







See what other readers had to say about
Chicken Soup for the Soul:
Christmas Cheer!

Chicken Soup for the Soul has another winner with this book full of Christmas cheer! A great read for children of all ages, from 90 days to 90 years.
 ∼Mr. Santa Claus

We heartily endorse Chicken Soup for the Soul: Christmas Cheer for its heartwarming, humorous, and joyous stories of the holiday season.
 ∼The North Pole News Times

While we normally prefer to eat carrots, this chicken soup made my whole family glow.
 ∼Rudy Olph

What a fabulous collection of stories from real people, celebrating everything about Christmas, from family traditions, to the joy of giving, to a reminder of what Christmas is really about. What a great Christmas present for the whole family.
 ∼Elf Ladies Auxiliary Committee

I confess that I liked it.
 ∼E. Scrooge
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A Special Foreword


by Jack and Mark

For us, 101 has always been a magical number. It was the number of stories in the first Chicken Soup for the Soul book, and it is the number of stories and poems we have always aimed for in our books. We love the number 101 because it signifies a beginning, not an end. After 100, we start anew with 101.

We hope that when you finish reading one of our books, it is only a beginning for you too – a new outlook on life, a renewed sense of purpose, a strengthened resolve to deal with an issue that has been bothering you. Perhaps you will pick up the phone and share one of the stories with a friend or a loved one. Perhaps you will turn to your keyboard and express yourself by writing a Chicken Soup story of your own, to share with other readers who are just like you.

This volume contains our 101 best stories and poems about Christmas and that wonderful time of year. We share this with you at a very special time for us, the fifteenth anniversary of our Chicken Soup for the Soul series. When we published our first book in 1993, we never dreamed that we had started what became a publishing phenomenon, one of the best-selling series of books in history.

We did not set out to sell more than one hundred million books, or to publish more than 150 titles. We set out to touch the heart of one person at a time, hoping that person would in turn touch another person, and so on down the line. Fifteen years later, we know that it has worked. Your letters and stories have poured in by the hundreds of thousands, affirming our life’s work, and inspiring us to continue to continue to make a difference in your lives.

On our fifteenth anniversary, we have new energy, new resolve, and new dreams. We have recommitted to our goal of 101 stories or poems per book, we have refreshed our cover designs and our interior layout, and we have grown the Chicken Soup for the Soul team, with new friends and partners across the country in New England.

We are not alone in loving the Christmas holiday season. We love reuniting scattered family members, watching the wonder on the face of a child, seeing the look of joy on the face of a gift giver. The rituals of the holiday season give a rhythm to the years and create a foundation for our family lives. We love the chance to gather with our communities at church, at school, and even at the mall, to share the special spirit of the season, brightening those long winter days.

In this new volume, we have selected our 101 best stories and poems about Christmas and the holiday season. We hope you will laugh and cry and marvel as much as we did while reading them, and that will share them with your families and friends. We have identified the 41 Chicken Soup for the Soul books in which the stories originally appeared, in case you would like to read more stories about families, faith, parenting, and the other seasons of our lives. We hope you will also enjoy the additional books in “Our 101 Best Stories” series.

With our love, our thanks, and our respect,
 ∼Jack Canfield and Mark Victor Hansen
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Christmas Cheer

The True Meaning of Christmas

Christmas—that magic blanket that wraps itself about us,
something so intangible it is like a fragrance.
It may weave a spell of nostalgia.
Christmas may be a day of feasting, or of prayer, but
always it will be
a day of remembrance—a day in which we think of everything we have ever loved.

~Augusta E. Rundel
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Double Angels


Be an angel to someone else whenever you can, as a way of thanking God for the help that another angel has given you.
 ∼ The Angels’ Little Instruction Book
by Eileen Elias Freeman

Waking up to the sound of my alarm, I smiled at the joy of only having to wait one more day. I got out of bed and threw some clothes on. Digging around the kitchen for some breakfast, I settled on a bowl of Cheerios and some leftover pizza from the night before. After watching cartoons, playing some video games and chatting on-line with some friends, it suddenly hit me that I hadn’t bought a present for my mom. It was Christmas Eve, and the stores were going to be closing pretty soon. So I threw some shoes on, grabbed my skateboard and set off to the mall.

I swung open the heavy glass door into the mall only to see an incredible sight. People were running and panicking everywhere, trying to find the perfect gift for their loved ones. It was total madness. I decided to begin trying to make my way through the crowds when a guy in a black coat came up to me and told me with desperation in his voice that he had lost his brown leather wallet. Before I could say a word, he shoved his gray business card into my hand.

