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Blessed is the season which engages the whole world in a conspiracy of love.


~Hamilton Wright Mabie





When my daughter Jessica and daughter-in-law Kathy proposed an early December trip to New York as my Christmas gift, I jumped at the chance. A life-long Midwesterner, I’d never been to the Big Apple but had always dreamed of visiting.


As we planned our itinerary, I discovered that New York was a prime Christmas destination, which meant bookings filled up fast. This knowledge doubled my excitement but added a touch of apprehension. I’ve never been fond of wall-to-wall crowds, even back then before the pandemic. If thousands of strangers crushed into one small area, would it make our visit a less pleasant experience? I didn’t mention my worry to the girls, and we penciled in activities for every moment of our brief stay.


On departure day, we waited at the gate to board a full flight. A group of women around my age chattered non-stop. They wore matching green T-shirts printed with the New York skyline and “Girls Trip 2019.” I struck up a conversation with one of them. She said, “We do a Christmas trip every year. This one has been on our bucket list for a while.” We began to compare notes on what we planned to do. By the time our plane landed in New York City, I felt like the ladies had morphed into friends.


After checking in at our hotel, Jessica, Kathy, and I headed for Times Square. The place was crammed with people, but that didn’t interfere with me admiring the huge video billboards that surrounded us. We snapped selfies on Broadway, and I ogled the ball that drops every New Year’s Eve. Then we moved along with a sea of people to Rockefeller Center, where an enormous decorated evergreen tree astonished me. A stranger from Japan took photos of us in front of the tree, and we did the same for her.


We met a British couple and a family from Mexico. I’d never heard so many different languages in one place. French, Italian, German, Japanese, British English, and Spanish were all represented, plus languages I couldn’t begin to identify. Despite the crowded conditions, people smiled and waved as though they were recently connected family members. The girls and I joined the throng as we bustled through famous department stores that I never dreamed I’d see in person. We oohed and ahhed in front of countless windows decked out in holiday themes as we walked down Fifth Avenue, and then we strolled down legendary 34th Street toward Macy’s.


One evening, the girls and I bundled up against the crisp night air to make our way to Radio City Music Hall. The Rockettes put on a captivating show to a full house. Everyone in the audience was given a Santa cap to wear. We all had something in common… a funny hat and a huge smile.


The next day, we embarked on a whirlwind trip through the city on the upper level of a double-decker bus. We tourists scootched over to make room for each other and then all of us craned our collective necks to see the sights. Once again, we helped each other. Language wasn’t a barrier at all. Someone would point to a camera and grin. Everyone got the message. At the end of the frosty ride, most of us ended up in the same place — a crowded restaurant serving cups of steaming hot chocolate topped with fresh whipped cream.


On our final afternoon in the city, the girls and I waited for a cab to take us to the airport. I got emotional and a bit teary. The past few days had been more than an amazing experience. I’d been given the unique opportunity to meet fascinating people who represented more countries than I could count. Here we were, all of us together celebrating the most wonderful time of the year in one of the most iconic cities on the planet. No barriers. No politics. No arguments. Only a sense of peace and joy.


In the soft glow of the season, my small-town Midwestern heart learned that even an ocean of people could become companions instead of strangers. We were fellow travelers who shared the same path, creating countless memories in the magical yuletide spirit of one unforgettable Christmas season in New York City.


— Pat Wahler —
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Truly wonderful the mind of a child is.


~Yoda





I had set up our artificial Christmas tree from the previous year, and the children — ages eleven, seven and five — had decorated it. Many of the ornaments had been made by them at school over the years and they earnestly placed them as high as their little arms could reach. The old, artificial tree, with its bunched-up branches and half the lights not working, wasn’t looking too good, though. And we had no gifts to place under its branches either.


Friends’ and neighbors’ homes were beautiful, with fresh Douglas firs or good-looking artificial trees, nicely wrapped gifts, and pretty home décor, but I couldn’t seem to get in the spirit to decorate. Our financial burdens were weighing heavily on me as Christmas approached.


One evening, my seven-year-old daughter came home from playing at her best friend’s house down the street. After seeing her friend’s tree, she was very concerned that we didn’t have any gifts under ours. She scurried to her room and gathered little toys, books and trinkets that she knew her brothers would like. Then she used a roll of left-over wrapping paper and carefully wrapped her treasured items. Finally, she proudly placed them under the tree.


