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In every conceivable manner, the family is link to our past, bridge to our future.

~Alex Haley



Every Christmas, my mom would fill our stockings with little treats so my siblings and I could get up at the crack of dawn and my parents could sleep for a few extra hours. We were allowed to play with anything in our stockings as soon as we got up, but we had to wait for my parents to open our gifts from Santa and the family.

Our stockings were always overflowing with small toys and candies. At the very tip of the stocking, the very last thing that we would pull out was an orange. For years, I hated the tradition. It was disappointing to pull an orange out of my stocking after uncovering so many fun and delicious treats. An orange wasn’t special. I could eat one any time of year, and it was just taking up room that could have been filled with more candy.

When I was thirteen, I finally asked my mother why she put oranges in our stockings. She sat down with me at the kitchen table and explained that my grandfather had grown up very poor. His father had a brain tumor that left him blind and unable to work, so his mother relied on welfare and donations from the church to take care of her seven children. Every Christmas, a local church donated a basket of fruit to their family. This was my grandfather’s favorite day of the year because it was the only day he could eat fresh fruit. The oranges were his favorite because they tasted like sunshine. When he grew up, he always made sure to have a bowl of oranges around at Christmastime so he could share his favorite Christmas memory with his children.

When my mom finished telling the story, I felt ashamed. In my rush to collect as much candy as possible, I had forgotten to be grateful. Now the orange at the bottom of my stocking is a reminder to be grateful for the beautiful Christmases that my parents gave me and for the hard work they did that ensured I could have an orange any day of the year.

— Erinn C. —
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Christmas is the season for kindling the fire of hospitality in the hall, the genial flame of charity in the heart.

~Washington Irving



It was Christmas Eve, and we’d just begun the drive home from my parents’ house in Pennsylvania. Our two children were bundled under coats and blankets in the back seat, singing along to Christmas carols on the radio, entertaining their daddy while he drove.

Visions of lasagna danced through my head. Tomorrow, my parents would make the one-hour journey to join us for lunch. I reviewed everything I needed to do before I could lay down my head for a much-needed rest. Homemade sauce had to go into the Crock-Pot. Wine had to go in the refrigerator. The kids would cuddle in front of holiday movies until they couldn’t keep their eyes open or until the Santa Tracker said he was close. Once they were tucked into bed, I’d spring into action: sweeping the main floors, scrubbing the bathroom, and setting out the good china — all before Santa arrived. I had a lot to do to make it a perfect Christmas.

Barely five minutes into our ride, it began to snow. The heat in our truck was never quite enough, so I reminded the kids to snuggle under the extra blanket between them.

I zippered my heavy-duty outdoors vest. I slipped my hands into my pocket to get my mittens and hat. My fingers wrapped around something papery, and I mentally scolded myself as I slipped on my gloves. I never left cash in my pockets for fear of forgetting it.

“We’ve just got to take it slow,” Dan remarked, carefully watching the road.

It was one more obstacle on our way to a perfect holiday. Why couldn’t it wait until we got home? I asked myself silently.

As we came up to a turn, out of the corner of my eye I saw a man standing next to a gas station alongside the road and holding a large piece of cardboard.

“It’s not the kind of night to be stuck outside,” my husband remarked.

The snow was falling heavily now, and the man was barely visible as we drove past.

Somewhere deep inside me, something instinctive and hurting rose up. I was doing the holiday all wrong; my priorities were completely out of whack.

“Turn around!” I shouted suddenly. The children went quiet. “Right now, turn around.”

My husband, having never heard me speak so firmly, carefully pulled into an empty parking lot and drove back.

I didn’t know what I was going to do or say, but all my worries seemed insignificant as I got out of the car.

My husband reached into his pocket. “Give him this. It’s all I have with me.”

I nodded and hurried along as I walked in front of the headlights of our truck.

The snow was coming down hard, and I was sure, even with the roar of the truck engine and the bright lights behind me, that the man was unable to hear me approach.

As I tapped him on the shoulder of his worn, thin hoodie, he turned. He was a young man, probably in his mid-twenties. His wispy blond hair blew about in the wind, and his skin was red and chapped. Yet through all the snow, I could make out his kind, bright blue eyes.

“Are you okay?” I felt stupid. Of course, he wasn’t okay. If he were, he wouldn’t be standing outside in this weather.

For a moment, the cold, the wind and even the wet snow all disappeared. The world stood still.

“My wife and I are spending the night at the homeless shelter. She’s pregnant, and we are just trying to get home,” he explained. “Our car broke down, and we’re stuck.”

I knew he was only a few blocks from the shelter. I also knew that in weather like this, they would soon be accepting only women and children, as the space was very limited. I am not cynical by nature, and something deep inside told me his story was true.

