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      Introduction

      Like you, I love Christmas. And how could we not? Everything from decorations to Baby Jesus work overtime to keep a smile on our faces. Every year — without fail — holiday magic is so thick I can serve it to my family on a spoon. Gift giving and receiving seems to have the same effect on each of us as it did on the Grinch — you can actually feel your heart swell!

      Christmas time is magical. Nothing else touches us quite the same. Christmas and the memories it stirs up are thought provoking as well as humbling. It's a time when the best of our character spills forth and the worse part of our personality disappears. We are kinder, more understanding, more apt to forgive. If it were Christmas everyday, perhaps hatred would be wiped out, wars would no longer need to be fought, and neighbors and families would remember to love one another.

      Because I truly believe in the miracle of Christmas, it is my hope that through Christmas Through a Child's Eyes: True Stories That Capture the Wonder of the Season we can keep those special, magical feelings alive year round. As you read the memories my authors have graciously chosen to share, I ask that you also recall your own favorite memories and share them with a loved one or neighbor — better yet, share them with a stranger — so that the wonderful feeling of Christmas can continue to flow unhindered from one heart to the next.

      I hope, like me, you'll keep this book nearby to warm your heart and renew your spirit and remind you of the things in life that really matter. From my heart to yours — wishing you a Merry Christmas every single day of the year.

      — Helen Szymanski
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      Shared Popcorn

      
        
          by J. Hogan Clark
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      The winter of 1948 was bitter cold. December popped up on the calendar with blustery winds and torrents of snow and freezing rain. But my sister, Carol, and I hardly noticed. December also meant Christmas, and we couldn't wait for the festivities to begin.

      One evening, as Christmas Eve neared, Mom and Dad decided to treat Carol and me to a movie. We almost never got to go to a movie and we were ecstatic. For a grand total of sixty cents (the movie admission was fifteen cents, popcorn was a nickel, and soft drinks were a dime), my sister and I could have an entire evening of entertainment and snacks. It just didn't get any better than that.

      Though it had stopped snowing, a fierce north wind cut through my heavy coat as I climbed into the backseat of our old Oldsmobile. On the trip to the movie house, I rubbed my hands together to stay warm and to keep my excitement from bubbling over. Carol stared straight ahead, her right hand clasped into a fist, a death grip on our money as the car bounced and slid down the road. The roads were still treacherous, with thick pockets of accumulated snow and ice covering most of the surfaces, but Dad had maneuvered these roads before in inclement weather. He skillfully coasted to a stop in front of the movie house with plenty of time to spare. Carol and I exchanged grins. We wouldn't miss the cartoons, a possibility we'd both worried over.

      As soon as we exited the vehicle, Dad waved goodbye and drove off, leaving us to our own adventures. The wind whipped wisps of snow across streets and down the sidewalks in a mini blizzard, and the whistling sound it made as it rushed around buildings and through tree branches seemed to intensify the cold. I couldn't wait to get inside the movie house!

      As we stood in line shivering, I noticed a young girl about my sister's age, and a smaller sibling, probably her brother, who looked to be about five years old. Their shoulders hunched against the frigid wind, they huddled together next to the movie house entryway. Though the girl's chin was tucked beneath a heavy scarf and the boy wore galoshes and thick mittens, the stabbing wind tugged at their lightweight jackets and I knew they had to be freezing. To make matters worse, the little boy was sobbing, his tears leaving shiny wet tracks down his red, swollen face.

      As I watched, the girl's bare hands dove in and out of the pockets in her pink jacket and blue jeans. As soon as her cold hands would find a pocket, she'd manipulate the contents, searching in vain for something. Visibly upset, she attempted to comfort her brother. Try as she might, however, the girl couldn't bring closure to her brother's tears, nor find what she so desperately searched for.

      Though I knew it was rude to stare, I couldn't tear my eyes away from the scene unfolding before me. As the ticket line dwindled, my sister and I drew closer to the distraught youngsters. That's when I heard the young girl explain to her brother that she couldn't find the last twenty-five cents.

      Evidently, they, too, had been dropped off at the movie house, and wouldn't be picked up until after the movie. And without the missing twenty-five cents, they could no longer purchase their movie tickets.

      I felt a pang of sympathy; I could imagine that happening to my sister and me instead of them. Not knowing what else to do, I turned my eyes away sadly and stared at the back of my sister's jacket.