“Please call me at the number on the card if you happen to find it,” he said. I looked at him, shrugged my shoulders and replied, “Yeah, no problem. I’ll do that.”

He turned to stop another person, and I continued to make my way through the unending stream of shoppers to look for a gift for my mom. I searched everywhere, up and down the mall in every store, with no luck. Finally, toward the very end of the mall, I spotted a small antique and glass-art store. It looked like it might have some interesting stuff—not the same as I’d seen in every other store. I figured I had nothing to lose so I went in.

Papers and boxes had been thrown everywhere from all the greedy Christmas shoppers digging around for the perfect gifts. It was pretty bad. It looked like a dirty bedroom with smelly clothes scattered around in it. As I tried to make my way through the pile of stuff, I tripped over a box in the aisle and fell flat on my face. I was so frustrated and worn out from shopping that I stood up, screamed and kicked the box. It flew through the air and hit a big, high-priced clay statue, almost knocking it over. My anger had gotten the best of me, but luckily no harm was done.

As I picked up the box to put it back on the shelf, I noticed a flat, green box hidden under some wrapping paper. I opened it up to find an amazing glass plate with a Nativity scene on it. There it was, the perfect gift, just lying in some trash waiting for me to find it. It felt like one of those moments when you hear angels singing hallelujah and beams of light stream down right over the place where you’re standing. I smiled broadly, gathered it up and headed for the cash register. As the cashier was ringing up my purchase, I reached into my pocket to get my money. But my pocket was empty! I began to scramble around searching every pocket when I realized I had left my wallet at home. This was my last chance to get my mom a gift since the mall would be closing in ten minutes and it was Christmas Eve. It would take me twenty minutes to skate home and back. That’s when I started to panic. Now what do I do? I silently asked myself.

So I did the only thing I could think of at that moment: I ran outside the store and started to beg people for money. Some looked at me like I was crazy; others just ignored me. Finally, giving up, I slumped down on a cold bench feeling totally defeated. I really had no idea what to do next. With my head hanging down, I noticed that one of my shoes was untied. Great, I thought. All I’d need now is to trip over my shoelace and break my neck. That’d be the perfect ending to this useless trip.

I reached down to tie my shoe when I spotted a brown wallet lying next to the front leg of the bench. I wondered if it could be the wallet that the man in the black coat had lost. I opened it and read the name on the driver’s license inside. Yep. It was his. Then my mouth dropped in awe when I discovered three hundred dollars inside.

I never even questioned what I should do. I knew that I had to do the right thing, so I found a nearby pay phone and made a collect call to the number on the gray business card. The man answered and said that he was still in the mall. He sounded really happy and relieved. He asked me if I would meet him at the shoe store, which happened to be right next to the antique and glass store. When I got there, the man was so excited that he thanked me over and over while he checked to see if his money and credit cards were still there.

I turned to drag myself out of the mall and back home when I felt the man grab my shoulder. Turning to face him, I let him know that I hadn’t taken anything. “I can see that,” he replied. “I don’t think I’ve ever met a kid like you who would return all that money when he could have taken it without anybody knowing.” Then he opened up the wallet and handed me four twenty-dollar bills, thanking me again.

In great excitement, I leaped into the air and shouted, “Yes!” I thanked him this time and told him I had to hurry and go get my mom a present before the mall closed. I made it to the store just as they were getting ready to lock up. The lady was really nice about it and let me in.

I bought the glass plate and started skating home, grateful that everything had worked out. I found myself whistling Christmas carols as I replayed the evening over in my head. Suddenly, it hit me. I realized that I had been sort of a Christmas angel for the man who had lost his wallet, and that he had been the same for me when I’d forgotten mine. Double angels! I thought. It was another one of those moments when choirs of angels begin to sing and beams of light shine down on you. I knew that I’d never forget this Christmas Eve for as long as I lived.

The next morning, my mom opened my “miracle present.” The look on her face assured me that she really loved it. Then I told her all about what happened when I was trying to get her gift. The story made the plate even more special to her.

Still, to this day, she keeps that green glass plate on our main shelf as a centerpiece. It reminds her of me, of course, but it continues to remind me that amazing things can happen when you least expect them. Especially during that magical time called Christmas.

