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This book is dedicated to the Christ child for it is He who taught us love, and He whom we should honor each Christmas.
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Introduction

Christmas is my favorite time of the year. The holiday season is the perfect opportunity for my family to get together and share our love for one another, and that’s where the real joy in the holiday lies—in the love we choose to share.

During my childhood years, I received many different types of gifts, but the presents that stand out in my mind are the ones that were simple and inexpensive. Perhaps I remember these particular gifts more fondly because they always came loaded with an extra heaping of love. I recall one year when several of my sisters and I each received a pair of red and white flannel pajamas covered with elves and toadstools. I’m guessing that the pajamas weren’t top of the line, but they were warm and fuzzy, and they were covered with the very same elusive elves we daydreamed about and pretended to chase through the violets and across the meadow every day. Mom could not have found a better gift.

But that was Mom. She always seemed to know which gifts would be appreciated the most. I received my all-time favorite Christmas gift from her the year after I had gotten married. The gift was an old Mason jar with a metal lid and handle, filled with popcorn kernels. When I was a teenager, I popped popcorn for the whole family nearly every night. Additionally, since leaving home, I had begun collecting glass bottles, including old Mason jars. It meant the world to me that Mom remembered my favorite snack and also knew what my current likes were.

Though Mom was promoted to heaven nine years ago, I believe that her teachings live on in me and in each of her other fifteen children. When I need a reminder of what Christmas is all about, I look at the open shelf in my kitchen and see the very same Mason jar Mom gifted me with thirty years ago. The jar has long been empty of popcorn kernels, but it will always be filled with the knowledge that Christmas is not about how many expensive gifts you receive. I learned a very long time ago that Christmas is, always has been, and always will be about love.

—Helen Szymanski
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by J. Hogan Clark

Sedalia, Missouri

When he came to the door that day, I opened it and was a bit shocked at his appearance. Before me was an unkempt man, wearing dirty, ill-fitting clothes. On his head was a worn and soiled baseball cap with only a half decipherable insignia at the crown. He said his name was Sam, and he asked for my father by name, which I thought odd. I called my father to the door, left the two men to their discussion, and went about the business of a nine-year-old.

My father hired Sam to shovel the snow off our walkway that day. It was early December, and the winter of 1949 was unusually cold for our small Missouri town, with multiple snowstorms being strung together like beads in a necklace.

The homeless man appeared at our door on three more occasions that December, always asking for my father by name. Each time my father hired him to shovel our walkway. At his last appearance, I asked my father, a professional sign painter, about Sam.

My dad said he had met Sam the previous summer when he was painting a large sign on the side of a building. Sam had simply approached my father and begun talking. The mentally challenged man was pleasant enough and asked for nothing. He just wanted someone to talk to, and my father had obliged. After that, such meetings and conversation happened often between Dad and Sam.

In 1977, my father passed away. I had just returned to my mother’s home for the funeral when there was a knock on the front door. I opened the door to a rather well-dressed white-haired lady. After introducing herself as an aide at the Veterans Administration Home in Kansas City, some distance from my hometown, she handed me a small gift-wrapped box. She expressed her condolences at my father’s passing, and then she left.

I took the small package to my mother, seated in her living room, surrounded by friends and family, and informed her how it had come into my possession. My mother opened the package and found a World War II medal—a Purple Heart. There was a neatly folded, typed letter underneath the medal.

The letter had been typed by an aide of the Kansas City Veterans Home but was authored by a resident. The letter explained that the Purple Heart was the most prized possession of that resident and that he wanted my father to have it because my dad had been the only one who had talked to him. This, in turn, allowed him to earn enough money one cold winter to buy a pair of gloves for his mother’s Christmas present.

At the bottom of the letter, in a barely legible scrawl, was the signature: Sam.

As a postscript, the aide had written that Sam had passed away and that the only thing he had owned was his Purple Heart— awarded to him during World War II military actions in Germany. Sam’s last request had been to give the medal to my dad.

Sam’s Purple Heart was placed in my father’s coffin.

I learned much from my father, including the value of helping someone realize self-worth. I’ve never forgotten that lesson…and neither had Sam.





Spotlight on Sedalia, Missouri
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Town Facts

Population: 20,269

Location: Sedalia is located 100 miles east of

Kansas City, 300 miles west of St. Louis, and 18 miles south of Interstate 70, at the junctions of U.S. 65 and U.S. 50.
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The History of Sedalia

Sedalia is steeped in history. Reminders of everything from the Civil War to the long-gone days when cowboys and cattle drives were the norm can be found in and around Sedalia.