I handed him the money my husband had given me. “I hope this helps.”

Then I took off my vest and put it over his shoulders. “You shouldn’t be out on a night like this. I’m sorry for your situation. I only wish I could do more.”

“I can’t take your coat,” he protested.

“But you will, and you will take my hat and gloves as well.” I placed them in his trembling hands. “You need them far more than I do. Please take care of yourself. Merry Christmas!” Hugging him, I hurried back to the truck.

I felt him watch us leave. I am sure those items meant more to him than they ever could to me.

My kids handed me a blanket, and we all sat quietly listening to the radio. The atmosphere was more reflective than jovial.

I thought about everything that had seemed important just moments before. It didn’t really matter how perfect everything was; we had each other. It was okay if the floors weren’t swept, and if the bathroom was tidied but not scrubbed. It would be okay if Christmas lunch were served on paper plates.

When we stopped for coffee and treats, no one was disappointed when I realized that I’d left all the cash we had on us in the pocket of my vest.

“They needed it more than us, Mommy,” my son said maturely. “I hope they make it home.”

“We all do,” my husband replied.

— Nicole Ann Rook McAlister —
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To us, family means putting your arms around each other and being there.

~Barbara Bush



Last December, the Grinch came to visit. We were caught unaware because from all appearances, it was going to be a fine Christmas. Our two daughters and their families, from Wisconsin and Chicago, would be with us in Ohio, and preparations were mostly finished. The tree was up, the house decorated, and presents wrapped and under the tree.

The day before the Grinch arrived, Christmas was still five days away, and we were completing the planning for the nine people who would be here. By the end of the day, we were ready. That was Tuesday. On Wednesday, the Grinch was the first of our guests to arrive.

He arrived at 10:00 p.m. when my wife Kathy, heading for bed, complained of a little bloating and pains in her stomach. An hour later, she was in the bathroom on her knees for the first of dozens of visits the rest of the night. It continued all Wednesday night and into Thursday, when we called our kids to tell them not to come. We didn’t want the little ones catching whatever she had.

Susan, the one farthest away in Wisconsin, decided not to chance it and kept her family home. It was a wise decision.

Missy, however, still planned to come from Chicago because her family also had plans for Christmas with her husband’s family in Toledo. We reserved a hotel room for them, thinking that staying away from us “most of the time” would be somewhat of a flu-prevention method. On Friday night, I met them at the hotel and took them out to dinner, while Kathy stayed home alone, staring at a paper plate of food she didn’t want to eat.

The next day was Christmas Eve. I returned to the hotel in the morning to take them to visit my mother, who was recovering from hip surgery. We arrived home that afternoon to find Kathy was still sick. Missy and I managed to make dinner preparations for our Christmas Eve dinner, and things appeared to be proceeding satisfactorily.

But late in the afternoon, I, too, began feeling pains in my stomach and became bloated. Within an hour, I began my own series of visits to the bathroom. By dinnertime on Christmas Eve, I sat beside Kathy with a few untouched bites on my own paper plate.

Then things deteriorated further. The Grinch launched a second attack, and everyone fell like flies. Throughout Christmas Day, more and more headed for bathrooms or to bed. By the time we tried to serve lunch on the day after Christmas, the only ones still standing were two grandchildren — thoroughly enjoying having access to all the desserts. The rest of us stared at the tiny portions we had put on our plates. Ultimately, the two “well” grandchildren didn’t escape either. One of them fell ill on the turnpike halfway back to Chicago the next day, and the other got hit the moment she got home.

In the middle of all this, we managed to sit around the tree and open presents. The Grinch couldn’t steal Christmas! We had laughter and joy and somehow enjoyed being miserable together. The joy of Christmas never left, even though we sometimes had to remind ourselves we would enjoy it more later when we’d tell the story year after year.

The Grinch never had a chance. He gave us his best shot, but he couldn’t destroy our Christmas.

The only one disgruntled was our daughter Susan who stayed in Wisconsin and missed it all. “Boy! It sounds like you guys had a really good time. I wish we had been there and gotten sick with you!” We had learned, once again, that Christmas has nothing to do with presents and big meals — and everything to do with love and being together.

— Lynn Gilliland —






[image: image] The Best Christmas Turkey that Never Was



Open your presents at Christmas time but be thankful year round for the gifts you receive.

~Lorinda Ruth Lowen



We were approaching our first Christmas in Maine, and I was determined to make it spectacular. My nine-year-old daughter, Lily, and seven-year-old son, Jasper, decorated our towering evergreen. My husband strung sparkly white lights. I had been sneaking the kids’ presents in for weeks, and I couldn’t wait to wrap them.

