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A Note from Santa

Mrs. Claus and I are having so much fun reading our advance copies of Chicken Soup for the Soul: It’s Christmas! We worked closely with Chicken Soup for the Soul’s editors to make sure that this book keeps the magic alive for everyone, including young readers or listeners. We’re looking forward to delivering a few of these books ourselves on Christmas Eve, to our friends and relatives. I must say these stories make me look forward to the Christmas season, even though I’ll be so busy.

By the time you read this, we’ll be in full production mode up at the North Pole: the reindeer will be practicing their landing maneuvers in the simulator that we got after so many of you installed satellite dishes on your roofs; the factory will be running at full speed making toys and dolls and those new electronic devices that I don’t really understand; and I will be pretending not to listen as Mrs. Claus tells me once again about the cholesterol in those cookies.

I know that you will all be rushing about too. Everyone loves Christmas and we all want to make it perfect. Remember that it doesn’t have to be perfect! Your family won’t notice if you use paper plates instead of fine china, or don’t clean every last corner of your house, or don’t make everything from scratch. What’s really important is who’s around the table, not what’s on it. So take a few minutes each day for yourself and read a story. You deserve a break and we don’t want you to overdo it — you need to save enough energy to make my cookies on Christmas Eve, don’t you?
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The True Meaning

Christmas waves a magic wand over this world, and behold, everything is softer and more beautiful.

~Norman Vincent Peale
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Something to Give

No one has ever become poor by giving.

~Anne Frank

“It seems colder than last year,” my son, Jordan, said with a smile. One Saturday every December, his Sunday School class volunteered to man the Salvation Army kettle in front of our local grocery store. Jordan and I were assigned the early afternoon shift.

“You’re right,” I said. “It does seem colder this year.”

Jordan and I split the duties evenly. He rang the bell while I passed out candy canes to the children who passed by.

Everyone was so kind to us. The lady who worked at the deli counter brought us hot chocolate. People smiled and wished us a Merry Christmas, whether they donated any money or not. And one man, when I thanked him for his donation, said, “No, thank you. I gave a bit of money, but you’re giving your time.”

Their kindness made the time fly by, despite the cold.

Shortly before our replacements were due to arrive, a young woman and her little boy passed by. I smiled and offered the boy a candy cane. “Merry Christmas,” I said.

The woman looked at me, her eyes full of sadness and defeat. “I’m sorry,” she said, “but I don’t have anything to give.”

Her words brought an instant lump to my throat. Just a few short years ago, I too had uttered those words. And I’m sure I had the same look in my eyes when I said them.

It happened on Christmas Eve in 2005. Just four days before, my husband had asked me for a divorce. His announcement had been devastating in every sense of the word. I tried desperately to maintain a sense of normalcy for my children’s sake. So there I was, walking into my local discount store, hoping to snag a few more presents to go under our tree.

I heard the bell long before I spotted the elderly gentleman ringing it. When he saw me, he smiled and wished me a Merry Christmas. He couldn’t have known it, but I’d been barely holding onto my composure. His kindness was my undoing. Tears filled my eyes as I said, “I’m sorry, but I don’t have anything to give.”

At my tears, his smile faded, but he quickly recovered. “Oh, dear, you’ve got it all wrong,” he said. “We all have something to give.”

“I really don’t,” I said. “You see, my husband...”

“Not all of us are called to give money,” he interrupted. “Some of us can only offer a smile or a listening ear. Sometimes, a kind word or a hug can go a long way. And praying for someone is always a gift.” He smiled. “So, even with empty pockets, you always, always have something to give.”

I nodded. “Thank you, Sir. I’ll remember that.”

“I’ll be praying for you,” he added, “for whatever troubles you’re having.”

I smiled through my tears and thanked him again.

Back in the present, I thought about the hot chocolate from the deli lady. I remembered the smiles and the kind words from everyone who passed by. Their thoughtfulness had warmed my heart, despite the near-freezing temperatures.

I looked in that young woman’s eyes and repeated those words I’d never forgotten: “Oh, dear, you’ve got it all wrong. Empty pockets or not, we’ve all got something to give.”

Especially at Christmas.

~Diane Stark
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Finding Christmas

Because that’s what kindness is. It’s not doing something for someone else because they can’t, but because you can.

~Andrew Iskander

The sound of my infant daughter’s crying burst through the baby monitor. “She can’t be awake already,” I sighed, glancing at the clock. Only fifteen minutes had passed since I’d put her down for a nap. Caring for her and my six-year-old son, coupled with suffering from a bad case of the baby blues, had turned my days into blurs of diapers, bottles, crying, and whining. To make matters worse, Christmas was approaching. I had no idea how I would finish my shopping and gift-wrapping or bake the three dozen cookies I had promised my son’s teacher for his class party.

I was lucky if I managed to take a shower each day. With my mom living only ten minutes away, I desperately wanted to turn to her for support. But she was in another state caring for my grandmother, who was recovering from a heart attack. I battled tears as I gently lifted my daughter, red-faced from crying, out of her crib. I dropped heavily into the rocking chair and cradled her. And as I rocked her back to sleep, I let my tears flow. Without my mom, I was unsure how to quiet the apprehension and worry I felt.

