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Introduction

My Christmas traditions are many. Each part of my life has brought with it beautiful traditions that I will hold close for all time.

Jesus is the number-one reason for my Christmas season, but I also have a whimsical tradition, which I love. It started when I was a child, and it’s what keeps me a child at heart: my fascination with elves. I grew up in the ’50s and ’60s, about the time the first red-felt elf made its appearance in the branches of Christmas trees ’round the globe. I was immediately caught up in the magic. Because my siblings and I wanted the elves to know they were welcome in our home, we built elf doors and little bitty furniture for them out of bark and moss. Today, that tradition has grown. Dozens of elves now peek from nooks and crannies around my house, and these days I make wooden elf doors and sell them online at www.theelfdoor.com, so every child can enjoy the magic.

As Christmas approaches, I encourage everyone to remember that the season really and truly is about the Christ Child, but when it comes to creating a family tradition, I also hope that each of my readers starts at least one special magical tradition. It’s that extra bit of magic that makes a routine activity—like adopting another elf or erecting another elf door—the second most-important thing that will come to mind when we remember the Christmas holiday and all of the special family traditions we’ve enjoyed over the years.

—Helen Szymanski 


CHRISTMAS TRADITIONS 


“Touch the heart of a loved one this Christmas. Decorate your tree with one-of-a-kind love notes.”

BY JOAN CLAYTON

Love Notes on My Tree

“I wish I could find enough words to tell you how much I love you,” said my tall, dark, and handsome husband, as he held me tight in the privacy of our little apartment. I knew he worried about not being able to buy me a present, but he needn’t have. Emmitt had just finished his tenure in the army and had enrolled in college on the GI Bill. We had been married only a few months, and he wanted our newlywed Christmas to be special.

“You’re my present and always will be,” I answered. He smiled in relief. “Come on,” I said. “Let’s go shopping for a tree. Maybe we’ll find one we can afford.”

I think the salesman guessed our financial condition when he saw us coming up the walk. “The trees have been picked over,” he explained. “But, believe it or not, I have just the tree for you.” A kind smile appeared on his face. “I’ll sell it for one dollar.”

We thanked him and hurried home with the first of many evergreens that would grace our home over the coming years. We had nothing to decorate it with, so we just sat with love-filled eyes and stared at it, listening to “I’m Dreaming of a White Christmas” playing on the radio. Emmitt looked at me and smiled. “Let’s dance,” he whispered, pulling me close. I thought I was in heaven.

Before Emmitt went to class the next day, he sat down and wrote a note on a little square of paper. Telling me not to look at it until Christmas, he folded the paper carefully and tied it on a bough near the top of our little evergreen. I was so taken in by his romantic gesture that I decided to do the same thing.

When Emmitt came home that night, he noticed there were two notes on the tree. The next day, he wrote another note and placed it on the tree. I did the same. By the time Christmas Eve arrived, our “love note” ornaments dressed our tree to perfection. There wasn’t a couple more in love than we were that first Christmas.

When Christmas Day came, we sat together on the floor and carefully, one by one, opened our love notes. As we read them aloud to each other, we moved ever closer. Finally, I folded my last precious note and looked into his big brown eyes.

“You are God’s gift to me,” I said, “and that’s the greatest gift I could ever receive.”

I guess he could see in my eyes that I was telling the truth, because he pulled me up into his arms, swept me off my feet, and twirled me around the room happily. Wrapped in the glow of our special love, we danced to the kitchen, where we had a Christmas dinner of tuna sandwiches. To someone else, that might have been a disappointment, too, but to us it was a feast!

After Christmas, I took the notes off the tree and put them in a box for safekeeping. The next Christmas, we added new notes to the tree. At the end of the season, I carefully packed them into a bigger box.

By the time our boys came along, our Christmas tree was brimming with love notes to each other and to our precious children. It was our love tree and it was perfect. As soon as the boys were old enough to understand, they scribbled on bits of paper and hung their notes on the tree, too! As they grew, their notes became priceless sentiments:

Mommy, will you marry me when I grow up?

Daddy, can we go rock hunting for Christmas?

Mommy, I love you because you pillow-fight with me.

Daddy, I like the way you throw balls.

Mommy, do you want a dog that I saw outside for Christmas?

Daddy, you’re the best daddy!

