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The Card: It’s complicated. 

Its inevitability prompts dread, which could be mitigated by deal-
ing with it swiftly and moving on. But you don’t. Instead, you wait, 
and scramble, and imagine getting it done, reverse-engineering arrival 
dates by best-guess, trying to account for spikes in seasonal post of-
fice activity and unforeseeable weather delays. With a little luck, your 
card will get where it’s supposed to go in advance (if narrowly) of the 
holiday itself.

Procrastination is a significant stressor; but, there are others, too. 
The fundamental decision: Photo card or traditional, greeting-style 
bifold? If your kids are adults, like mine, has the photo-card window 
passed? And, if your children are young women (again, as mine are), 
how do you find photos on which you all agree?! (The short answer to 
this rhetorical question: Not easily.)

After some discussion and commensurate eye-rolling, you opt for 
a personalized family picture card. Eventually, you arrive at a design 
and a photo array approved by unanimous consent (if you have come 
to accept that your own vote is an afterthought). Then, the deeper 
problems begin to surface. 

The “WHO” conundrum. You employ disparate criteria in uncer-
tain ways as you build your list. First, something I call “the budget 
method,” which relies upon the basic tactic that most organizations 
use to forecast and plan. Look at last year, consider your sincere inten-
tions to completely reimagine your work in a fresh and creative way, 
and (ultimately and with silent, suppressible regret) settle for replicat-
ing last year’s template, tweaking with minor changes here-and-there. 
As you review last year’s list and it morphs into this year’s list, you 
employ a principle best defined by one of my buddies, Joe. For Joe, 
“anticipatory” is an oft-used word. As it pertains to card strategy, an-
ticipatory suggests that you strain to remember people that have sent 
cards to you in the past, especially those that have been unrequited be-
cause you’ve run out. The anticipatory principle requires near-omni-
science and a realistically humble sense of your own significance in the 
world. I tend to overestimate my measures of both. Next comes “prag-
matism.” For reasons of professional and/or personal advancement, I’d 
better put this guy on the list. How about the “proxy” factor? This cov-
ers the group with whom you’d truly love to remain in touch, but you 
don’t. Why make an occasional phone call when a sun-dappled snap-
shot from an exotic locale will suffice (and confirm that things have 
gone reasonably well for the 365 days since you previously provided 
tangible proof )? Lastly, which seems wildly upside-down, you scan 
the list for people who are elemental, active, and selflessly committed 
to the betterment of your actual life, and try to squeeze them in, too. 

Accounting for the above-described angst-inducers, I started very 

early this 
year, bat-
tling the 
procras-
t i n a -
t i o n 
d e -
mon head-
on. My girls got on 
board, and they – with 
little friction – crafted a 
lovely design. We placed our or-
der. The box arrived BEFORE Thanksgiving. I forced myself to put 
pen to envelopes so that I could make my first mailbox deposit while 
the Black Friday crowd shopped.   

Oh, but the fate of best-laid plans…

“Return to sender.” They moved. So did they. So did they, Them, 
too. 

Sometimes, when dancing, it’s better to follow than take the lead. 
If you wait, you can update your list using incoming return addresses. 
But, you had to be first, so now you’re sitting with a stack of enve-
lopes featuring both your familiar and awful handwriting and diffi-
cult-to-read yellow stickers explaining why you’re out 50 cents. 

Luckily, the card company sends extra envelopes. You are less for-
tunate, however, when it comes to the adorable stickers featuring your 
family name and home location and a golden heart. Of these, you’ve 
received too few. So your re-mail recipients won’t get the full cuteness 
effect. 

Alas, you’re tapped out. There are at least 10 more you’re convinced 
are must-do’s. But you can’t order a 10-pack. Fifty, at minimum, to 
make economic sense. And 50 is way too many, considering the 20 
hours you’ve already devoted to this work. Besides, because of your 
extreme card-diligence, you haven’t even begun to formulate your gift 
ideas, which will be reduced to a last-minute dash. 

And then it hits you. It’s a birthday. And not even your own. Yet, 
you’ve made it about yourself. And focused on the chores and not the 
cheer. 

So, relax, I say to myself and to you. At the time of this writing, we 
still have 16 days. And, if that doesn’t work, do a New Year’s card. Or, 
succumb to your inner voice and pass altogether: Next Christmas will 
be here soon enough. 
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