      It seemed like an eternity before we reached the ticket booth window. With tickets in hand, Carol turned and began walking toward the entry doors. By now, the boy's wails had subsided somewhat, but his little body shook uncontrollably as his sister wrapped her arms about him in an attempt to soothe away the hurt and cold.

      Obediently, I followed my sister, fully expecting her to open the door and walk in. Abruptly, she stopped. As I maneuvered past her to prevent myself from knocking her over, she turned and handed two dimes and a nickel to the girl with the sobbing brother. It was as if the Christmas Spirit had descended on her that evening, because out of nowhere, her compassion for the two stranded, freezing children overcame her desire for popcorn and a soft drink.

      I understood what she felt, because I felt it, too. The look of surprise and pure elation on the other children's faces made me feel ten feet tall! I was sure my chest would swell to the point of popping the buttons off my coat! A heated flush raced through me and I smiled as wide as a Jack-o-lantern. I was so proud of my sister that I no longer felt the cold. I basked in the warmth of her goodness that night, and am happy to say that over the years the feeling of pride for what she had done has never gone away. I don't recall what movie we saw that night, but I will never forget the bag of popcorn we shared. It was the best bag of popcorn I've ever consumed, and all because I shared it with the best sister anyone could ask for.

    

  
    
      

      
      The School Desks

      
        
          BY CONNIE STURM CAMERON
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      As I trudged through the softly falling snow, Christmas lights gradually illuminated the homes in my neighborhood. It was Christmas Eve, 1967, and I was almost done with my paper route. The hushed beauty of the winter dusk scene invited me to slow my anxious steps. My ten-year-old mind, awed by the beauty of nature, wondered why the world seemed so quiet when it snowed. Even the sound of my own breath seemed to reverberate in my ears.

      Normally, I kept my newspapers in the basket on my bike and rode up and down the driveways in my neighborhood to deliver them, but when it snowed, it seemed easier to don my rubber boots and walk to each front porch. My favorite house on Connway Drive was where my best friend, Cindy, lived. We had promised to call each other as soon as we finished opening our gifts the next day — as long as the party line wasn't in use.

      Lights were being turned on in houses up and down the street and when I walked to their front doors to drop the newspaper, I heard more and more laughter and excitement: Families were gathering in anticipation of Christmas festivities.

      After tossing my final newspaper, I began my trek home. It was time for dinner, and as usual, I was starving. But it was hard to hurry. There is something magical about Christmas Eve, and that night I felt it in the air. It was as if every child in the whole world was holding their breath, wondering if their long-awaited GI Joe or Thumbelina doll would be under the tree when they awoke the next morning.

      When I finally arrived home, I stopped in front of our house and stared — it was so beautiful. The colored lights lit up the night sky and the snow surrounding the lights seemed to absorb the color of each bulb. My father and older brother, Tim, had strung large, red Christmas bulbs all along the roof of our ranch home, and had trimmed the two blue spruce trees flanking our driveway with hundreds of vibrant blue lights. At that moment, as my eyes darted back and forth between the two decorations, I couldn't decide if red or blue was my favorite. Dad had even decorated the bushes bordering the front of our house with multicolored lights, and Mom had hung red flickering Christmas bells in our bedroom windows.

      My heart sang with the beauty of it all.

      Oh blessed Christmas! One more day to go! What would the next twenty-four hours hold for me? I tried hard to remember all the things I had wanted for gifts. My sister was too old for her Barbie dolls, so I had a lot of her hand-me-downs; however, it would be nice to get the new Skipper doll. My real love, though, was playing schoolteacher. I even had a makeshift school set up in our basement. My younger brothers, Danny and Gary, were my students, along with Cindy. I had saved my paper-route money and bought a chalkboard, chalk, and other small school supplies. My “students” used an old lawn chair and overturned buckets for seats, and a well-worn card table as their desk.

      I spent hours planning lessons and giving tests. But if it weren't for the treats my mother graciously allowed us to have each day, I'm certain my students would not have participated. The promise of homemade potato candy with peanut butter swirled inside or no-bake oatmeal cookies kept everyone pretending to be interested for hours!

      I hoped to have a real classroom one day, and secretly prayed God would work it out.

      “Are you sure all you want for Christmas is a Skipper doll?”my mother had asked just the other day.