The next day, her little brother Julian woke up and found the gifts. His face lit up. Inspired, he ran to his room, gathered some of his special possessions and wrapped them to give as gifts — not knowing that his sister was responsible for the ones under the tree. The tree still lacked beauty, but now several little gifts were beneath it, awkwardly but lovingly wrapped by my children.


One weekend, after finally doing some Christmas shopping, I looked at this imperfect tree, with its little gifts of trinkets, used toys and books, and felt compelled to wrap a working string of lights around the tree. Then I moved some of the ornaments to the higher branches that the kids hadn’t been able to reach.


As I rearranged the handmade ornaments, I began to appreciate each little handprint made into a Rudolph, each snowflake with pictures from kindergarten and preschool, and all the other ornaments made by little hands and then signed in crooked print by Juan, Jazmyn and Julian.


As I moved the children’s gifts to make room for the ones I had bought, I got a close look at what each package contained: a bouncy ball that Jazzy really liked but Julian liked to play with; a little car that Julian owned but Jazzy liked to use with her Barbies; a Pokémon card that Jazmyn owned which Juan had been trying to get from her; and a broken pen without any ink that Julian saved because it had a purple feather his sister really liked. I noticed a picture for Juan that Jazmyn had drawn. It was a portrait of our family. I shed happy tears and felt an indescribable tenderness knowing that my children understood the meaning of giving.


It’s not the price, the quantity or the beauty of the gift that matters. It’s knowing that it will make someone smile. It’s the time you’ve dedicated to let them know their existence is meaningful to you and they are appreciated. My children had learned that sacrificing something special to ensure a smile on another’s face was the most important thing. Love brewed within their little, innocent hearts.


The new store-bought gifts I was about to wrap seemed so worthless compared to the treasures I’d discovered. The classy ornaments on neighbors’ trees were nothing like the years of handmade memories from my precious three.


I sat there proudly, knowing we owned the most valuable tree. It was decorated in abundant love. Beneath its branches were the gifts of caring, compassion, and innocence — all priceless.


— Lucy Rodriguez —
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The excellence of a gift lies in its appropriateness rather than in its value.


~Charles Dudley Warner





“What do you kids want or need for Christmas?” I asked my two daughters when we were out for lunch on one of those rare days when the three of us getting together was possible. Both are married and working, with kids in their teens.


“We don’t need anything,” they replied, nearly in unison.


“What do you want then?” I asked.


“Mom,” one said, “just come to Christmas dinner and bring a pie. Your presence is present enough. No need to buy us anything — or the kids, either. They’re teenagers. They’ll tell you they want a Mercedes or a trip to Paris or something just as goofy. They’ve outgrown what we called the ‘magic’ of Christmas.”


Outgrown Christmas? Say it isn’t so. I’m a grandmother to teenagers, and I haven’t outgrown the magic, tradition or meaning of Christmas.


I went home totally discouraged after our lunch. Images of Christmases past filled my mind — my little daughters on the top step, fidgety on Christmas morning, peeking and wondering what Santa might bring.


I felt sad, and I still had no clue what to get everyone. Humbug or not, I would somehow gather a collection of gifts, each one wrapped, beribboned and ready for the family’s grand opening event. Luckily, Christmas was still a couple of months away, so I had time.


Meanwhile, I had my own tasks and “must-dos” — getting rid of a lifetime of “stuff,” for instance. I had a closet filled with those old things one keeps forever. The kids had already turned down the good china and some grand old pieces of furniture. No one wants antique silver or lovely furniture from long ago. If it isn’t microwave- or dishwasher-safe, no one can use it. I had a beautiful coat with a fox collar I had to give away because my daughters wouldn’t wear fur. I couldn’t blame them. I gave up wearing that coat myself for the same reason.


I spent my spare time that fall going through closets and the garage, selling, giving away, and tossing out things I once thought I could not live without. The used-clothing-and-houseware places got carloads of my donations. A garage sale reduced my “keepsakes” as well.


I spent an entire week going through old photo albums — not just mine but also those my parents had left for me. Oh, the memories I looked back on as I turned the old, yellowed, curling pages.


I stopped at one. It was a very old, somewhat cracked photo of our farmhouse.


We moved there as a young couple, my husband and I. The original house was built in 1900. It was the place where we raised our children. This photo showed the original house and the family that built it. It had been given to me by our neighbor, an old woman who was born in that house. She told me the story of the farm’s beginning. It was a grand tale, filled with adventures and tough times.


As I looked at that old photo, I wanted to frame it and keep the memory alive of that lovely, old house and its history. My children had been raised in that house. A bit of our family history is woven there, too.


