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      I will honour Christmas in my heart, and try to keep it all the year.

      ~ Charles Dickens, A Christmas Carol

      Ibelieve in the Spirit of Christmas.

      I believe, because no matter how old I get or how curmudgeony I might be feeling, when the holiday season rolls around, I feel the Christmas Spirit in the air and in my heart. It is palpable — unmistakable — and everywhere. …

      It is in the wide-eyed wonder of children whispering their deepest desires to a jolly old elf with a long white beard, a funny hat, and a red fluffy suit, who will cross the entire world on a giant sleigh pulled by flying reindeer and make their wishes come true.

      It is in all of “Santa's helpers” who keep that magic and the hope it inspires alive.

      It is in those who have little but give what they can and in those who have plenty and give generously, so that others won't do without.

      It is in the heartfelt greetings of “Merry Christmas” and “Happy Holidays,” to loved ones and strangers alike.

      It is in the merrymaking and communion, the brilliant decorations and dazzling lights, the fragrant trees and wreaths, the culinary treats and feasts — all to celebrate the season of caring and sharing, and the birth of Christ, who taught the true meaning of compassion and charity.

      It is in voices lifted in verse and song, singing praise to the Shepherd of Love and to His message of peace and joy to the world.

      It is in all those holiday cards and letters that, regardless of the words written on them, say, “I think about you. I care about you. I wish you well.”

      It is in family get-togethers and festive gatherings in which the gifts of love and laughter, friendship and family, and time spent together, actually being together, are more cherished than any fancy gifts money can buy.

      It is also in each “perfect” gift carefully selected or handcrafted and lovingly given to fill a need or a void, or to fill a heart with gladness.

      The Spirit of Christmas is in every shared joy and in every act of kindness during this wondrous time of year. Yet, in the hustle and bustle of the Christmas season (which seems to begin earlier each year) and with the commercialization of this sacred holiday (which seems to get more brazen each year), it is easy to lose one's Christmas Spirit. I know I have on occasion — almost. Fortunately, I'm blessed with family and friends who are incontrovertible Christmas enthusiasts and who always remind me of its true meaning.

      One Christmas evening about thirty years ago, my middle child, Christine, climbed onto my lap for a mommy snuggle. Usually boisterous (hyper was the word most people used to describe her), Christie was unusually quiet and reflective that day, only partly because she and her older sister had giggled and whispered and tiptoed repeatedly to their upstairs bedroom window hoping to catch a glimpse of Santa until the wee hours of the night, and then had awakened at dawn to rip open and play with their new toys, and then to play and eat and argue and chase and play some more with their cousins and aunts and uncles, and oh my, to open even more gifts from uncles and aunts and grandmas and grandpas and godparents and babysitters and friends. Phew! I get tired just thinking about it.

      As Christy and I cuddled in the rocking chair, rocking and gazing at the tree, she sighed deeply and said, “Know what, Mommy?” (This was during the year that she prefaced every sentence with “know what?”)

      “What, Christie?”

      “I love Christmas.”

      “So do I, sweetie.”

      “I wish we could have Christmas all the time.

      Every single-dingle day.” (“Single-dingle” was another Christie-ism, one I suspect she picked up from her great-grandpa Frank, who loved Christmas, too.)

      “If we had Christmas every day, it wouldn't be as special,” I said. “Besides, you little greedy goat, what would you do with all those presents?”

      “Not presents!” she said, looking up at me, her brow furrowed with tiredness and sincerity. “Happiness. That's why. So we'll have bunches of happiness every day.”

      Needless to say, I couldn't promise nor provide the happiness of a four-year-old's Christmas every day of Christie's life. But I have made an effort to keep the Spirit of Christmas alive all year, trying to shine the light of happiness whenever and on whomever I can.

      Yes, Christie, there is happiness in Christmas — bunches and bunches of happiness. And goodness. And comfort. And love, most of all.