      “Yeah. Well, maybe some more school supplies … like scissors and colored pencils,” I added.

      Before going to bed that night, my sister and I grabbed one flashlight and my three brothers grabbed the other. That way, if we woke up in the middle of the night, we could sneak into the living room to see how many presents Santa and our parents had left for us. Because our father was a pressman for the local newspaper and brought home the butt-ends from the huge rolls of newsprint paper that was used on the printing presses, presents for all seven in our family would be wrapped alike. Our living room would be a sea of off-white boxes in every size and shape.

      Finally, Christmas morning arrived. I was certain our squeals of laughter and cries of joy could be heard throughout our neighborhood with each gift that was opened, especially when Gary got his new bicycle! My older siblings and I were all jealous because we had to share the same beat-up bike. Our tradition, though, was that each year one of us kids would get something big. This year it was Gary's turn.

      And yes, a Skipper doll was under the tree for me, along with a new Trouble game and some more supplies for my makeshift school. I jumped for joy at the new supplies. Word had gotten out about the fun — snacks — we were having, and more neighbor kids expressed an interest in coming over during the Christmas break.

      As the last gift was unwrapped and each of us gathered our treasured piles to take to our rooms, Mom said, “Lets all head downstairs. Santa has left one last gift there.”

      We dashed down the steps two at a time. There was a sheet covering something large in the middle of the basement floor … in the middle of my schoolroom.

      “Connie,” Dad said. “You get to take the sheet off.”Me? Really?

      I had no idea what could be so big — bigger than a bike!

      “Hurry up!” my siblings squealed, thrilled there was one last large gift and hoping I'd share whatever it was. As I ripped the sheet off, it uncovered not one, not two, but three old-fashioned school desks! They each had a seat attached on the front. They were perfect!

      “They're not perfect; they're old and kind of beat-up,” Mom said, the corners of her mouth lifting into a knowing smile, “but we thought you could get some use out of them.”

      Finally, I could have a real school! I couldn't wait to call Cindy and tell her the good news!

      That was forty years ago, and I still have one of those desks. My mother and sister opted to keep the other two. The date “1913” is branded into one of the wrought-iron legs, and the hand-carved initials of childhood loves are still embedded in the wood. Recently, my husband suggested we sand the desktop down and stain it to make it look as good as new, but I declined the offer. God — who alone shared my dream — knows my desk will always look perfect to me.

    

  
    
      

      
      The Sweetness of Giving

      
        
          BY MEGAN (MOLLY) D. WILLOME
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      As a child, I loved candy, but the only time I got any was on a holiday. And at my house, the only candy we ever had was homemade fudge. My family wasn't poor, but my mother didn't believe in wasting money. While her motto was “Why buy it if you can make it,” I secretly longed for store-bought, prepackaged treats.

      As the Christmas holiday drew near, my first grade teacher, Mrs. Cunningham, made an announcement: it was time to start thinking about the annual Christmas party. She concluded by saying that each child was to bring a small gift to exchange. My eyes widened. The Christmas party would be another chance to get genuine, grade-A candy! When Mom picked me up that day, I told her about the party. “Mrs. Cunningham said to bring something that doesn't cost too much,” I added.

      Mom smiled at me in the rearview mirror. “I have the perfect craft! We can make light switch covers. It's inexpensive, and will be a gift that no one else has.”

      My heart fell. “Can't we just buy something?” I asked.

      “Of course not,” Mom answered. “This will be more fun!”

      That afternoon, Mom made a sample light switch cover using red felt for a frame, green felt for a tree, and sequins for ornaments. I tried to follow her example, but the finished product looked like a preschooler had made it.

      On the day of the party, I watched each child place their gift on Mrs. Cunningham's desk. I held tightly to my homemade gift, hoping none of my friends would end up with it. As I watched, one boy slapped his present onto the teacher's desk and my heart leapt with joy — it was a LifeSavers Sweet Storybook! It was only decorated with a big bow, but that was the gift I wanted! It held eight rolls of LifeSavers, two each of Butter Rum, Pep O Mint, Crysto Mint, and Wild Cherry. My mouth watered as I joined the other children sitting in a circle on the reading rug.

      “Don't open these yet,” said Mrs. Cunningham as she passed one gift to each student. Every child in the room stared at a girl named Dana when Mrs. Cunningham passed the Life Savers Sweet Storybook to her.