My mother’s stay with my grandmother was lasting longer than expected. “I’m not going to get home in time to put up my Christmas tree,” she had told me on the phone. “Your dad is still on a business trip so he won’t be around to do it either.”

“Don’t worry about it, Mom,” I told her, hoping I sounded reassuring. “You’ll get done what you can and the rest won’t matter this year.”

But I knew better. Mom always made Christmas at her house magical. Every year, the scents of cinnamon, sugar, and chocolate would mingle as she baked her special cookies and fudge. The fresh balsam wreaths she would hang on every door brought a sweet, woodsy scent to each entrance of her home. She’d also make sure the aging, handmade felt Santas and Styrofoam snowmen blended perfectly with the newer ornaments that adorned her tree. She’d spend hours finding the perfect gift for each person on her list and planning the menu for Christmas dinner.

It looked like this year would be different. As I had hung up the phone, I thought, “I should put up her tree this year.” I quickly dismissed the idea. Who was I kidding? I could barely drag myself to the coffee pot each morning. I doubted I’d even finish decorating my own tree. But I couldn’t get the idea out of my head. I couldn’t stop thinking about the weariness I’d heard in my mother’s voice. I became ashamed at my self-centeredness. I realized that I wasn’t the only person who was tired and overwhelmed this year. My mother had always made Christmas special for me, and now it was time for me to make it special for her.

A few days before Christmas, my husband and I loaded the kids into the car and drove to my parents’ home. Amazingly, my daughter fell asleep on the way there. When we arrived, I placed her — still strapped safely in her infant car seat — on the couch. We began to work. My husband brought the much-loved artificial Christmas tree up from the basement, along with box after box of tree ornaments and decorations. While he strung the lights on the tree, my son and I began looking through the boxes. It felt like Christmas morning had arrived early. Each decoration I found transported me to a wonderful childhood memory.

“I remember this! I made this in Girl Scouts,” I exclaimed, as I pulled out a round ornament decked out in glitter and fabric scraps.

“And look at this one,” I said, holding up a large, blue, hand-blown glass ball. “This was my grandma’s ornament. I remember hanging it on her tree when I was a little girl.”

“Mom, these are cool,” my son said. His blue eyes sparkled as he studied several faded, red-and-white candy canes made of twisted pipe cleaners.

“I made those when I was about your age,” I said.

“Can we make some for our tree?” he asked.

“Yes, that will be fun,” I answered, smiling. My joy at watching his excitement canceled out any thoughts of my own exhaustion.

Miraculously, nothing went wrong. No knots were in the light strands, and each jewel-toned bulb shined brightly. No ornaments were dropped or broken, and my daughter enjoyed a rare and extended slumber while we worked. I forgot about my fatigue and depression because I was focused on how my mom would react when she saw our handiwork.

We worked for several hours hanging ornaments and arranging other holiday decorations around her house. Then it was time for the finishing touch. My son giggled as he was put on his dad’s shoulders. My husband lifted him high above the tree’s branches to put the star on the tree. I looked at my daughter, still sleeping, and smiled at her sweet, contented expression. I had to blink away the grateful tears that suddenly filled my eyes.

The next day, we made the three-hour trip to pick up my mother. I could see dark circles under her eyes and the worry lines etched in her forehead as she gazed out the car window.

“I can’t believe Christmas is only a couple days away,” she sighed. “I am never going to get my tree up. I still have shopping, wrapping and baking to do.”

I simply nodded and smiled. My son bounced in his seat the entire way home, talking nonstop, but somehow managing to avoid blurting out our secret. When we arrived at my mom’s home, he and I ran into the house ahead of everyone else and turned on the Christmas tree lights.

My mother walked in and he yelled, “Look Grandma!”

Her gaze was drawn to the tree standing regally in the corner. Her eyes grew wide and she gasped, covering her mouth with her hand. She started to cry and then ran to me and held me tight. We laughed and cried at the same time.

“Thank you. I can’t believe you did this,” she whispered, choking back her tears.

It was one of the best moments of my life. What we did for my mother changed my whole attitude that Christmas. It shifted my focus from my troubles to my blessings and the feeling of pure joy I received by giving to another. I had truly found Christmas.

~Annette McDermott
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O Holy Night

I brought children into this dark world because it needed the light that only a child can bring.

~Liz Armbruster, www.robertbrault.com

After eight years of marriage, I thought my husband knew me better. I was wrong. It all began when our pastor asked everyone in our small congregation to participate in the annual Christmas program. Not being one who enjoys the spotlight, I cringed. But my husband had other ideas.

“You want me to stand up in front of the entire church and sing?” I dropped my knife, splattering red frosting across the table. I was sitting at the kitchen table decorating Christmas cookies with our three-year-old daughter, Emily.

“Not by yourself.” He snatched a heavily-sprinkled cookie from our daughter’s pile. “I’ll sing with you.”