∼David Scott
Chicken Soup for the Soul Christmas Treasury for Kids
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An Elf’s Tale


One can pay back the loan of gold,
but one dies forever in debt to those who are kind.
 ∼Malayan Proverb

It was six o’clock at the mall, and I was as exhausted as an elf on Christmas Eve. In fact, I was an elf and it was Christmas Eve. That December of my sixteenth year, I’d been working two jobs to help my parents with my school tuition and to make a little extra holiday money. My second job was as an elf for Santa to help with kids’ photos. Between my two jobs, I’d worked twelve hours straight the day before; on Christmas Eve, things were so busy at Santaland that I hadn’t even had a coffee break all day. But this was it—only minutes more, and I’d have survived!

I looked over at Shelly, our manager, and she gave me an encouraging smile. She was the reason I’d made it through. She’d been thrown in as manager halfway through the season, and she’d made all the difference in the world. My job had changed from stress-filled to challenging. Instead of yelling at her workers to keep us in line, she encouraged us and stood behind us. She made us pull together as a team. Especially when things were their craziest, she always had a smile and an encouraging word. Under her leadership, we’d achieved the highest number of mall photo sales in California.

I knew it was a difficult holiday season for her—she’d recently suffered a miscarriage. I hoped she knew how great she was and what a difference she’d made to all her workers, and to all the little children who’d come to have their pictures taken.

Our booth was open until seven; at six, things started to slow down and I finally took a break. Although I didn’t have much money, I really wanted to buy a little gift for Shelly so that she’d know we appreciated her. I got to a store that sold soap and lotion just as they put the grate down. “Sorry, we’re closed!” barked the clerk, who looked as tired as I was and didn’t sound sorry at all.

I looked around and, to my dismay, found that all the stores had closed. I’d been so tired I hadn’t noticed.

I was really bummed. I had been working all day and had missed buying her a present by one minute.

On my way back to the Santa booth, I saw that Nordstrom was still open. Fearful that they, too, would close at any moment, I hurried inside and followed the signs toward the Gift Gallery. As I rushed through the store, I began to feel very conspicuous. It seemed the other shoppers were all very well-dressed and wealthy—and here I was a broke teenager in an elf costume. How could I even think I’d find something in such a posh store for under fifteen dollars?

I self-consciously jingled my way into the Gift Gallery. A woman sales associate, who also looked as if she’d just stepped off a fashion runway, came over and asked if she could help me. As she did, everyone in the department turned and stared.

As quietly as possible, I said, “No, that’s okay. Just help somebody else.”

She looked right at me and smiled. “No,” she said. “I want to help you.”

I told the woman who I was buying for and why, then I sheepishly admitted I only had fifteen dollars to spend. She looked as pleased and thoughtful as if I’d just asked to spend $1500. By now, the department had emptied, but she carefully went around, selecting a few things that would make a nice basket. The total came to $14.09.

The store was closing; as she rang up the purchase, the lights were turned off.

I was thinking that if I could take them home and wrap them, I could make them really pretty but I didn’t have time.

As if reading my mind, the saleslady asked, “Do you need this wrapped?”

“Yes,” I said.

By now the store was closed. Over the intercom, a voice asked if there were still customers in the store. I knew this woman was probably as eager to get home on Christmas Eve as everybody else, and here she was stuck waiting on some kid with a measly purchase.

But she was gone in the back room a long time. When she returned, she brought out the most beautiful basket I’d ever seen. It was all wrapped up in silver and gold, and looked as if I’d spent fifty dollars on it—at least. I couldn’t believe it. I was so happy!

When I thanked her, she said, “You elves are out in the mall spreading joy to so many people, I just wanted to bring a little joy to you.”

“Merry Christmas, Shelly,” I said back at the booth. My manager gasped when she saw the present; she was so touched and happy that she started crying. I hoped it gave a happy start to her Christmas.

All through the holidays, I couldn’t stop thinking about the kindness and effort of the saleswoman, and how much joy she had brought to me, and in turn to my manager. I thought the least I could do was to write a letter to the store and let them know about it. About a week later, I got a reply from the store, thanking me for writing.

I thought that was the end of it, until mid-January.

That’s when I got a call from Stephanie, the sales associate. She wanted to take me to lunch. Me, a fifteen-dollar, sixteen-year-old customer.

When we met, Stephanie gave me a hug, and a present, and told me this story.

She had walked into a recent employee meeting to find herself on the list of nominees to be named the Nordstrom All-Star. She was confused but excited, as she had never before been nominated. At the point in the meeting when the winner was announced, they called Stephanie—she’d won! When she went up front to accept the award, her manager read my letter out loud. Everyone gave her a huge round of applause.

