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Introduction


Merry Christmas! We are so pleased to bring you this special extra-large collection of Christmas stories. We had so many fabulous stories to choose from that we couldn’t narrow the list down to our normal 101 stories, so you are getting an extra twenty in this book.


It was “Christmas in July” in our offices, with Christmas carols playing as we read the thousands of stories submitted for this book, most of which were submitted during June and July. It just shows that the Christmas spirit lives in all of us year-round. Wouldn’t it be nice if it were Christmas all the time?


We hope you will enjoy reading this collection as much as we enjoyed making it for you. I am writing this in August, with 96-degree heat and 100 percent humidity outside, and December sure sounds appealing right now.


Curl up in front of the fire and have a good read. And remember that our Christmas books are always appropriate for young readers or listeners — we work closely with Santa to keep the magic alive.


~Amy Newmark, Publisher
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All I Want for Christmas
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Special Delivery


The happiest moments of my life have been the few which I have passed at home in the bosom of my family.


~Thomas Jefferson


My mother rounded up my brother and me and sat us beside the Christmas tree. “Listen kids,” she said, “this year there won’t be a gift package coming from your Aunt Hilde.”


We looked back at her, mouths agape. “No package?” we replied in unison.


My mother shook her head, somber-faced. “Nope,” she said. “No package.”


Each year, beginning the Friday after Thanksgiving, the anticipation began. Christmas carols playing on the radio, the decorating of the tree, and the scent of my mother’s once-a-year cinnamon cookies baking in the oven all foretold the one object we waited for like none other during the holiday season: our annual Christmas gift package from Aunt Hilde. My brother and I would race each other to the mailbox after school, hoping to find the large square box wrapped in brown paper and secured with a web of rough twine before my mother had a chance to lay hands on it. Invariably she would retrieve the box before us, only to taunt my brother and me by placing it under the Christmas tree with the warning not to touch.


Mom insisted she had to first check the handwritten customs declaration, which lay sealed in a plastic pouch on the side of the box. Only then, she said, could she determine if the package needed to be opened immediately should there be something of a perishable nature inside. My brother and I would pray that in addition to our gifts Aunt Hilde had sent something like a dozen fresh eggs or a raw pork chop that required the package’s immediate opening. Yet the customs declaration never revealed any such item and we were forced to wait until Christmas Eve for the contents of a package sent from a faraway place called Munich, Germany to be revealed.


After a few years’ worth of packages, we knew to expect certain perennial items: cookies, chocolates, a particular brand of European hand cream for my mother. But each year, in Aunt Hilde’s infinite thoughtfulness, she included a special souvenir for my brother and me from one of her many travels throughout the world and it was the expectation of those unknown items that whipped our imaginations into a near frenzy. We’d trace the words on the customs declaration with our fingers to try to decipher the names of the gifts described in their native languages.


“What is a wooly-bello?” “What is a Floh-spiel?” we’d ask each other. And why did the box growl one year, each time we shook it? It wasn’t until my mother pulled out her heavy-duty shears from the kitchen drawer after Christmas Eve dinner and released those treasures from their cardboard cocoon that we learned those items were a fuzzy toy dog for me and a game of tiddlywinks for my brother. Only then, too, did we learn that the growling emanated from a talking teddy bear who held a note in his paw declaring that he came from a gift shop located on the outskirts of the Black Forest.


Aunt Hilde, actually a third cousin, was widowed at a young age and had no children of her own. She had been particularly close with my mother; they had shared an apartment in Connecticut as young women when my mother first immigrated to the United States. Both cousins were heartbroken when Hilde found it necessary to return to Germany to care for her aging mother. Shortly after, my parents married and had children and it was then that Hilde, in her generous spirit, adopted our family as her own. To my brother and me, who had never met her, she was like some kind of mythical fairy godmother who thought about us and loved us from afar. Those annual gift packages were the only tangible proof we had of her existence and love. And this year, there would be none. I felt tears well in my eyes. Didn’t she love us anymore? “Why?” I asked my mother. “Why isn’t Aunt Hilde sending a package?”


She only waved her hand in a dismissive fashion, “She’s just too busy this year.”


Christmas Eve came and with it the acute realization that something was missing from our celebration. As our family sat around the Christmas tree, I silently scolded myself for being so spoiled. There were plenty of gifts from Mom and Dad. I really had no right to expect a woman who I didn’t even know to give me gifts as well. I mean, we had never even met for goodness sake. Certainly, she didn’t owe me anything; I wasn’t entitled to any gifts from her. Still . . . I felt sad.


Suddenly, my mother abandoned her seat on the couch and pushed the drapes aside to peek out our living room’s wide picture window. “Did I hear a car door slam?” she asked. My mother looked back, motioning my brother and me toward the window. “There’s a taxi in the driveway.”


My brother and I jumped up to see for ourselves what was happening outside. There was a taxi in our driveway and from it emerged a woman with a round mane of silver-gray hair: Aunt Hilde. She grabbed her two suitcases from the driver’s hands and stalked up our walkway, climbed up the front stairs, and walked straight into our living room. And just as if she had done this every Christmas for the last twenty years, she took off her coat, hung it on the coat rack, hugged us, and sat down with us next to our Christmas tree. Immediately, she began speaking in a mixture of German and English with a little Italian added for the benefit of my father who had come to the U. S. from Italy as a child. After inquiring about the family, she detailed the accounts of her latest vacations to Majorca and the Ivory Coast while handing souvenirs and gifts to each of us. My brother and I could only stare. Our Aunt Hilde was like an apparition: tall, sturdy, and commanding, with the largest bosom we kids had ever seen. Later, my mother said that God must have given Aunt Hilde such a large chest to house her great, big heart.


I believe my mother was right about that because those gift packages so lovingly wrapped in brown paper and twine kept coming each year for the next forty years of Hilde’s life. In fact, they have continued to arrive each Christmas season even after her passing eight years ago. You see, Aunt Hilde left a provision in her will that her heir, another distant cousin, was to continue her Christmas package tradition as long as she was able, and in line with Aunt Hilde’s generous spirit she has done so. Yes, my mother was right. Only a chest so ample could house such an enormous heart.