Relatives were coming to town, and packages arrived almost daily. I was certain we could even check “White Christmas” off our list since the prediction was for eight to ten inches of snow on Christmas Day.

I loved this time of year — the beauty and lights, the carols sung in high voices, the cozy warmth inside, all the anticipation. And the holiday food! I covered entire pages with grocery store lists for our menus — homemade cannelloni, from-scratch hot chocolate, warm and gooey cinnamon rolls, pavlovas with lemon curd, bourbon cocktails, hearty red wines and lots of champagne.

I planned our menus weeks ahead of time. I planned when I should have been writing. I planned in my dreams. Christmas Day was the most important. Should I make an egg casserole the night before so we could just pop it in the oven Christmas morning? Would turkey breast be perfect for Christmas dinner? Should we try a new citrus-rum punch?

For me, the magic in this season was feeding people I loved.

My daughter and I had agreed we’d make a turkey breast and mashed potatoes. She loved to make divine, buttery potatoes. And we all drooled over leftover-turkey sandwiches.

As Christmas Day approached and the news stations predicted a blizzard, everyone said, “Be prepared!” And I was nothing if not prepared. I planned for deliciousness. I planned for yummy leftovers, game playing, cocktail drinking, and napping — holiday comfort at its finest.

A week before Christmas, we learned that a young, single mom we knew and her three little boys were struggling financially. “Christmas is hard when I can’t pay my bills,” the mom said to me one day.

That night, I didn’t dream about which kind of roast to cook, but rather a home with no tree or presents to wrap. I pictured not being able to give gifts to my kids. I imagined the mailman skipping our house and no Santa in sight. There were no fresh mandarins or charcuterie platters, no cookies shaped like candy canes — only an empty refrigerator, an empty dinner table, and hungry tummies.

The next day, I said to my husband, “I think we should shop for this family for Christmas, if it’s okay with the mom. I know it might be difficult for our kids because they wouldn’t be buying anything for themselves, but I think we should do this.”

He agreed immediately, so off to Target we flew. We filled the cart with toys for each boy: new Star Wars T-shirts and winter hats, fun snacks, milk, cereal, bread, and vegetables. I even picked out an easy option for them for dinner — a three-pound turkey breast that would go directly from freezer to oven and cook in its bag — super easy, super delicious, and warm and comforting for all those bellies.

My husband and I loaded up the car and delivered the gifts to the mom a few days before Christmas while the kids were at school. When we left her dilapidated subsidized-housing unit, it was all I could do to keep my tears from flooding the car due to the absolute squalor the family lived in.

I realized, in that moment, how much I took for granted.

When Christmas Day arrived, as we opened presents and drank hot tea, we were pummeled with more than fourteen inches of snow. It was a beautiful white Christmas indeed. Late in the afternoon, as I poked around in the fridge to get our turkey breast so I could prep it, my heart fell. There on the bottom shelf wasn’t our eight-pound turkey breast, but the three-pound one I had intended to give the other family.

I was so mad at myself. I had unintentionally given her the large turkey. I didn’t even know if she knew how to cook it. And the one in my hands — this “freezer-to-oven” magic — had been thawing in my refrigerator for at least four days because I had stupidly swapped them. All my careful, delicious planning for the perfect Christmas dinner was for nothing.

I looked out at the glittering snow, the magical white blanket, and I talked myself down from the ledge. “It’s just a smaller, thawed turkey breast that’s easy to cook, so let’s do this.” I gave myself a pep talk, but honestly, I was still angry and disappointed. It was the part of Christmas I looked forward to most, and I had ruined it. No big, delicious turkey breast for us. No leftover turkey sandwiches slathered with mayo and seasoned salt.

I crankily cut the turkey out of the bag it was supposed to cook in, placed it over some carrots and onions in my glass baking dish, slathered it with butter, and put it in the oven. About twenty minutes into the baking, I opened the oven to add white wine to keep the turkey juicy. As I poured the cold wine, the glass dish exploded in the oven into millions of shards — all over the turkey, the oven, and the floor.

“Oh, my God!” I screamed and jumped back.

My dad and my husband heard the crash and the swearing and ran into the kitchen. “It exploded,” I said, still staring at the mess. Suddenly, like popping a balloon, all my anger and disappointment drained out of me, too. “I guess we’re not meant to have turkey for dinner tonight,” I sighed.

“Nope, I guess not,” my husband said.

They helped me clean up the mess, and we threw together a quick version of chicken saltimbocca with a few leftover chicken breasts I quickly thawed. And, along with my daughter’s mashed potatoes, it was delicious.

