny’s when they thought I was sleeping. Jodie didn’t 
talk about him much, except she would occasionally bring him up, sighing loudly and shaking 
her head as she did the washing up, up to her elbows in bubbly blue dish soap. 

I had to change into my dress in the car. My mom fussed over my hair. I made my 
grandma laugh in the pews. She politely scolded me as the service started. I felt out of place 
singing hymns from the front row. Surely there were other people who should have been there 
instead of me. She seemed at peace with it, my grandma. I don’t know how Big Nanny seemed. It 
was closed-casket. 

 Cameron and I would watch Jodie set up the nativity set. The living room was strictly off-
limits, but we would peer in through the entry way, not daring to cross from the stained carpet 
onto the dark hardwood flooring. The carpet was stained because my Big Nanny had an old 
orange cat who would pee everywhere. The whole house stank of it. This was something else my 
parents liked to talk about in the car. Disgusting, my mom would tell my dad. I can’t believe 
Uncle Sonny lets her live like that.  

Cameron wasn’t there. Who knows where he was. With his dad, working at the 
construction site. Visiting his girlfriend in Clinton. Hunting. My grandma said his mom was 
selfish. Didn’t let him visit Big Nanny enough. She was probably right. 

 Occasionally though, when Jodie was feeling particularly amused by us, she would usher 
us in, smirking, and we could touch the detailed figurines. Watch it, missy, she’d say, still 
grinning. Or your Nan will kill me. They were like grown-up toys to me. Pretty and fragile, 
perfectly painted, they scared me a bit. I thought if I breathed they would break. They were all 
separate pieces that you could arrange how you liked, unlike the cheaper sets that came all stuck 
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together. Baby Jesus wasn’t even glued into the manger. I could pick him up and hold him in the 
middle of my palm, in awe of my acorn-sized savior. You could take the little gifts from the wise 
men’s hands, if you were careful. My Big Nanny would add to it as well. There was a new unique 
animal or angel, every year, until she got too old to bother with it.  

I learned a lot about my Big Nanny from her obituary that I’d hadn’t known before. 
Starting with her name, Laurie. She did her masters in English, back in the forties, with two 
children. She taught high school for fifty years. 

 She used to send us birthday presents. She would send the boy great-grandkids, like 
Cameron, beautiful wood-crafted pieces. Clocks, lamps made of antlers, a carved wooden horse. 
I thought our girls’ gifts were better. We got china Madame Alexander dolls for our birthdays. 
My collection got bigger and bigger each year, until I had all the Wizard of Oz characters, and 
the princesses, like Snow White and Sleeping Beauty and her three fairies. I even had Little Red 
Riding Hood and the Little Boy Blue. Their costumes were delicately sewn, with real felt and lace 
trimmings. They stayed in the back of my closet for the most part. When I wanted, and she 
wasn’t busy, my mom would take them all down and let me look at them. They weren’t for 
playing though. Sometimes I would sneak a chair from the kitchen into my closet so I could 
reach them. I would take all the blue boxes down and line them up in a row across my bedroom 
floor. I’d slip off the lids, gently, one by one, and look at them nestled into the pink tissue. Then 
I’d take care to put them all back exactly as they were. They stayed in their boxes. They weren’t 
the sort of dolls that were meant to leave their boxes, unless they were stood up on stands inside 
a glass cabinet.   

The obituary also said she liked playing solitaire on her computer. That made me laugh. 
She did love solitaire. Her computer hutch was an old one, probably meant to be a typewriter 
hutch, with one of those bumpy pull-down covers and a matching wooden roller chair. I used to 
sit on the back of the couch and look over her shoulder as she played. That’s how I learned to 
play. But it’s a funny thing to put in an obituary. I imagined my obituary in a similar fashion. She 
liked reading, traveling, playing Candy Crush on her phone, and spending time with her 
family. That’s how they placed it – her passion for solitaire was ranked above her love of family. 
It didn’t mention how much she liked red robins. 

 I cried the first year she forgot to send a doll. Not in front of my parents, I felt like big girl 
by then, too old to cry over not getting a present, but in my bed that night. I understood that Big 
Nanny was old. My mom got this wavy voice when she talked about her, she’d get sentimental 
and call me baby, which I hated. I was too old for dolls, anyway.   

It was hot, when they buried her. Not August hot, but June wasn’t easy either. My neck 
was damp with sweat. I thought I might faint. The young people didn’t get to sit, and my heels 
stuck uncomfortably deep in the grass. We prayed for her soul. I prayed that it would finish 
quickly so I could go back inside. We stayed until the lowered they coffin down. Everybody 
tossed their flowers in, but I didn’t have one. I wondered if any of her old students came. 

 She used to have a swimming pool at her house, before they had it filled in. It was too 
much for her to take care of at that age, especially during the Mississippi summers. But I was 
never bored when we visited. It was one of the few times a year I got to see Cameron. He would 
joke about me being a city-girl, but his mom told me that he was jealous, and that he had a Texas 
cowboy-themed bedroom back at their house.  
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We had lunch after the service. Chicken and rolls and green beans, a Sunday meal. My 
aunt talked about her daughter’s swim tournament and college plans. We were eating on plastic 
tables that had been covered in white fabric. I smeared the brown gravy off my finger onto it. 
The carpet was green. The room had an old wood smell, from the paneled walls, and the curtains 
were sun-stained. My grandma stood by the door talking with Jodie and didn’t eat. I got second 
helpings. 