Inevitably, our boys grew up, married, and had babies of their own. Though our family nucleus has changed, some things are too precious to set by the wayside. Today, our grandchildren write love notes to hang on our special tree, too.

Now, on Christmas, as the whole family sits in a circle around the Christmas tree, Jody, my tall, dark, and handsome grandson—very much like the tall, dark, and handsome man I married so long ago— starts our family tradition. As I look around the circle, the song “I’m Dreaming of a White Christmas” plays in my heart and I dance with Emmitt again. Pulling the first note from the tree, Jody unties the ribbon, unfolds the paper, and smiles. “To Granddad, from Jody,” he reads. Smoothing the paper, he turns to face his grandfather. “Granddad,” he says proudly, “I’m so thankful you passed on a name to be proud of to my father, who in turn passed it on to me!”

Emmitt beams as Jody, an ear-to-ear grin on his face, returns to his place in the circle, and then one of our granddaughters stands. As she begins to unfold her first note, Emmitt’s eyes meet mine across the circle. I think he is listening to the same song that plays in my head. My eyes tell him he is God’s gift to me, the greatest gift I could ever receive, and I know by the way he gazes back at me that he knows it’s still true.


“Remind Santa to always use his magical, special wrapping paper—never the same paper you use for other Christmas gifts.”

BY DONNA SUNDBLAD

Santa’s Call

Grace peeked in on her four oldest children. Moonlight crept across the two sets of bunk beds, highlighting their angelic faces. In the six short years, since they’d moved into this two-bedroom house, their family had swollen from three to seven. The eldest, now ten, still believed in Santa, and Grace longed to keep the magic of Christmas intact for as long as possible.

Christmas Eve was tomorrow—she was running out of time.

Taking advantage of the hour she had left before it was time to feed the baby, Grace tiptoed to the basement door and followed the steep wooden stairs downward. Discarded living room furniture from her mother-in-law’s apartment cluttered the area to her right. Her ringer-washer, dryer, and chest freezer stood on the left, and straight ahead—hidden beneath the old chenille bedspread— was a mountain of Santa gifts.

Grace sighed and rubbed her tired eyes. Times like this made her wish Howie didn’t have to work nights, but it was the extra money that helped make ends meet and allowed them to provide a Christmas far beyond what either of them had ever experienced as children.

The sump pump clicked, startling her back to the task at hand. She moved to the hoard of Christmas gifts, mounded against the unpainted cement wall in the corner, removed the bedspread, plucked the Shrinking Violet doll from the melee, and centered it on the old oak canning table. From the top shelf of canned goods, she grabbed her stash of Santa wrapping paper and set to work.

Grace always made sure the wrapping paper she used on Santa’s gifts was different from the paper she used to wrap gifts for her family. The white tissue paper, sprinkled with tiny metallic stars, was part of the magic. Last year, ten-year-old Donna had noticed a smattering of the little stars on the floor and told the other children it was magic stardust that helped Santa get from the ground to the sleigh on the rooftop in houses like theirs without a fireplace. Grace smiled at the innocence of childhood.

Racing against the clock, Grace wrapped as quickly as she could. Before long, the pile of presents she had wrapped was larger than the unwrapped pile. But, one glance at her wristwatch and she knew—she was running out of time. Scooping up the remaining wrapping paper, she reached up to place it on a high shelf. A wave of panic swept over her, as she realized how little of the star-studded paper remained. She stared at the remnant in her hand with a sinking feeling. A quick glance at the stack of gifts confirmed her worst fears. She didn’t have enough paper for the bigger gifts.

Now what? How could she get away on Christmas Eve to buy more gift wrap, without the kids wondering where she was going, or worse, wanting to come along?

As she fed three-month-old Mary, Grace continued to fret. What was she to do about the Santa gifts?

 The problem was the three big gifts for the oldest girls. The secretaries would help the girls organize their things, and the fold-down desk doubled as a chalkboard.

How in the world would she wrap them?

The following day, as the children bounced around the house with excitement, Grace waited nervously for Howie to wake up.

“Mom,” Donna called. “We need to frost the cookies. Santa’s coming tonight!” She laced her fingers and drew her hands under her chin, excitement dancing in her eyes.

Grace groaned. She’d forgotten the cookies! How on earth would she get out for wrapping paper before the stores closed?