Winning meant that her picture was put up in the store lobby, she got new business cards with Nordstrom All-Star written on them, a 14-karat gold pin, a 100-dollar award, and was invited to represent her department at the regional meeting.

At the regional meeting, they read my letter and everyone gave Stephanie a standing ovation. “This is what we want all of our employees to be like!” said the manager who read the letter. She got to meet three of the Nordstrom brothers, who were each very complimentary.

I was already a little overwhelmed when Stephanie took my hand. “But that’s not the best part, Tyree,” she said. “The day of that first store meeting, I took a list of the nominees, and put your letter behind it, with the 100-dollar bill behind that. I took it home and gave it to my father. He read everything and looked at me and said, “When do you find out who won?”

“I said, ‘I won, Dad.’”

“He looked me right in the eye and said, ‘Stephanie, I’m really proud of you.’”

Quietly, she said, “My dad has never said he was proud of me.”

I think I’ll remember that moment all my life. That was when I realized what a powerful gift appreciation can be. Shelly’s appreciation of her workers had set into motion a chain of events—Stephanie’s beautiful basket, my letter, Nordstrom’s award—that had changed at least three lives.

Though I’d heard it all my life, it was the Christmas when I was an elf—and a broke teenager—that I truly came to understand that the littlest things can make the biggest difference.

∼Tyree Dillingham
A 5th Portion of Chicken Soup for the Soul
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Christmas Magic


Blessed is the season
which engages the whole world in a conspiracy of love!
 ∼Hamilton Wright Mabie

I wish I could tell you that the whole thing happened because I’m caring and unselfish, but that wouldn’t be true. I had just moved back to Wisconsin from Colorado because I missed my family and Denver wages were terrible. I took a job at a hospice in Milwaukee and found my niche working with the patients and families. As the season changed into fall, the schedule for the holidays was posted:

DECEMBER 24: 3-11 Barbara
DECEMBER 25: 3-11 Barbara

I was devastated. Newly engaged, it was my first Christmas back home with my family after many years. But with no seniority, I had little clout to get Christmas off while my dedicated colleagues worked.

While lamenting my predicament, I came up with an idea. Since I couldn’t be with my family, I would bring my family to the hospice. With the patients and their families struggling through their last Christmases together, maybe this gathering would lend support. My family thought it was a wonderful plan, and so did the staff. Several invited their relatives to participate, too.

As we brainstormed ideas for a hospice Christmas, we remembered the annual 11:00 P.M. Christmas Eve service scheduled in the hospital chapel.

“Why don’t we take the patients to church?” I suggested.

“Yes,” replied another staff nurse. “It’s a beautiful candlelight service with music. I bet the patients would love it.”

“Great. And we can have a little party afterwards, with punch, cookies and small gifts,” I added.

Our enthusiasm increased as we planned the details of our hospice Christmas celebration.

Now, it never occurred to me that all these great ideas might not float so well with the administration. It never occurred to me that we might have to get permission for each of these activities—until the director called me into her office.

“Uh, Barb, I’m hearing rumors of a Christmas Eve celebration here at the hospice.”

“Well, yes,” I replied. Eagerly, I outlined all the plans and ideas the staff had developed. Fortunately for my career, she thought involving our families with the unit activities was a wonderful idea, too.

“But,” she said, “certainly you are not serious about taking the patients to church. It has never been done.”

“Yes, I’m serious. It would mean a lot to the patients and families.”

“Very seldom do you see any patients at this service, and if they do go, they are ambulatory and dressed.” She shook her head. “Our patients are too sick to go.”

“But a number of them have indicated an interest,” I argued.

“I cannot authorize the additional staff needed.”

“The family members can help.”

“What about the liability?”

Now I felt like saying, “What could be the worst thing that could happen—someone dies in church?” But I didn’t. I just kept convincing her, until she begrudgingly gave approval.

Christmas Eve arrived. Family members gathered in the lounge and decorated a small tree, complete with wrapped packages. Then we implemented our plan for the staff and families to transport the patients to the chapel. While most of the patients had family members with them, one young girl had no one. At just nineteen, Sandy had terminal liver cancer. Her mother had died of cancer three years previously, and her father stopped coming long ago. Perhaps he couldn’t sit by the bedside of another loved one dying so young. So my family “took charge” of Sandy. My sister combed her hair while my mother applied just a hint of lipstick. They laughed and joked like three old friends as my fiancé helped her move to a gurney.