“Oh that’s comforting,” I said, folding my arms. “You know I don’t like all those people looking at me.”

Curt shrugged and took a bite of the cookie. “It’s a small church.”

“Not small enough,” I mumbled.

I don’t know how he did it, but a couple of days later, Curt managed to persuade me. We dug through our collection of Christmas music, looking for the perfect song. Finally we agreed on “O Holy Night.” I ran to the mall, bought the karaoke version and popped it into the cassette player. As the intro began, I felt a twinge of anxiety. I just need to get more familiar with the song, I thought.

So I practiced every time I got in the car. When I ran to the store, I sang along with the lyrics. As I drove to the mall, I flipped the tape over and sang with the accompaniment. When we went out for dinner, Curt and I practiced harmonizing the chorus. Emily always sat buckled in her car seat, happily humming along.

But I was not happy. With each passing day, panic grew inside me. I imagined myself standing up front on program night. Everyone’s eyes would be fixed on me. What if I forgot the words? What if I tripped over a poinsettia on the way up the steps? How had I ever let Curt talk me into this?

All too soon, the night I’d been dreading arrived. Curt and I sat in the back of the church waiting our turn. On the platform, a pleasantly plump woman recited her version of ’Twas the Night Before Christmas. I took a deep breath, trying to calm the butterflies dive-bombing my stomach.

Suddenly, something occurred to me. What would I do with Emily when we went up front? I couldn’t leave her sitting by herself. I scanned the church, looking for someone she could sit with. Maybe I could bring her with us. But Emily was pretty shy — what if she got scared in front of all those people? As I wrestled with my decision, the pastor interrupted my thoughts.

“Curt, Sheri, come on up....”

I scooped Emily onto my hip. Then we walked to the front and stood together on the platform.

The congregation sat still, watching and waiting. I nervously switched Emily to my other hip, holding her between Curt and me. I felt the warmth rising in my cheeks. I glanced over at Curt and gave him a subtle, you’ll-pay-for-this smile.

Finally the music began. I cleared my throat. “O Holy Night, the stars are brightly shining...”

As Curt and I sang, I was surprised to hear Emily whispering the words along with us. How sweet, I thought. She’d heard the song so many times, she’d also learned the words.

After a couple of verses, Emily grew more confident and sang a bit louder. A few rows back, two gray-haired ladies nodded and smiled at our charming trio. They probably think we planned this, I thought, gazing proudly at Emily. My nervous butterflies began to disappear. Things were going so well — until we reached the chorus.

As the chorus opened, Emily began to sing with such enthusiasm, it startled me. She opened her mouth wide and belted out each sour note with tremendous conviction. I gave her a firm squeeze, but she didn’t take the hint. Curt and I stared at one another in shock. Across the pews, men snickered. Women covered their mouths to hide their giggles. Curt and I sang louder, hoping to block her out. But her passionate performance overpowered us both.

Finally we could no longer maintain our composure. Emily’s innocent joy was contagious. Curt and I stopped singing and joined the rest of the church in sweet, unreserved laughter. Emily grinned and continued her solo.

Once the applause died down we returned to our seats. Someone else took a turn on the platform, but I couldn’t concentrate. I looked down at Emily, her eyes still sparkling as she picked up a crayon and began flipping through a coloring book. Suddenly I realized my three-year-old had taught me a lesson.

During my week of nervous jitters and trivial irritations, I had only been focusing on myself. Christmas wasn’t about me. Christmas was about giving to others. I reached down and patted Emily’s little knee. She hadn’t worried about what others might think. She openly shared the joy in her heart — and didn’t hold back.

Mommy missed the point, I thought. But Emily reminded me that true joy comes when bringing happiness to others.

~Sheri Zeck
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A Christmas Present, Delayed

Having a sister is like having a best friend you can’t get rid of. You know whatever you do, they’ll still be there.

~Amy Li

I was ten the summer my dad helped me buy my first ten-speed bicycle from Father Allen. I put up $60 of my grass cutting and snow shoveling money, and my dad put up the other half. I would pay him back in installments over the next six months. Although it was the kind of bike you’d expect a priest to have (dull silver, slightly worn, no baseball cards in the spokes), it was my ticket to the adult world.

I spent that summer and autumn riding as if to put Greg LeMond to shame. My sister Liz, a prisoner of her five-speed and banana seat, never had a chance to keep up. We’d always been stuck with hand-me-downs from our older brothers and sisters, a few of whom had notoriously bad taste in bikes. Now, however, I was able to ride to every corner of town, sometimes even as far as the beach. In those heady days before one acquires a driver’s license, a good bike is a magic carpet.

Just before the Christmas deadline to pay my dad back, we were hit with several snowstorms. This allowed me to shovel enough driveways to pay off my debt. I was now officially a bike owner; it was a feeling unlike any other.

It’s important to note that while my mom and dad were fantastic parents, they couldn’t be trusted with the awesome responsibility of buying appropriate Christmas presents. They were too quick to pass off gloves, sneakers, and shirts as “presents.” And while we might say a prayer over the Baby Jesus in the manger on our way to church, He seemed too busy at this time of year to leave presents under the tree. We outsourced our requests for the really good presents to Santa.