~Monica A. Andermann
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Molly Passes the Torch


There is no psychiatrist in the world like a puppy licking your face.


~Ben Williams


Dad passed away, leaving Mom alone. She traveled from her home in Florida to South Carolina to be with my brother’s family the week before Christmas. While there, Molly, the family’s Westie, adopted Mom. Wherever Mom seated herself, the furry white bundle of love made sure she was by her side. When Mom rested her head on the guestroom pillow at night, she’d find one of Molly’s bones tucked under her pillow. Arriving at the breakfast table each morning, there was Molly’s favorite pink sock resting on Mom’s chair.


All too soon it was time to return to Florida. Mom was lonelier than ever.


My brother Dave called to check up on her. “Mom, you never did let us know what you really want for Christmas this year. Did you think of any ideas?”


“I guess what I’d like more than anything in the world is a little white Westie like Molly to love. I’d name her Kati with an ‘i’ at the end.”


“We’ll have to see what we can do.”


Christmas arrived in sunny Florida with palm trees blowing on a warm breeze. Mom was cleaning up breakfast dishes when she heard the doorbell ring. She hurried to answer it. In walked my brother Dave and his wife Andrea carrying a miniature version of their dog Molly. Mom immediately buried her face in Kati’s fur. My brother set to work assembling the puppy’s crate. Andrea filled the doggy dishes with clean water and puppy food.


Later, as everyone was settling down for the night Mom noticed a familiar pink sock inside Kati’s crate.


“Isn’t that Molly’s favorite sock?”


Dave rubbed his chin thoughtfully before answering.


“Funny thing about that sock . . . We were getting ready to leave the house for our trip here. Molly was sticking to Kati like glue. Andrea knelt down to give Molly a hug, explaining that we were bringing Kati to you. Suddenly, Molly raced off, disappearing upstairs. Seconds later she came barreling back into the kitchen. In her mouth was her favorite pink sock. She placed it directly in front of Kati as if to say, ‘I took care of Grandma while she was here with us. It’s your turn now, Girl! Take good care of Grandma. I’m passing the torch to you.’”


Kati’s favorite toy has been the pink Christmas sock to this day . . . and Mom and her sidekick, Kati, are inseparable.


~Mary Z. Smith
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A Christmas Accident?


As each day comes to us refreshed and anew, so does my gratitude renew itself daily. The breaking of the sun over the horizon is my grateful heart dawning upon a blessed world.


~Terri Guillemets


“Now here’s the part I hate. I-85 and the trucks.” Were my mother’s words to determine our destiny that fateful day in December 1998? Was it fate that brought us face to face with a careening, brakeless eighteen-wheeler? Our lives changed on December 21. Old Man Death had his eyes on us but God had other plans, for there are no accidents with Him.


Mother and I and our Maltese, Noël, were on our way home from Florida to South Carolina. Seventy-nine miles separated us from home. A brief eighty minutes and we’d be pulling into our driveway after a long journey. The day before our trip, I handpicked a bushel of ripe tomatoes from a local Florida field. I remember giving several of them to an older man parked next to our car at the hotel where we stayed the previous night.


When we got to Commerce, Georgia, I related to my mother how I wanted to stop at an outlet store and buy some undergarments. Besides, Noël had to take a little walk before the final leg of our trip. We were eager to get home. This knowledge caused me to scurry through the store and in the back of my mind I thought I really needed to buy some slips but due to our desire to get back on the road, I decided not to.


Snugly tucked into our seatbelts, we headed toward the nearby Interstate. Moments later, my mother screamed, “Oh, Marilyn! There’s a truck!”


The split second before impact afforded me no defense as I saw the massive truck grill literally inches from my face — separated only by a thin piece of glass. Upon impact — confusion, a spinning sense, a brief vision of grass and glass flew everywhere inside our car. A momentary burst of white dust — air bag explosion — then a wire fence next to me in the field where we landed. Something wet and warm oozed all over my face — blood. My right eye closed quickly as I felt intense scratchiness. I closed my left eye to immobilize it. In my blindness, I groped my way over the console and heard myself say, “We’ve got to get out of here in case the car explodes!” I pushed my seventy-nine-year-old mother out her door as hard and fast as I could. This whole scenario lasted only moments and I felt no pain as the adrenaline kicked in. Only a sincere desire to escape and be safe.


The next moments seemed surreal. Help had come from everywhere. It seemed like only minutes from the time we were laid on the ground until we were safely strapped onto stretchers and headed for the hospital. We later found out this took about an hour and a half in real time.


I was very concerned about Noël and the fact he was diabetic. We told everyone to look for our dog and about his health needs.


Once inside the ambulance, my head securely held by a neck brace, I began to quiet myself as much as possible. The EMTs asked me many questions. Since I wasn’t talkative, they told me they were just making sure I was still with them. I responded by saying, “I’m trying to calm myself by praying.”


At the hospital, Mother and I were finally released from triage to a private room. Most of our injuries were due to our seat belts and air bags. Mother had six broken ribs, and I had a hairline fracture in my lower jaw. I was plenty sore and bruised all over. From all the flying glass, my face had about seventy-five tiny cuts which healed and left only a few small scars. Fortunately, my eyes didn’t get cut at all and the glass was flushed from them completely.


The first three days afterward, both of us stayed in bed and slept. Complete exhaustion filled every cell of my body. Nurses and doctors came and went, food trays were brought and left, and all the while the most wonderful Christmas shows on TV played in the background. As I dozed, I heard strains of the Mormon Tabernacle Choir as they sang their melodic carols. I heard the lines, “Dear George, remember no man is a failure who has friends. Thanks for the wings, Love Clarence,” and reruns of countless past Christmas concerts pervaded our room.