Meanwhile, other nurses hung IVs on poles, put IVACs on battery support and gave last-minute pain meds. Then, with patients in wheelchairs and on gurneys, we paraded our group into the chapel just as they were finishing “Joy to the World,” with the organ and bells ringing out in perfect harmony. Silence descended on the congregation as we rolled slowly down the aisle. The minister just stood there with his mouth open, staring. Everyone turned around to look at us. We faltered in our steps, each movement echoing in the large, crowded chapel.

Then the magic began.

One by one, people stood up, filed into the aisle and began to help us. They handed patients hymnals and distributed programs. They wheeled patients to the front so they could see well. They handed out candles to be lit for the closing hymn. One woman adjusted Sandy’s pillow and stroked her hair. Throughout the service, the congregation catered to our patients, guiding them through the worship.

The beautiful service closed with a candlelight recessional to “Silent Night.” Voices rang in disjointed harmony as the congregation assisted us in exiting the chapel and returning our charges to the unit. Many stayed to share punch and cookies and stories.

As I got Sandy ready for bed that late night, she whispered, “This was one of the nicest Christmases I ever had.”

When I shared her comments with my family later, we realized the magic that evening was on many levels. The unit had a special climate we’d never experienced before. Sandy had one of the best Christmases she’d ever known. The congregation had shared in a special, caring way. But we also realized that this evening impacted our family as well. We felt closer, bonded in purpose and spirit.

Since that Christmas, my family has been blessed with many Christmases together—but I think that one was the best. Like the author Bill Shore, I, too, believe that when you give to others and give to the community, you create something within yourself that is important and lasting. He calls it the “Cathedral Within.”

Our family cathedral is a little stronger for the privilege of giving that Christmas.

∼Barbara Bartlein
Chicken Soup for the Nurse’s Soul
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The Christmas Rose


God gave us memories that we might have roses in December.
 ∼J.M. Barrie, Courage

Alight snow was falling as she turned the key to open Rose’s Flower Shop. The name didn’t take much imagination, but then it was better than “Rosie’s Posies” as Clint suggested when she had first begun the business.

“Going to the Towers again this year?” asked Cass Gunther, who was opening the European deli next door.

Rose nodded. It was what they did every year. Supper and drinks at the club and Christmas Eve at the posh Park Towers. Swimming. The hot tub. Maybe take in a show. It was a tradition.

She turned on the lights, feeling bone-tired. As usual, people waited until the last minute to place their Christmas orders. Why did she do this every year? It wasn’t the money, though business had gone well. It filled her days, and there was something soothing about working with flowers.

“I’ll be home for Christmas...” the sentimental lyric wafted from the radio under the counter. Home was four extravagantly-decorated walls, which she welcomed at the end of the day, but when it came down to it, what was really there for her? Perhaps if they’d been able to have children. They’d had a reasonably good marriage, the best house on Carriage Drive, money in the bank and enough friends to keep them from feeling lonely. And goodness knows they were too busy to think about whether or not they were happy. Bills for the mortgage, the car and boat, and a half dozen credit cards never stopped.

Rose sighed. A hollowness plagued her. Even anticipating Clint’s surprise when he received the Pendleton sport coat she’d bought held little joy. His gift to her would be something beautiful, expensive... but she couldn’t remember last year’s gift or when they had taken time to really talk to each other.

She felt suddenly at odds, cross. Perhaps if they’d kept up with the family. But family meant Clint’s two aunts in Virginia and her stepfather in Wyoming, none of whom seemed famished for their company. Hungry, that was it. She’d forgotten to eat breakfast.

The bell over the door announced a customer, but she kept her back to the counter, consulting the order book.

“Excuse me, Miss,” an elderly voice called from behind her.

I haven’t been a Miss in fourteen years, thank you. She swallowed the caustic retort and turned slowly to find an old man smiling at her.

He had all his teeth, a look of kind apology and a full head of wavy white hair. He held a plaid cap across his chest and gave her a quaint little bow like an aging Sir Galahad. “I’m looking for some flowers—for my wife.”

At those words, something luminous lit him from within. She wondered if Clint ever looked that way when he spoke about her. “I see,” she said slowly, waiting.

He tapped gnarled fingers over his cap in meditation and with warm authority in his raspy voice said, “Not just any flowers. It must be Christmas roses.”

“Well, we have roses. American beauty, reds, pink, tea and yellow....”

“Oh, no,” he said, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. “Christmas roses—white as snow—with some of that feathery fern tucked in. And I’d like a big red bow, too.”

“It’s Christmas Eve, sir, and I’m afraid we’re fresh out....”