In 1866, shortly after the Civil War, two railroads—the Missouri, Kansas, and Texas Line (“Katy”) and the Missouri Pacific Line—helped guarantee a positive and lasting economic base for Sedalia.

Around the same time, Sedalia was also the destination of one of the great Texas cattle drives. Some 260,000 head of longhorn steers left Texas, making the journey up the Santa Fe Trail to the new railhead in Sedalia and Kansas City. The herd crossed Flat Creek, just south of Sedalia. Today, a bridge, erected in 1881, marks the spot.

Jesse James and His Gang and the Great Train Robbery of 1876

Just a few miles east of Sedalia, near Otterville, is the site where the Missouri-Pacific train robbery took place on July 7, 1876. High on a bluff overlooking the Lamine River, Jesse James and his gang waited for their opportunity. As soon as the train slowed down to make the uphill grade, they jumped atop and quickly took control, robbing the train and its passengers of $17,000. A plaque is erected at the site, just off State Road AA, about three miles east of Otterville.

From the same bluff, the trenches along the Lamine River that were created during the Civil War are quite evident. The trenches, part of the “Wilderness Campaign” of the Civil War, were created by Union forces for protection from the Confederate soldiers, who were hoping to gain control of the railroads that converged in Sedalia.

The Silver Screen Comes to Sedalia

Several of Sedalia’s residents became celebrities, including Jack Oakie, a comedic film star of the 1930s. Oakie lived on 5th Street in Sedalia, prior to making his way to Hollywood and immortality. Sedalia was also home to Scott Joplin, a famous ragtime music composer. Joplin lived in Sedalia for many years and worked at the Maple Leaf Club on Main Street. It was there that he composed the famous Maple Leaf Rag, which was featured in the movie The Sting. Every year in June, Sedalia residents, along with other fans, celebrate Joplin’s achievements at the annual Scott Joplin Festival.

Additionally, Clint Eastwood made the cowboy scene in Sedalia in the 1950s as “Rowdy Yates” from the television show Rawhide when he and his costar, Eric Fleming, visited Sedalia to kick off the series.

Sedalia Today

Sedalia is the “State Fair City” for the annual Missouri State Fair, which has, since its inception, offered displays and held events that centered around Missouri agriculture and livestock industries. Held annually in August, the fair also features world-famous entertainers.

The Bothwell Mansion, north of Sedalia, still stands and is used by the State of Missouri as a museum with daily tours— May through September. The structure, originally built in the late 1800s by John H. Bothwell, a Sedalia lawyer and benefactor, is magnificent and a “must see” for visitors.

The railroad is still an important part of Sedalia. Originally a functioning passenger depot for the Missouri, Kansas, and Texas Railroads, the Katy Train Depot now houses a railroad museum and is a focal point for a statewide biking trail called “The Katy Trail.” This trail is traversed by avid bicycle enthusiasts from all over the country. The site, restored to its original state, is beautiful and also houses the headquarters for Sedalia’s Chamber of Commerce offices.

Sedalia has maintained its nostalgic past, to be sure, but it hasn’t allowed itself to stagnate. Progress continues to surge forward, as can be seen in the many nationally known manufacturers, hotels, restaurant chains, retail establishments, and local businesses that have cropped up within Sedalia’s borders.

These days Sedalia, Missouri, is a large enough town to provide all the amenities of comfort and convenience, yet small enough to assure the intimate camaraderie of neighbors and acquaintances.
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by Mary Helen Straker

Toys decorated the Christmas tree in the corner of the hospital classroom; the tree so real-looking you could almost smell pine needles. Tomorrow would be Christmas Eve, and it was beginning to look as though Tracy would be spending the holiday at home with Mark. She’d been back on her feet for nine days—after eight weeks of bed rest—and nothing had happened yet, much to the surprise of her doctor.

Tracy forced her thoughts away from the baby and onto the Lamaze teacher’s words: visualization, concentrate on imagery, free the mind from centering on the body. Since she’d missed most of the classes, Tracy wanted to absorb all she could. She intended to deliver this baby perfectly.

“What does childbirth mean to you?” the RN asked. “Try to answer what most comes to your mind as we go around the class.”