The truth was, while we didn’t have the best turkey breast ever, we did not want for anything. We had a scrumptious meal, and we were all safe and warm together. Most importantly, my children had a chance to do something precious for other children. As I sat down at the table, I was truly thankful for so much — my healthy kids, the wonderful, generous people in my life, financial stability, and a dinner table full of food — even if it wasn’t exactly the meal I had planned. And when I remember my favorite holiday meals, I will always remember this one, and the best Christmas turkey that never was.

— Sara Ohlin —
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Happiness can be found in the darkest of times, if one only remembers to turn on the light.

~J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban



“Everyone! Everyone, it’s time to do Santa Lucia!” I have heard this announcement nearly every year of my life on December twenty-third. It’s usually declared by one of my aunts during the annual family Christmas party at my grandmother’s that has happened every year for as long as I can remember. To me, the Santa Lucia processional is the ultimate and most enduring expression of the holiday spirit.

Growing up in Southern California, my Christmases were never like the ones on greeting cards or in Thomas Kincaid paintings. Christmas meant palm trees, sunny skies, and a balmy seventy degrees most years. But Santa Lucia was different; it brought us the magic of a dark, winter night I never knew but always imagined.

For those unfamiliar, Santa Lucia is a Scandinavian tradition. My grandfather’s family emigrated from Sweden and brought it with them, and we can thank the American Girl doll company for bringing it into popular culture with the story of Kirsten Larson. The traditional tale goes something like this: Lucia was an early Christian martyr who delivered food to oppressed and starving believers forced to live in the catacombs. Legend says she wore a wreath of candles on her head to light the way through the dark, and eventually, she was made a saint for the sacrifice she made for those driven underground.

St. Lucia’s Day, traditionally, is celebrated on the shortest day of the year. Santa Lucia processionals in Scandinavia feature young women in white dresses, red sashes, and wreaths of holly and candles on their heads. Attendants carry candles while the person representing Santa Lucia leads fellow participants in the darkness and brings trays of cookies and saffron buns to the congregations and families that gather to remember the special role she played.

In our family, after dinner was over and the sun had set, my aunts would corral the young girls in the family to the back bedroom of my grandmother’s house and open up the cedar chest. There, we would find long white dresses, red sashes, candles, and the wreath with electric candles. We alternated who got to lead the processional each year, handing out desserts to aunts, uncles, cousins, and grandparents. As the older cousins grew up, younger ones took their place. Eventually, the older cousins had daughters who took part; so the tradition lives on with each and every family Christmas party.

One Christmas, a few years ago, I was seated on my grandmother’s couch waiting for Santa Lucia to begin. As the lights throughout the house were turned off, I reflected on my year. It had been difficult, and I found myself thinking about all the things that had gone wrong. The Christmas season’s former joys seemed empty in light of the reality of life, with all of its setbacks, complications, and obstacles. My mind turned to the legend of St. Lucia. I considered the early Scandinavians, searching for meaning in a world full of both personal and physical darkness — no wonder they created a festival of light surrounding the ancient Lucia. Even her name’s origins signify light. I wondered if those early Christians, too, felt the unsettling squeeze of despair in the darkness those many years ago.

I sank further into my unhappy thoughts. Then, someone started humming “Silent Night.” Someone else started singing the words. Within a few moments, everyone was quietly singing “Silent Night.” It wasn’t planned or formal, but it was beautiful. I felt something loosen in my chest — something that had been tightening and hurting me through months of depression — and I barely dared to sing along as my eyes watered. Instead, I pictured the joyous images of this traditional Christmas song and contemplated the alleluias of heavenly beings, the light of pure love, radiant beams, and dawns of redeeming grace.

As soon as the song was over, the traditional chorus heralding the entry of Santa Lucia started up from someone’s phone. In came the happy faces of my younger sisters and cousins’ children in a line, dressed in the familiar white dresses and red silk sashes, holding candles. They made their way around the room. Santa Lucia offered sweets, as she always did, but the procession had never looked so beautiful as it did now. I thought about those white dresses, representing the pure and unadulterated love of God, and looked at the red sashes, representing the blood of charitable sacrifice. I realized that what made the moment so perfect was the light that allowed me to make those connections and see those symbols of the holiday, literally and figuratively.

In that brief moment, I understood what ancient Christians felt hiding away in the catacombs, waiting for relief brought by a young girl with a wreath of candles to light the way. I understood what beleaguered Scandinavians — perhaps my own ancestors — felt during short, cold days and nights of interminable darkness. I understood the intercessory peace brought by St. Lucia, who faced a world more dangerous, more painful than my own.

The whole event lasted no longer than ten minutes, but it felt like hours’ worth of change had been wrought upon me. The procession circled the room twice and then slowly shuffled out, led by the glow of candles and the promise of redemption from the soul’s dark, winter night.