Just then, four-year-old Gail squealed from the window. Her angelic face turned toward her family, the excitement evident in her eyes.

“It’s snowing,” she shouted.

Grace hurried to the window. Big white snowflakes drifted lazily to the ground, where they collected like a heavy wet blanket. She had wanted a white Christmas as much as the children, but as she stared out the window, she fought tears. Pulling herself together for their sake, she turned toward her family and smiled.

“Well, looks like we’ll have a white Christmas after all.”

“Maybe we’ll see reindeer tracks,” five-year-old Micky said hopefully.

“And sleigh tracks on the roof!” Donna added.

“Let’s go frost those cookies,” Grace called, as cheerfully as she could.

Within minutes, the children were sitting around the table in front of four mixing bowls. The girls chattered about what they hoped to get for Christmas, while one-year-old Mark sat on the stepstool beside Grace, waiting to dip his finger in the frosting. After Grace divided the powdered-sugar frosting between the bowls and added food coloring, she dumped colored sugar crystals onto plates, and let the children start decorating. She had initiated this cookie decorating as a new family tradition, and she looked forward to it as much as they did. But all she could think about right now was Santa’s wrapping paper.

Suddenly, Grace smiled. She had an idea.

That evening, the kids climbed into their pajamas without argument. Afterward, they sat in the living room chatting happily and starring at the few family presents already tucked beneath the tinsel-covered tree. They hardly looked up when the phone in the hall rang.

Grace tried to keep a straight face, as she said hello into the receiver. A moment later, she was looking into the living room at her eldest child.

“Donna,” she called. “It’s for you.”

The chatter of children’s voices vanished. They all looked at their sister in surprise.

“For me?” Donna asked.

Grace nodded and Donna hurried to the phone. Before she handed the receiver to her daughter, Grace covered the mouthpiece with her hand and whispered, “It’s Santa!”

Donna’s eyes grew wide. “Hello?” she said in a voice full of wonder. “Yes . . .”

Micky and Gail crowded into the small hallway, staring at their sister. “What’s he saying?” Micky asked.

“Oh no . . . okay,” Donna said. “I’ll ask my mom. Hold on.”

Donna placed her hand over the receiver, mimicking her mother. “Mom,” she whispered, “Santa had an accident. The reindeer made a quick turn, and a few presents fell out of the sleigh and the wrapping paper tore. He wants to know if we can leave him some wrapping paper along with the cookies.”

“How much does he need?”

“How much do you need, Santa?” Donna asked. She listened for a moment, her eyes growing round. “He has three big presents. One for me, one for Micky, and one for Gail!”

Grace smiled. Then she nodded. “Yes. We can do that.”


“Be it sugar cookies or a certain box of chocolates, every family has a special treat they love to indulge in during the holidays.”

BY CHERYL K. PIERSON

Maybe It’s a Pony

I have always enjoyed Christmas the most out of anyone in our family. There has never been any doubt. Being the youngest of three—my two sisters on the verge of entering their teenage years when I was born—made that fact indisputable. By the time I was able to talk, to understand buying gifts for others, I couldn’t keep my enthusiasm to myself.

I also couldn’t keep a secret.

My dad always seemed to be able to wheedle the surprise out of me. It started as a game, turning to serious business somewhere along the line—but I was never quite sure where, or how. Dad never came right out and asked what I had gotten him for Christmas. He was far too clever for that.

“We’re wrapping presents!” I would announce.

Dad would cock a dark brow as if there might be a problem with that. “Before you do,” he’d say seriously, “remember, my favorite color is blue.”

“Oh, it’s blue, all right,” I assured him.

“Dark or light?”

“Real light.”

“Like the sky or like a robin’s egg?” This seemed important for him to know, and I felt it would be all right. After all, there were lots of blue objects in the world; he just wanted to know the color—that’s all.

“Blue like a robin’s egg.”

He’d pretend to be in deep thought for a long moment. Then, “Well, it’s harder than a robin’s egg, isn’t it?”

“Oh, yes. It’s hard.” After I thought about it, though, it seemed prudent to warn him. “But, it will break.”

Again, the thoughtful pause. “It will?”

I could see I needed to keep him from worrying. “Well, it won’t break like a robin’s egg, but it is glass.”

It was usually at this point that Mom or one of my older sisters would try to end the conversation. I’d notice Mom giving Dad a dark look; one that seemed to say, “You should be ashamed of yourself.”