One dear nurse brought her children to visit us, and a small Christmas tree. Since we had no ornaments, we used wrapped peppermint candies someone gave us, secured with bobby pins from my mother’s hair.


When the fourth day arrived, even though very stiff and sore, I attempted to care for my mother when the nurses weren’t in the room. My spirit was bright. Mother kept telling me I shouldn’t be so happy. But I was! Inside I was elated our lives had been spared even though our car and its contents, including the bushel of tomatoes, were totaled and our dog was at the clinic in serious condition. My heart was peaceful. I knew our guardian angels had been working overtime.


I healed quickly and wanted to walk the halls for exercise. Christmas Eve, as I walked, I approached a woman’s room, and she motioned for me to step inside. Elderly and lonely, I discovered that she checked herself into the hospital every Christmas week so as not to be alone. Her room was decorated with all sorts of homey furniture and knickknacks. We sat and talked for quite a while that evening.


On discharge day, I hired a taxi and checked on Noël at the vet’s office. I was saddened when I saw him because he didn’t know me, and I could tell he barely clung to life. With paralyzed legs and glazed-over eyes, I could not, in good conscience, have allowed him to live another day. It was a difficult phone call to my mother, and we both openly cried at the decision that had to be made.


I’ve often thought — if I had taken the time to look for the slips, our destiny might have been different. However, we were told later if the unharmed trucker hadn’t hit us, the impact of the accident would have probably killed him and for that I’m very grateful. I was also told by a police officer our car changed the truck’s direction from smashing into a gas station and its pumps. He told me if that had happened, the gas would have caused a major fire for maybe a block.


I can honestly say, Christmas 1998 was very special to me. We were given the best gift of all — our lives.


~Marilyn Shipe
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The Red Bank


There is not a more pleasing exercise of the mind than gratitude. It is accompanied with such an inward satisfaction that the duty is sufficiently rewarded by the performance.


~Joseph Addison


The most anticipated highlight of my grade school years was the annual Christmas gift exchange. Hearts raced as our small hands reached into the box that held the names of every student written on small strips of paper. Our hope was to draw the name of our best friend or to have our best friend draw our name. Sometimes we traded names, and we were not above bribery to obtain the name of a special friend.


No matter how many people I asked, I was unable to discover who had drawn my name my fifth grade year. I hounded all my friends, but even with their help, it was hopeless. No one was telling.


The final December day of school dawned upon a fresh snowfall, a perfect setting for our Christmas party. The cookies and Kool-Aid provided by room mothers were the appropriate colors of Christmas, and our teacher, Mr. Brehm, brought his banjo to accompany our rousing renditions of carols and “Rudolph, the Red-Nosed Reindeer.” Mr. Brehm, handsome as a movie star, actually played quite well.


I don’t remember who was appointed to distribute gifts, but I could hardly wait to discover what my, no doubt, wonderful gift would be and who would be the giver. When the square package was placed on my desk, I had to swallow a lump of disappointment. From the gift wrapping, I was fairly certain that it had not been wrapped by a girl.


Squeals of delight, laughter and gaiety filled the room around me. Carefully I pulled the tape from the wrapping paper, prolonging the suspense as long as possible. The box inside was unremarkable, white with no lettering. I opened the lid and tried to keep my face from registering the dismay I felt.


The box held a small, mantle-clock-shaped bank with a coin slot large enough to accommodate a fifty-cent piece. A bank! For a ten-year-old girl who wanted a new box of crayons, or a glass bottle of cheap cologne, or a movie star coloring book, maybe even some pretty hair barrettes. I seldom had any money, so what would I do with a bank? I lifted the small scrap of paper inside the box. The block print said: From Johnny.


Oh, no! The gift was from a boy! A boy I scarcely knew! One thing I did know was where he sat in the classroom. Slowly I swiveled my chair toward his desk. Johnny was looking right at me. Young as I was, I recognized the look of nervous anticipation on his face. His blue eyes bored into mine, while my mother’s words of warning that very morning echoed in my head.


“Even if you don’t like the gift you receive, you say ‘Thank you’ and say it like you mean it!”


So I took a deep breath, smiled, held up the bank and did my best. “Thanks, Johnny.” A smile that threatened to split his face was my reward. I remember thinking that Johnny was really kind of cute, for a boy!


“I thought you’d like that!” he said. I blinked at the thought that he might have actually chosen the bank for me, instead of relying upon his mother to buy it. In fact, my mom had always bought the small exchange gifts that I gave each year. I placed the bank back into its box and enjoyed the rest of the party.


That evening, I examined the bank carefully. The metal front and sides were painted bright red, and the numerals were black. The hands that could be spun to any time I chose were shiny, silver-colored metal, as was the removable back. I supposed, as clock banks went, it was okay.


During the next few years, my family moved three times. I went to a new grade school in the seventh grade, and I attended two high schools. The bank remained among the possessions that moved with me. It went with me when I got married and began a new life with my husband. For years, I kept it in my dresser drawer, a receptacle for all my loose coins. When the bank was full, I deposited the money. It easily held a hundred dollars worth of change.


One day, as I dropped some quarters into the bank, I realized that I could not remember another single gift I had received during all my school exchanges. Nor could I remember any gift I had given on those occasions. In fact, except for a special doll, a birthstone ring and my bicycle, I could scarcely remember any other gift. Johnny’s gift was the only serviceable, lasting one.


The night our house was burglarized was frightening and traumatic. I was livid! Just the thought that someone had rummaged through our things, tossed aside items and took others infuriated me! Guns, jewelry, a hard-won WWII German dagger, money, small things that a smash-and-grab thief found easily, disappeared as if they had never been in our house.


It was a few days before I realized that the red bank was gone, and then only because I meant to drop some change into it. At first I thought it had shifted to the back of the drawer. My heart sank when I realized that it was gone from my life. Everything else that was stolen had been acquired during our marriage, but I had taken care of that bank for forty-five years! I felt as if a piece of my childhood had been stolen, too.