      These gifts of the Christmas Spirit — joy, compassion, peace, hope, love — can be found within the heartwarming stories you are about to read in A Cup of Comfort for Christmas. May these blessings grace you every day of the year, every year of your life.

      
        — Colleen Sell
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      He toddled around the corner and into the living room, where he stopped cold. His little mouth dropped open, and the light in Ryan's eyes rivaled the glow of the lights on the Christmas tree. What he saw there were two big shiny Tonka toys, a tractor and a fire truck with a ladder. There were other packages, too, mostly from his grandparents and one or two small ones from me. But those would have to wait. He only had eyes for those trucks.

      I looked at Mike, who was looking at Ryan. I couldn't tell whose eyes were brighter.

      “Those are for you, Ry,” I said.

      That was all the encouragement he needed. He ran to the fire truck, climbed on, and rode three laps around the living room on top of the truck. Then he hopped off and lay down on his belly, pushing the tractor and making engine noises.

      He's such a boy, I thought. Looking at Mike, I could visualize him doing the same thing when he was a kid.

      Before long, Ryan had both Tonkas upside down, examining every inch. Ryan wanted to know every detail of every toy he had. If the Tonkas hadn't been welded, he would've surely taken them apart to have a better look. He was Mike's son all right. In fact, in only a few minutes, Mike was right down there with him.

      At two and a half, Ryan was the perfect age for Tonka trucks. At thirty-three, Mike was the perfect age to enjoy them with his son. I'm not sure which of the two of them had the most fun.

      Eventually, we had to remind Ryan that he had other presents to open. With each one, he seemed happy and excited. What he really wanted, though, was just to play trucks.

      But there was something unusual about those Tonkas that Ryan didn't notice. Tonka is famous for using standard colors on its toys, mostly school bus yellow. Ryan's tractor was navy blue, and his fire truck was wine-colored with a silver ladder. These weren't the Tonkas you buy in the store now. They were the good old hard metal ones no longer produced. For weeks, Mike had sat in his lonely little trailer in the evenings, cleaning, repairing, and sanding those trucks to make them good as new. Then he had painted them. Now he was getting the payoff for his labor of love. Ryan was in kid heaven.

      It had been a hard year for Mike, Ryan, and me. Only a few months earlier, I'd asked Mike to move out of our home permanently. We still cared for each other, but his alcoholism and all the bad things that came with it had finally succeeded in beating the life out of our marriage, and I'd given up trying. After the initial bitterness, we became friendly again. Though our marriage was definitely over, because of Ryan, there would always be tender bonds between us.

      The breakup left both of us financially drained. I felt dismal after Thanksgiving, when I realized that Christmas was coming soon and I had no money. I could manage to get a small tree and maybe after that, if I really squeezed, I could come up with five dollars to buy Ryan a few Hot Wheels. That was it. But compared to Mike, I was practically rolling in the dough. Of course, he would spend Christmas Day with us and share our tree. But I knew that he would be hard-pressed to have even one extra dollar to buy Ryan anything at all.

      It was depressing at best. I wanted so much to make a wonderful Christmas for Ryan. Not that he needed the toys, and not that gifts are the heart of Christmas. Ryan would be surrounded by love and celebration and the recognition of the true meaning of Christmas with or without presents. But I'd waited a long time to have a child. And I was anxious to experience the joy that parents feel when they put things under the tree that they know will delight their children.

      One afternoon in early December I was on my way home when I heard a man on the radio say that he had a yard full of old Tonka trucks that he was selling for two to three dollars each. They needed some TLC, but they were sturdy and fixable. Ryan had played with Tonkas at a friend's house and adored them. It was the perfect gift for him, and I knew the perfect guy to do the fixing up.