— Emily Olson Shipley —
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Gratitude is the fairest blossom which springs from the soul.

~Henry Ward Beecher



In our family, Friday night dinners were the same as any other night except that there was no school the next day. Before the last bite was swallowed, my brothers, my sister and I would race out the front door and scatter in different directions to find our friends.

Both my brothers had bar mitzvahs, but we did not attend Friday night or Saturday morning services regularly. Holiday dinners, however, were another matter. It was a reason to gather the family: brothers, sisters, aunts, uncles and cousins.

One Hanukkah, in particular, was very special. That was the year my parents spent every spare penny they had saved to sponsor my father’s niece, Mitzi, her husband, Jacob, and their four-year-old daughter, Ruth, from Siberia and bring them to Canada.

They arrived at our house on an icy December afternoon in Montreal’s Outremont district. It would be years before I realized their desperate condition. I saw them at the time only as pale and tired, in neat but worn clothing.

My brother Harry and I were crouched on the floor in the living room. He was teaching me the fine art of gambling while playing dreidel. Slowly but surely, he relieved me of all my chocolate coins wrapped in gold paper as he won each spin. Then we were called to dinner, and at the table, my big brother gave me back all the chocolates I had lost to him.

There wasn’t an extra inch of room around the table. The English speakers sat on one side. My mother and father sat at the end closest to the kitchen while my brothers, my sister and I shared one side of the table. The foreigners — Mitzi, Jacob and Ruth — sat across from us.

My father stared at his niece — his newfound family. They spoke Rumanian with the odd Yiddish word thrown in when my father couldn’t remember or understand a word or two of the language he had left behind so many years before. It was the only time I ever saw a tear slide down his cheek, and he brushed it aside with a flick of his thumb. I wondered what was wrong, but a smile remained as he talked, his eyes never straying from the face so much like his older sister who had been lost in World War II.

While everyone talked, my mother, already exhausted from preparing the feast, trekked from the kitchen to the dining room table with plates of roasted chickens. Steaming bowls of mashed potatoes, boiled carrots, parsnips and peas, all drizzled with melted butter, followed. There were also platters of crispy potato latkes with side dishes of sour cream and applesauce and a special treat of Rumanian-style roasted eggplant, mashed with onion and green pepper and splashed with olive oil.

Mitzi just stared at the food. Her eyes slowly filled with tears. She thanked my father in Rumanian, Yiddish and, finally, in the few words of English she knew. Her family’s years of starvation were over. They were now living in the land of plenty — the land of freedom and opportunity. Jacob put his hand on her shoulder while she wept.

Perhaps it took all the intervening years for me to discover the meaning of the war, the suffering of other people, and my own experiences of growing up before I could really understand the significance of that special dinner.

Until the day he died, Mitzi was my father’s connection to all he had left behind. She was a constant companion and the family historian for those lost in the war or concentration camps.

I never saw another tear on my father’s cheek, but I will never forget the one I saw that day, and what I learned from it.

— Joei Carlton Hossack —
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Travel and change of place impart new vigor to the mind.

~Lucius Annaeus Seneca



Thanksgiving was always Grandma’s holiday. And boy, did she go all out. Every year, she would invite the whole family to her country club to be served a five-course meal by waiters in bow ties.

It was refined. It was classy. I hated it.

I didn’t exactly have a mature palate, so the caviar appetizers were not appreciated. Even the mashed potatoes tasted too “fancy.” Also, I had to wear an itchy skirt, and the adults separated all of us cousins at the table, so we couldn’t even talk to each other.

But I did have someone to commiserate with: my mom.

While I was complaining about my stiff Mary Jane shoes, she was muttering about her heels. While I was complaining that even the butter had herbs in it, she was insisting we stop for French fries on the way home.

We’d put on polite smiles at the table, and then laugh about the stuck-up country-club members in the car.

“Why, yes, indubitably, I do love the horse races, Bernard,” I’d say in my best English accent.

“Quite right, Gwendolyn, right after a morning of croquet.”

We sounded like an Oscar Wilde play.

We did this every year. That is, until the summer I was twenty-three, when Grandma passed away.

Mom took the loss hard that year, and I missed Grandma, too. But it didn’t really hit me until Thanksgiving approached.

Usually, at that time of year, we’d be rolling our eyes at the first thought of the country club. It was the first year we hadn’t started discussing how we should sneak pizza rolls and Tater Tots into our purses so we could have “real food.”