When I think about the bank, which is at least every Christmas, I’m reminded that expensive, material gifts do not reflect the essence or spirit of Christmas giving. The simple things, little things, sometimes even practical things given with a loving heart are the gifts that we remember, as well as those who gave them. Although I have not seen him for fifty-eight years, I will never forget Johnny Gibson, the fifth-grade classmate who gave me a memorable gift, a red clock bank with black numerals, a silver back and silver hands.


Thanks, Johnny.


~Barbara Elliott Carpenter
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Our Spirit of Christmas


When you are sorrowful look again in your heart, and you shall see that in truth you are weeping for that which has been your delight.


~Kahlil Gibran


I was not looking forward to Christmas that year. My mother had been gone less than three months and she had been our family’s Spirit of Christmas. Without her, I couldn’t imagine how any of us, especially my dad, would find any joy in it.


She had delighted in her role of gift giver. On Christmas morning, we were always amazed at how she knew just what we’d hoped for, or how she’d chosen some special trinket we’d treasure but hadn’t expected. She would begin shopping early in the year, stowing away gifts in perfect hiding places. For hours in December, behind closed doors, she’d surround herself with colorful rolls of paper, spools of ribbon, package decorations and tape, turning ordinary boxes into artistic creations begging to be opened.


The most vivid memory of my parents’ pre-Christmas arrival at our home was their car’s backseat and trunk, overflowing with all shapes of wrapped surprises. Once they’d been added to our own gifts around the Christmas tree, the result was a room that looked like Santa’s workshop before his annual deliveries.


It was early October as I sat in my parents’ guest bedroom, dreading the upcoming holiday season. Through the windows, the steaming rays of the afternoon sun reminded me why I hated Florida weather. I longed to be home in Virginia where the temperatures were cool, the tree leaves a fall rainbow. But I hadn’t been able to refuse my dad’s request of help.


After nearly sixty years with my mother, he found it impossible to think about getting rid of anything in the house that had meant something to her. He wanted me there to decide what to do with it all. Since my arrival several days before, I had put off the task, afraid of how I would handle my own unending grief as I attempted to empty drawers and closets. In truth, I wanted to avoid it as much as my dad did.


I decided to start with the drawers of the guest room dresser, remembering they held little-used scarves, gloves, jewelry, odds and ends. Perhaps, I reasoned, if what I unearthed at first was less than precious, I could then move on to facing the more difficult decisions. By the time I reached the bottom drawer, my self-assurance about completing this task had emerged — until I slid that drawer wide and gazed upon its contents.


Minutes slipped by as my tears blurred the details of the unwrapped gifts my mother had hidden there. One by one, I opened the boxes and turned back the tissue folds, all holding riches far beyond monetary worth. I recognized a pair of earrings I’d admired in a store window months earlier. There were specific items for every member of the family.


My mind struggled to comprehend how my mother had managed, in her last painful months of cancer, to shop for, choose and hide away these most special expressions of her love. It was so like her, though, that in her last days, when her body had given up its fight, her resolve had still been to put her family first. And, I realized that she’d been hoping to celebrate just one more Christmas with us all.


I carefully packed each present before I left for home. On Christmas morning, with my dad joining our family in Virginia, everyone received those final gifts from my mother. They weren’t wrapped as beautifully as she would have done, but that didn’t matter. She had found a way to give us her Spirit of Christmas that year, the year we needed it most.


~Suzanne Rowe Ogren
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The Christmas that Never Was


Christmas, children, is not a date. It is a state of mind.


~Mary Ellen Chase


I’ll never forget the moment that celebrating Christmas ended for me, forever. The year was 1978. It was the strangest sensation when I stopped — heartbreaking and yet strangely liberating and exhilarating at the same time.


When I was a kid, my parents used to call me Little Miss Merry Christmas. My mother didn’t like Christmas. She didn’t know how to cook so she despaired every holiday when cookies or turkeys were needed. She hated decorating the house. Couldn’t stand shopping for Christmas presents and she complained about nearly every present she received. They weren’t thoughtful enough or too practical. And Lordy how she hated trimming Christmas trees!


The only real festive moment my mom enjoyed was making fudge — a recipe she and her friends had learned during World War II. They’d made batches and batches of the confection and sent them to soldiers fighting in that war. Fudge was the big Christmas tradition for Mom that she absolutely had to do. But if the fudge didn’t turn out just right, she’d end up in a fit of tears.


Mom also loved being with her family even though she and her sisters usually fought whenever they were together. Christmas Eve was spent with her siblings and their kids.


I was the opposite of my mother. I loved everything about Christmas. When I was ten, I took over decorating the house and setting out the Christmas cards we received. By the age of twelve my father and I made the Christmas turkey. I found a farm in the country where we could cut down our own Christmas tree. My dad and I went every year and chopped down the biggest tree we could find. I’d spend the rest of the day decorating it while listening to Christmas carols and drinking homemade eggnog.


By the time I was eighteen I had pretty much taken over the preparations for Christmas, even baking cookies. All Mom had to do was make the fudge.


Then I went into nursing school and stayed in residence. My mother bought a fake tree. We argued about it. Fought. Battled as if it were World War III, but my mother was determined to have a fake tree so she could put it up December the first and not worry about needles falling.


No more garlands of holly, no more putting out the Christmas cards. It was too much for her to do without me. But there was still fudge.


I had been a nurse on a chemotherapy unit for two years when my mother pulled me aside one Christmas Eve and showed me a wound on her shoulder. I recognized it immediately. It was a secondary metastases from a tumour in her breast.


Some things just don’t need to be said between mothers and daughters. We both knew in that moment that there would not be very many Christmases left for my mother.


I didn’t sleep that night, just couldn’t, and I watched the sun rise and kiss the sugary snow with its brilliant light. After a moment’s hesitation I donned a sweat suit and my running shoes, went outside, and began to run. Within minutes I found myself running through a woodland nestled at the end of my street. I ran past a herd of deer, bunnies, squirrels. I felt as if my lungs would explode from the frigid morning air, but I still ran.