      I was so excited, I didn't even stop to call Mike and ask what he thought. He was still at work, anyway. I went straight to the address the man on the radio had given. It was just as he'd said: he had dozens of trucks, but they all needed lots of attention. I scoured the yard looking for the best of the bunch. Some of them had rubber parts that were broken, and I wasn't sure how those could be fixed. Finally, I found two that were well worn but still had all their parts intact. I paid the guy four dollars and fifty cents, almost my total allotment for Christmas. He loaded the metal trucks into the trunk of my car, and I drove to the auto body and paint shop where Mike worked.

      Just as he was getting ready to leave, I pulled up next to his car and told him my idea: We could give Ryan a joint present. I bought the trucks, and he could fix them up like new. I was sure Mike had sandpaper and tools, though I wasn't sure about paint. When I opened the trunk and showed him the trucks, he caught my enthusiasm — partly because he would have a great gift for Ryan, one that took Mike back to his own childhood and boyish delights, and partly because he would have a cool project to fill his lonely evenings. I expected him to be interested. But he was more than that. He was thrilled.

      As we stood there with the trunk open, Mike's boss came out to see what the excitement was about. Mel had become a family friend, and he loved Ryan. He was about sixty, but I guess guys of any age still love toy trucks, because he had to pick them up and examine them right along with Mike.

      “What a great idea,” he said, turning the tractor around in his hands. “Real metal … how about that! Tell ya what, Mike. Feel free to use any tools or sandpaper in the shop. You can even take some home this weekend. And when you're ready to paint, you can use whatever we have left over from spray jobs. Ryan's gonna love these.”

      He was right. Ryan loved them at age two and a half, and he loves them now, at eighteen. He still has those two Tonkas. When he was old enough to understand, I explained to him how his dad had spent hours upon hours turning old trucks into new ones, just for him. Ryan no longer plays with his trucks, and his dad is gone. But he can pick them up at any time, look them over, and run his hands over their smooth surfaces. Someday, he might pass them on to his own children. For now, they serve as solid-metal proof that he was the target of a whole lot of love.

      
        — Teresa Ambord
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      With their sixtieth wedding anniversary approaching, my parents still make moon eyes at each other. They've been together since high school, and their love is so obvious it sometimes embarrasses their grandchildren.

      Mom massages my father's feet as they watch television. She reads aloud to him on car trips, trims his ear hairs, and fluffs up his pillow every night. She goes on cruises because he loves the sea; she just makes sure she has a bestseller in her luggage.

      Because he likes to go grocery shopping, she lets him. She knows he'll bring home at least ten additional items and three of them will always be a can of Dinty Moore beef stew, a bag of dried kidney beans, and a half gallon of some bizarre ice cream, pineapple-blueberry once. She even had a bowl, but just one. He ate the rest himself.

      Humming “On the Sunny Side of the Street,” she pulls him to his feet and says, “Bill, dance with me,” and he does. The dog barks and jumps on them as they waltz past, and Dad twirls her in his arms.

      My father, smiling beatifically, sits for hours in Nordstrom's shoe department while Mom tries on staid pumps and shiny black sling-backs. He smiles as he puts four pairs of new shoes into the trunk of their Taurus.

      Once, with white hair shining like cake icing, Mom came from her bedroom dressed in a polka-dot jumpsuit, cinched by a wide belt with an ornate silver buckle. My father told her she looked “like a hot mama.” She smiled, very pleased with herself.

      My father keeps the pantry stocked with her favorites: Hershey bars, Reese's peanut butter cups, and chocolate-covered graham crackers. He stirs up another batch of rich chocolate sauce for her daily ice cream sundae. He doesn't make fun of her when she puts flashlight batteries in upside down. He warms up the car for her in winter, grills steaks just the way she likes them, fixes homemade biscuits on Sunday mornings, and never misses a chance to tell her she's beautiful.