      Once the gifts were distributed, Mrs. Cunningham explained that as she read The Night Before Christmas, each time she turned a page, we were to pass the gift we held in our lap to the next person. Whichever gift was in your hand when she ended the book became yours.

      I watched the candy move around the room, anxious for it to be in my lap. When I finally held it, I waited my turn to pass it on. But just then, Mrs. Cunningham read the final line in the book.

      “And to all a good night,” she said with a flourish and closed the book. I stared at the candy in my lap. I could hardly believe my luck!

      Fully aware that some children had received candy and others had received homemade gifts, our teacher instructed us to leave our gifts in the classroom before going outside for a long recess.

      I placed the candy on my desk and ran out the door. On the swings, I pumped my legs until I was going as high as I could. As I sailed back and forth, I thought about the LifeSavers Sweet Storybook. Which flavor should I try first? Should I eat them all at once or should I eat one a day and make them last?

      After a few minutes, Mrs. Cunningham opened the classroom door and motioned to me. “Molly, would you mind coming in? I'd like to talk to you.”

      The teacher had never summoned me before, and my initial thought was tragic: Is she going to take away my candy?

      Instead, Mrs. Cunningham smiled and patted me on the head. “You made a beautiful gift, Molly. Do you know who received it?”

      “No,” I answered as politely as I could.

      “Dana did,” said Mrs. Cunningham. She bent down so we were eye level. “Are you two friends?”

      I looked at the candy on my desk and shook my head. “She sits on the other side of the room.”

      Mrs. Cunningham smiled. “She thinks your gift is very pretty. But, you see, Dana's home has no light switches.” I turned to the teacher and scrunched up my face, trying to understand what that meant. Mrs. Cunningham smiled. “Dana's house is so old that it isn't wired for electricity, and electricity is expensive. Dana offered your gift to me. Would you like to have it back?”

      “You can keep it,” I whispered.

      Mrs. Cunningham smiled. “Thank you. I'll find something else in my desk for Dana. I usually have a few little things hidden away.” Mrs. Cunningham turned to her desk and began to search.

      I glanced out the window and spotted Dana playing by herself in one corner of the playground. How could a house not have electricity? How did the family turn on the lights? Then I had an awful thought. I glanced at the candy on my desk again. If they didn't have electricity, could they afford to have candy in their stockings?

      Without a second thought, I turned to Mrs. Cunningham.

      “Dana can have my gift,” I said quickly.

      My teacher looked up in surprise. “Are you sure?”I nodded.

      “Thank you,” she said, a smile lighting up her face. “You don't know how much this will mean to her.”

      When Mom arrived that afternoon to pick me up from school, Mrs. Cunningham took her aside. I watched nervously as they talked. After a few minutes, Mrs. Cunningham summoned me to join them. I walked slowly to the teacher's desk for the second time that day. When I got to the front of the classroom, Mrs. Cunningham opened the big drawer in her desk and handed me a Christmas tree ornament.

      I stared at it in wonder.

      “I'm sorry it isn't wrapped,” she said as I continued to stare.

      In my whole life, I had never received a store-bought ornament. Mom and I made all the Christmas decorations for our tree from scratch. Finally, with eyes glistening, I opened the box and pulled out a wooden girl on a swing.

      I felt Mom's arm slide around my shoulders. “She looks just like you!” she said. I nodded, hugging my mother's legs happily.

      The next morning, when I reached out to turn on the light in my bedroom, my fingers found the sample light switch cover Mom had made. I ran my fingers over the sequins. They were the same shape as LifeSavers. For a moment, I could almost taste the flavors: Butter Rum, Pep O Mint, Crysto Mint, and Wild Cherry. Then I thought of Dana tasting each flavor, perhaps for the first time, and I smiled.

      I could wait until Christmas for candy — even if it was homemade!
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      I was born at the end of the Depression, in a time when we treated strangers differently than we do today. In those days, people often knocked at our back door to ask for food and my mother always invited them inside for a hot bowl of soup or a sandwich. It was not that we were wealthy — no one had extra money in the early '30s — but we were quick to share what we had because we knew that one upset to our own budget and we, too, would not have enough to eat or a warm place to sleep.

      One man appeared at our door several times a week. He was very different from most of the vagrants that sat at my mother's table. He refused to take anything for nothing. “Let me sweep the walk for you, Missus,” he'd say, or, “Why don't you let me hang out those sheets for you today?”