For her family of seven kids, my mom developed a system in which she decorated the outside of seven large boxes with different types of wallpaper. We each had our own box that contained six or so presents, and we’d close our eyes and reach in to grab one when it was our turn. This cut down on hours of wrapping and satisfied my dad’s Naval sense of order.

The downside was we opened one present at a time so everyone could “appreciate” each other’s gifts. Neither Liz nor I “appreciated” this system because we went last. After the obligatory “oohs” and “aahs,” each of us held up our present for family review, a process that averaged about five minutes or so. This meant Liz and I had to wait about forty-five minutes between each present, so patience was in short supply — when one of us pulled out a belt or package of underwear, we seethed the entire time.

My dad, a master showman, liked to keep a few of Santa’s better presents for the end. On that fateful Christmas morning, he gave me a used portable record player. I was ecstatic — I was finally untethered from the “family stereo” that all of us fought over.

Alas, my elation was short-lived after my dad called my sister to the kitchen. “We have one more gift for you,” he said as he opened the door that led to the garage. There, on the steps, stood a brand new ten-speed Schwinn. I didn’t hear her screams of joy — all I could hear was the sputtering engine of the lawnmower, the endless scraping of the metal snow shovel on concrete. I’d endured far too many hours of indentured servitude for my used bike; that Santa could give Liz this sparkling machine less than a week later was a sign that he was losing his touch. Could Mrs. Claus be putting something in his food?

I slumped onto the floor. My ten-speed chariot had turned into a pumpkin in the time it took my sister to hop on the gleaming leather seat.

“Let’s go for a ride, Rob!” she sang, my dad holding the bike upright as she put her feet on the pedals.

“Too snowy to ride,” I muttered, pushing the record player farther away from me. The symbolism seemed lost on my dad.

I seethed for the rest of the day, then the rest of the week. My dad was not someone to whom we complained about presents (not if we ever wanted to see another, anyway). Santa always seemed to lose interest after Christmas, rarely accepting returns or trade-ins. That left the Baby Jesus, but He wasn’t answering my prayers — I could tell because Liz’s bike had yet to crumble into a pile of rust flakes.

After a few weeks of watching me pout, my dad finally pulled me aside. “Everything okay?”

“It’s not fair,” I whined. “I worked so hard for my bike, and it’s not even new. Then Liz gets a brand new bike as soon as I make the final payment. She didn’t have to do anything for it.”

My dad smiled. “She didn’t have to do anything for it because it’s not really for her,” he said, and then left the room.

What did that mean? I didn’t want her bike — it had the girly bar that sloped down to the ground and a flowery white basket on the handlebars. I could turn it in for a new set of action figures, I figured, but she’d been on it every day since Christmas — no way they’d let me take it back now. I eventually got over it, chalking it up to elf error (the naughty and nice list can be cumbersome).

By spring Liz and I were riding all over town together now that she could keep up. Sure, I’d lose her on the steep slopes, but I always let her catch up when we went downhill. Initially, the youngest children in a large family form a bond out of necessity — older siblings can be taxing, and there are only so many locked doors one can hide behind. Sometimes, you need someone else in the foxhole with you.

As we grew, Liz and I became true friends. We biked down to swim at the local pool, then put in seven miles to take the free town tennis lessons together. We planned secret parties when my parents went on trips and played a game of “Who can leave less gas in the tank” when we finally got our drivers’ licenses. I relied on her to put names to faces when we were at parties, and she treated my best friends as her personal dating service. We ended up at the same college, and even graduated the same year.

Still, I wasn’t smart enough to figure out what my dad meant until years later. That brand new bike was not a gift for Liz — it was a gift for me. He’d given me the gift of my sister’s company, the ability to stay together rather than drift apart in the face of my ability to travel. He gave me my best friend.

It’s a gift I’ve treasured every day since.

~Robert F. Walsh
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A World of Thanks

There are two lasting bequests we can give our children. One is roots. The other is wings.

~Hodding Carter, Jr.

This past fall semester my daughter, Elizabeth, had the opportunity to study abroad as part of her college experience. She was off to Florence, Italy in August, not to return until mid-December. Like any mom I was worried, stressed, happy, sad, lonely, and broke.

Elizabeth was wonderful about keeping in contact. There were frequent calls and texts and many pictures posted on social media. She introduced me to her blog prior to leaving and taught my husband and me about Skype. I’ve never been more thankful for technology than I was throughout those long four months.

As I read Elizabeth’s blog, including adventures to various sites in Italy and beyond, I could not even imagine what an experience this was for her. I saw her climb Mount Vesuvius, dance on the hills of Ireland’s countryside, share beautiful photos of ruins in Rome, and lounge on the beach in Viareggio. There were stories and pictures of incredible museums, paintings, ceilings, sculptures, and even the everyday cafes and shops in Paris and London. Part of the study abroad program was to experience the culture and it was obvious that Elizabeth was doing just that!