      But he's never gotten the hang of buying her a Christmas present. His habit is to slip away at 9:00 P.M. on Christmas Eve and go to Walgreen's. Coming home by 10:00 P.M. with rustling plastic bags, he stays up late waging war with wrapping paper, cellophane tape, and ribbon. Year after year, the same two presents appear under the Christmas tree for my mother: a Whitman Sampler and a large bottle of Prince Matchabelli perfume. Mom always acts surprised as she unwraps them. Then she makes a special trip across the room to plant a kiss on his cheek.

      Shortly after Thanksgiving, fifty years into their marriage, Dad hinted that he'd bought a special Christmas gift for his wife. I stared at him. My father doing Christmas shopping in November was unheard of. And he was so obviously pleased with himself.

      On Christmas morning, I rooted under the tree branches and found a huge package that looked like a coat box. I turned the tag over and read, “For my beloved wife,” in my dad's scratchy handwriting. I shook it. No rattle. Definitely not a Whitman Sampler or a bottle of perfume in disguise.

      I handed it to Mom. She looked at me with raised eyebrows. I shrugged, and we both looked at my father. He was about to pop.

      “Open it. Open it,” he urged, flapping his hands.

      As Mom picked at the edges with her fingernail, careful not to tear the paper, my father squirmed.

      “Hurry up, hurry up,” he said, bouncing in his chair.

      “But dear, it's a big piece of paper. I can reuse it.”

      “I'll buy you all the wrapping paper you want and more. Just open it,” he begged.

      Finally, she slipped off the Santa Claus paper, folded it in quarters, set it aside, and began to deal with the tape at one end of the box. My father couldn't contain himself. He leaped out of his chair and slit the tape with a rough movement that nearly ripped the top off the box. Then he thought better of his actions, handed it back to her, and sat down, chanting, “Come on, come on.”

      Mom pulled back the tissue paper and lifted out a pink quilted bathrobe with a chain of daisies appliquéd around the collar and across the top of the single pocket. She smiled and crooned, “Oh, Bill, dear.”

      But she absolutely refused to meet my eyes.

      I looked in my lap and bit my cheeks, trying to keep from laughing.

      My father said, “The moment I saw that bathrobe, Mary, I knew it was made for you. I looked at it and thought, That bathrobe looks just like my Mary. I didn't even check the price. I just found a salesclerk who looked about your height and weight and asked her to pick the right size. And I bought it.”

      I marveled even more at my mother's restraint in never telling him the bathrobe that “looked just like her” was identical to the one she'd been wearing every morning for the past five years.

      She gave the old robe to Goodwill and wore the new one for another five years.

      Now, that's love.

      
        — Peggy Vincent
      

    

  
    
      

      
      
[image: illustration] Joey and the Christmas Tree Lot

      In my childhood neighborhood, each December a Christmas tree lot would appear. Like magic, an ordinary place, a dry lawn on the corner, would become a forest that smelled like the high mountains.

      Within hours of the arrival of the first truckload of firs and spruces, all the kids on our block knew about the tree lot, and a dozen of us would converge on the site. The two young men in charge were friendly, goodhearted guys trying to make an honest buck. They slept in a tent at the side of the house and ate at the Thrifty drugstore soda fountain, across Vermont Avenue.

      My family lived in a ramshackle Victorian house that needed paint, near the University of Southern California in Los Angeles. Ours was a busy city neighborhood. Dogs barked, drivers honked, kids yelled, streetcars rumbled, planes hummed overhead, blue jays screeched, and doves cooed. At night we heard neighbors fighting, yowling cats, crickets, and distant sirens.

      Living there, we got to know grad students, black and Latino families, Asians who ran small neighborhood businesses, and the Strelnikovs, whose two blond daughters wrote in Russian. On Thirty-First Street, two homes took in elderly widows who rocked on the front porch and always had time for kids. They belonged to us, part of our special world, a unique block unlike any other. We had deaf Mr. Parker who ran the apartments next door. Penny, in one of the apartments, was working on her doctorate in psychology. She had a lover and everyone whispered about it. Mrs. Clark, the hard-bitten chain-smoker who lived above Penny, cooked at an all-night café downtown. We had the Richmonds, who had eight kids and ate steak on payday. And we had Joey.