A girl, not more than sixteen, looked at her clenched fists—fingers bare of rings—and then at the floor. “Pain,” she said softly, hunching her shoulders.

Pain: The sound of babies crying as the nurses wheeled them in to their mothers. The physical pain of last year’s miscarriage had scarred over, but other reminders were still raw.

“Nurses!” said the curly haired man wearing a neck chain. Everyone laughed but Tracy.

Nurses: The nurse telling Mark that evening, “You’ll have to scrub and put on a gown. Your baby’s in the room.” He had stood in the doorway in the twilight until at last she’d whispered, “Mark…,” and he came across the room slowly to sit beside her and lay his cheek against hers in silence. The next morning, the nurse with the tiny parcel: “Here’s your beautiful baby…oops! Sorry. Wrong room.”

“Diapers and wipers,” said a man with a gray-streaked beard.

Wipers: The cleaning woman, wastebasket in hand, “Have they brought your baby?” Tracy, turning her face away, could only shake her head. The wastebasket slammed, spilling, as the truth sank in.

“Doctor.” This time it was an older woman who spoke.

Doctor: Tracy’s doctor, consoling her. “Sometimes it’s for the best. You’re young. You must try again. Chances are good.”

“Life!” said a pretty brunette.

Life: Being pregnant again. At fourteen weeks, the doctor asking, “Feeling life yet?” A small nudge that same evening, small, yet enough to move mountains. Mountains of hope. Then, into the third trimester, the pains came, which sent her to bed.

“A goal,” said the man with the what-am-I-doing-here look, tugging his mustache.

A goal: She had marked off the days, the weeks, and the months—December—the goal at last within reach.

“Beauty,” said the redhead.

Beauty: Mark had said yesterday, “When you coming out, Rascal? I want to see your beautiful face, sweet baby!”

“A son!” said the lanky man. His wife shrugged, widening her eyes. Had she, like Tracy and Mark, chosen not to know?

A son: If “Rascal” was a girl, would Mark be disappointed? Mark’s father would have what his wife called a “hissy fit.” Calling Alabama to tell Mark’s parents the news. “Gonna teach that boy to hoe garden and spit tobacco! Told coach—got him a new star coming up!”

It was Mark’s turn. “A gift,” he said.

Tracy flashed him a smile, and then it was her turn.

“Faith,” she said quickly, sure “faith” was the answer. It wasn’t enough to want and to need. Even courage, even love, they weren’t enough. Springboards, they got you going. Faith was the raft that kept you afloat.

Ending the session, the instructor reminded the group, “Don’t get to the hospital too soon. When you can’t walk, talk, or joke through a contraction, it’s time to go.”

On Christmas Eve, when she got out the tree ornaments, Tracy was feeling twinges. She handed a baby angel to Mark, who stood on the ladder, and felt a dull stabbing pain. She reached to hand him the crowning star and felt it again, low in her back.

“Mark!” she exclaimed, dropping the star.

He jumped down beside her, scanning her face. She reached for his hand.

“This is no joke,” she gasped.

They were on their way.

Tracy crushed Mark’s hand in the LDR (labor, delivery, recovery) room, trying to breathe when he coached her, trying to keep control. Mark, watching her face, pleaded with her to let him get help for the pain.

The nurse-instructor had explained medication was an option—a tool to be used if one chose. Tracy had chosen to deliver her baby drug-free. If she could tip the scales by a hair’s breadth … if it would help … she would do it.

“Push—now!”

Tracy pushed—one last push, bearing down hard—and heard Mark say, “It’s a girl!”

“A fine healthy girl!” the doctor said, holding the baby up.

Still holding Mark’s hand, Tracy brought it to her cheek. As his face came down to hers, she could see his eyes, glistening above the mask.

“Merry Christmas, Mommy!”

Later that night, Tracy held Mark’s hand in one of hers. The dark-haired infant, tucked into a red Christmas stocking, slept in her bassinet beside them.

“How did your father take the news?” she asked. “A Yankee and a girl!”

“Already enrolled her—Alabama, class of 2028. Now he’s talking beauty queen!”

The baby whimpered, and Mark bent over her, kissing her forehead, inhaling the fresh, new smell of her. “I love you, Christmas-gift baby. You’re what I always wanted. Little Rastine!”