My husband, Ted, and I anxiously checked Facebook and Elizabeth’s blog each day. We kept our phones with us at all times. The time difference made it fairly unpredictable when a call or text would come in, often in the wee hours.

Each story we read and each picture that we saw (and there were hundreds!) showed Elizabeth incredibly happy. While we remained worried and concerned each and every second of each and every day, I couldn’t help but think that this experience of a lifetime was perfect for my somewhat shy and mild mannered baby. She was blossoming.

As the holidays drew near, Ted and I decked the house as we always had done, knowing Elizabeth’s pure love of Christmas. To her, Christmas was never about gifts, but simply about the beauty and joy of the season. We set up the nativity and the Christmas village in our family room, made sure that every special ornament adorned the tree, and ordered a large “Welcome Home Elizabeth” banner to add to the front yard decorations.

On December 14th, we drove to the Cleveland airport, arriving nearly an hour early to greet Elizabeth. Ted made some excuse about wanting to leave early because of traffic but I knew that it was more the anticipation of seeing our daughter. Thankfully, the flight was right on schedule or we would have spent even longer wandering around and looking at a Lego display, albeit quite impressive!

With it being so near Christmas, and Elizabeth having many friends and relatives to connect with after four months away, it was an extremely hectic time. We did manage to sit by the fire, enjoying the Christmas decorations that Ted and I had spent days arranging, listening to stories of Elizabeth’s wonderful four-month adventure whenever there was a spare moment.

On Christmas morning, Elizabeth presented us each with rectangular packages beautifully wrapped in sparkly blue paper. She instructed us to open these gifts simultaneously, which, of course, we did. The packages were large frames containing four pictures each. They also had admission passes from art galleries and museums, various mementos, and coins and currency from around Europe.

The pictures were the best part. Elizabeth had her travel companions take pictures of her throughout her journey. In each photo, she was in a different city or even a different country. In each, she was holding a handmade sign, similar to simple signs held at an airport to pick up travelers, made from paper and a marker. Put together, the pictures spelled out: Thank — You — Mom and Dad — For — Giving — Me — The — World!

As the tears filled my eyes, I glanced at Ted to see his own eyes damp with tears, and as simultaneously as we had opened our rectangular gifts, we both rushed to hug our daughter.

Within a few days we had replaced a drawing of Elizabeth when she was five years old that had been on the wall much too long (that Elizabeth hated!) with our collage of thanks... and the heartfelt spirit of Christmas.

~Lil Blosfield
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Christmas in Texas

You can’t live a perfect day without doing something for someone who will never be able to repay you.

~John Wooden

Imagine moving your household and family, at a moment’s notice, from Florida to Texas — two weeks before Christmas. When my children were young and my husband worked in management for a national hotel chain, the above scenario was not unusual. We received little notice of impending moves to other hotel properties — sometimes no more than a few days — and depended on the moving company hired by the hotel chain to pack our belongings in an organized manner.

One December we were living in Key West, Florida when the call came from the corporate office that my husband was being transferred to Dallas, Texas. A scant week later, a moving van sat in front of our house and we prepared to abandon the beach and relocate to the dusty Southwest.

We arrived in Dallas two weeks before Christmas and settled into the hotel downtown while my husband got to work learning the ins and outs of his new position. I contacted a realtor and started looking at rentals. I felt pressured to find a house to call home before the Christmas holiday; there was all the unpacking to be done, my son was in the first grade and had to be enrolled in school, and we still had to do our Christmas shopping!

We were fortunate to find a great house in a nice suburb north of Dallas. Then began the explosion of activities — setting up bank accounts, new address notifications, and scheduling the delivery of our belongings with the intent of being situated before Christmas.

The holiday came upon us in a rush. We managed to squeeze in time to find a Christmas tree, and the movers had labeled the boxes well enough that we found our decorations. My in-laws traveled to Texas to help us unpack and settle in. They spent time with their grandchildren so my husband and I could shop for gifts. By Christmas Eve, we were happy to have our world as calm as it could be two weeks following such a big move.

After dinner on Christmas Eve my son and daughter completed their evening ritual of baths, bedtime stories, and bedtime songs. The added incentive of knowing Santa wouldn’t show until they were asleep had them snuggled in their beds and snoozing by 9:30 p.m. It was then we realized we had yet to wrap a single present.

Out came the gifts in an excited flurry of bags and boxes. We hunted down scissors and tape.

“Where’s the wrapping paper?” My husband and I asked each other. Panic followed. Neither of us had seen wrapping paper or remembered unpacking it.

We looked everywhere, poked through unpacked boxes and searched even unlikely places like the trunk of the car and kitchen cabinets. After thirty minutes of scrambling, our fears were realized. It was the night before Christmas and we had nothing with which to wrap gifts for our children.

I made my way through the local phone book, praying with each dialed number that I’d find a store still open which had not run out of Christmas wrap. By now it was almost 10:30 p.m. Every place I phoned was closed. I tried all the department stores and drug stores, all to no avail. Finally, in desperation, I dialed the place least likely to be open or carry Christmas wrap: a gas station with a small convenience store.