Now one of my children lives there, and the old farmhouse is now a modern one, with new everything, but it retains the old feeling and a thousand memories. Our story continues. Suddenly, I knew what to get the kids for Christmas. There was actually something old that they would want! I had the photo duplicated and framed — one for each grown child and one for me.


The framed photos turned out quite lovely, and they were a hit. The kids had tears in their eyes as they opened them, and we shared some of our stories about the house. Not only did it remind them of the years we lived in and loved that place, but it made all those years memorable again. I look at my picture often. They were good years. And that photo and those memories made Christmas magical again.


— NancyLee Davis —
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Then the Grinch thought of something he hadn’t before! What if Christmas, he thought, doesn’t come from a store. What if Christmas… perhaps… means a little bit more!


~Dr. Seuss, How the Grinch Stole Christmas





Ever since my mom began working as a teacher at the neighborhood school, she dreamed of moving to Haggin Oaks so she could be a part of the Christmastime festivities. A few years back, her dream came true, and our family moved to a large, red-brick house in the prestigious neighborhood.


Each Christmas season, nearly every house in the neighborhood is decked out in sparkling strands of lights and a wide array of decorations ranging from sentimental mangers to jolly Santa Clauses with bulging sacks of toys. Neighbors admire each other’s fabulous displays, which are generally put up the day after Thanksgiving. Some neighbors engage in a bit of friendly competition and try to outdo each other, but it is all in good fun. Some of the most extravagantly decorated houses are featured on the local evening news and in the newspapers, so it is no wonder people try so hard to make their yards look spectacular each year.


One man in our neighborhood dresses up as the Grinch (green face paint and all), and his wife dresses up as Mrs. Claus with a red dress and white wig. The cheerful old gentleman rides around in a lime-green Grinch-mobile that blows bubbles, giving rides to excited crowds of people. The man also has a Santa house in his yard where people can go to have their picture taken for free with Old Saint Nick himself.


The house next door to the happy Grinch holds a fundraiser called Dustin’s Diner every year. They sell hot chocolate and baked goods for one dollar apiece to raise funds for the homeless shelter. My mom taught the original Dustin (he no longer runs the diner) in her fourth-grade class many years ago. Since Dustin and his brother Daniel first started Dustin’s Diner in 1993, the small stand has raised more than $250,000 for the shelter.


Our front yard is pretty full of Christmas cheer as well, with striped candy canes lining either side of the walkway, colorful lights rimming the roof, and glittering reindeer in the yard. We decorate our windows with glowing Charlie Brown displays that are always much-admired by the long procession of passing cars that tour the neighborhood. Each night, we enjoy peeking out the window as people eagerly pose for photos in front of the manger and Christmas dog inflatables that grace our front lawn.


Horse-drawn carriages clomp merrily down the streets, carolers sing joyful Christmas tunes, and residents play holiday songs for all to hear. On some nights, old-fashioned cars and trucks decorated with lights and ornaments parade throughout the brightly lit neighborhood. There is even an annual holiday bike ride where everyone adorns their bikes with lights and dresses up in Christmas sweaters to ride the streets of Haggin Oaks together.


People who do not have the means to do expensive things at Christmastime enjoy being able to ride and walk through the streets at night with their families. I have warm memories of riding through this same neighborhood when I was little, drinking hot chocolate as I gazed out the backseat window at the displays. Not everyone can afford to have their picture taken with Santa at the mall, so countless people pose in front of the Christmas displays in people’s front yards. Our neighborhood helps bring holiday cheer and happiness to the entire town, which truly captures what the heart of the season is all about. I am so thrilled to be a part of an extraordinary community that really gets into the spirit of Christmas!


— Baylie Jett Mills —
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We can only be said to be alive in those moments when our hearts are conscious of our treasures.


~Thornton Wilder





The vice president at my new job made it known that he expected our entire department to participate in the company’s annual blood drive, so I signed up. I’m not a fan of needles, but the process was relatively painless — a prick less annoying than a bee sting. Fifteen minutes later, we were treated to bakery cookies and a plethora of beverages. I exited with a sticker proclaiming that I was a “hero.” Heady stuff.


I wore that sticker proudly all day and became a regular donor for the next forty years. Sometimes, I just donated whole blood. Most often, I donated platelets. The process took longer, but I could donate more often. There wasn’t a lot I could do for others while holding a full-time job, raising five children and maintaining a large home. But this I could do. The cookies were delicious, and I could sit in an adjustable contour chair for a couple of hours while gracious phlebotomy techs fawned over me.