Rastine. Knowing Mark, it was just the first in a series of love names. He would never run out. For Tracy, there would be only one name, now and forever. Pain, nurses, beauty, doctor, a gift of life, and love were all were part of their daughter’s birth. A goal, inspired by courage, made real by faith. What else could they call her, but Faith?
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by Leslie J. Wyatt

It was the week before Christmas, and snow lay sparkling white and deep as the fence posts. What a relief to my seven-year-old heart. I wasn’t interested in playing in it so much as I was concerned that Santa’s sled could arrive. Although I knew his reindeer could fly, surely a good three feet of snow guaranteed that if they got tired of being airborne, they could still reach our tiny house in the sagebrush.

Confident that a visit on Christmas Eve was assured, my siblings and I flitted from one activity to another, willing the time to pass. My mother, however, seemed quite busy in one corner of the dining room.

“What are you sewing, Mama?” I asked. “Doll clothes?”

She rolled her finger down the thread, knotting it at the end. “Mmmhmmm.”

“For who?” I stared at the miniature bonnet taking shape in her hands. Gauzy lavender material lay like butterfly wings and matching satin ribbons trailed on her lap.

“For some little girls who need them.”

My younger sister and I eyed each other. “We need them,” we said, pressing closer.

Mama smiled, holding a bonnet up for us to see. “Well, I’m making these and leaving them for Santa Claus to pick up when he comes here. I’ll write him a note so he knows to give them to some little girls he thinks might need them for their baby dolls.”

“Oh.” Disappointment mingled with admiration. My mother— my very own mother—was making doll clothes for Santa! I knew I should be happy for whatever child he would take the beautiful bonnets and dresses to, so I resigned myself as best I could.

Mama sewed in all her spare moments. My sister and I took to leaving our barely clothed dolls near her, hoping she’d notice how needy they were and put in a good word for us with Santa.

I’d never seen such pretty doll clothes: One set of lavender organdy containing bonnet, bloomers, and dress, complete with tiny puffed sleeves and pearl buttons, and an identical set in cotton-candy pink. I must have gazed at them a full ten minutes, visualizing how they would have looked on our dolls, thinking of how fun it would have been to dress them in such finery, and hoping that whoever got those clothes appreciated them as much as my sister and I would have.

Christmas Eve arrived at last. Mama helped us arrange a few cookies on a plate and set a glass of milk nearby in case Santa wanted a snack before he left for his next house. She even braved the cold, dark night outside to bring an armload of hay onto the porch in case Santa’s reindeer wanted a snack.

There, beside the cookie plate, she placed her finished sewing with an accompanying note that we were not allowed to read.

“Santa can’t come until you’re all asleep,” Mama reminded us, and we scurried to hide under our covers.

We were so full of anticipation that surely we could never relax long enough to drift off to dreamland. But of course we did, waking again in the wee hours of the morning and managing to rouse the rest of the sleeping house.

“Let’s go see if Santa came,” Mama said, and we blinked our way toward the glaring light of Daddy’s movie camera. Only a few crumbs were left on the cookie plate, and the milk glass was empty.

“Well looky here,” Daddy said, picking up a note written in big letters. “Thank you for the cookies and milk. Love, Santa.”

A few scattered wisps of hay were all that the reindeer had left on the porch. Yes. Santa had definitely been here! But then I saw them, lavender and pink, laying there crisp and new, just like Mama had laid them out.

“Oh, Mama,” I wailed. “Santa forgot to take the doll clothes!”

“Are you sure?” she asked.

“Yes, see?” I reached for the lavender set to show her. Just then I spied a note tucked under the pink bonnet.

“Dear children,

Your mama asked me to give these to some little girls who needed them. I think your dollies could both use a new outfit.

Love, Santa.”

Enveloped in wonder at what Santa Claus had done, we rushed to dress our “babies” in the new finery.

“Mama, look!” we squealed. “They fit perfectly. How did Santa know?”

Mama’s eyes twinkled, but all she said was, “Now I wonder …”

Many Christmases have come and gone since that magic morning. One never passes but that I see again my mother’s smile as she shared with us the enjoyment of the doll clothes she’d made “for some little girls who needed them” and wondered with us how “Santa” could have ever known the exact size that would fit our babies.
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by Nan B. Clark

Like thousands of other little girls in 1932, Mother had been duly warned that Santa wouldn’t be leaving any presents that year.