Dad would smile and walk away—not the least bit worried about whatever Mom was trying to shame him with. If Mom weren’t around, one of my sisters would take me by the hand and glare at Dad, admonishing me as they hustled me back to the bedroom, where we were wrapping. “Don’t tell him what it is! You always tell what it is!” Ever since I had learned to talk, that was fast becoming a tradition.

As we wrapped the blue glass ashtray, they explained to me—or tried to explain—how Dad was tricking the answers out of my eager five-year-old mouth. At fifteen and seventeen, they’d been down this road before. But at my age, I didn’t stop to wonder what made them so wise.

Once the gifts were wrapped and set carefully under the tree, my resolve strengthened. There were only four more days until Christmas. Surely, surely I could keep a secret for four more days.

I began to be watchful, wary, and thoughtful when Dad started talking about presents. He’d lean back in his easy chair, a cigarette in hand, Chet Huntley and David Brinkley coming into our home for the nightly news. But before they could get warmed up, Dad said, “I sure hope ol’ Santa’s good to me this year. There are a few things I’ve really been wanting.”

“What?” I asked. My sisters and Mom braced themselves for round two.

In all seriousness, he looked at me and said, “I’d really like to have a pony.”

“Me, too!” I exclaimed.

“But, if I don’t get that . . . I’d like to have a couple of boxes of chocolate-covered cherries and maybe some warm long johns and a new ashtray for my desk.”

My eyes went wide. He was getting a new ashtray! I also knew Mom had planned to get him some chocolate-covered cherries, another long-standing tradition. But the long johns and the pony—I wasn’t sure of those.

I doubted seriously that a pony would come to our family. I had asked before, and it hadn’t happened yet. He was going to be disappointed, just as I had been. But, maybe, if he knew he was getting the ashtray, he wouldn’t be so sad about the pony.

“Well, you’re going to love your present, ’cause—”

“Cheryl!” the other three Moss women chorused in warning.

Dad leaned forward, a questioning look on his face. “I am? Why?”

“Because you just will,” Mom said, giving him one of “those” looks over the top of my head.

Yet, somehow, he always managed to get it out of me. Sometimes, my answers to his questions gave it away; once, I blurted it out when the others weren’t around. It was a secret I was sorry I’d told, for his sake, and sorry I didn’t keep, for my own. I was in anguish over my lack of willpower.

After that, I became stronger in my resolve, and the tradition of Dad trying to find out his gifts—and me telling him too much—was broken. He had accomplished what he’d tried to teach me: that sometimes, even though it’s hard to wait, the joy of the surprise is better than the certainty of the gift.

Forty-plus years later, he was still teasing me. I brought him a wrapped box of chocolate-covered cherries the first week of December 2007. When I handed them to him, he asked, “Now, what could this be?”

“Maybe it’s a pony,” I responded dryly.

He gently shook the box, knowing exactly what was in it. Chocolate-covered cherries are the only things that come in a box that size. “No, I don’t think so,” he answered thoughtfully, not cracking a smile. “Will it break?” He was up to his old tricks again.

“You better just open it,” I told him with a smile, “and see what it is.”

He tore into the present, thinking he knew for sure what he was opening. The only question in his mind was milk chocolate or dark. But as he pulled the paper away, I knew I had him. He held the box up, squinting in the late afternoon sun.

“Well, I’ll be,” he muttered, as surprised as if it had been a pony. “Peppermint-flavored chocolate-covered cherries. I didn’t know they made such a thing!”

And I hadn’t told him, either!


“Hang holly leaves above the doorway, windows, and mirrors of your home as a symbol of better times heading your way.”

BY ROSEMARY GOODWIN

Holly Berry Dreams

I was a shy little girl, four years old, and home was a lovely, albeit primitive, thatched English cottage in a small country village.

Overhead, RAF squadrons of Spitfire fighter planes buzzed our homes as they headed from the local aerodromes toward their targets, and huge Lancaster bombers groaned, their engines straining to get their bulk up into the black clouds of war. When sirens wailed to warn us of incoming enemy planes, we dove under the stairs to keep safe from falling timbers. We’d crawl out at the “all-clear” sound, blinking in the bright light like nearsighted moles emerging from their holes.