      He was unshaven and wore drab, patched clothes, obviously salvaged from the dustbin. He used to keep a potato in his mouth, and when he smiled, you could see it through the spaces between his tobacco-stained teeth. He rolled the potato around in his mouth and tucked it behind his molars when he spoke. That was why everyone called him Potato Tom.

      Potato Tom seemed to enjoy the tasks my mother gave him and did them with great energy. As winter approached, his clothes got shabbier and he wore no gloves or scarf as protection from the relentless Ohio cold. His hands were spotted with reddened chilblains and as soon as he stood still, he shivered uncontrollably.

      “Would you like to borrow a coat, Tom?” Mama would ask. “You must be freezing. I have an old scarf we never wear. Let me give it to you.”

      He always smiled and shook his head. “I'm used to being outdoors, Missus,” he'd say. “But a hot bowl of something would sure feel good right about now.”

      Of all the people who came to our door, Tom was my favorite. I sat across from him at the table while he ate and listened to stories about places he'd been. “I remember one winter I spent in Floriday,” he said, fanning himself as he did so. “It was so hot there you never wore a coat and you couldn't be hungry — what with oranges and coconuts free for the picking.” He got a faraway look in his eye, as if remembering. Then he shook his head. “But then times got bad and I couldn't get work so I walked up north.”

      I looked at his torn shoes. The laces had disappeared long ago. He now secured his shoes to his feet with pieces of rope. “You walked all the way from Floriday?” I asked in awe. “Didn't your feet get tired?”

      He shook his head. “In this life, honey, you do what you have to do. Ain't that right, Missus?” he asked my mother.

      Mama's eyes looked very red and she sniffled like she had a cold. “I have some meatloaf from last night I could warm up for you, Tom,” she said. “How does that sound?”

      Tom was very polite when he ate, and even though I was only four years old, I knew his manners were a lot better than mine. He never dropped food all over his clothes the way I did and he never forgot to wipe his mouth with a napkin. I took his hand when he stood to leave and squeezed it, “Come back, Tom, and tell me about Floriday.”

      He glanced over my head at my mother and then he nodded. “Maybe later in the week, honey,” he said. “When your mama needs some windows washed.”

      I discovered a new truth about Santa Claus the year Tom came to our house. Even though we did not observe the religious ceremony of Christmas, I believed in the jolly benefactor with all my heart, and had long imaginary conversations with him weeks before the big day when my mother took me to LaSalle's to sit on Santa's lap. On that day, my mother dressed me in my very best snowsuit with little white flowers on the collar and a bonnet to match.

      “Santa will just love you!” she said as we ran to catch the streetcar downtown.

      As we walked through the slush and ice on the downtown streets, I noticed that every single corner had a Santa ringing his bell for people to contribute to the Salvation Army.

      “Why are there so many Santas walking around the street?”I asked suspiciously. “I thought only one Santa came down the chimney on Christmas night.”

      “They're Santa's helpers, Lynnie Ruth,” Mother explained. “He's very busy this time of year. He can't be everywhere in the world at once.”

      I frowned. “I thought he was magic.”

      “He is,” she answered. “Just look how many people he has scattered across the globe telling boys and girls that their wishes will come true!”

      “Does Santa tell all these helpers what to say?”

      She nodded. “He sends them messages from his heart.”

      When we entered the department store, I held my mother's hand and tried to be very quiet while we waited in line. When at last it was my turn, I ran up the steps and jumped on the bearded man's lap. But when I looked into his eyes, I saw truth.

      “You're not Santa!” I cried in surprise. “You're Potato Tom!”

      From behind that beard came the voice I had heard so many times at my mother's kitchen table. “Today, I am your very own Santa Claus, Lynnie Ruth,” he said. “Santa sent me down from the North Pole to tell you he knew what a very good girl you are and that he will bring you that Shirley Temple doll you want, and a little stove that really works.”

      Awestruck, I gazed up at him. “How did you know I wanted all that?”

      Tom's eyes twinkled just like the picture books said they would and his pillow-stuffed belly shook with laughter. “Why, Santa told me!” he said.

      Something about him looked different. I peered into his mouth and then realized why. “What happened to your potato?”

      He smiled. “I got so excited when I saw you standing in line that I swallowed it!”