It was the height of the Great Depression, a time of anxiety for most families. The familiar world had collapsed, taking with it the sense of security that all would be well. Even in a small farming town like Derry New Hampshire, the reverberations from the stock market crash of 1929 continued to shake everyday existence into strange new forms and turn the simplest pleasures into unaffordable luxuries.

My grandfather was away in Wisconsin, working for a cousin who manufactured “billiard tables, of all things,” as my grandmother said to anyone who asked, turning it into a pun. “I guess some folks still have deep pockets.”

But Grandfather did mail money home every two weeks, and between that and my grandmother’s pittance for taking in sewing, my mother was fed and clothed.

“You and I don’t need presents to be happy,” my grandmother started telling her at Thanksgiving. “Not as long as we have each other.”

My mother pretended to agree, but inside, she was a grievously disappointed ten-year-old.

“No tinsel, no new ornaments, no strings of lights,” Grandmother said. “Even so, Annie, I expect the spirit of Christmas won’t be tarnished one whit,” she added.

As for cookies, cakes, pies, and fudge, those luxuries were no longer coming out of my grandmother’s kitchen—not even for the holidays. This Christmas Day they’d share a dessert of old-fashioned Indian pudding made with cornmeal and molasses, sweet enough for a child at any time but Christmas.

Although the holidays were much less commercialized back then, people of all ages still liked getting gifts and giving them. Mother cudgeled her brains trying to think of what she could make for Grandmother.

“I wasn’t like her,” Mother told me years later with a rueful laugh. “I couldn’t sew a straight seam or knit a stitch without tangling one of the needles in my hair or poking the cat with it.”

Finally, after many sleepless hours, she hit on the perfect gift. My mother would offer to clean the ashes out of the old black kitchen stove for a whole year, a chore she despised.

As for a tree, “Why chop down a poor little thing?” Grandmother said. “We’ll pop up some popcorn, string it, and put it in our big tree out front for the birds to eat.”

On Christmas Eve, the two went caroling, serenading the neighbors while a white, powdery snow swirled around them like the beneficent robes of an angel. That was wonderful enough, but early on Christmas morning, my mother opened her eyes to a miracle.

There on her little side table sat a perfect creche, a manger, two funny-looking creatures that had to be a donkey and a cow, a tiny crib with a little figure in it, and two larger kneeling figures, Mary and Joseph.

The extraordinary thing, though, was that not only could the entire tableau fit on the palm of her hand, it was light as a feather. Every piece was composed of paper in the same blended shades of green, gray, and cream.

When she held the figures closer, my mother couldn’t believe her eyes. They were made of money!

She saw that each dollar bill had been meticulously folded and creased. Although she hadn’t yet learned the word “origami,” my mother knew she was beholding something very special. Running to wake up my grandmother with the little paper manger scene held carefully in both hands, she wondered if a miracle had occurred for her mother, too. Naturally, in the way of all good stories that are cherished down the generations, it had. My grandfather was lying in the bed next to my grandmother.

“I hitchhiked some, and walked some, and took a train, and then a bus and then walked some more,” my grandfather said as the three of them snuggled together. “And, you know how I covered the last few miles? I hitched a ride in a sleigh pulled by the slickest reindeer you ever did see.”

My mother set up the manger scene on the quilt, so her folks could marvel at it, too. “So, Annie,” her father asked, “how are you going to spend all that money?”

My mother’s eyes widened. “Daddy, I’m never going to spend it. It’s too precious.”

He laughed and laughed, hugging her hard. “I guess that’s a good lesson for these times,” he finally said. “We all just have to remember that there really are things much more important than money.”

My mother certainly did remember and taught me this lesson too. That is why, to this day, the same little manger scene rests gently on the mantel, gathering interest with every passing Christmas.
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by Suzanne Waring

Lagging behind my mother on that cold December evening in the early 1950s, I looked up to see the stars as we walked to the car. Thousands of tiny white lights blinked brilliantly against the black sky. As a family we often observed the Milky Way and constellations that adorned the night sky.

Getting into the car, I was startled when the door cracked shut in the silence of the still night. The cold scratched at my knees, and the plastic seat covers popped as we slid over them. Despite the temperature, the car roared to life. Before I knew it, the car lights were guiding me toward a task that I dreaded.

Christmas season had arrived, and Mother had recruited me to take packages of home-baked gifts up to neighbors’ doors while she waited in the car to keep the motor running. Of her four children, I wondered why she had picked me for this miserable deed.