A few years later, I signed up for the bone-marrow program. I was never a close enough match for marrow donation, but my blood was compatible with a young boy battling leukemia. I was called in often, especially during chicken pox outbreaks; something in my blood protected him from the disease.


One of my call-ins occurred on Christmas Eve day. I sat in the lounger, watching tubes transfer my blood out of one arm and return red cells in the other, as donors and staff came and went. It was nearly noon when I finished. The last remaining phlebotomist chatted with me as he removed the tubes and cleaned up. He fed me chocolate, baked goods and juices. Then he leaned in and whispered, “You gave him Christmas.”


My heart skipped and then raced. Wow! To think that a couple of hours of my time could extend a life was euphoric. That made my Christmas.


Designated donation calls stopped after that. When I went in for my next regular donation, I asked why. Specific information about recipients is confidential, I was told, but generally if someone no longer needs blood, it’s either because of recovery or… death.


I never met that brave little boy or his family, but I had been connected to them for years. I felt a personal loss. I thought of them every time I went to the blood center. I thought of how his last Christmas made mine fuller.


That’s when I decided that I would schedule my last donation every year on December 23rd or 24th. To honor his struggle. To keep me grateful for the gift of health. To keep me mindful that not all families gather around a lighted tree, open presents and sing carols. Some families gather around a hospital bed to say goodbye.


My Christmas traditions now include prayers for all those who are celebrating their last Christmas on earth and the loved ones who will miss them. I pray for blood donors and phlebotomists, and that more people will be moved to donate. And I thank God for giving me the opportunity to touch that child’s life, and have mine so touched in return.


— Diane C. Perrone —
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A little magic can take you a long way.


~Roald Dahl





When I was five years old, I met the “real” Santa. Well, almost met.


It was Christmas Eve, and my ears had just picked up the sound of unidentified, soft footsteps moving through the house. I say “unidentified” because I’d taken the precaution earlier of closing my bedroom door. (The rumor at school was that if you see Santa delivering your presents, he takes them back.) So, as tempted as I was to throw caution to the wind and go out into the living room, I was also smart enough to know it could be my mom up with my baby sister, Nancy. Compromising, I cracked the door open and peeked out.


The house was dark, which meant it wasn’t my mom and Nancy. I could hear my dad snoring, and my sister Karen was sleeping in the bunk above mine. That left just one other possibility!


Opening the door a little wider, I heard the rustling of wrapping paper as packages were moved from one location to another. I pictured Santa in his red suit and hat, gently tucking gifts under the tinseled branches of our Christmas tree. As the noises began to fade, I heard the soft click of the front door closing. Santa had left the building.


The next morning, while my dad set up his movie camera, and Karen and I waited for my grandparents to arrive, I began to think about how and when to share my big news. Should I do it right away or wait until we finished opening presents?


In the end, my mother made the decision for me. Popping her head in the door, she said, “When I count to three, you can come out. But no pushing and no running. One…” Karen pushed me out of the way and ran down the hall. Not far behind her, I entered the living room just in time to hear the first rip of wrapping paper. Thoughts of Santa’s visit flew out the window as I focused on a Barbie doll with black, bubble-cut hair.


Later that morning, I perched on the edge of the sofa as the adults settled in for coffee and homemade cinnamon rolls. I evaluated every pause in the conversation, waiting for the right time to share my news. When it finally came, I said with aplomb, “I heard Santa in the living room last night! I have proof he was here.” Letting that bombshell drop, I sat back and prepared to be the center of attention.


The clock ticked loudly. Nancy burped. Karen continued playing with empty boxes and wrapping paper. Sounding suspicious, my mom said, “What do you mean you have proof? Did you get out of bed and see him?”


Not wanting erroneous reports getting back to Santa, I answered quickly, “No, I definitely did not get out of bed and see him. But I heard him.”


My parents and grandparents looked at me with varying degrees of skepticism, so I went to Plan B (which I didn’t even know I had) and placed into exhibit Santa’s empty cookie plate and milk glass. Then I pointed out that the carrot we put out for Rudolph was gone, which meant that it was Santa I heard in the house because nobody else would take the carrot. Finally, with a dramatic pause, I delivered the definitive evidence: a thank-you note from Santa in his own handwriting.


