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Christmas at Grandma’s

Gilded memories of Christmas,

Grandma toiling in the kitchen,

Recipe cards in hand.

Mincemeat in a jar,

Pumpkin in a can.

Weathered stack of cookbooks,

From the worn bookshelf.

Ingredients in the pantry.

Grandma makes happiness,

From formulas for candy.

Confections are imperfections.

Embracing joys of failed fudge,

On flawed sugar cookies I chew,

Anise rock candy made too thick,

Edible bending goo.

Twisting lights with silver garland,

Twirling around handrails.

Humble little plastic ornaments,

Modest little adornments.

Wrapped with fuzzing sateen.

Curious mincemeat pie,

On the formica table.

Wiggling joy of jello mold,

Baked scent of warm ham,

Eat some before it gets cold.

Time capsule of wrapping paper,

Prints from Christmases past.

Plastic holly around the candle,

Lit to always remember.

Holiday village on the mantle.

I am a child at Christmas.

A view from time’s window.

Shining holiday visions of old.

Wondering where Santa lives,

Not going to bed when told.

Forget the hesitation!

Forgive the presentation!

Grandma’s in the kitchen,

Making savory homespun dishes.

From recipes old and new,

Granting Christmas wishes.


Chapter I. The Christmas Play

I’m an author that writes about Christmas for a living. Here’s a random exercise. How many times can I type Christmas in a single sentence? At least four times each. Consider the next sentence, it will lead you to the story. Christmas seasons come and Christmas seasons go, but there is a Christmas season forty years in the past that remains a Christmas to remember. This is the only paragraph of such repetition, but I’m crossing my fingers as I promise (just in case).

I like to use my entire vocabulary. My wordy letters used to drive my Polish great-grandmother crazy. She asked my mother how I knew so many big words and questioned if I truly knew what they meant. The short answer is I don’t recall if I knew how to use big words, but I’ve always loved writing them. My mother and aunt told me I used to sound out words on signs when I was two or three. That seems unlikely, doesn’t it? I don’t remember doing that, so I’ll have to take their word for it.

Now that I’ve gotten that out of the way, let’s move on to the story. I didn’t begin my life as the sometimes introvert, sometimes extrovert I am today. I used to be much more outgoing. I was once chosen as the lead for the school Christmas play. I was tasked with narrating the story for the audience at our small, rural school. The topic of the play was the Nativity Story. 


Since the requirement was that I had to learn my lines by heart, I spent weeks perfecting my first public speaking engagement. My schoolmates practiced their roles as Mary, Joseph and the three wise men. This wasn’t the time or place to forget my lines. Since A Charlie Brown Christmas was on television, we were all inspired to channel some of the Christmas magic we were feeling after watching that show. I still watch it every year, remembering myself in the place of Linus.


At school we rehearsed the play for days. I was sure my fifth grade teacher was new to teaching, because her expectations of me exceeded my abilities. Despite my doubts that I could remember that many lines, I wasn’t willing to give up. 

After school, at home in my room, I held the ditto with the fuzzy blue text before me. Although it was probably only three or four paragraphs, it seemed a lot longer. If the script was in front of me today, I know I would be surprised. The sentences probably wouldn’t fill half a page. To a kid in the fifth grade in front of her peers, it was like a book. 

I practiced in front of the mirror in the bathroom. I tried to get every sentence exact. I couldn’t let down my friends. We had all worked so hard getting everything right. My mother coached me while my dad didn’t understand what the fuss was about. 

It was implied by my teacher and my friends at school that my role would be important. I couldn’t mess it up as I often did, accidentally and sometimes willfully. In hindsight, I realize that even if I was inconsistent, it’s because poor kids have more chances to fail. Their families have car trouble, the families have family trouble, and they have all kinds of trouble that shows up unannounced. 

As I paced back and forth days before the play, nervous to be memorizing lines in front of a live audience, I knew I couldn’t let anyone down. I couldn’t fail. This is the one thing I had to get right. I was trying to avoid Charlie Brown and his infallible bad luck.

Allow me to explain my determination further. My fifth grade year hadn’t gone so well when it came to accomplishments. In fact, the fifth grade is the most memorable year of my elementary school life.

When it came to wanting to play an instrument in music class, I didn’t make the cut. I wanted to be Pam who plays the piccolo, because my friend Theresa played the trumpet and Cathy played the clarinet. When they were deciding who could be in band class, I was told by the music teacher that I had no talent. My mother was disappointed and couldn’t understand why her uncle-by-marriage’s musical talents didn’t pass down to me. Looking back, I wasn’t the only poor kid who didn’t get to play an instrument, and I’m quite sure that at least one of us had talent.

I sometimes wonder what would have happened if I protested her decision. After all, my music teacher had educated us that the band Kiss was terrible and Air Supply was ideal, so I didn’t trust her musical taste. One thing was certain, a door had closed. Music class was no longer one of my favorite classes. When my friends bragged about their adventures in band class, I was silent. When they talked about band camp and their future middle school clique, I was green with envy. I think this stuck with me. As an adult, I learned to play the guitar a little just to prove to myself I could do it.

When it came to the spelling bee, I messed up on the word “palominos”. Come to find out, the word palominos doesn’t have an apostrophe, yet in the fifth grade, I gave it one both times. For some reason, I thought palominos could possess things. To this day, it doesn’t make sense. Just now, the spellcheck let me know that even if I’m not bedeviled by the apostrophe, I still can’t spell palominos right. As I type, there's a red underline.

At the time, I lived on a country road in an old house my dad fixed up. Middle class folks use the word “renovation”. Rural people of humble means refer to repairing your home as “fixing it up”. If you have a hammer, some wood and some nails, you can do just about anything, no contractor required. My Dad was the original do-it-yourself handyman. 

We had lost our previous home in foreclosure the year before. Within five years, Dad returned from Vietnam, married, started a family, found a great job and bought a new home. Then came the layoff from General Motors at the end of that run. I was four years old when we moved to the little white house on a secluded dirt road. Everyone said we lived in the boondocks, but I loved it. The river was nearby, there were berries to pick and cobs of corn to swipe from a nearby farmer’s field. We ate the game my dad hunted for and the fish he caught out of the river.

One day, I was informed by a kid on the bus that my house was a dump. The little historian even managed to give me a refresher on local history. He said his dad told him that my house sat on a cement slab on top of what literally used to be a dump in the early twentieth century. I suppose that explained the old bottles and broken crockery I found along the river. He also seemed to know about my father’s employment status. I still wonder if that kid was either psychic or spying on me. I mean, how did he know my dad was looking for a job? 
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