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A Christmas Letter


“I will honor Christmas in my heart, and try to


keep it all the year.”


—Charles Dickens


“Christmas is usually my favorite time, but I think I just want it to be over with this year,” said Meg, sighing a gigantic sigh and adjusting the colorful striped skirt she was holding on her lap. It had never fit the way it should, so she was attempting to turn it into a throw pillow cover. The project wasn’t going very well.


“I know. Me too,” said Jo, looking up from her book. She’d read it several times before, and didn’t mind her sister’s interruption. “Christmas won’t be Christmas at all without Dad here. What’s the point?”


“It’s totally unfair, everyone I know is making fun plans with their families and we don’t get to,” said Amy, who was drawing in her sketchbook and feeling sorry for herself.


Beth, who was knitting, was the only sister who almost never complained. She even managed to smile a little. “We have Mom, and Hannah, and each other,” she reminded her sisters. “And Dad will be home before we know it.”


At Beth’s words, all four girls managed to look a little bit less glum. Though the mood in the room was subdued, it was impossible to stay crabby for long in such a cozy scene. The March house, which had been in the family for three generations, was large and full of interesting details large and small, with nooks and crannies everywhere you looked. The shelves in each room practically overflowed with books and collectibles. The fire in the fireplace had been burning for two hours, which meant it was now turning to embers that warmed each young sister right down to her belly.


A few gentle snow flurries swirled around in the twilight beyond the thick-curtained windows, and three candles burned on the mantel. They were scented like apple cider, the perfect complement to the refreshing, earthy smell of the real Christmas tree, which had been lovingly decorated in the corner, and the clusters of fragrant boughs adorning the center of the dining room table and the top of every door frame.


Despite the pretty decorations and nice holiday aromas, Jo was still feeling a lot less cheerful than she usually did during the Christmas season. “He won’t be home before we know it,” Jo said, allowing herself a moody sob. “He won’t be home for almost a year!” All four girls thought of their father, trying to picture what he might be experiencing at that very moment. Mr. March was in the U.S. National Guard and was serving a tour of duty overseas. It had been very hard to say good-bye to him, and now it was even worse being apart.


No one said anything for a few minutes.


“I’m not just sad about Dad,” Meg said suddenly. “I sound like an awful person, but I’m also kind of sad about Mom’s presents policy!”


A few days earlier, Mom had explained to the girls that there would be fewer Christmas gifts than normal this year, as the family needed to “tighten its belt” a little and use what extra money they did have on care packages for Dad.


“I know Mom said we should be grateful for what we have and try to think about the true meaning of Christmas this year,” agreed Jo, “but I was hoping for a huge stack of new books!”


Jo was a bookworm, and Mom and Dad were usually very generous with novels for their second-oldest daughter, particularly at Christmas or when she had a birthday. But this year was different, and Jo was having a hard time getting used to the idea that she may need to wait an extra month or two before getting her hands on the newest books. It made her cranky.


Meg nodded, thinking about the new outfits she’d love to open up on Christmas morning, if only Santa would bring them to her. Meg was a pretty girl of thirteen, with soft, wavy light brown hair that she liked to wear long and loose. She had big brown eyes and a quiet, motherly nature that was only occasionally a little bossy. But who could blame her? As the eldest of four girls, Meg believed it was her job to set a good example and try to keep her sisters in line. She liked fashion and flower gardens and singing in choir at school, where she was in eighth grade.


Jo was twelve and a little clumsy. Tall and skinny and awkward, her arms and legs liked to be in motion—unless she happened to be reading a book, which she often was. Jo had smart gray eyes that drank in the world around her, noticing every detail for recording in one of her precious writing notebooks. She had long, thick dark brown hair that was usually in a ponytail or simple braid, and she often wore jeans with at least one rip in them paired with a trusty red hoodie that made Meg cringe. Jo, who was in seventh grade, liked to be comfortable and had no interest in anything that was, as she put it, “girly.”


Beth was in fifth grade, but if she had it her way, she’d stay home all day to play with her kitten, practice piano, and bake cookies. Most content when she was with her family, Beth was shy and peaceful. Her smooth auburn hair was generally tucked behind her ear with a simple black barrette, and her bright eyes and rosy cheeks looked content and happy without fail. Though she was too timid and quiet to have many friends, everyone who knew Beth loved her and wanted to protect her.