No toys were made during this period, but we were children of the war and knew no other life, so toys weren’t missed—much. I did yearn for a baby carriage for my dolls, but Mum explained it was out of reach. Materials were devoured by the war machine. Even green paint was difficult to find in civilian shops. Green paint colored the tanks and Jeeps.

Instead of toys, my joys were culled from discovering green-frilled white snowdrops in the snow and making a posy of fragrant violets for Mum. Every day, I looked in the hedgerows and filled a basket with brown eggs collected from the chicken nest-boxes found in the old Gypsy cart parked in our neighbor’s meadow. Mr. Redwood, an asthmatic old man who coughed long and loud into a yellowed handkerchief, didn’t mind if I spent hours sitting on that cart driving a make-believe horse down fantasy roads, either. That imaginary caravan drive was my escape from the bleak rationed days of 1944.

Winter meant long, dreary cold days spent in itchy wool hats and gloves, while we kept our fingers crossed that it wouldn’t rain. Puddles would make the cardboard covering the holes in our shoes fall apart. Darkness arrived early, so we made tea by the light of an oil lamp, lit only after the blackout curtains were drawn.

On rainy days, Mum took a shoebox from the shelf in her wardrobe and placed it on the table in front of the crackling fire. We made toast by spearing a slice of bread on the end of a long fork, letting the flames turn the bread into a tanned delight to be covered in butter. As we feasted, Mum lined up old photographs of a man. Sometimes, he wore a suit, other times an army uniform.

“This is your daddy,” she said gently. “He’ll be home some day when the war is over.”

I was the proud owner of an ancient alphabet book, which I shared with my playmates. The drawing of “B is for balloon” always caused us to wish for one on a shooting star—or was it a searchlight casting about the sky for enemy planes? Looking up with pleading eyes, I asked Mum if Father Christmas could bring us a balloon this year for Christmas.

“No,” Mum said, “there will be no balloons for children until after the war.”

As the holiday neared, Mum and I rode our bicycles to Granddad’s house to gather branches of holly from his garden. We pedaled home with smiles on our faces and prickly red-berried branches jammed into the baskets on the front of our bikes. For a little while, it felt as if there was no such thing as war. According to Mum, we were carrying out an age-old tradition.

“All of the other trees in the woods have no leaves in the dead of winter,” she explained. “The holly has lovely green leaves.” Then she grinned happily. “It means that better times are coming!”

In our small living room, I stood on a chair to place a small branch of holly over the top of each mirror and picture frame—then I climbed down and admired my work. Mum helped me nail holly over the doorway, too.

She took coils of crêpe paper out of the pantry—faded now over time—but still pretty. Together, we twisted the paper into swirls and hung it from the corners of the room to the center of the ceiling. Using a wartime recipe, we made plum pudding and, because Mum had saved a few coupons, we managed to buy some icing sugar for our Christmas cake.

We sang carols all around the village that evening and with rosy cheeks went willingly to bed. Mum hung an old wool stocking on the headboard of my bed, and kissed me, offering hope for happy dreams on this wonderful night. No bombs dropped that Christmas Eve. It really was a silent night.

I lay in bed wondering. What on earth will Father Christmas bring me? There wasn’t much for him to bring. Would his sleigh get shot down? Praying for his safety, I was soon peacefully asleep.

“Happy Christmas, Mummy,” I yelled the next morning, as I jumped on her bed. “Can I open my presents now?”

“Of course, dear,” she said happily. “Get your stocking first, and then I have a surprise for you.”

I emptied the stocking on her soft comforter. Out poured candy, walnuts, a coloring book, and an orange—a rare treat!

“Aunt Joan has managed to find some coloring pencils, which she’ll bring over later,” Mum said, as she watched me take in all of my treasures with wide eyes.

I looked up at her then, remembering. “What’s your surprise?”

“Let’s go downstairs and see,” she said. Without waiting for her, I bounded down the stairs, two at a time.

There, in the middle of the kitchen table, sat a parcel wrapped in brown paper and tied up with string. I pulled on the string and tore it open. I felt as rich as the richest child in the world.

“Oh Mummy!” I cried. “I wished for a doll carriage, and you got me one!”