      Joey showed up one fall, shortly before the Christmas tree lot opened. The kids knew about him the day the family moved in. Gail Rinn spotted him on the lawn, sitting alone, a small, dark-haired boy with no arms and a big smile. Because his legs were not right, he could not walk, but shuffled along on his bottom, looking at things in the grass and flowerbeds. Joey said hello to everyone who walked past.

      I rode my bike over to take a look. I didn't know what to say. So I said, “Hi.”

      Joey's bright, big-eyed smile told me he was happy to see me. We talked.

      He said, “Even if you are twelve and I'm nine, we read the same books, so we can be friends.” He looked me in the eye and charmed me. “I saw you doing bike tricks in the street. You're as good as riders in the circus. You could make your own circus, you know.”

      What good ideas from such a little kid.

      I said, “Our cat can do some tricks. He could be in it. And my sister can hang upside down on a trapeze in the tree.”

      “If you do the circus, I want to come and watch you practice.”

      Joey's dark-haired mother came out and sat in a chair on the porch. Her husband was a grad student, she told me. They would stay several years.

      I straddled my fat-tire bike, with the big rusted basket mounted over the front wheel. “What happened to Joey?”

      Joey and his mother were totally open about his condition. But it would be much later before I would understand what had caused the terrible deformities while Joey was still a developing fetus.

      Gail Rinn came across the street and joined us. She invited Joey to her birthday party, the next week. At the party we found out some amazing things about Joey. All the guests sat in a circle on the carpet to eat, watching with awe as Joey took up his fork between his toes and neatly cut and ate his cake, bite by bite, without a crumb on the carpet. We discovered he could also draw and write and play board games with his feet. Within days, Joey was fully accepted by all of the neighborhood kids.

      So, the day the Christmas trees showed up, I rode my bike up the block hoping to find Joey and be the first with the news.

      “I already know,” he said. “It sounds wonderful.”

      “I wanted to tell you first.” I wanted to do good things for Joey. He was a presence, a powerful spirit.

      He said, “Maybe I can get my mother to take me and have a look.”

      I said, “You know how one Christmas tree smells. Imagine hundreds of them. It's like in the mountains.” I drew in a quick breath, smelling the afternoon air, and rolled the bike forward and back as I stood on the sidewalk.

      His eyes widened as he looked at me. “What's it really, really like?”

      “The Christmas trees?”

      “No, riding your bike.” Of course, he could not know. “Tell me what it's like.”

      If I could just explain well enough, maybe he could imagine it. “It's great to pedal hard and get going fast. Sometimes it's really hard to go up a hill, and it's sort of scary when a car passes too close or when you ride off the curb and clunk down. But it's super fun.”

      “I sure wish I knew how it feels.” He sighed and looked around as if searching for a way.

      For the first time, I put myself into the body and heart of a person with a disability. He would never ride a bike. Here was this great kid with his brightness and good heart, and he would never get to do something I totally loved, a simple thing like riding a bike.

      He scooted across the grass to get closer to me and examined my machine. The empty sleeves of his shirt lifted in the light wind. “It looks big enough, that thing you carry things in. I wish you could put me in that basket, and take me for a ride. But I know you never could.”

      His face was delicate, his smooth cheeks pink with health. I blinked. Then I perceived the dare and could not ignore it. “I could do it, you know. I know how. But it would be way too dangerous.”

      “I don't care.” He stared at the bike as his eyes brightened with hope. “I don't care. I want to do it more than anything.”

      “But what if I crash?”

      “You won't. I know you won't. I saw you doing circus tricks with Gail, and I saw you riding with your sister on the back. You won't crash.”

      “Your mother will get mad at me.” Had I already decided I could do it?

      “It's not your idea. It's mine. I'll tell her I made you do it. I won't let you get in trouble. Believe me. We have to do this.”