Christmas, much like life, is as magical as we allow it to be. At sixty-one, I still see its magic. But now I see it through older, wiser eyes. Christmas isn’t just about tucking gifts under the tree. It’s about tucking them in our hearts. And Santa’s biggest magic? Why, that’s the illusion that he disappears at the end of the night. Because, you know, he never really leaves.


— Crystal Hodge —
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Nothing else in all life is such a maker of joy and cheer as the privilege of doing good.


~James Russell





It was the beginning of the Christmas season. Our small town on the Mississippi was decorated with lights crisscrossing the streets and huge wreaths on the lampposts. They thumped in the frigid winds that roared off the river.


But I was not focused on that. I was hearing the voice of the lady from Sears who had called the day before: They had a job for me, working on the sales floor every night until 9 p.m. and a full day on Saturdays.


It was my first job, and I was happy about that, but it was not the job I dreamed of having. That job was the one my best friend had had at Vogue, the most fashionable dress shop in town. She had worked wrapping gifts, tying up boxes covered with silver and gold foil. She topped them with generous amounts of red and green ribbon, which became bows and curlicues with a twist of her hand. She looked so grown-up and accomplished in that setting, and I wanted to be just like her.


That fall, as my friend went off to college and I turned sixteen, I had applied for the job at Vogue. But I didn’t get it.


As I passed Vogue, I could see my friend’s replacement busily working with ribbon and paper. I was jealous.


I reported to the Sears personnel office and was escorted to my department: Toys. I cringed. I knew nothing about toys and had no interest. How much nicer Vogue would have been: wrapping beautiful pieces of clothing, chatting with the customers, but I did not let my frustration show. I did, after all, have a job.


My supervisor was a cheerful man about my father’s age in a white shirt and a tie. “Have you ever sold anything before?” he asked.


“No,” I admitted. “My first job.”


“It’s a tough one, toys. Lots of merchandise.” He waved his arm over a wilderness of trucks, dolls, playhouses, and football gear. “Hope you have a good memory.” He smiled as he talked, his voice warm with encouragement.


“Take a look around. Learn as much as you can. If you cannot find something, come to me. We do not want a customer to leave empty-handed.” He showed me how to operate the cash register and figure out sales tax. “It’s our best department; you will need roller skates.”


He was right. The amount of merchandise was daunting, and people were already shopping, picking up merchandise, looking at it carefully, and putting it back. Before I walked up the first aisle, I had a customer — a young man who wanted a tractor-trailer truck for his cousin. “My parents gave me one years ago. I want one just like it.” We arrived at the truck section, and he found what he wanted in a few minutes. I rang up my first sale.


I had just turned from the cash register when I had another customer who was looking for a baby doll that wet. Another sale. The next customer wanted a paint-by-number set. We looked through the game section and found one she liked. I had to smile. It was very much like one Santa had put under the tree when I was in third grade. It had brought me hours of creative happiness.


As I helped my customers leave the store with trucks, kitchen sets, and dolls, I remembered the Christmas Eves of my youth. After church, we would drive home, my brother and I straining at the windows for a glimpse of a reindeer or a man in red, and then open the front door to a surprise of lights and presents.


Now, years later, I was at Sears at Christmas, in a whirlwind of people all trying to create that same magic. But this time, I was very much a part of it, searching, looking, finding — the happiness of my customers motivating me to put all my effort into it.


About mid-evening, a couple came up to me. They were older, wore business clothes, and spoke to each other in a foreign language. They had a picture cut from a magazine. “This,” they said. “Like this.” It was a train. The hours on my feet paid off. I knew exactly where to find it.


“Yes, that one,” the couple said as we looked at the trains. They smiled at each other and put away the picture. The gentleman turned to me. “Not now,” he said. “Come back.” He pointed to his wallet. “Later. Come back,” he repeated. I nodded that I understood.


They left, and I went back to my job. It got busy as the evening wore on. Several times, I checked on the train sets. About an hour before closing, I checked again. Only one was left. I pulled back the door to the small storage space under the shelves where the surplus merchandise was kept. Nothing. This was the last train. I had to do something. I took the train off the shelf and shoved it far back in the storage space. It could be seen only by crawling around on hands and knees. I knew it was safe.


Toward the end of the evening, I saw the couple enter the store. They recognized me, and together we went straight to the train aisle. Before they could panic, I brought out the train set. The woman took the box in her arms, hugged it as if it were a lost child and smiled at me. The couple pointed at the hiding place and then at me. They laughed and smiled. They understood. As we walked to the cash register, I imagined a child tearing off the wrapping paper, giving a shout of surprise. What fun! I rang up the sale and started back to the other customers. The couple followed me, speaking to each other rapidly, and then running to catch up with me. In the hand of the woman were some dollar bills. “You, for you. Take,” she said.