Big Nanny loved puzzles, the big ones, with five-hundred to a thousand to ten thousand 
pieces, and she kept them all in the sunroom. Cameron and I would try to help her, standing in 
wicker chairs and looking down at the half-finished nature scene displayed on the big glass 
table, before giving up quickly and running off. In the bathroom with the pink toilet, Big Nanny 
always kept a basin next to the sink filled with red heart-shaped soaps. We used to get in trouble 
for trying to eat them, pretending they were potions. When we were told off for being loud, we 
would play hide-and-seek until we were told off for hiding in Big Nanny’s room.  

They spent the next couple of days packing up her house. My mom wrapped and stacked 
plates of china to bring home, for me to have at some later date. Her and my great-aunt debated 
what to do with the couch. I was sitting in the living room, watching them. It wasn’t up to me to 
decide what went where, I felt. I stared at my bare feet against the hardwood and wondered if 
they were going to donate all her puzzles. The genie lamp and its matching set would also be 
donated, most likely, along with the other knick-knacks. It was June, so the nativity wasn’t out. 
But Jodie hadn’t brought it out the last couple of years, while Big Nanny was bed ridden. It was 
probably still in the garage, unless Uncle Sonny had already taken it.  

 After exhausting all the indoor possibilities, we were slathered in sunscreen and forced 
outside. Big Nanny lived in the country, but her house was right next to a large highway, so we 
were never allowed in the front yard. Whenever the grown-ups talked about the highway, it was 
always with a grunt about land grabs and ‘eminent domain’, which I didn’t understand then. But 
I knew Big Nanny used to live on a farm, had been there her whole life, it was a hundred years 
old maybe, before the government took it and built the highway on top of it. The house Cameron 
and I played in was built in the seventies or eighties. It was as close as she could get to where she 
used to live. Sometimes Uncle Sonny would drive us to where the old barn was still standing and 
some of the farmland still used and let us sit in his tractor. There’s a picture of me with my 
great-grandpa, when I was one-year-old, the year he died, sitting on that same tractor. Big 
Nanny kept it on the fireplace.  

 They talked about replacing the carpet before it went up for sale. The cat had died a few 
years before, so it smelled considerably less, but was still covered in off-color yellowish patches. 
It’ll be a good house for a young family, my grandma said from the kitchen, where she was 
fixing herself a glass of water. I listened to the cars whiz by on the highway. I wondered if it 
would be rude to take my phone out. I took my phone out. 

 I wasn’t sad. My family wasn’t sad, either, beyond reason, though my grandma walked a 
bit heavier. We had all expected it. She was in her nineties. She’d spent the last two years in a 
neck brace, unable to move after a bad fall. It hadn’t been a good way to live. Everyone else was 
sad though. And angry. About the shooting. My phone wasn’t a good distraction. 

We went back to Texas. My grandma stayed behind. There was some bickering about the 
inheritance. She stayed for the next month, until they sold the house. 
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I think I knew the house better than I did Big Nanny. I might have missed it more. 

 For my birthday that summer, I got a stack of books that had been hers. English 
Literature, The Poems of Britain, English Studies, and the like. They were old, most of the 
bindings broken, and heavily annotated in red and blue pen. I didn’t know if they were the ones 
she studied in college or what she used to teach her high schoolers, or maybe both. It was two 
months before I began my own English degree.  

I didn’t read them.  

 Once, when I was ten, Cameron wasn’t there, and I was helping Jodie set up the nativity. 
I gave the wisemen their frankincense and mer. I made the angels into a choir. Jodie was singing 
Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree under her breath along with the radio, and Big Nanny was 
sitting in her armchair in the next room. When everything was set, and the empty manger was 
the only thing left to be fixed, I took the baby Jesus out of his box.  

And I dropped him. I was crying by the time his painted porcelain body hit the ground 
and broke to bits. Jodie cursed, told me to don’t move, picking me up from under my arms and 
carrying me out of the room so she could sweep up. She told me to go tell my Nanny what I had 
done. 

I did my best to avoid calling her Big Nanny once I realized that my cousins just called 
her Nanny. She was Big Nanny to me because she was my great-grandma. She wasn’t a big lady, 
though.  

 But Big Nanny laughed. Show her the garage, she said, when Jodie had finished. Jodie 
and I went out to the garage. My face was still snotty. This specific nativity’s been discontinued, 
Jodie told me. My mom was going to kill me when she found out, I thought. They would never 
let me help again, and next year Cameron would get to do all the fun stuff. But Jodie led me to 
an opened plastic box at the back. Your Nanny stocked up, she said. Our little secret. Pick one 
out.  

The box was filled with tiny boxes. At the top was about ten of them, all the same shape 
and size. Each with a picture of an acorn-sized baby Jesus on the front.  
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