“My wife loves white roses,” he continued, looking at something

she couldn’t see. “They remind her of the Babe of Christmas and the purity of his heart. She hasn’t seen any roses for such a long time. And now that...”

The old man’s shoulders drooped ever so slightly, then straightened again. Rose heard the faint tremor and was touched by something beautiful in the old face that made her think of alabaster. No, alabaster was too cold.

“She’s ill now....” He paused and tucked his cap under his arm. “We served at a medical clinic in West Africa for more than thirty years. But we’ve had to return home. Nell has Alzheimer’s. We’re living at Country Gardens....”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Rose breathed.

The man rushed on without a trace of bitterness. “I have a little room on the floor just below the nursing wing where Nell is. We share meals together—and we have our memories. God has been good to us.”

Rose returned his smile, uncomprehending, but unable to deny the man’s sincerity. White roses on Christmas Eve? She might be able to get them from Warrensville, but it would be a stretch.

“We’ll be spending Christmas Eve in my room—just the two of us—a celebration,” he was saying. “Christmas roses for Nell would make it perfect.”

“I may be able to get them sent over from Warrensville....” Rose bit her lip. Was she crazy? It would take a miracle. Then there was the price. “How much do you want to spend?”

The man set his cap on the counter and dug out a faded wallet from his trousers that had seen several winters. He pushed four five-dollar bills toward her with childlike eagerness, then seeing her dismay, hesitated. “I hope it’s enough.”

“I could give you a nice spray of red roses in a bud vase,” Rose began. White rose centerpieces would start at thirty-five dollars. Then the delivery charge would run another twenty, especially on Christmas Eve. If she could get them!

“I had hoped for a real special bouquet...” he broke off, and she read his profound disappointment.

“Leave it to me. I’ll do my best to get you something nice,” she began, astounded by her own words.

“Bless you!” the old man said, reaching across the counter and grasping her hands. “Can they be delivered around four or five? It will be such a surprise! I can’t thank you enough.” Nearly dancing, he replaced his cap and began backing toward the door. “Arnold Herriman—Room 7! Merry Christmas! God bless you! God bless you!”

What had a tired old man with a sick wife have to be so happy about? She puzzled over that through the next few orders, then placed a call to a supplier in Warrensville. They could get her a dozen white roses at $42.50—but it would be four o’clock before they could be relayed to her shop.

“Okay,” she said wearily, realizing that she herself would have to deliver the Christmas roses to Mr. Herriman. No matter. Clint would likely be delayed by a promising client.

The flowers arrived at ten minutes to four, and Rose quickly arranged them in a silver bowl, tucking in the feathery greens and sprigs of baby’s breath and holly. She secured a lacy red bow into the base and balanced it in one hand while locking the door with the other.

Country Gardens hardly resembled its name. Surely a couple who’d spent a lifetime healing the sick in an obscure village deserved better in the sunset of their years.

She found the residential wing and tentatively approached Room 7. Arnold Herriman, in the same old trousers and shirt, with a crimson tie, beamed at her. She entered a room with a few pieces of old furniture and walls bursting with pictures and certificates. On the hall table was a crèche. The Babe of Christmas and the purity of his heart, Herriman had said.

A diminutive woman sat on the sofa with hands folded over a patchwork quilt on her lap. She had a translucent complexion and vacant blue eyes above two brightly rouged cheeks. A bit of red ribbon had been tucked into her white hair. Her eyes widened, then spilled with tears when she saw the flowers.

“Nell, darling. It’s your surprise—Christmas roses,” Arnold said, placing an arm around the woman’s fragile shoulders.

“Oh, how lovely!” Nell stretched out her arms, her face transformed in radiance. She rubbed one wrinkled cheek against the delicate petals, then turned a watery gaze on Rose. “Do I know you, dear?”

“This is the nice lady from the flower shop who made your bouquet,” Arnold said.

“Can you stay for a while, dear?” she asked. “We’ll be finished with our patients soon, and we’ll take you to our house for tea.”

“Oh, no...” stammered Rose.

Arnold touched his wife’s shoulder. “The patients are all gone, dear. We’re home, and it’s Christmas Eve.”

Rose’s throat ached with unshed tears and the sense that something beautiful lived here from which she was excluded. Could it be that in living their lives for others, these two old people who had nothing but each other and a bouquet of white roses had everything that was important?

Suddenly, Nell plucked one of the long-stemmed white roses from the elegant bouquet and held it out to Rose. “Please, I have so many. You must take one for yourself!”