I was bewildered. Was this a tip? I was not at all tempted to take it. A stillness, quiet as light, had come over me. I knew something clear and eternal as the dawn: Joy had nothing to do with money.


I motioned for the woman to put the bills back in her purse. “Thank you, but no,” I told her. I smiled again, shook their hands, and together we went to the door. I watched as they walked down the street under the Christmas lights, past Vogue and all the things I had wished for, now so unimportant. Good things were happening right where I was — at my new dream job.


— Nancy Roenfeldt —
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Kindness, like a boomerang, always returns.


~Author Unknown





I was nine years old, but I still remember it like it was yesterday. I was in Grand Central Station with my mom, dad, and brothers around Christmastime. We were heading back to Connecticut after fulfilling our annual tradition of seeing the Christmas tree at Rockefeller Center.


My dad had taken my older brother to get a snack while my younger brother and I stayed with my mom. We sat on a bench, mesmerized by the constellations on the station ceiling. After a little while, I overheard a man arguing with his friend. “I don’t have enough money for my train ticket home. I only need two more dollars!” he said.


His friend responded, “I don’t know what to tell you, but I have to go.” He rushed to catch his train, leaving his friend behind.


My mother must have overheard them too because she held our hands and walked over to the man. I saw her pull out her purse and hand him two dollars. He looked flustered, thanked her quickly, and ran off to buy his ticket and catch the train. In that moment, my mother sat us back down and explained to us the importance of kindness and helping others. I was listening intently, while my younger brother got distracted by the escalators.


“Can we go up and down the escalators?” he asked while half-listening to the lesson my mom was trying to teach us. My mom agreed, and we headed to the escalators. As we stepped on, a middle-aged man in a suit stepped on behind us. He watched as my brother and I giggled on the escalator and then reached into his pocket. The man pulled out his wallet and put a dollar in each of our hoods. When we reached the top of the escalator, the man smiled and went on his way. My mom reached in our hoods, realizing that the man had put a dollar in them — two dollars in total, the exact amount she had just given to someone in need. My mother froze, stunned by what had transpired. She always talked to us about karma but had never experienced it so instantly.


Ten years later, I’m still astounded by what happened that night. My mom has told that story time and time again, and each time she says that she felt real Christmas magic that day. Sometimes, it really is the little things that make the biggest impact. My mother helped out the man who was two dollars short with a small gesture, and the man in the suit made a big impact on our lives with his small gesture. We learned that it is important to put good into this world because you get out what you put into it. This instant magic is rare and may not happen to everybody, but there is little magic all around us every day. We just need to know to look for it.


— Anissa Deshpande —
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For the spirit of Christmas fulfils the greatest hunger of mankind.


~Loring A. Schuler





I was doing my rounds, checking for anything that might be amiss in the senior citizens’ apartment building where I work as a night security guard. All was calm and peaceful as I moved silently through the building, stopping occasionally to admire the holiday decorations on the display shelves outside each apartment in the hallways. There were glittering Christmas scenes with miniature figures gliding on tiny mirrors, colorful menorahs, majestic angels made of porcelain and lace, miniscule Christmas trees with tiny presents beneath them, and numerous bowls of colored candies and confections for friends and visitors to take as they passed by.


Some residents really decked the halls, so to speak, while others decorated more simply, obviously being of the belief that less is more. Either way, it was a treat to behold them all as I performed my nightly inspection.


Although it was late, I happened upon an elderly gentleman and his middle-aged son cleaning his shelf to get it ready for the seasonal display. The son brought out a beautiful nativity set, piece by piece. The resident, dressed in his bathrobe and slippers, held each piece lovingly and proudly explained to me that his now deceased wife had painted them years ago.


“They are beautiful,” I exclaimed, and stood back quietly to watch the scene unfold. The elderly gentleman was on a mission and very specific about where each piece was to be placed. “The animals need to be closest to Baby Jesus,” he explained, “so they can watch over him. They were there first!” His very patient son smiled and winked at me as he placed each piece carefully where his father told him it belonged. He made the mistake of putting the three wise men too close to the baby, and his father quickly moved them. “That’s not where they go,” he told his son. “They arrived last! They can’t be in front of the animals.”