I ran along the river and mountains of piled ice on the frozen bank.


And then I ran past our neighbourhood church and stopped. Long icicles hung all along the side of the roof. They were prisms for the sun and rainbows danced on the wall.


“All right,” I whispered. “If You are going to take her, all I ask is that it be swift and without pain.”


As I walked home I began to think of my patients. Four of them were stranded at the hospital for Christmas because their families couldn’t or wouldn’t take them home for the day. None of them would live to see another Christmas.


“Dad,” I called when I returned home. “How big is our turkey?”


“Why?”


“Do we have enough for four more people?”


“Sure.”


“Good. We’re having company.”


After setting the table and making sure everything was prepared, my father and I signed my four patients out and brought them home. Two were in wheelchairs, one had oxygen. The fourth one, Mrs. M., my father and I had to carry inside.


We ate turkey, pumpkin pie, sang carols, and settled around the tree with hot cocoa and — my mother’s fudge.


“I used to make this fudge for my husband when he was a soldier overseas,” said Mrs. M. with a wistful smile on her face. “He hated it. He didn’t tell me that until twenty years later, God bless him.”


After several heartfelt thank yous were made, my mom made “care” packages for our four guests and we returned them to the hospital.


Three weeks later Mrs. M. died. The others were gone shortly after that.


That was the last year Mom made fudge. She didn’t have the strength anymore. Dad and I tried to make it under her supervision but Mom was never satisfied with the texture.


The following year the Christmas tree went up in November and remained until February. Not only did Dad and I make the fudge, we tried our hand at Divinity, a confection my grandmother had made. We failed miserably at that as well.


I knew my mom was doing poorly; she didn’t even get together with her family anymore. In August of 1978 my mother died. She was fifty-four.


Strangely enough I was okay. God did as I had asked of Him. She awoke one morning not knowing where she was. The cancer had spread to her brain. She was afraid to leave her home so I nursed her there.


She smiled at me two weeks later as I tucked her into her bed. “I’m tired,” she whispered.


“I know. It’s okay if you let go, now. I’m okay; so is Dad.”


Mom died in her sleep that night.


I had realized on that Christmas day with our four guests that there were a lot of “forgotten” people around, especially senior citizens. After my mom died I found myself spending more and more time with my cancer patients, giving them simple pleasures like afternoon teas, picnics in the warm sun. Pumpkin carving. Homemade fudge. Holidays weren’t really necessary anymore. I had learned to cherish each moment of each day.


My dad took my mom’s death much harder than I had imagined he would. I tried to spend as much time as I could with him. In December I asked if he had set up the Christmas tree yet and he shook his head no. Three days before Christmas I tried to help him, but his heart wasn’t in it.


“Dad, if you don’t want to do this, it’s fine by me,” I said. “You and I can change the traditions, you know. We can do Chinese food and see a movie. Or go on a vacation.”


“But what about your mother’s tree?”


“I know what we can do,” I said cheerfully. “Come on.”


We packed up the tree and all of the decorations and drove to the hospital where we gave it a new home on one of the chronic care units that didn’t have a tree. The patients and staff were thrilled.


My dad gave me a nervous glance. “You’re really okay with this?”


And that was the moment I knew I’d never celebrate Christmas again. Didn’t need to. I was celebrating life every day.


I smiled at him. “Yeah, Dad. I’m doing great.”


~Pamela Goldstein
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The Unexpected Gift


It’s not what you look at that matters, it’s what you see.


~Henry David Thoreau


Standing upon a hill, the small, one-room school I attended as a child served less than twenty students. Pine trees reflected on the windows from every hillside — each one ready to be a perfect Christmas tree. It was early December 1951, and my sister Frances and I anxiously awaited our school Christmas program, an event anticipated by the whole community since September. We would wear our Sunday best and bring a gift for a secret friend whose name had been drawn from a box earlier that month.


On the morning of the program, a minister from the community would read from the Book of Luke about the birth of Jesus and then Santa Claus would visit. I memorized a poem that began: “Winds through the olive trees softly did blow, around little Bethlehem long, long ago.” Frances memorized “What Can I Give Him?” by Christina Rossetti. Frances was in the first grade; I was in the third. I loved memorizing poetry and receiving my gift, but it was the clothes we wore that year and the generosity of my mother that stand out most in my mind. Though not wrapped up in a package, her ingenuity taught me to appreciate the best gift I would ever receive.


Our biggest concern was about the outfits we would wear to the program, since the tobacco crop, our family’s main source of income, was late.


“We have no money for new clothes this year,” my mother, who was raised during the Great Depression, said. “But I will work out something.” She always did.


We lived in a farmhouse about a mile from the school. In one corner of the living room, in front of the window, sat an old Singer sewing machine in an oak cabinet.


“Come with me,” she told us, as Frances and I followed her up the stairs and into one of the bedrooms where an old box of clothes sat. The only time they had been worn in years was when we played dress up.


“Hold on to Frances,” she told me as she carried a red gabardine jumper in one hand and a navy woolen coat in the other.


When Mom reached the bottom of the stairs, she said, “Stand on the chair in the living room one at a time.”


I went first, as she unwound a tape and began to measure the length of my torso from my waist to knees. In the same manner, she made calculations for Frances. She wrote down the figures for both of us and began to draw a pattern on an old Grit newspaper.


Next, she laid the jumper down and began to cut pieces. She followed the same procedure with the navy coat. Having no zippers, Mom left a slit where she used a zigzag stitch to make a buttonhole by hand, its beauty unequaled today by any buttonhole crafted on a modern machine.


When I arrived home the next day, the rhythm of her feet on the pedal was like music to my ears. Holding up my finished skirt, she said, “I hope this fits.”


Likewise, she did the same to Frances. We tried them on; they both fit perfectly, but Mom was frowning.


“These skirts need new blouses,” she told us.


With both of us following behind her, she went to the dresser drawer.