“Hi,” I said to the woman who answered the phone. “Please tell me you sell wrapping paper.”

“Sorry,” she said. “If you need milk or snacks you’re in luck, but that’s about it.”

“Our family just moved to Texas,” I sighed. “I never thought to buy wrapping paper. Can you think of any place that might still be open?”

“Not this late at night on Christmas Eve,” she said.

“Okay. Well, thanks, anyway.”

What would I use to wrap my kids’ presents? Paper towels? Toilet paper? Aluminum foil?

“Hold on a minute,” she said. “I’ve got a ton of Christmas wrap at my house. My shift is over in a few minutes. Give me an hour to get home and see my kids and then I’ll meet you back here at the gas station and let you have what I’ve got.”

“Really?” I said. “I hate for you to go home and then have to turn around and leave your family again. Especially on Christmas Eve.”

“I’m doing it because it’s Christmas Eve,” she said, and I could almost hear her smile through the phone. “See you in an hour.”

She was as good as her word. Between 11:30 and midnight she met my husband and father-in-law at the gas station and gave us more wrapping paper than we would ever need. My husband tried to reimburse her, but she wouldn’t hear of it.

“Merry Christmas!” she called as she drove off to spend what was left of Christmas Eve with her family. “And welcome to Texas!”

I’ve thought of that lady many times through the years, of her generosity and wonderful spirit. She blessed us with her time, precious time that belonged to her and her family. And because of her kindness, my little ones awoke on Christmas morning with gaily-wrapped presents under the tree and no idea of what transpired to achieve it.

We returned to the gas station to thank the woman again, but she no longer worked there. I never knew her name, but I will always remember her. She demonstrated the true heart of Christmas, going out of her way for strangers so late on that most special of nights, for something as trivial, but as important, as wrapping paper.

It was a single act of kindness that touched our hearts for a lifetime.

~Lisa Ricard Claro
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A Little Peace

The phrase “working mother” is redundant.

~Jane Sellman

When I learned that my third child’s due date was December 25th, I tried not to panic. I figured the odds were fairly low that the baby would actually arrive on, or even near, the due date. With two little ones under the age of five, I was determined to keep the sparkle in the holidays despite my constant and overwhelming urge to lie down anywhere and go to sleep.

I carefully weeded out traditions that were just unrealistic (baking seven different types of cookies) and switched to the more practical (having the girls dip pretzel rods in melted chocolate and sprinkles). We visited Santa, but at a local rec center, not the mall. We skipped the holiday zoo festival and opted to expand our variety of Christmas movies, bringing back some classics.

But there was one tradition that I couldn’t shake.

Every year we met my mother in downtown Chicago at Marshall Field’s where we would look at the decorated windows and have lunch under the giant Christmas tree. This year it would mean navigating crowds while pushing a double stroller ahead of my swollen belly. This baby was so low that with every step I felt it might drop right out.

My mother convinced me to take the train, rationalizing that it was so much easier than driving, parking, and then walking. What neither of us realized was the reality of parking at the train station, lifting a toddler and preschooler onto the train, lugging the stroller behind me, and then repeating upon arrival and departure. By the time I got to Marshall Field’s, I was exhausted and irritable.

It seemed that our tradition was also a tradition for half of the greater metropolitan Chicago area. Our wait was almost two hours.

Once we sat down, the magic returned. The girls were darling in their fancy holiday dresses, patent leather shoes, and heavy wool and velvet coats. We ate underneath a giant glittering tree and a fairy visited every table, sprinkling fairy dust on our heads. My girls solemnly closed their eyes, concentrating very hard on their wishes. We ate Frango mint pie, shopped, and went outside to look at the windows.

By the time I reached my car in the lot at home (after the pushing and pulling of the train) I was so exhausted that I could barely stand. When we pulled into the driveway, I almost wept with relief.

Then I opened the door.

Sunlight streamed in the back window, which had lately been blocked by our enormous tree. Our giant, round, take-up-half-the-room tree was now resting on the ground, as if in sympathy with my desire for an afternoon nap.

It was too much. I put my head in my hands and wept. I cried from overwhelming exhaustion, I cried for the broken ornaments, many of them sentimental ones from our wedding or souvenirs carefully chosen on vacations. I cried for the mess that I would have to clean up and the tree I would have to pull to standing and redecorate.

My girls hugged me and wrapped their arms around me as best they could and we all cried. I wondered how I could ever do it all. And then the “all” turned into the universal all, not just the tree and the mess, but how could I raise three children with no money for sitters and a husband who traveled frequently. We stood rooted to the spot holding each other for a while.

And then, like most mothers, I got to work and cleaned it up.

I felt the baby drop on Christmas Eve and went into labor during Christmas dinner at my in-laws, timing my contractions between bites of beef tenderloin. We made it home, put the girls down, and headed to the hospital. Anna was born shortly after midnight.