      My heart beat faster. It was a big risk, far bigger than swinging off the garage roof on the rope tied to the avocado tree.

      I leaned on the bike, looking into his bright eyes, weighing the options. The last time I'd crashed was when we had practiced standing on our bike seats, doing ballet arabesques. The question was, Could I be serious enough, pay close enough attention, to be totally sure Joey would be safe?

      “Please,” Joey asked, small on the grass. “I really, really want you to. I want you to do it so much. You have to do this for me. Nobody else would ever do it, only you.” He hesitated. “Nothing will happen. Come on.”

      I climbed off, set the kickstand so the bike stood firm on the sidewalk, and walked over to Joey. He didn't look very heavy.

      “Oh, yes,” he said. “Just pick me up and put me in there.”

      I lifted him awkwardly, as his clothes slipped around. He was heavier than I'd thought. Bracing the front wheel of my bike between my knees, I placed him carefully in the basket. “Is that okay?”

      He scrunched around a bit, his legs crossed in front of him. “Okay. This is fine. Where shall we go first?”

      Holding tight to the handlebars, I moved around to the seat, kicked up the stand, and pushed off slowly.

      Joey at once began to hoot with glee. “Wow, oh boy. Wow, the wind.” He started giving orders. “Don't go too fast. Don't go in the street. Be careful. Go faster. You can go even faster now.”

      His weight in front made steering tricky. We rolled down the sidewalk, past homes and lawns and parked cars. We dipped for a driveway, and Joey gasped. Staunch and responsible, I focused on riding smoothly, holding the front wheel straight, no jerking, no sudden movements. Another driveway dip, Joey hooted, laughed, and squealed. I laughed. Then he howled, a long plaintive wolf call of triumph, “Owweeeeeee!”

      “You aren't even scared,” I said.

      “This is so great.” He panted with excitement. “This is great. Let's go clear to the corner.”

      It was just a bike ride; that's all it was. But Joey had the wind in his face, the world rushing past, all that risk and all for the first time.

      Usually bossy with younger kids, I was happy to do whatever Joey wanted. This was just for him. I said, “Want to go see the Christmas trees?”

      “Yes. Let's go. But be very careful. Not too fast. Oh, boy. I can see the Christmas trees. Slow down.”

      We approached the dense lines of small evergreens, rigid on their wooden X-stands. I snapped off a green sprig and held it to Joey's nose. I said, “I love this smell.”

      “Let's go in,” Joey said. “Let's go right in between the trees. Like in a real forest.”

      The tree guys were busy with customers. I pushed the bike into the secret hidden space between two rows. The soft branches brushed my arms and Joey's face. He bent forward to protect his eyes, giggling and squealing. A sharp forest smell broke from the needles as we rolled down the narrow lane.

      “I love this,” Joey said. “This is the greatest thing.”

      When we returned to his house, Joey's mother ran out, frantic and furious. “I can't believe you took him. It was absolute idiocy.” Her voice was as shrill as a madwoman's. She snatched her son into her arms, still shouting. “This is my boy, my boy.”

      I wanted to tell her that we had done something wonderful. I wanted to explain. His mother held him tight, yelling over his head about how stupid I was.

      Joey shouted over and over, “It was all my idea.”He tried to make her listen. But she was too upset. The two of them shouted at each other until she carried him inside and left me standing alone in their yard.

      In her fear, Joey's mom could envision only what might have been lost and could not imagine the joy her son had been given. But I knew and Joey knew. And we would always know the amazing power of our glorious adventure to the Christmas tree lot.

      
        — Barbara Hazen Shaw
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      Dad anchored the wooden stand to our ceiling-high Christmas tree as it lay on the living-room floor, while his five children, ornaments in hand, cheered him on.

      “That should do it,” he said, jostling the stand to make sure it didn't wiggle.