Pulling out an old muslin sheet, she said, “I believe I can spare this one.”


Thus, the cutting and measuring began all over.


We came home the next day to find the white blouses finished and laid out on her bed. Down each side of my blouse, Mom had sewn a row of pink lace. Frances’s had light blue. These pieces of lace, which Mom had saved for years, gave a perfect touch to our outfits. The handmade buttonholes fit the buttons perfectly, showing the same degree of excellence as the work done on the skirts.


Not only were our outfits finished, but the blouses were washed, starched and ironed with the sad irons heated from the wood stove. The skirts were cleaned and pressed, each pleat standing out. She had pressed and tied a satin hair ribbon for each of us.


The program day finally came. Our poems were memorized, and we were dressed in our “new” clothes. Inside the school, we saw our secret Santa gifts lying under a decorated pine tree that, mere hours before, had only been a reflection in the school window glass. The smell of the fresh-cut pine wafted through the air as the sun glistened on Christmas card cutouts tied to the branches with red ribbon.


It’s been almost sixty years since the Christmas that my mother breathed new life into an old box of clothes. The day of the Christmas program I received a store-bought gift from one of my classmates. I don’t remember what it was or who gave it to me. I don’t remember if the minister spoke eloquently or if anyone applauded when I recited my poem. But I do remember the gift my mother gave me — the knowledge that human generosity cannot be measured with a price tag.


Six years ago my mother celebrated her last Christmas with us. But her creativity has extended into my own life, especially when financially hard times have come my way. I remembered my gratefulness to her each Christmas when I made my own children’s Christmas pageant costumes, baked from scratch, helped my husband cut pine logs for our Christmas Eve fire and decorated the house with holly sprigs from the bush I planted in my yard. I did all of this so my own family could have Christmas traditions. With many people cutting back, my mother’s determination to always “work something out” has served me well in recent years. The gift of finding a way to make Christmas special, even when the means are limited, was given to me by my mother, unexpectedly, years ago. It has been the greatest gift of all.


~Janet N. Miracle
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Where Are My Christmas Cards?


We make a living by what we get but we make a life by what we give.


~Winston Churchill


Who doesn’t like getting cards in the mail? Real cards — not e-cards or virtual cards that say, “I was thinking of you, just not enough to spend money on a stamp.” Christmas is the one time of year to catch up with friends and family we don’t see often enough, receive a card, sometimes a handwritten note and hopefully some pictures of their growing children, their dogs, or even their vacations.


The anticipation of finding a Christmas card in the mailbox is comparable only to finding a new present under the tree every day during the month of December. In a tiny metal box, that typically receives monthly greetings only from the electric company or Publishers Clearing House, news arrives of babies, new jobs, college graduations, and photos of smiling faces. The month of December delivers the promise of holiday messages, of tradition.


Every year I mail dozens of Christmas cards, mostly to people with whom I’ve been exchanging yearly greetings for as long as I’ve been married. When I separate them for the post office each year, the stack going to people out of state is as big as the stack staying in town.


I send them to relatives I haven’t seen in ten years, to friends who’ve moved away, to a soldier overseas, to friends of my aging parents — these all make sense. It stops making sense when I send one to my mother (who I see almost every day) and to my next-door neighbors. Nonetheless, I send them, because I hope that the recipients get as much joy as I do finding Christmas cards in the mailbox.


One year was different. My holiday joy took a nosedive the year it seemed like everyone had decided to boycott the Christmas card tradition. I’ll always remember it as the year that cards trickled in slowly and painfully, like receiving a million dollars in the mail one dollar at a time; I was grateful for each one, but just one a day seemed like a cruel joke.


I waited. My kids noticed.


“Mom, didn’t you send out Christmas cards this year?” asked my sixteen-year-old daughter as she looked through a stack of mail.


“Yes, of course I did. Why do you ask?”


She pointed to an empty red and green wicker basket on the counter. “Where are all our Christmas cards?”


That was the big question, wasn’t it? It was already the second week of December and the only cards I’d received were from our insurance agent and tax preparer. It was starting to become a twisted and backward version of “The Twelve Days of Christmas,” except that in this version, my True Love gave me bills on the eighth day and junk mail on the ninth.


I thought the weekend of the 15th would be productive for the people who hadn’t yet sent their cards, so on the following Wednesday I expected my mailbox to be full. Wednesday came and went; I received two cards.


“Unbelievable!” I complained as I walked inside from getting the mail.


On Thursday, I was excited to see three cards in the mailbox — until I realized one of them was my own, returned to sender for an outdated address.


Where were my Christmas cards? I love getting the ones that include pictures, and the cards that include a yearly “This is what we’ve been doing” letter are a beloved bonus. I tape any pictures to my refrigerator so we can enjoy them until New Year’s Day, but this particular year my fridge was nearly bare.


I don’t know what changed from all the years past. One friend sent out a Facebook message to let people know that, while she was enjoying everyone else’s Christmas cards tremendously, she wouldn’t be sending out cards this year because she was too busy.


Too busy. Maybe that’s the culprit. Too busy to bake, too busy to write cards. Maybe this is a sign of how overextended we are with our jobs, kids’ activities, and social commitments. We all complain about how busy we are this time of year, especially my husband, who doesn’t buy my gift until the weekend before Christmas because he can’t believe “how fast Christmas came this year.” December does have a way of using eleven months to surprise us.


Perhaps it is the economy. If you buy the boxed cards the day after Christmas, you can get two boxes for the price of one, but stamps get into people’s wallets. Even though mailing a letter through the post office is still the most cost-efficient method to get something across the world, when you’re mailing sixty-plus of those “somethings,” the cost may become an issue.


“Why do you keep mailing them if it makes you so upset?” asked my husband one night as he listened to me list everyone who hadn’t sent a Christmas card that year.


“I’ve asked myself that same question!” I said. “And I’ve decided that I’m finished with the whole tradition. People just don’t send Christmas cards anymore, I guess.”