Up ahead, I spotted the lights of Mr. Green’s milk barn. Those lights, and the far-away stars, stood out like welcoming ports in the evening darkness. Even though I sat next to my mother, I felt small and insignificant.

“Be certain to wish Mr. Green ‘Happy Holidays’ when you give him the fruit bread,” she nudged. “He won’t have any home-baked things, so he’ll enjoy them.”

Driving up to the milk barn, Mother coaxed me out of the car with still more coaching. I couldn’t even answer her. How could I wish this stooped old man a good year? He had been an infrequent visitor to our house, and I hadn’t ever gone out of my way to speak to him at community events.

In a few steps, I stood inside the milk barn. The sudden warmth washed over me, the smell of hay, manure, and milk rushing to my nostrils. A radio tinkled Christmas tunes softly in the background. Along with the gentle swooshing of the milking machines, I heard Mr. Green speak to one of the six Jersey cows eating hay from the stanchions.

“Hold still, Bess,” he soothed. It wasn’t what he said but how he said it that was at once comforting. Clutching the fruit bread wrapped in tin foil with a red bow stuck on top, I relaxed somewhat and glanced around the barn. But I was still annoyed that I had to be there in the first place. It looked like all the other milk barns in the neighborhood: uninspiring to a twelve-year-old girl. This is Christmas, I thought. I should be having fun with the other kids! Why am I standing in this barn? Nothing ever happens in a barn!

When Mr. Green stood up and saw me, the surprise on his face showed that he hadn’t heard the door shut when I had come in and that he didn’t have visitors to his barn often.

Faltering, he greeted me, “Hello…hello there.” I realized that he didn’t know what to say to me, and I certainly didn’t know what to say to him.

As he stepped forward, I pushed the bread out in front of me and stammered, “My mother—well—this is for you. Merry Christmas, yes, my mother says have a good year.” As this assortment of words tumbled out of me, I felt ridiculous. How could this bony old man in overalls have a good holiday? His wife was dead, he had no family, and he would have to milk those cows on Christmas just like on any other day of the year.

But it was obvious by his demeanor that I was wrong. He smiled at me as his veined wrinkled hand reached out to receive the loaf of bread.

“Your mother always brings me good things to eat. Tell her thanks.”

The moment swept over me—his overwhelming gratitude for the insignificant gift, the warmth of the milk barn, my mother’s pleasure of baking for her neighbors. Something in that moment changed me from the inside out. Returning Mr. Green’s smile, I was glad I had come on this errand.

Many years have passed since that evening. I now live in a city where streetlights obliterate the stars on cold winter nights, and the closest milk barn is far away. But, I still have neighbors, and they are an important part of my life—and not just at Christmas. They have nourished me, and I hope I have nourished them.

As I look back on that Christmas, I realize my mother knew the moment was right for me to learn about the gifts one receives from giving to others. Today, so many years later, the vision of Mr. Green’s barn and his soothing voice often come to me on chilly evenings. And when, in my vision, he accepts my mother’s token gift and his face lights up with a smile, I find myself smiling back, just as I did that night so very long ago.
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by Wayne R. Wallace

Tommy Miller wanted a red Schwinn Flyer bicycle more than he had ever wanted anything in all his ten years. He had seen a picture of one in a Sears & Roebuck Co. catalog, and that had started his dream. One Saturday morning, when he accompanied his dad into town, the dream became a tangible possibility. There, in the front window of Mr. Harris’s Western Auto store, sat the most beautiful red Schwinn Flyer Tommy had ever seen. He stared at it longingly, then followed his dad inside. Tommy fingered the chrome fenders carefully as his father talked with Mr. Harris.

Tommy’s dad was a rookie Oklahoma State Trooper on his first duty station in the small southern Oklahoma town of Marietta. The family of five had rented a tiny house just outside town. It was old and drafty, but it was all they could afford on the young patrolman’s salary.

Though Tommy fell in love with the red metal dream in the window, he knew it could never be his. Where would that kind of money come from? Still, he couldn’t get it out of his mind. That night, Tommy took a deep breath and approached his parents, almost ashamed to even ask.

“Dad, you know that red Schwinn Flyer we saw at Mr. Harris’s store today?”

Ray Miller put down his paper. “Yes, it sure was a good-looking bike, son.”

“Dad, I want that bike for Christmas,” Tommy blurted. “I’ll never ask for anything else, honest!”

“Tommy, I don’t know…It’s a lot of money, and we just don’t have it right now,” Mr. Miller explained.