Again, the son and I shared a private smile, and he obediently placed the rest of the figures where his father indicated. I bid the two gentlemen goodnight and quietly continued on my rounds, feeling as if I had just witnessed something very special, but not quite knowing what.


As I walked around, it occurred to me that I had perhaps witnessed the true meaning of Christmas in that little setting up of the nativity set. The father was being ever so careful to preserve the work of his beloved wife, all the while making sure that the scene accurately portrayed the simple beauty and significance of a baby born in a manger and heralded as a king. The son displayed love in its purest form, patiently helping and guiding his frail father, and understanding the importance of this nativity set to him.


Before I left for the night, I went back to take a look at how it had all unfolded. Some of the figurines were in a slightly different place, and I presumed the father had deferred to some of his son’s suggestions about how they would look best.


Looking at the nativity scene, I felt overwhelmingly engulfed by a trinity of love: a husband’s love and pride in his wife, a son’s love and patience for his father, and a father’s love for his son, displayed in his willingness to compromise in the placement.


What a quiet night of wonder it was in a place where magic and wonder became even more evident during the holiday season. I walked outside, and the sounds of Christmas music filled the crisp air as I did my final walkaround, making sure all were safe and accounted for on this magical winter night.


— Joanne Padley —
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May the spirit of Christmas bring you peace, the gladness of Christmas give you hope, and the warmth of Christmas grant you love.


~Author Unknown





It was March 2020, and I was quarantined in my assisted-living facility in Southern California, doing my part to stay isolated and avoid the coronavirus that is sweeping the world. Also, I didn’t want to inadvertently pass the virus on to anyone else, as the residents here are in a high-risk age group. I longed for the moment when I might hear “All is well with the world.”


This morning, as I sat alone in my bedroom, I noticed a Christmas gift bag sitting in the corner, still bulging with its bounty of holiday cards. I set about to reread the cards, praying for each person who thought enough to wish me goodwill and peace on earth.


As I stared out my window, feeling lonely and isolated, memories of my worst Christmas crept into my thoughts. I tried not to think of them, but my eyes soon filled with tears.


I remembered sitting on my couch in the family room on Christmas Day two years earlier. I watched the twinkling lights on the Christmas tree blink on and off in Morse code fashion, wishing a M-e-r-r-y C-h-r-i-s-t-m-a-s to all. The tree and holiday decorations didn’t have the sparkle they had in years past, and I had little Christmas spirit, if any. My son and I were alone. My husband had died, and my daughter was on her Christmas break from her teaching job, visiting our Italian family in Milan, Italy.


“I’m sorry, Christopher,” I said. “I didn’t prepare anything for lunch.” I felt terrible. It was Christmas, and I had let him down.


This was the first Christmas that the table wasn’t laden with plates boasting a homemade dinner and cut-out sugar cookies for dessert. I simply didn’t have my heart in it.


“That’s okay, Mom. I’ll go out and get us something to eat.”


We called restaurant after restaurant to see if they were open on Christmas Day. No luck.


“Something’s got to be open, Mom. I’ll go out and look.”


I watched my son get on his bike and disappear up the street. He appeared an hour later holding a bag that contained two fish filets and two orders of fries.


“Nothing was open, Mom. Only the place with the golden arches.”


I thanked him for his bike ride and blessed the cooks who made us a Christmas dinner. But the day dragged on as we had a heart-to-heart conversation about life’s letdowns and our unfulfilled dreams.


For months, I felt sad and guilty. But one day, I decided I didn’t want to carry this guilt around any longer. I decided to look at that Christmas with a positive attitude instead of a sorrowful one. I began seeing it as a sacred time I shared with my son. It had been a day when we had all the time in the world to talk, cry, and reminisce about things past, present, and future. It became our Christmas gift to each other, mother and son.


Later that day in March my son called to see how I was handling the quarantine and isolation.


“Fine. I’m doing okay.”


“I’m so grateful, Mom, that you are where you are. I feel good that you are in a controlled environment and being taken care of.”


At that moment, I promised myself that Christmas 2020 would be extra special. After all, the fish sandwiches and French fries that my son and I shared two years earlier on what I thought was the worst Christmas ever had taken on a special meaning, leaving me with a heart full of gratitude. My son’s call gave me peace and hope for the future, one in which the world will recover from this invasive virus and social isolation, and we will have Peace on Earth and Goodwill to All once again.


— Lola Di Giulio De Maci —
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Small acts of kindness can make a difference in other people’s lives more than we can imagine.