Instead, that year we avoided the subject for weeks. As the days passed, I started to wonder what would happen. Maybe there wouldn’t be a Thanksgiving. After all, it was always Grandma who arranged the holiday celebration. She was the one who planned the event and made the reservations. I understood how Mom and the rest of the family felt that we couldn’t go on business-as-usual without Grandma, especially since we only went to the country club because she liked it. But we also weren’t ready to start new traditions; it felt like moving on too fast.

Suddenly, I started to miss our Thanksgivings a lot. I didn’t appreciate them at the time, but it was sort of fun to have one “fancy” night a year, and it always made my grandparents so happy. Plus, there was always really great pumpkin pie. It made me miss not only my grandma, but our tradition.

One day, in the middle of November, my mom called me at work.

“I just saw a commercial for a sale on direct flights to Puerto Vallarta. We should go.”

I thought that sounded great, of course. We needed something fun to look forward to.

“Let’s leave on the twenty-third.”

“Of this month?” I looked at my calendar. “But that’s right before Thanksgiving.”

“Exactly.”

It took a few minutes, but eventually I understood what she was thinking. It all made sense. Instead of spending the holiday struggling through a forced meal, missing Grandma, we could skip it all with a conveniently timed trip. We’d be leaving the rest of the family to figure it out while we were far away on a beach. And Mexico, of course, doesn’t have Thanksgiving.

It was the perfect plan.

I agreed to the trip. I knew my mom was missing Grandma, and if it would help her forget about her grief, I wanted to do it. And besides, we would have a ton of fun.

So, late November, the rest of our family was planning trips to my grandpa’s house for Thanksgiving, and Mom and I were boarding a plane to Mexico.

To our surprise, the plane was packed with other families escaping home for the holidays. One newlywed couple told us that they couldn’t decide whose parents’ house to go to, so they decided they wouldn’t choose at all.

We got to our resort, a beach paradise with all-inclusive food and drink and an infinity pool right outside our room. It was a perfect escape for Mom to clear her head and for the two of us to spend some time together.

Every day, we ate a ton of Mexican food and had margaritas on the beach. We had so much fun hiking and renting kayaks.

But something felt off.

As Thanksgiving Day approached, it was sad to think that we wouldn’t have a Thanksgiving with Grandma again. But it was also disappointing to know we wouldn’t be seeing our family for the holiday, that we wouldn’t have a Thanksgiving at all. I wondered, on the morning of Thanksgiving Day, if maybe we should have stayed at home. It would have been awkward and a little sad, but at least we’d be together. At least we’d have had a Thanksgiving. In Mexico, there were no celebrations, no turkey carving, no pumpkin pie, and I missed it all.

Thanksgiving night, we had dinner at one of the restaurants at the resort, but the dining room was nearly empty. Over enchiladas, Mom and I wondered where the other guests had gone. Had all the Americans visiting the resort gone home for the holiday? It didn’t make sense. As we were leaving dinner, we heard music and followed some other hotel guests to one of the ballrooms. Inside, there were dozens of tables dressed in orange and yellow, a band, and buffet tables of turkey and gravy, mashed potatoes, and pumpkin pie. It was a Thanksgiving party!

Somehow, just seeing the celebration made me feel like we were home. It was a lot different from what we were used to, but somehow that was just fine.

Mom and I stayed for a long time talking to other families, listening to music, and eating pumpkin pie.

As it turned out, we didn’t skip Thanksgiving after all. Maybe it wasn’t our usual tradition, and maybe we weren’t making new traditions that we’d share the next year back home, but it was just what we needed. It was fun and different, and I appreciated the time to spend with my mom and wipe the slate clean. It was an opportunity to honor our memories and to make room for new ones.

And even though we were thousands of miles from the rest of our family at home, I felt like Grandma was there with us, somehow, celebrating.

— Jilly Pretzel —
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Concentrate on counting your blessings, and you’ll have little time to count anything else.

~Woodrow Kroll



A fresh white blanket of snow draped my favorite pine tree in our front yard. A smattering of snowflakes lingered in the air as daylight began. In the back yard, our Golden Retriever romped in the crisp snow and stopped briefly to let a couple of the flakes tickle her nose.

It was morning, just three weeks before Christmas Day.

I couldn’t sleep so I got up early with the dog and took in the serene beauty of the first snowfall of the holiday season.

I stretched the kinks out of my fifty-year-old body, and then I turned on the lights of our two Christmas trees. I admired the beauty of the decorations and the memories they represented. These were memories that my wife, daughter and I had created. On one tree, we had ornaments from our various travels and favorite places. The other tree had a variety of ornaments made by our daughter. The scent of fresh pine lingered on each tree.

Below our neatly decorated fireplace mantel sat a red poinsettia plant. I laughed to myself as I thought that it was already a Christmas miracle that this plant had survived since Thanksgiving. My wife and I have a reputation for killing plants in record time.