Christmas came and went. A few cards arrived after December 25th. Such blatant lack of Christmas spirit disillusioned me. What was next? Too busy to decorate a tree? I allowed the shortage of Christmas cards to damper the last vestiges of my holiday spirit.


Then, not long after Christmas, a special card arrived in the mail that caused my shrunken grinchy heart to grow three sizes that day.


“Loved ones,” it read, “I can’t tell you how much we look forward to receiving your Christmas card every year. The kids are growing too fast, and we are getting old, so your yearly holiday greeting is better than any monetary gift. We read your letter at least three times and find pleasure in every detail you take the time to write. We love you and hope that you know that our love travels the miles to reach you, just as your card has traveled miles to reach us. Much love.”


My grandparents are both gone now, but I still have that card. It is the first card I put in the wicker basket each year to remind me that the true spirit of Christmas is giving, not receiving. And every year, I continue to mail Christmas cards to everyone on my list.


And it’s okay if they don’t mail one back. The holiday tradition continues.


~Dana Martin
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Christmas Keepsake


Gratitude is the memory of the heart.


~Jean Baptiste Massieu


My son’s freshman year at college proved financially difficult. When he entered college, his father was out of work. I did not work outside of our home because of being a full-time caregiver for my father-in-law.


A boy with whom my son attended high school was on his way to the junkyard and stopped at our house so my son could say goodbye to the car filled with memories. Instead of seeing the memory-filled car go to its fate, my son offered to buy it. The purchase took place with the exchange of one dollar. When his father came home to this fait accompli, he told him, “If the car breaks down on the highway, take the plates off and leave it. It won’t be worth the money to tow it.”


Our son became the king of cheap dinners — Asian noodles or macaroni and cheese. Every few weeks he and his roommate would pool their money to make spaghetti with homemade meat sauce as a treat.


When Christmas came I suggested that he dispense with gift giving as we knew he couldn’t afford purchases. “People will be giving you gifts because they love you and want to be supportive of your educational efforts,” I told him. “They won’t expect gifts from you.”


As our family gathered on Christmas morning the usual chaos ensued as the many gifts were opened. Most of the gifts my son received were practical, such as socks and shirts. Among his gifts were a basket of snacks and, of course, boxes of macaroni and cheese.


When I said that it was time for me to serve brunch, my son announced, “We’re not finished. It’s my turn.”


He handed everyone a homemade Christmas card. Inside was written a special memory. On some cards, he wrote about an event or activity he shared with the recipient. On others, he penned something he had learned from that person.


To one grandma who knew he was interested in finance, he wrote, “You taught me to read the stock market and financial page of the paper.” For my husband’s father, he wrote, “We used to fish with toy fishing poles using real hooks to catch little fish under the dock.”


He recalled for his other grandma, “You would invite me and my sister to bake cut-out cookies and decorate them so Mom could Christmas shop for us.” Since she also made special birthday cakes each year, he wrote, “I remember the train cake with the engine, car, and caboose.”


For my father, he wrote, “Grandpa, you taught me to play pool in your basement. You also helped me with my stamp collection.” To his own father he wrote, “I broke a window playing driveway hockey. I was afraid of what you’d say. You looked at me and said, ‘Every kid is entitled to one broken window. I guess this is yours.’ I still think about our good times playing hockey and chess. You were never too busy for time with me.”


“Mom, there are too many things I could say about how important you are. You are always there for me. We were headquarters for all the kids in the neighborhood and the taxi that took us places.”


From the tears that filled the eyes of the grandparents, I guessed that they were touched to learn that things they had done had become living memories. I don’t remember the other gifts I received that year. But my son gave me living memories to cherish as well.


And I felt great pride at his valuing the people near to him.


~Judith H. Golde
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Whistling Dixie


There are no seven wonders of the world in the eyes of a child. There are seven million.


~Walt Streightiff


Life in the 1950s was gentle and innocent. There was a simplicity and freshness in adults and children alike that carried over into the holiday celebration, as well. I was a young mother, excited about decorating a real tree the year after our first child, Diana, turned two. After all, what could be more thrilling than seeing Christmas through the eyes of my toddler? No stone would be left unturned, I decided. My daughter would have the best holiday I could create.


Diana greeted the seasonal activities with wide-eyed interest and cheery enthusiasm. She sampled my homemade sugar cookies — but seemed to prefer the raw dough. She admired the tree and left all the shiny ornaments alone — mostly. She helped me tape Christmas cards to the hall mirror — then artfully rearranged them, again and again, proud of each new display that she created. And she endured our lengthy shopping excursions — perhaps in part because we ended each one with a stop at Murphy’s, the local five-and-dime in our small hometown of Medina, New York.


“Should we go get our treat now?” I grabbed her dimpled hand and led her to the deep chest cooler against the far wall of the store.


There, squeezed tight against me, Diana stood on tippy-toes, stretching to see while I searched for her favorite: a cardboard Dixie cup of vanilla ice cream. My little daughter’s coffee-bean eyes sparkled under the strand of plump red and green bulbs strung overhead while she watched the busy shoppers and waited to savor her icy treat, one bite at a time.


I reached into a box for a small wooden spoon, closed the lid to the freezer, and gave the clerk fifteen cents.


“Wait until we get to the car to open it,” I reminded my little one.


As December 25th drew ever nearer, I tucked her into bed one night. Priming her for the excitement of the holiday ahead, I asked, “Diana, what would you like for Christmas?”


She cocked her silky blond head and sing-songed sweetly, “A Dixie ice cream.”


I tried to hide my grin as I snuggled the blanket under her chin. “Well, yes,” I agreed. But, thinking about the baby doll I’d already wrapped — along with a host of carefully hand-selected items — I pressed her for more. “But isn’t there something else you want, too?”


Diana considered the question at length. “Hmmm,” she said and then brightened in sudden decision. “Yes,” she nodded, “a spoon.”


~Marie Stroyan as told to Carol McAdoo Rehme
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The Christmas Gift


The only gift is a portion of thyself.