Amy was, in many ways, Beth’s opposite. Yellow haired, blue eyed, and naturally effervescent, she was only nine but somehow managed to seem older. Amy was the most important person in the room—according to Amy—and planned to grow up and become a famous artist. She was very popular in her fourth-grade class and smarter than she let on. Fascinated by Paris and New York and other big, exciting cities, Amy was trying to teach herself French because she thought it made her seem more sophisticated. Mom liked to call Amy a handful, but couldn’t conceal the twinkle in her eye when she reminded her youngest daughter to be a little humbler once in a while.


“And I wanted a new set of drawing pencils,” admitted Amy with a sigh. “But I know they’re very expensive, so there’s no way that’s happening. I wish I were old enough to babysit and earn my own money like Meg.”


Beth patted her younger sister’s leg in understanding and murmured that she’d like some new sheet music to practice. But then the large grandfather clock in the corner of the living room caught her eye. It was almost six, which meant that Mom would be home any minute. She worked each day as the director of the community center in their small New England town. It was hard work, with long hours and low pay, but Mrs. March was devoted to it with her whole heart. The girls admired their energetic mother for all she did for people in need, even if they didn’t always remember to tell her so.


Beth moved Mom’s slippers closer to the fire so they’d be warm for her when she arrived home. Jo set down her book and scrambled out of her overstuffed chair to poke at the fire in an effort to coax a little more heat out of it. She looked at the worn slippers and said, “Eesh, Mom could really use a new pair of these. Maybe I’ll see if I can find a pair tomorrow.” Jo was a little embarrassed she hadn’t gotten Mom a Christmas gift yet, even though Aunt Em, who was very rich, had given each sister a little Christmas money to spend as she liked. Jo felt relieved there was still a little time to shop.


“I wanted to get Mom new slippers!” Beth said.


“No, me!” Amy shouted.


“I’m the oldest,” Meg asserted. “I’m going to buy them.”


All four girls glared at one another, but then started giggling when Jo stuck out her tongue. Encouraged by her audience, she began making sillier and sillier faces. Amy threw a pillow at her and the giggling started anew.


“Hey!” Meg shouted. “No pillow fights in here. You’ll burn the house down!” She pointed to the open fireplace and snatched up all the throw pillows and sat on them. Then she fell over.


“Okay, okay,” Beth said, weak with laughter. “Here’s what we’ll do. We’ll stop worrying about what we’re not going to get for presents and think about what to get for Mom instead. Jo, you can buy the slippers tomorrow since you said it first. I’ll get her some fancy bubble bath from the soap store she loves.”


Meg nodded approvingly. “I’ll get her some new gloves. I know the ones she has now are worse than her slippers.”


“I’ll go to the mall and pick out some perfume,” Amy said, her eyes dancing at the idea of a trip to the mall, even on Christmas Eve. Jo shuddered at the thought.


“It’s settled, then,” Meg said.


Each sister felt 100 percent better than she had a few minutes ago, when they’d been thinking of Dad and of all the gifts they wouldn’t be opening in two days. It didn’t hurt that Hannah, a longtime friend of Mrs. March, had moved in several weeks ago to help Mom take care of the girls in Dad’s absence. For many years, Hannah had run the kitchen at a large bed-and-breakfast in Maine. The place had recently been purchased by a developer and turned into condos, so Hannah was between jobs. She had offered to stay with the Marches for the duration of Mr. March’s deployment while she contemplated her next move. Mrs. March had almost wept when Hannah had suggested the arrangement, and everyone in the family was thrilled she was around. Since Mrs. March worked a lot, Hannah had taken over the cooking, cleaning, and other household details. She was a no-nonsense person who wasn’t impressed by much, but her kind heart and her love for all the March sisters was plain. Hannah was in the kitchen preparing beef stroganoff for dinner; it smelled scrumptious. Christmas was a mere two days away.


Mrs. March swept into the foyer along with a swirl of cold air and snow. She was happy to see her girls all together, enjoying each other’s company and the cozy fire.


“Hello, my girls!” she said, her cheeks flushed and her eyes dancing. Mrs. March was tall and noble, dressed simply but elegantly in straight wool slacks and a thick cream-colored sweater. She stepped out of her boots and into her worn slippers, sitting down comfortably in the middle of the enormous living room couch, which everyone had affectionately nicknamed Couchzilla, as it was sage green and more than willing to swallow up whoever approached. “Did I miss dinner? Where’s Hannah? How’s your cold, Meg? Did anyone stop by with donations?”


Mom’s mind was always going a mile a minute as she had an endless list of people depending on her. But somehow she managed to give each of her daughters her full attention in the midst of all the chaos, and they loved her for it.