My hands shook as I touched my gift. It was the shoebox from Mum’s wardrobe. Two meat skewers pierced the ends, and four empty cans of shoe polish were added on the bottom as wheels. A small rag doll looked up at me from a tiny pillow made out of one of Mum’s hankies. Tears ran down my cheeks, as I pulled my doll carriage along by its string, saying “This is the best-est present I’ve ever had!”

It was the best present I had ever gotten, and it still is. Every time my children and I hang Christmas holly over the pictures in our family room, I remember it well. Memories flood back then, as I, like my mother before me, help my children hang holly around the doorways and over the mirrors and windows.

And, as I help small hands reach the highest points, I remember my mother’s voice explaining why the holly has lovely green leaves.

“It means that better times are coming,” I whisper, as Mum had done so long ago. I smile, as I look at my children, for I know Mum was right. Better times did come for us, and I know even better times are coming for my own children.


“Share the joy of Christmas each year by donating the gift of a book to the local library, or the gift of your time to a literacy program.”

BY ANNA VON REITZ

The Gift of Knowledge

It was 1975. I was a college student looking for a cause. The tide of Vietnamese War refugees was hitting American shores, and the call had gone out for volunteers—literacy volunteers. People were needed to teach other adults how to read and, if necessary, how to speak English. I signed up.

Sixteen weeks later, I emerged a full-fledged instructor, armed with alphabet cards, immense goodwill, and a bleary-eyed idea of what I was doing. I waited for my first student, imagining it would be someone from Southeast Asia. She turned out to be a grandmother from Louisiana.

She was eighty years old and had spent her entire life cooking for other people, training their dogs, childrearing, and accomplishing other domestic miracles. Her name was Mabel Mae Snyder, and she was scared of me. When I arrived at her house, I stood in the foyer and stared up at her. She was as black as night, six feet tall, and from the look of her forearms, could still climb a rope, but she peered at me with obvious terror.

“Are you Mrs. Snyder?” I asked tentatively.

“That’s me,” she answered, nodding her head slowly.

“You want to read?”

“I do.”

It sounded like a marriage vow.

“I was just making some tea,” she said, momentarily forgetting that she was afraid of me. “Would you like some?”

I nodded.

“I’m eighty years old, and I don’t know how to read,” she confessed. “I can understand signs for the door and where the washroom is, but nothing strung together. Can you help me?”

“Sure,” I said confidently. “Do you know the alphabet?”

“Not really,” she said softly.

We spent the evening on the letter A.

“Whew!” Mrs. Snyder remarked, when we were finished. “Are all the letters like this?”

“Only the vowels,” I assured her.

“And how many of them are there?” She rolled her eyes back apprehensively.

“Five main ones—and a switch hitter.”

Mabel Mae understood baseball, and I knew we had found common ground. I smiled. “What’s the first thing you want to read, Mrs. Snyder?”

“Oh, call me Mabel!” she insisted, and then looked thoughtful. “A storybook,” she said, “one with pretty pictures.”

That spring, we took a field trip. We faced the librarian together. I explained that Mabel was going to take out some books for her grandchildren, which was only half a lie, because by that time, I’d learned something else. Mabel wanted to read stories to her grandchildren.

By December, she was ready.

“I got to get my daughter to come visit me,” she confided. Her handsome face twisted with pain. “But she’s ashamed of me.”

“What about your son?” I asked.

“He’s in prison,” she whispered. “Been there for fourteen years.”

Almost as soon as she said that, there was a knock on the door. Mabel opened the door and screamed.

“Lord! Lord! It’s my Teddy!”

There, in the doorway, stood her son. He was a tall handsome man, with his mother’s nose and smile. He threw his arms around her, and closed his eyes, and, for a few moments, there was no sound from Mabel at all, as if the shock of seeing him had taken her breath away.

On the way home that night, I stopped in the middle of the street. Overcome by the events of the day, I howled. “Good Lord! Now her daughter needs a knock on the head!” I wondered if her daughter, Lena, who had left home years ago and married an attorney, would ever come around. It would be wonderful for Mabel to see her grandchildren for Christmas, but it seemed too much to ask.

The next morning was Christmas Eve. I was surprised when the phone rang. It was Mabel’s voice on the other end.

“You have to drive us to Milwaukee,” she pleaded. “My daughter fell down the stairs last night and hit her head.”

Be careful what you ask for, I thought as I hung up the phone, feeling a little guilty. An hour later, we piled into Mabel’s 1960 Studebaker Lark and were on our way.