      Grabbing the center of the trunk, he pulled and shoved until the enormous tree stood upright in the far corner of the room. Whistling “Deck the Halls,” he strung the lights. Then, hoisting his hefty frame onto a chair, he topped the tree with a fluffy-haired angel whose lopsided halo made me smile.

      “We need a new angel,” my brother Clifford said. “Her wings look like a glider ready to take off.”

      “Shh,” I whispered. With wartime shortages in 1944, I knew that one didn't replace angels, or much else for that matter, on a whim.

      Most of our neighbors selected trees from Anderson's Christmas tree lot, but Dad had borrowed Mr. Tatton's truck, hiked up the cold, snowy mountainside, and cut our tree himself — his Christmas gift to his children.

      Soon we were busy hanging handmade ornaments, making popcorn chains, and smoothing out each tinfoil icicle before carefully placing it on the huge tree. The tree glimmered and glistened.

      My sixteen-month-old brother, Stan, pointed to his reflection in a shiny red ornament. “Baby,” he said, giggling and pressing his nose against the glowing ball.

      Dad chuckled, bent down, and kissed Stan's cheek. I could almost feel Dad's soft mustache against my own skin. I smiled and sat on the sofa, awaiting Dad's annual reading of the Christmas story, a Christmas Eve tradition in our home.

      I was nine and a half. For weeks and weeks my brothers, Charley, eleven, and Clifford, seven, and I had been saving every penny we could earn and find. The three of us had raked leaves, shoveled snow, delivered newspapers, and babysat. We had gone over to the fairground after the carnival left town to look for change that might have been dropped. Dad didn't know it, but we kids had a plan and even our mother was in on it.

      “What would you like for Christmas?” Dad asked when he saw us leafing through our Sears Roebuck Christmas “Wish Book.”

      Mama smiled and winked. I winked back.

      “I'd like a doctor kit,” Charley and Clifford answered.

      “Me, too!” I said.

      Dad's eyebrows curled up over his glasses, and his hazel eyes looked at each of us in turn. “You got those last year,” he said. “Wouldn't you like something different?”

      My brothers and I exchanged knowing looks and shook our heads. We knew that, in addition to the doctor kits, a fat Christmas stocking crammed with candy and nuts, a tart red apple in the toe, and a juicy orange plugging the heel would await each of us on Christmas morning. We also knew that the sibling who had drawn our name would surprise us with a yo-yo, a box of watercolors, or a treasured book from the library rummage sale. Besides, with our doctor kits, we could give each other pretend shots, listen to heartbeats with the plastic stethoscopes, and ration those miniature multicolored candy pills so they would last until Easter. Most important, we knew that our parents could afford what we'd chosen.

      Mama taught fifth grade; Dad was the principal of her school and two others. Being eighteen years older than my mother, who was more relaxed, Dad was from what he liked to call “the old school.” Translated, that meant he periodically administered standardized tests to all the students in his three schools to monitor their scholastic progress, and he personally checked each response with an answer key, red pencil in hand. Each test contained several sections, all of them timed. Dad did a lot of clock watching.

      Correcting the tests he didn't mind, but administering them rankled his soul. A few weeks earlier when he'd come to administer the tests in my classroom, I'd watched as he'd waited until the second hand of the clock on the wall was straight up and then uttered those frightening words, “You may begin!” and then later, “Stop!” That's when I got the Christmas idea.

      “I must send the order tomorrow,” Mama told us ten days before Christmas, “to make sure it gets here on time.”

      Every evening before we went to bed, Charley, Clifford, and I counted the money we had saved. We needed three more dollars.

      “Let's sell homemade Christmas candy,” I suggested.

      “What about vinegar taffy?” Clifford said. “We can color one batch red and the other batch green.”

      Mama nodded. “Good idea. I'll help you.”

      Charley measured the sugar, water, butter, and vinegar and set it on the stove to boil. The kitchen smelled worse than when Mama poured the vinegar rinse over my head after she washed my hair. When the mixture boiled down, Mama dropped a little into some cold water.