Meg brought Mom a fresh cup of chamomile tea and each sister chattered away about her day and her plans for Christmas break from school.


“I have a treat for after we eat,” Mom said. “A new e-mail from Dad. I printed out copies for everyone!”


“Let’s read it now! I can’t wait,” Jo cried. The family did get to video-chat with Dad occasionally, but new e-mails were still special. Mr. March preferred to write long, thoughtful notes twice per week instead of just a line here or there, so his messages were always interesting. Jo definitely got her writerly talents from Dad.


“Okay, okay.” Mom laughed. She dug in her large satchel and pulled out the copies, passing them around and reading aloud to add to the excitement:


“Dearest daughters,


My days are very different now than they were at home, but nevertheless quite interesting and worthwhile. We are doing good work here, and I am proud of our efforts and of our progress. Still, I can’t help but think of home every other minute. I wonder if the snow has covered everything and how the light looks when the day draws to a close. I wonder how you are all doing, what you are learning, and what you are thinking about.


I want to give you all my love and my hugs, girls, and tell you that I find so much comfort in your funny letters, messages, and care packages. A year seems like a very long time to wait before we are together again, but the good news is that while we wait we all have important jobs to do. The time will fly by and the days will not be wasted.


I know you ladies will be loving daughters to your mother and good friends to one another. You’ll make good choices, greet the days with energy and hope, and have a wonderful New Year. I trust that you will all grow smarter and kinder in my absence, so that when I come back I will be astounded and impressed by the little women you’re all becoming.


With all my love, Dad”


There wasn’t a dry eye in the room when Mom finished reading. Even Jo wiped a giant tear from her nose and sniffed loudly.


“I promise to try to make Dad proud,” she whispered, vowing she’d do a better job controlling her temper, helping Mom, and cleaning up after herself.


Beth didn’t say anything, but began knitting faster, determined to finish a scarf for the community center donation box before New Year’s Day. Amy and Meg nodded, thinking of their own ways to impress their father.


With a new sense of purpose, all the girls sat down to a delicious dinner. After everyone had finished eating and worked together to clear the table and wash the dishes, the girls wandered over to the piano and asked Beth to play for them. She obligingly filled the room with a beautiful, melancholy rendition of “Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas.” Each sister chimed in singing when she remembered the words, and Mom filled in the gaps with her clear soprano.


Even though they were young and prone to embarrassment, the March sisters knew they would never be too old to listen to their mother sing to them.


Beth’s Pot Holder Knitting Pattern


Supplies:


• Size 8 knitting needles


• 34 yards worsted-weight yarn


• 2 stitch markers (optional)


• Scissors


• Ruler


Gauge:


6 stitches to 1 inch; 6 rows to 1 inch


Beth’s tips:


Always ask a parent or guardian before starting a new craft project.


There are lots of helpful, free videos and instructions online to learn how to cast on and make knit and purl stitches. If there is a local yarn store near you, the employees are often happy to help beginners.


For your first few projects, choose a light-colored yarn—it will be easier to see the stitches.


Don’t be afraid to pull out stitches and start again if you make a mistake. It happens to everyone!


Stitch markers can be helpful to remind you when to switch the type of stitch you are making in a pattern.


Gauge is a measurement of how large the stitches you are making are. It is helpful for things like socks and sweaters, to make sure your piece will turn out the right size. For something like a pot holder, it’s not so important. But it’s always good to practice measuring it!


Cast on 30 stitches loosely.


Row 1: Purl 30 stitches.


Row 2: Knit 30 stitches.


Row 3: Purl 30 stitches.


Row 4: Knit 30 stitches.


Row 5: Purl 3 stitches (place 1 marker here if you’re using them), knit 24 stitches, (place one marker here if you’re using them), purl 3 stitches.


Row 6: Knit 3 stitches (slip your marker from one needle to the other if you’re using them), purl 24 (slip marker), knit 3.


Alternate rows 5 and 6 until the piece measures 5.5 inches long down from your needles. End by completing a repetition of row 6.


Then repeat rows 1–3. Last, cast off all stitches knitwise.


To make your pot holder lie flat, get it wet (damp is fine; it doesn’t need to be sopping) and lay it flat on the floor sandwiched between two kitchen towels. Make sure all of the edges are flat. Layer some heavy books on top of the towel to press the pot holder flat. Leave the books there overnight while the potholder dries. Once dry, it should stop curling up at the edges.
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A Christmas Feast


“Christmas is doing a little something extra


for someone.”