Then came the greatest gift given to mothers of Christmas babies: Peace. The presents had been bought, wrapped, and opened. I had been home to see Santa’s bounty. The cleaning up of the Christmas morning destruction wasn’t my problem. The hospital maternity ward was quiet. I was deeply in love with my new angel.

The day I came home, snow was falling gently. My mother had bathed the older girls and my mother-in-law had baked a cake. I snuggled in front of the (now restored and magisterial) tree and took in the true meaning of the season.

~Laura Amann
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The Thanksgiving Christmas

I don’t care how poor a man is; if he has family, he’s rich.

~Dan Wilcox and Thad Mumford, “Identity Crisis,” M*A*S*H

The best Christmas we ever had was on Thanksgiving, without a store-bought present in sight. We were taking our large family — seven children under ten years old — to visit my parents in upstate Minnesota. It was an eight-hour drive from Green Bay, Wisconsin, and a grueling one with that many children in one crowded station wagon.

“She’s on my foot, Mom!” “He’s looking at me!” “Are we there yet, Dad?” You know the story; it’s the same with every family in every car on every long trip. We usually tried to travel during the night when, hopefully, most of the kids would sleep.

With our large family and little expendable cash, making the trip often wasn’t an option. We went once each summer for a short vacation, and again at Thanksgiving, when my husband and father could spend some time in the woods bird hunting. Visiting was always bittersweet, a combination of happy times with my parents and not-so-happy times corralling all those kids into makeshift beds and generally trying to keep the mayhem to a minimum. We always stayed home for Christmas. I wanted my children home in their own beds when Santa came.

This year the Thanksgiving weather was mild, not at all winterlike. The kids spent a lot of time outdoors kicking leaves, throwing each other on the ground, coming in grubby and out of breath. They loved going to the woods, loved looking for deer, fishing, and finding what they called “treasures,” which were odd-looking stones, bird nests, or anything out of the ordinary that they could take home and show off to their city friends who didn’t have rural grandparents to visit.

Thanksgiving dinner was the usual turkey and trimmings. We finished with the dishes at about three in the afternoon, and suddenly it seemed that the holiday was over.

“What can we do now?” asked nine-year-old Julie.

“Just relax,” said my father from his nearly prone position in his recliner. He obviously had already started to do just that. My husband, who agreed wholeheartedly, was stretched out on the couch with a paperback.

Ten-year-old Randy looked out the window. “I wish we could have Christmas here,” he said.

“Really?” asked my mother, surprised.

“Really.” Randy said, “I never get to see you open my present.”

“That’s true,” said Grandma. “I never get to see you open mine, either.” She thought for a moment. “So, let’s have Christmas today.”

That got a reaction from all the kids, who were busy working on a jigsaw puzzle.

“What? We didn’t bring presents.” Six-year-old Bruce frowned. “And we don’t have a tree.”

“That’s easily remedied,” said my mother, a genius at improvisation. She got off her chair and pulled an old butter crock from the corner by the fireplace. “So, let’s go get us a tree.”

With whoops of acquiescence, everyone except my husband and father, who really had meant “relax” when he said it, piled on jackets and trooped outside.

“Follow me,” said Grandma, pulling a small saw down from a hook in the garage. “There’s a perfect little pine right back behind the shed, and it needs to be cut down. See?”

She was right. A fluffy tree not even three feet tall was trying to make its way through a bramble patch of blackberry bushes.

“I’ll cut it,” said Randy, and proceeded to saw its small trunk.

“Let me carry it!” “No, let me!” “I’m bigger!” “I’m older!” Despite all the arguing, in no time we had the tree back in the house and upright in the butter crock, right in the middle of the braided living room rug.

The smell of fresh-cut pine filled the whole house.

“Now we need decorations,” said Grandma. “Who knows how to make paper chains?” Hands went up. “Who knows how to make paper snowflakes?” Hands up again. “Who can draw an angel?” No hands this time. “Well, then, I’ll do that,” she said. An artist, she was never short of project materials. In minutes, construction paper, white typing paper, scissors, glue, glitter, and gold paint were laid out on the kitchen table.

“Better play some Christmas music,” said Grandpa. “Looks like the season has begun!” He came up with some Bing Crosby and Perry Como carols.

In no time the little tree was festooned with colored chains and white snowflakes. A glittering, golden angel, slightly askew, topped it all.

“Needs some snow,” said Grandma, and whipped some Ivory Flakes into fluffy puffs to tip the branches.

Four-year-old Missy sighed, “It’s beautiful!”

Practical Kent, eight, said, “But we need presents.”

“So make some,” said Grandma. “Put on your thinking caps and find or make something for everyone that you think they’ll like. Something that will be so special they’ll always remember this extraordinary Christmas.”

“Like what?” asked Kent, puzzled.

“Oh, you’ll come up with something, I’m sure,” said Grandma confidently. “You can make it or find it or even say it out loud. You have,” she glanced up at the old clock on the mantle, “one hour. There are newspapers and tape for wrapping. Get busy.” She took little Philip’s hand. “Come with me, Philip. I’ll help you. But we’ll have to be quiet.” They disappeared into the bedroom.