“Yes,” Arnold said, taking the stem from his wife and pressing it toward her, “thank you for all your trouble. God bless you.”

She wanted to say that he already had, that bringing them the Christmas roses had made her happier than she could remember in a long time, that on this Christmas Eve she had learned something about the meaning of the holiday she had missed until now.

∼Lt. Col. Marlene Chase
Chicken Soup for the Soul Christmas Treasury
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My Best Christmas


It is Christmas in the heart that puts Christmas in the air.
 ∼W.T. Ellis

The holidays are heading my way this year with the usual frenetic rush. There’s so much to celebrate that I can’t help pausing every now and then and pinching myself to make sure it’s all real.

I’ve been promoted in my job at a Portland, Oregon, apartment complex. My twin daughters, Deirdre and Caitlin, both have happy memories and challenging careers. And Caitlin and her husband, Matt, have settled close to my home, which is a joy. Combine this with the recent arrival of my first grandchild, and it’s going to be an especially blissful Christmas.

Yet no matter how wonderful our holiday is, there’s no way it can possibly top my best Christmas ever. Paradoxically, that came during the worst year of my life—a year that taught me some profound lessons about giving and receiving and realizing what I already had.

It happened when I was struggling through the financial and emotional morass that follows a very difficult divorce. I had the girls, thank goodness. But I also had a car that wouldn’t run, a house that was in danger of being repossessed, and a marginal job that wasn’t keeping up with the bills. Because of the house and the car and my job, I was told I was ineligible for food stamps. We were in serious trouble.

By December, we didn’t have much money left, and the power company was threatening to shut off service. I had nothing to spend on the girls for the holidays. I do have a flair for handcrafting things, so I made a few whimsical gifts from scraps we had around the house. But there would be no new clothes or bicycles or any of the popular toys my children had seen advertised on TV appearing under our tree. There would certainly be no special treats, no holiday feast with all the trimmings. I found myself staring at the worst Christmas of our lives.

My large extended family had helped a little—and could have helped a lot more, if they’d known the extent of our plight. But the divorce had left me feeling like a failure, and I was too humiliated to let anyone know just how desperate things had become.

Soon, my bank account and credit completely dried up. With no food and no money, I swallowed my pride and asked the girls’ elementary school principal for help. The kindly woman put Deirdre and Caitlin, then ten years old and in fourth grade, on the government-subsidized lunch program. She even arranged it so the children could go to the school’s office each day to pick up their lunch tickets, which looked just like everyone else’s. My daughters never knew.

I thought things couldn’t get any worse, but about a week before Christmas, my employer, a painting contractor, stunned me by shutting down operations for the holidays and telling me I was laid off. The girls left for school, and I stayed home to battle my despair in the private gloom of a dark, snowy day.

That afternoon, a car pulled into the driveway. It was the school principal—the same woman who had helped me put Deirdre and Caitlin on the lunch program. In the car, she had a giant foil-wrapped gift box for us. She was so respectful of my feelings. “Now, Jill, I want you to know that every person who signs up for the lunch program automatically gets one of these around the holidays,” she said. “It’s just something the school district does.”

As soon as she left, I set the box on my dining room table and discovered that it contained all we needed for a fine holiday meal. There were also two bright pink boxes, each containing a Barbie doll.

I was hiding the dolls in a closet when Deirdre and Caitlin came home from school. Through the window, they saw the big box on the table and came racing in the door squealing gleefully and jumping up and down.

Together, the excited girls went through the box, admiring everything. There was fresh fruit, canned vegetables, candies, nuts, cookies, chocolates, a large canned ham and much more. I felt so elated, as if all my burdens had been lifted—or at least the stress over how we were going to make it through the holidays had been. Then Deirdre asked where the box had come from.

As I gently explained that it had come from the school district, Deirdre’s whole demeanor quickly changed. She stepped back and looked down. “Oh, Mom,” she finally said after a prolonged silence. “This is so nice, but they’ve made a terrible mistake. They meant to give this to a poor family.”

Rather awkwardly, I tried to tell her that the three of us, at least temporarily, were indeed poor. But Caitlin chimed in with Deirdre. “No, they must have meant this for someone who really needs it. Someone needy.”

A sinking feeling swept over me as the girls began to ponder the dilemma of whom to give the box to. I didn’t stand in their way, but a touch of despair came creeping back. Selfishly, I thought, what am I going to do? I have almost nothing to give them for Christmas.