When Lena opened the door, she flushed angrily and then frowned.

“What are you doing here?” She snapped at Mabel. Then she pointed toward Teddy. “And what trash have you dragged in with you?”

“Your brother is your brother,” Mabel snapped back. “He has the same blood as you.”

Though Lena continued to scowl, she finally opened the door.

“Well, don’t just stand there,” she spat.

Just then Lena’s husband walked in. Lena glanced at him and then turned to me. In a much nicer tone she said, “I don’t believe I’ve met you.”

“She’s my reading teacher,” Mabel responded in my behalf.

Lena’s mouth dropped open. “Your reading teacher?”

“Yes.”

“You are learning to read—at your age?”

“I already did learn. Now, it’s just practice.”

Lena stared at her mother. “You can read?”

“And write more than my name,” Mabel concluded fiercely.

Lena’s husband cleared his throat and ended the standoff.

“Mother Snyder?” he asked gently.

“What is it?” she asked, without taking her eyes from her daughter’s.

“Don’t you want to see the children?”

Within seconds, he was leading Mabel up the stairs, leaving Lena, Teddy, and me, to continue staring at one another in silence.

Unable to hold the truth in any longer, I glared at Lena. “I have hated you all week.”

Lena frowned. “Why?”

“Because you’re not proud of her.”

“Proud of a washerwoman, who never went to school?”

“She made sure you graduated.”

Lena stared at me for a long moment. As we glared at each other, her eyes filled with tears. Turning, Lena ran upstairs, suddenly desperate to find her mother.

Later that night, Mabel sat with a grandchild on each knee, reading a story about a baby, a wandering star, and Three Wise Men. She read every word flawlessly and with feeling.

Every year since, I read the same glorious story at Christmastime, sharing it with family and friends, and whoever else will listen. And I remember Mabel Snyder. I may have taught her how to read, but she taught me to value what I had taken for granted, including the ability to read the Scripture for myself. Every year, my family donates a beautiful picture book to the public library in Mabel’s honor.


“Helping distribute goods to families in need during the holidays can be one of the most cherished of memories and traditions.”

BY DIANE SERIO

Mrs. Claus

For as long as I can remember, the faculty and staff have passed an inconspicuous manila envelope around our elementary school asking for donations to the holiday fund. So many of our families were in great need of food and warm clothing for their children. As their teachers, we did not want them to go without during the holidays.

We volunteered the names of families who’d just arrived in America and could not afford field trips, birthday treats, or winter coats; those whose fathers had lost jobs or whose mothers had welcomed new babies; and those who simply could not afford clothes for each day in the week. We knew these children well. We watched them—too eager for breakfast to be served, embarrassed by no birthday treats to share, or with pants too small to reach their shoes. We knew them, and every impulse we had was to make the need less, the days more comfortable, the holiday more joyous.

Selected families were asked if they could use help with the necessities each holiday season. Notes were taken on sizes and lists were given to shoppers. Happy to make holiday wishes come true, we shopped for underwear, boots, and sweaters and, feeling surprises were just as necessary, always included a game or small toy in the boxes, too.

The teachers’ lounge became a workshop, where gift-wrappers took turns preparing beautiful packages. They were all loaded into large black bags and left for the delivery group to take to their homes before winter break.

I have wrapped, shopped, or delivered each year. One particular year, we had fewer volunteers and a snowstorm stranded some gifts that needed to be delivered the day before break. Because I recognized the name on the tag as a child I’d had in my class years earlier, I was reluctant. Part of the magic of the holiday fund was the anonymity. But, someone had to do it.

I loaded up my trunk and crept slowly through whirling snow on whitewashed streets. The apartment was part of a large complex. The family lived on the third floor, in a one-bedroom apartment, with another family. The snow was plowed into hills on the lot. I could only handle one bag at a time against the wind.

The front-door locks were broken. The doorbell summoned a woman from the apartment above, who wrapped herself in a sweater and spoke hurriedly to her children, “Shh, go, now. Inside!” She was tiny and tired. Her clothes were layered, and I wondered if they had enough heat.

Her daughter, with a voice so small and an accent that added vowels to the end of each word, yelled again to her mother, and asked who was at the door. Her nervous mother lifted the bag, looking back to the closed door above, trying to keep our secret.
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