“We’d love to get it for you if we could, sweetheart, but— we’ll just have to see,” Tommy’s mother said as she pulled him close for a kiss. “Now off to bed, young man.”

She turned to her husband as Tommy shut the bedroom door. “Ray, I’d sure like to get Tommy that bike. He works so hard around here, and he’s done so well in school. Isn’t there something we can do?”

“We’ll work it out somehow,” he said, reassuringly. “Maybe I can get a little off-duty security work. We should be able to save enough by Thanksgiving.”

On Christmas Eve, Tommy and his brothers went to bed early. Tommy could think of nothing but the bike. It was on his mind every waking moment, and in his dreams, when he finally slept.

The next morning, the two younger boys ran into the family room and began opening packages. Tommy hung back. He knew that the bike cost a lot of money…money his parents didn’t have. But when Tommy walked into the family room to join his brothers, there it was, waiting for him. It wasn’t the one he’d seen in Mr. Harris’s store. This one was better. It was gorgeous: a special edition Schwinn Flyer, much fancier than the one pictured in the catalogue. This one had white wall tires, chrome handlebars, and spoke wheels. It boasted a leather seat with springs and three gears! It was the best bike in the whole world, and now, it belonged to him!

Many years later, in 1978, Tommy, his wife, Kenna, and their young daughter, Stacey, were on their way to Dallas for the Christmas holiday. As they approached the Marietta exit, Tommy asked, “Kenna, do you mind if I stop and have a look at my old hometown? I’d like to see how it’s changed.”

“Not at all,” Kenna replied. “It should be fun.”

Main Street was decorated with garlands and lights, but Tommy noticed that most of the businesses he remembered had closed or had been bought by more modern franchises. When he realized that the old Western Auto Store was still open, he pulled up in front.

“Let’s go in here,” Tommy said. “Mr. Harris is an old friend.”

As soon as they entered, Tommy spotted an old man standing behind the wooden counter and smiled. He would have known Mr. Harris anywhere, even after all these years.

“Hello, Mr. Harris,” he said. “You probably don’t remember me, but—”

“Tommy Miller!” Mr. Harris exclaimed. “Of course, I remember you! You used to come in here with your dad—you and your brothers.”

The display of bicycles caught Stacey’s eye, especially a small red tricycle, just her size. As Tommy watched his daughter’s eyes light up, another young child came to mind. “I remember when my mom and dad got me my first bike for Christmas,” he murmured.

Mr. Harris chuckled. “It came from my store. Christmas of ‘55. I remember it because I had sold the only red Schwinn I had just a couple of days before your dad came in. We had a blue one left, but it had to be red, he said. I told him I would order another one. It would be here in plenty of time for Christmas. Well, the bike didn’t come in until the day before Christmas Eve. When he came to get it, we discovered it wasn’t the same one he’d ordered, but a much more expensive model. He didn’t have the money to pay the difference, and it was way too late to re-order. He was just about the nicest fellow I’d ever met, and he did a wonderful job with the highway patrol and all, so—I just made the balance on that fancy bike a Christmas gift from me. It moved him to tears … he thanked me over and over again.”

“I know that meant a lot to him,” Tommy replied quietly. “Dad never thought that he was anything special, but … he sure was to me.”

“How is your dad, Tommy?” the storekeeper asked. “I haven’t seen him in years—not since your family moved up north.”

Tommy hesitated a moment. “He was killed in the line of duty three years ago,” he said quietly. Tommy’s gaze rested on the bicycles gleaming brightly in the window, a reminder of the sacrifices his parents had made for him so long ago. “He died on Christmas Eve.”

Mr. Harris was deeply touched by Tommy’s story. Sadly, he extended his hand for Tommy’s farewell handshake. It was then that he noticed Tommy’s daughter couldn’t take her eyes off of the tricycle in his display case.

“Just a minute,” he said. He walked to his display case and wheeled out the shiny, red tricycle. “Here you go, Miss Stacey—Merry Christmas.”

“Oh, Mr. Harris, we can’t possibly …” Tommy began, but the storekeeper waved him off with a grin.

“It’s a gift for the little one, Tommy.”

Mr. Harris chuckled as Stacey touched the red metal in awe and then climbed up onto the seat. He had seen that look before.

Glancing up at Tommy, he explained, “Some things never change…like kids and bikes at Christmas.”
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