~Ralph Waldo Emerson


It was Christmas Day and I was working a flight. Not exactly what I had in mind. I wondered who would fly on Christmas Day. I was surprised to find that lots of people fly on Christmas Day. I suppose the reasons are as varied as the faces I saw while boarding the airplane on that early morning flight.


I was decked out with Christmas pins on my blazer and even a reindeer headband. Everyone made some comment as they saw me.


“Where’s your red nose?”


“Does it light up?”


“Are you guiding the plane tonight?”


It made the mood festive and fun.


The plane was full, and it was a job finding enough overhead bin space in which to place all the bags and coats, to say nothing about all the brightly wrapped gifts.


As I walked through the cabin one last time before takeoff, I noticed a young father and his small son sitting in a row together. The little guy was fastened into his car seat, excitedly looking out the window. Dad was pointing to other aircraft on the runway as the little boy’s voice echoed through the cabin, “Airplane, Daddy, airplane!”


I wondered, as I sat on the jump seat, where the mother was. It was Christmas Day, after all.


Once we were able to start our beverage service, I walked past the pair again. It was a sight that warmed my heart. Dad was fast asleep with his head resting against the small car seat. The little man was all eyes, taking in everyone and everything, but not uttering a word.


During our beverage service, I handed a soft drink to a very pregnant woman near the rear of the aircraft. We chatted a minute before she said, “Do you suppose you could help me with my heavy bag when we land? My husband put it up for me and I just can’t get it down alone.”


I told her I’d be happy to help her, but then I just had to ask, “Where is your husband now?”


“Oh, he’s sitting up near the front.”


I thought their seating arrangement strange but didn’t have time for more conversation right then.


By the third trip through the cabin, I had put two and two together. Walking past the pregnant woman again, I stopped at her row and asked her if, by chance, her husband was sitting with a small boy.


“Yes,” she replied with a smile.


I couldn’t figure out the separate seating, and it kept nagging at me.


“In case you’re wondering,” I said as I approached her again, “your husband is sound asleep, and your darling little boy is wide awake, watching everything that is going on.”


“Oh man,” she said with a laugh, “that little guy is always so good for his dad!”


Just a few minutes before we were preparing to land, I noticed the dad was awake. I also noticed that the seat next to him was empty, as it had been the entire flight.


“I told your wife that you had a good nap,” I said, goodheartedly.


He laughed and then added, “Is she okay?”


“Oh, she’s fine. But . . . if you don’t mind my asking . . . why isn’t she sitting next to you?”


His eyes lit up, and with such love in his voice, he said, “Oh, this is my Christmas gift to her.”


I knew just what he meant. She was going to have two hours . . . . two full hours . . . . to sit alone. She could sleep. She could read. She could do nothing, but she did not have to worry about her son. She was soon to have another child and time alone is precious. I know. I’m a mom, too.


Christmas gifts usually come wrapped in beautiful, shiny paper topped with a huge bow . . . usually, but not always.


~Mary Catherine Carwile
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A New Beginning


A long marriage is two people trying to dance a duet and two solos at the same time.


~Anne Taylor Fleming


She removed the top of the gift box, and gently pushed the tissue paper to the side. Her eyes widened. She gasped and threw herself back into the chair, as if she had seen a ghost. Then, my wife, Christine, covered her mouth and started sobbing. I bent down to embrace her, and started crying too.


There had been a lot of tears shed in our home that year. Our children, Patrick and Erin, were concerned to see their mother crying again. But they quickly realized these tears were different. They were tears of joy — and hope.


The present I gave to Christine that Christmas morning three years ago saved a relationship that began when Christine gave me the same gift — albeit in much better condition — fifteen years earlier.


“What’s in the box?” Patrick asked after we regained our composure.


“Nothing, sweetie,” Christine replied as she put the top back on the box.


“None of your business,” I added with a wink.


“Come on, Mom, tell us what’s in the box,” Patrick persisted.


Christine looked over at me and I nodded my approval.


She motioned for the children to sit beside her next to the tree. Without saying a word, she opened the box and removed the tissue paper to reveal an ordinary piece of lined notebook paper. It was dingy and yellow from age. The writing on the paper was her own.


Patrick leaned in closer and noticed the severely wrinkled paper was covered in tape. At some point, this document had been torn to pieces. A tear fell from his mother’s eye, landing near the top of the page where it said, “My Certain Someone.”


“I wrote these poems for your father when we were in college to show him how much I loved him.”


She lifted the paper out of the box to reveal another poem underneath. It was also stained and covered in tape.


“Your father cherished these poems,” she continued. “He is more sensitive than you may realize.”


“Yeah, right,” Erin said laughing.


“Those poems have always been my most prized possession,” I said.


“So why are they all torn up?” Patrick asked tentatively.


I paused, took a deep breath, and hung my head in shame.


“Because I let my anger get the better of me.”


“Your father and I were, and still are, very much in love,” Christine said. “But, as I’m sure you both know, we have been having a pretty tough time lately.”


“We know, Mom,” the children replied in unison.


I looked at my beautiful wife. Something in her eyes told me it was time to be honest with the children about all the fighting they had heard in the recent past, and hopefully, reassure them about the future. I walked over to the window and stared at the lightly falling snow for a moment before continuing.


“Kids, you know I have been unhappy for a while now. I really hate my job, and I feel like a fish out of water living in New York. I had hoped to raise my family somewhere else,” I said without turning away from the window. The dancing snow was peaceful and hypnotic. Somehow, it was helping me discuss this difficult subject with my children. “I blamed your mother for my unhappiness because she insisted we move here to be closer to her family.


“We started having terrible fights almost every night. After you kids went to bed on Thanksgiving, we had our worst fight ever.”


“That was when your father tore my poems to shreds right in front of me,” Christine said, pausing to dab her eyes and blow her nose. “He threw the pieces in the garbage and stormed out the door. I wasn’t sure if I would ever see him again, but I was certain I would never see these poems again.”
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