I started a pot of coffee and took in the aroma of fresh hazelnut. I peeked out at the dog to see how she was doing. As I glanced outside, I saw a bright red cardinal land on a pinecone birdfeeder. A streak of sunshine grazed the cardinal and made its red feathers seem even more brilliant. It was a simple snapshot of nature’s beauty, and I felt lucky to see it.

I sat waiting for the dog and began thinking of the upcoming weeks and sighed. No gifts had been wrapped; half of them still needed to be purchased. The cookies had not been baked or iced. Christmas cards still needed to be filled out and mailed. Final decorations and planning had to be finished. Work projects would need to be completed before the end of the year. It was all a bit overwhelming.

Thankfully, the dog barked at the back door and helped me erase those thoughts of the upcoming tasks. I let her in, and she sat obediently so I could dry off her paws.

I petted her, and she wagged her tail as if to say thanks. She was ready for her favorite moment of the day. After she was released, she rumbled back to our bedroom to greet my wife and daughter who had snuck into bed with us. The dog jumped onto the bed and licked them both as if to say, “Good morning,” and “I love you.” From my spot in our bedroom doorway, I watched the proceedings and smiled. It may have been cold outside, but I had a warm feeling on the inside.

The three things I loved most in life were all in one spot. My wife, daughter and dog all seemed content on this early December morning.

In three weeks, it would be a morning of chaos. Wrapping paper would be strewn everywhere. We would be unwrapping and examining gifts, running around trying to decide what to wear to the afternoon gatherings, cooking last-minute dishes and who knows what else. It would be yet another hectic Christmas Day.

As for me, my Christmas gift had come early. Money can’t buy gifts like a fresh white blanket of snow, a bright red cardinal or an unexpected quiet moment when I could cherish the memories that our Christmas trees represent. The gifts of unconditional love from my dog and the security of knowing my wife and daughter had slept warmly in their bed and woke up happy on a crisp and beautiful December morning were far better than anything one could find at a store.

Maybe I’m becoming a sentimental fool, but I know what I want for Christmas every year. I don’t need the songs or the gifts or the cookies. Well, maybe a couple of cookies… What I really need is a quiet and beautiful December morning — the time when everything is just right and those who are closest to me are there to share my moment. That can always be my Christmas gift — a gift that costs nothing but means everything in the world to me.

— David Warren —
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My idea of Christmas, whether old-fashioned or modern, is very simple: loving others. Come to think of it, why do we have to wait for Christmas to do that?

~Bob Hope



Christmas was a week away, but I wasn’t feeling that holiday spirit. My daughter Anne and I were living with my mother because my husband and I had separated. As my mom and I cleaned up the breakfast dishes, she asked, “Do you want to go over to church with me to help with the Christmas giving?”

“Sure,” I said, thinking maybe it would help me feel better about the impending holiday.

In the church basement, we chatted and laughed with many of my mom’s friends as we organized the packages of food and toys for families whose names were on a list. All day long, people came and picked up their gifts. Late in the day, just before we left, I noticed a woman struggling with five bags, taking two out, leaving them on the sidewalk, and then returning for the others.

“Do you need help? Do you have a car?” I asked.

“No, I don’t have a car.”

“Could I drive you home?”

She hesitated, and then agreed. We loaded the bags into my car, and she told me where she lived. I chatted on the way, telling her a little about my present situation and my children. She limited her conversation to a few brief comments.

“I have four little girls,” she said. “When they get older, I’m going back to school.”

I told her I thought that was a good idea. I also asked her if we had their entire Christmas in my car.

“Yes, this is it. I can’t afford to get them anything. Here’s my place.” She pointed to a house. I pulled up to the curb in front of a two-story wooden structure with many concrete steps in front. As we unloaded the bags, an animated little girl around seven years old ran down the stairs to greet us.

“Hi, Mama,” she said. Standing on tiptoe, she jumped up and down, trying to look into the bag her mother held. She hollered back to another little girl standing in the doorway. “Michelle, there’s a present in here for you! I can read your name on it.”

The woman gently held the little girl back while she gathered up two other bags and started up the steps. I followed with the remaining two bags. As we walked into the living room, we were met by the rest of the family: three little girls around four, five and six years old. The living room was spotless, and I could smell the faint scent of pine disinfectant. I felt that I had stepped into a fairy tale complete with four little elves scurrying around, doing chores.

“Take the food into the kitchen, girls,” she said to the two oldest as I handed the bags to them.

“Mama, we did the dishes, made the beds and cleaned up,” announced a little girl who was around five and clutching a broom.