      My mouth dropped open. “Then that's what I'll give you for Christmas! A brand new potato!” I said as I scrambled off his lap in order to give the next child a turn.

      As we walked away, I turned to my mother. “How did Tom get to be Santa's helper? Did he walk to the North Pole like he did from Floriday?”

      Mother shook her head. When she spoke, I could barely understand her words because she was afflicted with sudden congestion. “I guess he just looked up at the winter sky and asked God to help him help himself.”

      “You mean God told Santa Claus to hire Tom?” I asked.

      My mother shook her head, “No, Lynn Ruth,” she said. “God gave him nobility, and that's the most important qualification for the job.”

    

  
    
      

      
      The Adventures of Baby Jesus

      
        
          BY CHERYL K. PIERSON
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      No one loved Baby Jesus like I did. He was my constant holiday companion. From the moment we took the nativity set from the box to decorate for Christmas, I carried Him with me.

      I couldn't just let Him lay in the cardboard manger unattended. The nativity was old, even older than I was. It was made of thick brown cardboard, as was the manger. A few pieces of straw were glued into it, but not nearly enough to make a good baby bed!

      I thought of Baby Jesus as the little brother I had begged for and never got. Someone had to take care of Him. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, as well as two of the attending sheep, were made of plaster. They'd chip or break if not handled with great care.

      At four years old, I knew how to be careful — especially with Baby Jesus and His entourage. The proof of what could happen was all too evident in poor Mary. Two years ago, someone had been too rough, and there had been a terrible accident. The blue shawl that covered Mary's back had been broken, revealing a ghastly silver rod that disappeared into what was left of her shawl, gathered about her feet. At the top, the exposed rod extended into the back of her head. Mary had to be positioned “just so,” to keep the world from seeing that horrid sliver of metal that kept her in one piece.

      I couldn't help wondering if my Baby Jesus had a rod running through Him like His mother did. I finally convinced myself He didn't — He was a lot smaller, and there probably weren't any rods that tiny. And, being the Son of God, He didn't need a rod.

      Joseph struck a thoughtful pose, kneeling beside Mary, both of them watching the perpetually empty manger. He was a bit wobbly since someone, in a terrible accident, had chipped quite a chunk from his orange and yellow robe. Kneeling was a challenge for him now, but not impossible — especially if he leaned a little on Mary or the manger or one of the poor chalk sheep who had all lost their tails somewhere along the way.

      The Three Kings added color to the scene in robes of red, green, and purple. They had been bought at a later date, and were made of a thick, brittle plastic rather than plaster. They carried gifts that were of no value to a baby.

      Balthazar's arm was missing. At one time, he had been extending his gift of frankincense — perfume! I cut a small blanket of green velveteen from the back of a dress in my closet and laid it over his stump. Jesus would enjoy a warm blanket in that drafty stable more than an old bottle of perfume.

      Melchior knelt in humble repose, a hinged gold box in his hands. As if Jesus could open a box! Being four, I didn't have any “baby toys” left to offer, but I did have something better than what those supposed “wise men” brought.

      I had colored marbles — something pretty for Jesus to look at. And I had crayons to color Him a picture. I imagined Baby Jesus would be getting mighty tired of Christmas music right about then — it was all He ever heard. I headed for my collection of 45s and settled one onto the turntable of my record player. Johnny Horton belted out the strains of “North to Alaska” while Baby Jesus and I danced together.

      We didn't have a Drummer Boy for our nativity set, and I felt the loss keenly. I wanted our Baby Jesus to have the best nativity in the world. It was bad enough that two years ago there had been a terrible accident and someone had irreparably broken the only shepherd we had. Now, we had sheep milling in the stable with no shepherd, and no Little Drummer Boy, either.

      Luckily, this was a situation I could easily remedy. I had four different colors of Play-Doh. After a long, tedious ten minutes, I had what I considered to be a passable Drummer Boy and his drum — complete with tiny drumsticks.

      The other Wise Man, Caspar, was in bad shape, but there was no help for it. Someone, in a terrible accident, had broken off his head. My mother had reglued it, but after it had dried, the glue line showed as if he had not washed his neck after a month of hot Oklahoma summer days. I tied my Annie Oak-ley bandana around him. It covered his broken neck, and gave him a mysterious look — like a western Superman carrying his leather-bound gift box. It contained myrrh, which I knew was a kind of oil. Finally, something Baby Jesus could use!