~Catherine Pulsifer





I was driving home after attending an EMT meeting down in the village of Monument when my headlights picked up the glimmer of tinsel and coloured baubles. Was that a Christmas tree around the corner? This was at the edge of a county road with no residence in sight.


It turned out to be a scrubby little juniper, more like a bush than a tree. Who on earth had decorated it? I couldn’t help but grin every time I came up that hill during the month of December and saw that little Christmas tree. As mysteriously as it was decorated, it once again became a scrubby, little juniper tree at the end of the Christmas holidays. If you knew what to look for, you’d see that a little straggle of tinsel remained.


The following year, I waited to see if the little tree would once again be adorned in Christmas glory. Lo and behold, it was! I heard that the tree was being decorated by a middle school girl named Ashley Mund who lived with her family a few miles farther up the road from “The Tree” and just a mile or so from our own farm. From then on, I waited impatiently for Thanksgiving to roll around and looked for my headlights to pick out Ashley’s Tree when driving home in the dark. It never failed to make me smile.


The years went by, and that little juniper flourished. Each holiday season, it sported its Christmas decorations.


Then the day came when Ashley graduated from high school and was off to start a new life in college. Imagine my surprise and gratitude when I was driving home in the dark from an EMT call only to have my headlights pick out the tinsel and baubles on Ashley’s Tree! How delightful that this wonderful tradition was continuing.


A few more years went by, and Ashley got married and started a new chapter in her life. Surely now would be the end of Ashley’s Tree. Yet, each year around Thanksgiving, when I came around that corner on my way home that tree would sparkle at me, bigger than the year before.


This year, the county road department went on a tree-trimming and roadside-tree-hazard eradication project. Coming down our hill the day they started this project, I was fretting and fuming to my husband Darrell as I drove, fearing that Ashley’s Tree would be cut down. The cutting stopped before they got to it, so I thought Ashley’s Tree had been spared. But then they resumed cutting a few months later, and that was it. Ashley’s Tree was unceremoniously cut down and dumped in the ditch at the side of the road, a stray wisp of tinsel still amongst its boughs.


That Thanksgiving, Darrell and I were returning home from Bend after he spent the night in the hospital following an angiogram and stent procedure. Imagine our surprise and delight when our headlights caught a glimmer of tinsel off to the side of the road.


It was another Ashley’s Tree! It made tears come to my eyes. Ashley, now grown-up and married with a life of her own, had decided to continue her tradition of so many years. Despite the loss of the glorious old tree, she had found another to fill its role, a bit scraggly but splendid nonetheless. It sits right on a fence line so the county road department surely cannot take it down. Ashley’s new tree, decorated in its tinsel and baubles, is a fine tree to behold, proudly carrying on her tradition of many years. God bless her!


— Rose Howe —










[image: Image] A Tree Named Apollo





The perfect Christmas tree? All Christmas trees are perfect.


~Charles N. Barnard





I was living in San Francisco’s Sunset District in 1980 when I purchased a six-foot-tall, eleven-year-old avocado tree in a large clay pot at a garage sale. I paid twenty dollars for it — contingent on the two sellers’ ability to maneuver the tree in its pot up the narrow, winding stairway to my second-floor flat. It was a precarious process, involving sweat, grunts, and groans, but the tree arrived in my living room without losing a leaf.


Brad and Doug, my teenaged sons, were delighted by the presence of a live tree in our living room. I was too, having imagined that owning a houseplant taller than the man I was dating was a luxury reserved for rich people, not single moms like me.


We set the tree before the front window where it would bask in the afternoon sun. We gazed at it worshipfully, sitting cross-legged on the floor beneath its large, flat, tear-shaped leaves. Light green veins ran through each darker green leaf, with smaller veins branching from the main one to their edge — like country roads branching from a highway. The tree trunk was brownish gray and rough to the touch. Smaller, smoother branches were a vivid, tree-frog green. I inhaled deeply with satisfaction and exhaled strongly, blowing carbon dioxide upward into the tree, causing a slight stirring of its lower leaves. I could almost feel the gift of oxygen pouring from those leaves in exchange.


I named the tree Apollo after the Sun God. “Cool,” my sons said.


The conflict began in December when I suggested that, rather than buying a Christmas tree this year, we should decorate Apollo.


“This tree is part of our home,” I said, “so why cut down another tree to use for two short weeks and then throw it away?”


My suggestion horrified my sons. It was bad enough when I divorced, when we moved across the country, when I started dating, when I legally chose my own last name — but this, they insisted, was over the top!
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