The girls finally settled on giving the box to an elderly neighbor named Juanita, who worked in a nearby laundry and lived alone in a dilapidated old house down the street. Its wood-burning stove—her only source of heat—had broken down, and Juanita had been ill lately. Even her dog was sick.

Deirdre and Caitlin repacked the gift box and hefted it out to the garage. There, beside the broken-down Volvo, they put the cargo on Deirdre’s red wagon.

I watched through the kitchen window as my two girls, clad in coats and scarves and smiles from earmuff to earmuff, pulled the heavy wagon toward Juanita’s house. Suddenly, the snowy street began to sparkle, and a little sunlight broke through that dark sky. I stood there with goosebumps and began to realize the beauty and meaning of what was happening, and it changed everything.

I began to feel joy. Today, fifteen Christmases later, I still treasure the warm blessing the girls and I received in a note from Juanita. And now, as Deirdre and Caitlin—two college-educated, successful, grown women—start families of their own, I finally feel ready to share my story and tell them some things they didn’t know about that year of the big gift box.

The truth is, it was a great Christmas. Thanks to them, it was the best of my life.

∼Jill Roberts
Chicken Soup for the Christian Family Soul
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The Gift of Grr-Face


It isn’t the size of the gift that matters,
but the size of the heart that gives it.
 ∼ The Angels’ Little Instruction Book
by Eileen Elias Freeman

The mother sat on the simulated-leather chair in the doctor’s office, picking nervously at her fingernails.

Wrinkles of worry lined her forehead as she watched five-year-old Kenny sitting on the rug before her.

He is small for his age and a little too thin, she thought. His fine blond hair hung down smooth and straight to the top of his ears. White gauze bandages encircled his head, covering his eyes and pinning his ears back.

In his lap he bounced a beaten-up teddy bear. It was the pride of his life, yet one arm was gone and one eye was missing. Twice his mother had tried to throw the bear away to replace it with a new one, but he had fussed so much she had relented. She tipped her head slightly to the side and smiled at him. It’s really about all he has, she sighed to herself.

A nurse appeared in the doorway. “Kenny Ellis,” she announced, and the young mother scooped up the boy and followed the nurse toward the examination room. The hallway smelled of rubbing alcohol and bandages. Children’s crayon drawings lined the walls.

“The doctor will be with you in a moment,” the nurse said with an efficient smile. “Please be seated.”

The mother placed Kenny on the examination table. “Be careful, honey, not to fall off.”

“Am I up very high, Mother?”

“No dear, but be careful.”

Kenny hugged his teddy bear tighter. “Don’t want Grr-face to fall either.”

The mother smiled. The smile twisted at the corners into a frown of concern. She brushed the hair out of the boy’s face and caressed his cheek, soft as thistledown, with the back of her hand. As the office music drifted into a haunting version of “Silent Night,” she remembered the accident for the thousandth time.

She had been cooking things on the back burners for years. But there it was, sitting right out in front, the water almost boiling for oatmeal.

The phone rang in the living room. It was another one of those “free offers” that cost so much. At the very moment she returned the phone to the table, Kenny screamed in the kitchen, the galvanizing cry of pain that frosts a mother’s veins.

She winced again at the memory of it and brushed aside a warm tear slipping down her cheek. Six weeks they had waited for this day to come. “We’ll be able to take the bandages off the week before Christmas,” the doctor had said.

The door to the examination room swept open, and Dr. Harris came in. “Good morning, Mrs. Ellis,” he said brightly. “How are you today?”

“Fine, thank you,” she said. But she was too apprehensive for small talk.

Dr. Harris bent over the sink and washed his hands carefully. He was cautious with his patients but careless about himself. He could seldom find time to get a haircut, and his straight black hair hung a little long over his collar. His loosened tie allowed his collar to be open at the throat.

“Now then,” he said, sitting down on a stool, “let’s have a look.”

Gently he snipped at the bandage with scissors and unwound it from Kenny’s head. The bandage fell away, leaving two flat squares of gauze taped directly over Kenny’s eyes. Dr. Harris lifted the edges of the tape slowly, trying not to hurt the boy’s tender skin.

Kenny slowly opened his eyes, blinked several times as if the sudden light hurt. Then he looked at his mother and grinned. “Hi, Mom,” he said.

Choking and speechless, the mother threw her arms around Kenny’s neck. For several minutes, she could say nothing as she hugged the boy and wept in thankfulness. Finally she looked at Dr. Harris with tear-filled eyes. “I don’t know how we’ll ever be able to pay you,” she said.
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