      We had a cow, a donkey, and an angel made from the same hard plastic as the Wise Men. In a terrible accident two years ago, the donkey's rear had been broken off. I put him at the back of the stable. The cow was lying on the ground, its legs folded beneath it. It must have seen whatever had befallen the donkey and gotten to the ground in time to avoid disaster.

      The angel baffled me, though. Evidently, she had not been so quick or lucky. There was the same brown glue line across her right wing that poor Caspar suffered at the neck, and I was fresh out of bandanas. I figured she had slipped off the stable roof a couple of years ago. She never watched where she was going, because she was looking up to the heavens, singing. May be, her being an angel and all, that injury would heal. By next Christmas, we might not even be able to see it.

      I brought Baby Jesus out of my pocket and gave Him a kiss. It was then that I noticed what bad shape He was in. I had loved Him too much! His baby hair was spotty, as if the paint had been worn off in places. His body was dappled unevenly and His nose was almost completely flat.

      But, His blue eyes were open, sparkling joyously. I knew He must have caught a glimpse of His nativity set. I held Him out to get a good look.

      I had taped a freshly colored picture of a boy and his puppy inside the stable wall. It covered the window and kept out the night wind. I showed Him His bed with the marbles around the base of it, and the sheep on guard to keep them from rolling out of the stable.

      Caspar's bandana looked mighty fine, safety-pinned across the glue line. I had done as much as I could for the others; hidden the donkey's broken rear and Mary's metal rod, and let Joseph surreptitiously lean against the kneeling cow so he wouldn't fall.

      I laid Baby Jesus in His bed and covered Him with Balthazar's new offering — the blanket.

      Just then, my mother rounded the corner, the green velveteen dress in her hands and a look of disbelief in her eyes. “Cheryl, do you know what happened to this dress?” she asked sternly. I swallowed hard and leaned against the nativity for support. I only hoped Baby Jesus could help me now.

    

  
    
      

      
      Christmas Eve Delivery
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      We lived in a small, two-bedroom, bungalow-style house, situated in the country, atop a small hill. We were a small family — two parents and four children — but we were about to add a Collie puppy to our numbers. I knew this because Mom had shared the secret with me. The puppy was hiding in a dark basement not far from the coal bin. It was my job to make some sort of noise whenever the puppy yipped so that my brother, Mark, wouldn't hear. Mark, two years younger than me, loved to walk the hills looking for blackberries and hickory nuts, and a dog would be a welcome companion. He'd be so surprised on Christmas morning!

      At the age of eleven, I was the eldest. My best friend lived next door, had an upright piano in her recreation room, and took piano lessons. Just the fact that she had a rec room, and they had board games like Life, Clue, and Monopoly sitting on top of their piano, was fascinating to me. Whenever she played Moonlight Sonata, I thought it was the most beautiful song I had ever heard. I dreamed of learning how to play the piano. My mother listened to my dream and soon, I realized, it had become her dream as well. We both know there was not really room in our small living room for a piano. We also knew piano practice would cause problems when the family watched television, but still my mother and I dreamed on.

      Having a puppy in the basement was enough to keep Mom and me on our toes that evening. We fluttered from one room to the next, talking loudly and making unnecessary sounds to cover up the puppy noises that floated up through the floor vents. Mom was being very mysterious today, and in my heart of hearts, I felt something else — besides a secret puppy in the basement — was going on. She seemed awfully worried that the front steps were snowy and wondered if the roads were slippery now that it had begun to snow.

      Though it was still early, Mom insisted we go to bed soon and remain in our bedrooms even if we heard something. It was too early for Santa to show up — Daddy wasn't even home yet! I couldn't help but wonder what she thought we might hear.

      By the time eight o'clock rolled around, we had no choice. Wearing our new Christmas Eve pajamas, we trudged off to bed. It was much too early, and though we tried to sleep, we were not the least bit tired.

      I heard Mom's footsteps as she moved from one room to the next, and watched as the outside lights were turned on and off many times. I lay in my bed awake, remembering to cough or talk loudly to my brothers in their bunk bed every time I heard a noise from the basement. Then I heard something else! Was that the sound of a piano key being struck? My heart leapt for joy, although I said nothing to my brothers. I was so anxious and excited I was awake almost all night!
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