      “It's done!” she said. “See the firm ball?”

      She poured the candy into pie tins to cool and added the food coloring. We buttered our hands and pulled, stretched, and twisted until the taffy changed texture. Quickly, we laid the taffy ropes onto waxed paper covered with powdered sugar. Grabbing her long kitchen scissors, Mama cut the taffy into bite-sized pieces.

      “Bundle up,” she said as we prepared to go door-to-door, peddling our ribbon candy throughout the neighborhood. “It's cold out there.”

      “You take this side of the street, Charley,” I said. “Clifford and I will take the other side.”

      For an hour we trudged through the snow, knocking on doors, usually hearing “No, thank you,” and occasionally selling a few pieces of taffy. My hands felt like icicles. So did my toes.

      “This candy is probably frozen solid,” Charley said. “I know I am.”

      Clifford blew on his hands. “I am, too. Can we go home?”

      I gave him one of my looks. “Let's try the next block.”

      As we climbed the steep hill, the wind whistled through our coats and rattled icy tree branches in the tall oaks. At the top of the hill, music poured from Dr. Whiting's house on the corner. A blazing fire shone through the picture window, and people filled the living room.

      “Let's skip this house,” Charley said. “They're having a Christmas party.”

      It was too late; Mrs. Whiting must have spotted us. The door opened wide, and a tall woman with a kind face smiled at three half-frozen children.

      “Would you li-ike to buy s-some Chris-s-st-mas taffy?” Clifford asked, his teeth chattering.

      “I believe I would,” she said. Without asking the price, she took the remaining candy and, after a few words with her husband, slipped three dollars into Clifford's coat pocket.

      Sliding down that hill toward home, our feet scarcely touched the ground.

      Now, it was Christmas Eve. Wood crackled in the fireplace, and a warm glow filled the room. The rest of the family had joined me on the sofa, where we sat gazing at our newly decorated tree with the slightly bedraggled angel at its crown.

      “It's time for the Christmas story,” Dad announced.

      He opened the family Bible and began to read the familiar story of the birth of the Christ child, while Mama, her brown eyes shining, cradled her own little son in her arms.

      When the story ended, we gathered around our ancient upright piano. Charley played the piano, and we sang all three verses of my favorite carol, “Silent Night.” I thought about Mary, Joseph, and the baby Jesus. I thought, too, about the shepherds in the fields and the wise men who had journeyed from afar, bringing gifts to share with the holy child. As I sang, the spirit of Christmas surrounded me, filling my heart, touching my soul.

      Later, as I lay in my bed upstairs, I thought about another gift … the special one.

      “It's wrapped and hidden in the tree,” Mama whispered, tucking my covers around me and kissing my cheek. “I'll tell the boys.”

      When Christmas morning dawned, we lined up from youngest to oldest in the hallway downstairs. We couldn't go into the living room, not until Dad had peeked into that room, turned on the tree lights, and announced in his booming voice, “Old St. Nick has been here!”

      We waited happily, but didn't have to wait long. Eyes aglow, we scampered into the living room. Under the tree, gaily wrapped gifts awaited us, and our stockings were right where they always were on Christmas Day, hanging like colorful rag dolls over the back of the sofa, filled to the brim with candy and nuts.

      We each took our stocking and settled down on a spot on the floor to collect the surprises that awaited us. Mother handed Dad the presents one at a time — “To Mary, from Santa,” or “To Charley, from Kaye,” he read — until all the gifts had found a home.

      Only one child opened his gifts at a time, beginning with the youngest. The rest of us savored that person's joy and excitement. I helped my little brother Stan.

      Dad, being the oldest, always opened his presents last. This Christmas brought him the usual array of grown-up necessities: a pair of socks, a large eraser for his schoolwork, three red pencils, and a small collapsible leather coin purse. He received each gift with an expansive grin and a heartfelt, “Thank you.”
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