While the woman put the food bags into the kitchen, I took a quick glance around the room and saw that life was not easy for her. A worn sofa and a sagging, overstuffed chair were the only pieces of furniture in the room. Old linoleum covered the floor. Taped to the wall between the living room and the kitchen was a large brown paper cutout of a Christmas tree adorned with yellow stars and colorful swags of construction-paper chains.

“Mama, can we open our presents now?” another excited voice chimed in, this time from the oldest girl.

“Please, please?” the youngest begged.

“No, you have to wait until Christmas Day. Put them under the tree.”

The children responded, all chattering excitedly, while they placed the four wrapped gifts on the floor under the paper Christmas tree.

As I turned to leave, I wished them a Merry Christmas.

“Merry Christmas!” their voices chirped in unison.

I drove back to the church with tears running down my face. This Christmas would be sparse for us also, but I knew it was temporary until I found a writing job. I thought back to past Christmases and all the gifts my children had received, and of how happy those little girls were to be receiving just one gift each. My first thought was to drive, then and there, to a toy store and buy at least one more gift for each child, using my credit card.

Once I got myself together, I decided that with no job, I shouldn’t put myself in debt. The next two Christmases, after I began working again, a friend and I provided three gifts for each of the girls in that family. On the third Christmas, I requested the family’s name again for the gift giving, but was told that she had not called the church.

As Christmases come and go, I look back on that day with warm feelings, knowing how blessed I was to meet that peaceful mother and her four sweet girls. I will always remember that admirable, courageous woman and her grateful little daughters.

— Kathleen Cox Richardson —
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Appreciation is a wonderful thing. It makes what is excellent in others belong to us as well.

~Voltaire



It was late Christmas Eve, and Mom and Dad had plenty left to do. Gathering the remaining presents from their hiding places, Mom set them on the couch in the front room while Dad collected his tools and the two boxes that contained the toy stoves that my sister and I were hoping to receive.

Bursting with holiday spirit, my mother flitted about like a Christmas elf while she fussed with the stockings and artistically arranged packages under the tree. Meanwhile, Dad carefully spread the contents of each box on the floor, side by side.

After Mom had joyfully crossed everything off her list, she headed over to help my father clean up and put the stoves in their place. Much to her surprise, she found that Dad had not yet started.

Now, my father wasn’t exactly what you would call a “handy” kind of guy. However, he had sworn he could assemble the stoves without any trouble. They were toys — how difficult could it be? It was obvious by the puzzled expression on his face that it was a lot harder than he expected.

“Don’t the instructions tell you what to do?” my mother asked quietly.

“No. They make no sense whatsoever,” my father answered, shaking his head. He handed the pamphlet over to my mother, who pored over the pages and arrived at the same conclusion. Now what would they do?

Together, they tried to decipher the directions and work on the stoves. But as the hours crept by, they felt helpless. When my father announced that it was already 1:00 a.m., it occurred to my parents that they might not finish the task before my sister and I woke up.

Then, the doorbell rang. I’m sure that my father hoped that Santa had arrived to help. After all, who else would be outside at one in the morning on Christmas Day? Surprisingly, it was a couple that lived down the street.

“Merry Christmas!” the husband said. “I’m Arnold, and this is my wife Doris. We were taking a stroll through the snow and enjoying the Christmas lights when we saw you through your front window. We didn’t mean to peek, but you looked flustered with whatever you’re working on, so we thought you might like a little help.”

“Please, come in,” my parents said, feeling blessed and moved beyond words by this generous offer. They could not believe these kind people had stopped to lend a hand, especially in the middle of the night.

As my parents explained their dilemma, Arnold, who happened to be an engineer, assured my parents that they’d have the stoves finished in a jiffy. Yet even Arnold found the directions worthless and the construction challenging.

When it became obvious that it would take Arnold longer than he had expected, my parents didn’t feel right taking up more of the couple’s time. However, Arnold and Doris insisted on staying until they had completed both stoves. After all, they couldn’t disappoint two little girls on Christmas morning.

As the two couples worked together, they had a blast. It took them until four in the morning to finish, but by that time they had become the best of friends. They cheered as they placed the two little stoves in front of the fireplace where my sister and I would discover them a few hours later.

As my parents watched Arnold and Doris walk home through the snow that Christmas morning, their hearts overflowed with gratitude for the help and newfound friendship that had come their way.

While my sister and I have fond memories of cooking on our little stoves, we had no idea how much love and time had gone into them. Throughout the many years, my mother has never forgotten the true meaning of giving that filled our home when she and Dad opened the door and found the neighbors that night. Arnold and Doris’s gift of kindness to our family remains in Mom’s heart as the most memorable and favorite Christmas of her entire life.

— Jill Burns —
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