The four older boys put their jackets back on and went outside. Julie and Missy asked for more paper and colors. My father and my husband looked at each other, sighed, and headed for the garage.

Carols rang through the house as the sun disappeared in a spectacular sunset on that Thanksgiving Day. One by one, oddly shaped, newspaper-wrapped packages piled up under the tree. We each had a present for everyone else.

There were cards that simply said, “I Love You,” cards that offered things like, “You can play with my train whenever you want,” pictures cut from magazines, paper doll cutouts, bird nests, unusual pieces of wood, sturdy milkweed pods fashioned into tiny boats.

My father made each child a cutout wooden figure that my husband sprayed bright Christmas colors. My mother helped Philip color Santas that she drew. She herself had done a quick ink sketch of each child playing.

And she wrote a poem for me. The words have long been lost, but the feeling of love in them has never been forgotten.

It was nowhere near Christmas. We didn’t have a beautiful tree. The gifts cost nothing except time and love. But from start to finish it was the most memorable Christmas my family ever had.

It was a Christmas to be thankful for — on Thanksgiving.

~Nancy Sweetland
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The Farewell Gift

What we do for ourselves dies with us. What we do for others and the world remains and is immortal.

~Albert Pine

It was only a backache... or so we thought. It would heal with time and rest, or maybe some pills. When it continued getting in the way of my mother-in-law Dee’s favorite pastimes, especially her stitching and quilting projects, we decided more tests should be run. When the results came back, the news seemed impossible. The backache was cancer, and it was advanced.

Dee had always stitched and embroidered. She loved presenting handcrafted gifts to friends and family. Many weddings, births, and birthdays were commemorated with her beautiful pieces. When Kevin and I became engaged, she lovingly embroidered the Prayer of St. Francis on a wall hanging, knowing the prayer was dear to me. Dee’s talents gave joy twice: first to her while she stitched and then to those who received.

Ready to try something new, Dee enrolled in quilting classes. She loved seeing the individual pieces come together into a work of art. She started small, making placemats, table runners, and tote bags. With the news of my pregnancy — Dee’s first grandchild — came the excitement of creating a baby quilt. We didn’t know whether it was a girl or boy, so the quilt would use a combination of blues and yellows, plaids and flowers, and the bumblebee theme we had selected for the nursery. She worked on it covertly, not even allowing us to see the fabrics. And then the back pain had begun, worsened, and finally became the devastating diagnosis of cancer.

As summer turned to fall, Dee’s activity became more limited. Staying in one position too long was excruciating, and she needed to be on oxygen around the clock. Our world was turning upside down. Then one bright September morning, our daughter Elizabeth was born, healthy and happy and filling our lives with hope once again. Dee was too weak to come to the hospital, but heroically visited our home just a few days later. She oohed and aahed, cooed and sang, and welcomed our daughter to the world.

A few days later, she convinced my father-in-law to take her shopping. Prior to becoming sick, Dee loved outlet malls and bargain hunting almost as much as stitching. I picture my father-in-law wheeling her through every aisle of the baby superstore, oxygen tank in tow. She selected any baby outfit she liked, knowing she’d probably never see Elizabeth wear them all, and returned home exhausted but happy. Somehow she found the perfect costume for Halloween — a baby bumblebee outfit — and laughed with delight on Halloween afternoon when her granddaughter came to trick or treat.

Soon afterward, she entered the hospital for the final time. Dee, the one who everyone had set their compass by, left us. Though she had only held her grandchild a handful of times, she enjoyed every moment that she could.

Christmas came quickly on the heels of her funeral. My husband and I were still lost in the fog that new babies and nighttime feedings bring, and adrift in a sea of grief. We planned to host everyone on Christmas day as we always had, but this year felt so drastically different. In one year’s time we had lost a mother and become parents ourselves.

When my father-in-law arrived Christmas morning, he warned us that we might need a few tissue boxes. While taking out Christmas decorations, he discovered gifts Dee had purchased and hidden months earlier. She’d even labeled the boxes with our names. The presents were sweet and funny, just like she was, and we laughed and cried as we pictured her selecting them. Something that in the past might have been “just a gift” now held deeper meaning; these would be our last gifts from her.

The final package under the tree that morning was for Elizabeth. My father-in-law shifted a little in his seat. His normally strong, baritone voice cracked when he threw the tissue box our way and said, “You’re going to need this.” We unwrapped the package and gasped. It was the quilt. The baby quilt Dee had started and I had long forgotten.

“Your mom couldn’t finish it,” he said. “So we asked the lady who was teaching Mom quilting if she wouldn’t mind finishing it for us. I got it in the mail last week.”

It seemed impossible, but there it was. The quilt that had been born out of expectation and excitement, created for the new life entering our family, was there. All of those pieces that had been left loose were now stitched together: blues and yellows, plaids and flowers, hopes and dreams, beginnings and endings — creating a new work of art.

So much more than a gift, it was a farewell hug. We could wrap the quilt around us and still feel her love.

~Katie O’Connell
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