—Charles M. Schulz


Jo woke first on Christmas Day, in the small bedroom she shared with Meg. Feeling something strange under her head, she reached under her pillow and discovered a little book, wrapped in striped tissue paper and tied with a simple green bow. Unable to wait, she sat up abruptly and tore it open, waking her sister in the commotion.


“Ooh! A Tree Grows in Brooklyn!” Jo opened the thick novel and read Mom’s inscription: One of my favorite books of all time to one of my favorite girls of all time. Jo smiled. Mom always knew just what she would like.


Meg sat up too, much more gingerly, and discovered a gift under her pillow as well. It was a collection of flower seeds in all the colors of the rainbow, designed to attract honeybees. Meg loved it. In the next room, Beth and Amy woke up to gifts of fancy yarn and a fresh sketch pad. The care Mom had taken in selecting and wrapping the small gifts touched each girl.


The girls tumbled down to the living room still in their pajamas with smiles on their faces, in a rush to present Mom and Hannah with the gifts they had lovingly purchased and wrapped. Though there were no more gifts under the tree, the girls didn’t mind. There was a fresh fire in the fireplace, good smells in the kitchen, and a new layer of snow outside that made the bright morning look soft and clean.


They were greeted by Hannah alone, who was stirring a large pot of cider on the stovetop and putting together a special Christmas breakfast of eggs Benedict, complete with Canadian bacon and homemade hollandaise sauce.


“Where’s Mom?” Amy demanded. She was often a little grumpy in the morning, and Christmas was no different.


“She had to go in to work,” Hannah replied. “The community center had a last-minute emergency food shortage. She’ll be back any moment; I know she wanted to enjoy breakfast with you girls.”


With that, the side door banged open and in came Mrs. March, her face flushed with the cold. She hugged all of her daughters as they rushed at her with glee. But Hannah could tell, with one glance at her old friend, that something was amiss.


“Everything okay downtown, Margaret?” she asked.


“They’re managing, but the need is greater than we anticipated this year,” Mom said. “There’s already a line, and I think we may run out of food before nine a.m. I made a few calls and did what I could.”


Everyone in the room, including little Amy, who was the hungriest and grumpiest of all, turned toward the Christmas feast almost ready for them on the table. They listened to their grumbling stomachs, but then thought of the letter from Dad.


“I’m glad you got back before we started,” said Jo.


“Me too,” Beth added. “Let’s wrap everything up and deliver it, Mom. Can we?”


“Let’s take the cookies,” Amy said in a small voice. The Christmas cookies she had carefully decorated the previous weekend were her pride and joy—each one a small work of art covered in intricate patterns of sprinkles, piped frosting, and Red Hots. Still, when the youngest March thought of the hungry people in line in the cold, she wanted to give them away.


Meg didn’t say anything, but was already digging around in the Tupperware drawer for containers big enough to hold the spread.


“I’m overwhelmed, girls.” Mom’s eyes shone with tears of pride. “Let’s all go together, and when we get back we’ll have cereal and smoothies.”


It was decided. They finished packing up their fancy breakfast and Amy’s dozens of Christmas cookies, and piled into the minivan. Mrs. March’s staff was thrilled to see her again, and happily added the new provisions to the offerings.


“Angels!” cried the volunteers, and all the girls blushed. They had never been called angels before. Each one rather liked it. Even Jo.


Fortunately, several other families in the community center network had responded to the call for more food, and new donations were rapidly appearing. It looked like the center would be able to feed everyone in line.


Mrs. March let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.


Now Christmas could begin.


•  •  •


Back at home, the girls presented Mom and Hannah with their gifts and Meg took over blender duties, whipping up Christmas smoothies for everyone with bananas, almond milk, nutmeg, and frozen mango.


Meg’s Christmas Smoothies


Ingredients:


1/2 cup almond milk (original or unsweetened)


1/4 cup orange juice, pulp free


3 bananas, broken into chunks


2 cups frozen mango pieces


1/2 teaspoon nutmeg


1/2 teaspoon cinnamon


6 cinnamon sticks


Directions:


Always ask a parent or guardian before starting a recipe.


Place all ingredients except cinnamon sticks in large blender and fit the cover on. Start blending the ingredients on a slow speed, and gradually increase it. When the mixture is smooth (after about 30 seconds of blending), portion it out into fancy Christmas glasses and garnish with cinnamon sticks. Makes approximately six small smoothies. Yum!


There was a lot of laughing and explaining and floating festive wrapping paper as each girl clamored to make sure her gifts were fully understood and appreciated.


Then, all fell quiet, enjoying their new things. Beth planned a new scarf to make use of the delicate yarn she had received. Jo began to read her novel. Meg planned out a flower garden for springtime, and Amy opened her fresh sketch pad to capture the scene.


The quiet peace didn’t last for long, however, because right at noon there was a knock at the door. Four of Jo and Meg’s neighbor friends from school piled into the March house, ready to perform the play they’d been rehearsing together ever since Thanksgiving—a play Jo had written. One girl promised to record it for them on her phone, and Meg’s friend Sophia planned to edit it into a short movie. They were all nearly hysterical with excitement for the production.


“Merry Christmas!” Sophia shouted as she stomped the snow off her boots in the foyer. She had a mass of curly black hair that no hat could ever contain.


“It’s freezing outside!” said Mia, one of Jo’s classmates. Her twin sister, Ella, shivered and quickly scooted over to the fireplace to warm her hands. The fourth girl, Olivia, was an outgoing sixth grader who had candy canes for everyone and handed them around with a big, gap-toothed smile. She was in film club and eager to be in her very first movie production of all time. “I’ve been practicing my fainting,” she told Jo. “I’m really good.”


“Excellent!” Jo said approvingly. “Your scene is the most important one of all.”


The group was no stranger to the March house and the girls made themselves right at home. Hannah had prepared for their arrival and handed out mugs in all shapes and sizes filled with hot cocoa and tiny marshmallows. The girls, dressed in a colorful assortment of flannel pajama pants and Christmas sweaters, began donning the costumes Jo and Beth had lovingly prepared.


Since the play was about knights and heroes, villains and princesses, cloaks and gowns and painted cardboard scenery soon began flying around the room. Hannah wisely placed a heavy screen in front of the fire. Couchzilla, tipped onto its back, became a fortress.


Jo put on Dad’s heavy leather boots, happy to play the male lead, Don Pedro. She carefully shoved all of her hair under a cloak and began speaking in a deep voice. Amy played the princess, Zara, putting on an exquisite blue-and-silver prom dress Jo and Beth had found several weeks ago at a thrift store. Olivia and Meg played elfin queens imbued with special powers. When Sophia said, “Action!” the performance began with this chant over a cauldron, which was really Mom’s largest outdoor planter, rescued from storage in the garage:


“Don Pedro loves beautiful Zara


But only from afar-a.


To see her from his steed he calls


But on her way she trips and falls.


But worry not, oh sweet knight.


These queens do plan to help your plight.


We’ll see your passion through,


Now, which charms and potions will we brew?”


The dramatic story played out beautifully, with only a few scenes dissolving into giggles that Sophia promised Jo she could edit out.


With no warning, Couchzilla tipped over forward with a deafening BANG! and every last actress, even the dedicated Olivia, began to shriek, thinking poor Beth was pinned underneath. Nothing could save the scene. When it was determined Beth was completely fine and, in fact, nowhere near the vanquished fortress, each girl stopped shrieking and started giggling.


Much to Jo’s frustration, the last scene didn’t get performed at all thanks to a quiet interruption from a very bemused Hannah:


“Mom invites all of you girls to come in for dinner,” she said, gesturing for all to follow her into the dining room.


This was a surprise. No dinner was planned that Jo or Meg or anyone else knew of. In fact, the girls all thought Mom had to work that night, with the idea that her staff and most of the volunteers at the center would want at least part of Christmas Day off with their families.


When everyone walked into the dining room, they  gasped in amazement.


The enormous table was absolutely covered in treats out of their wildest imaginations: a towering cupcake stand holding three different flavors, an assortment of mini French pastries that Amy immediately identified as being from the fanciest bakery in town, several dishes of ice cream with bowls and bowls of toppings, and even a platter filled with cocktail shrimp and sauce, a particular favorite of Jo’s.


Their eyes struggled to take it all in: a beautiful glazed ham, tea sandwiches with the crusts cut off, the shrimp, chocolate truffles in every shape and size, and even four immense bouquets of tropical flowers that made the entire room smell like a Hawaiian island instead of a New England winter.


Each girl stared as Mom smiled at them happily. “Dig in!” she admonished them all, handing out plates. “There’s more than enough to feed an army, so I’m sending everyone home with extras for your parents, too,” she added, nodding at the neighbor girls.
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