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All Alone for Christmas

---By Barbara Jean Jones

Squinting at the bright winter sky, I was sure we were
going to have a mild, sunny Christmas. This was somewhat of
a disappointment, as I had come to love the snowy
Christmases of Colorado. My thoughts were suddenly
interrupted by an icy snowball splatting against my neck.
“Ha, ha!
Gotcha!” screamed my little brother as he
scurried away from me.
It
was
the
day
before
Christmas. At 13, I was old
enough to be left in charge of
the house while our parents
went into town 10 miles away
to
pick
up
previously
purchased Christmas gifts. So
that we wouldn’t prematurely discover our presents, Mom
and Dad had cleverly arranged to leave them at the stores
until Christmas Eve.
Trying to make the time go faster on what always seemed
like the longest day of the year, my three younger brothers
and I were playing in the three-day-old, crusted snow. We
had started out making a snowman, but before long we were
in a wild snowball fight.
“Ha ha ha. Gotcha back!” I yelled as I
tackled my brother and the two of us fell,
laughing, into a snow bank.
Although our family had moved to
Denver more than six years before, it was still
surprising to me how quickly the Colorado
weather could change. Before our snowball fight
had ended, the sky became overcast and, minutes after that;
snow began to pelt the ground in furious streaks of gray.
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Remembering that my parents had left me in charge, I
gathered my brothers into the house. We spent the rest of the
afternoon peering out at the driving snow, so thick now that
the houses across the street were only dim shadows. The
blanket of snow reached two feet, but still the heavy flakes
continued to fall. I tried to sound confident as I told my
brothers that our parents must be on their way home.
As evening drew near, one little brother playfully
jumped off the front porch into the new snow. Were we ever
surprised when all three feet of him disappeared into the
snowy white! He reappeared looking like Frosty the Snowman.
Now it was early evening, and I was beginning to feel as grim
as the quickly blackening sky. No parents. No phone call.
Four frightened children
alone in a storm on
Christmas Eve.
Finally, the phone
rang.
My heart beat
rapidly as I answered,
“Hello?”
It
was
my
mother. My spirits rose
but quickly sank again
when she told me what
had happened. Mom and Dad were completing their errands
when the blizzard had struck, coming on so suddenly and with
such force that driving became impossible. Drivers left their
cars in the roads and walked to whatever shelter they could
find.
After trying to get home all afternoon, our parents
finally gave up, left the Christmas gifts in the car, and forged
through the waist-deep snow toward the house of some friends.
Mom was calling from their house.
I could feel her sadness and worry as she told me they
would not be able to make it home for Christmas. “Listen,
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honey, you’ve got to take care of your brothers and do
whatever you can to make it a happy Christmas. We don’t
know when we’ll be able to get back home.”
Although I was relieved my parents were safe, my heart
was heavy as I hung up the phone. “Some Christmas!” I said to
myself. How could I possibly make it happy?
My younger brothers still believed in
Santa. What was I supposed to tell them?
There would be no Santa, no presents, and
worst of all, no parents. I could hardly
look at my brothers’ dismayed faces
when I told them we’d be all
alone for Christmas. But
when my youngest brother
started to cry, I made up my mind that
somehow Christmas was still going to happen.
“Hey, guys, this’ll be great,” I exclaimed with hope. “We
can stay up as late as we want and do something fun and
different tonight.” The boys’ moods began to brighten. We
decided to gather our sleeping bags together and spend the
night underneath the Christmas tree.
Pajama-clad, we gathered in the family room, cozied up
in sleeping bags, gulped hot chocolate, and read the entire
Christmas story from Luke. “Fear not, for, behold, I bring you
good tidings of great joy” (Luke 2:10).
There were no presents, no Christmas Eve parties, no
Santa, not even parents, but something magical happened that
night. We felt the peace and comfort of the Holy Spirit, which
testified of Jesus Christ, who had come into this world to
become our Savior. We felt this joy, this warmth, this feeling of
love for our Savior and for each other—and that was all we
needed. Looking back, it was one of the happiest Christmas
Eves I can remember, that night when four children
discovered the true joy of Christmas.
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In the morning we awoke to weather that all but
betrayed the storm of the previous day. All we could see was
the warm light of the sun dancing off a frozen sea of snow. It
was the loveliest Christmas morning I had ever seen. As I sat
enjoying the incredible scene, I was surprised to see two large
objects racing toward our house. “It’s Santa’s sleigh!”
exclaimed my youngest brother, amazed to see anything
traversing this kind of snow. But the two snowmobiles, which
soon pulled up in our front yard brought something far better
than Santa and his sleigh, could possibly have brought us.
We ran to the door to greet two very relieved and joyous
parents.
Mom and Dad gathered us in their arms and
explained that our neighbors, hearing of our plight, had given
up their Christmas morning to make the long trip on their
snowmobiles to bring our family together for Christmas. Mom
and Dad were teary-eyed as they told us how happy they
were to be safely home with
us.
Later, as we sat down to
Christmas dinner, I marveled
at how we could be so joyful
when there were no presents
to open and no parties to
enjoy.
But as I looked around the
table at the jubilant faces of
my family, I realized that,
even as a child, you don’t
need presents, parties, or Santa to feel joy at Christmas. The
remarkable joy of Christmas comes from gifts money cannot
buy—the companionship of loved ones, feelings of the Spirit,
and, most importantly, the gift of the Son of God.
© 2000 by Intellectual Reserve, Inc. All Rights Reserved.
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A Mighty Fine Christmas Message
Why does Bill even home teach? He never goes to church, and I always have to
give the message.
Alma J. Yates, “A Mighty Fine Christmas Message,” New Era, Dec. 1989, 39

“It was a good message, boy,” Bill called to me as I climbed out of his ancient,
army-green Plymouth and pulled my coat around me to ward off the icy night. Bill
stared down the street into the darkness, his cracked, calloused, grease-stained hands
clasping the steering wheel. It was always hard for me to
know what Bill was thinking. All his secrets were locked
behind the browned, leathery face topped by his graying,
short-cropped hair. “I’d sure like to know the scriptures like
you, boy,” he muttered, shaking his head. “But,” he added
with resignation, “I figure I’m too old for all that now.” He cleared his throat and a
hoarse chuckle rumbled in his chest. “I could tell you plenty about diesel engines—
I’ve worked on them for over 50 years—but I never had much time for the Bible and
that sort of thing. Yeah,” he added with a sigh, “it was a mighty fine message, boy.”
I coughed nervously into my fist and muttered a good night. I didn’t ever know
what to say around Bill. I’d known him all my life—at least I had lived down the street
from him—and yet, I still didn’t know what to do with myself when he was around.
Slamming the car door, I started up the front walk. I glanced about me. The
porch light was encased in a misty haze of snow. I ducked my head further into my
collar and leaned against the white wintery onslaught.
“Well, Daniel, you’re back early,” Dad greeted me. I pulled
my coat off and shook the melting snow from it. “How’d it go?”
Dad asked.
I shrugged. “Same as usual,” I grumbled, dropping down on
the sofa and closing my eyes.
“How’s Sister Rencher?”
“She says she feels a lot better. At least she can get up and around with her
walker.” For a while, both of us were quiet and then I said, as much to myself as to
Dad, “Well, there’s one advantage of home teaching with Bill. When he’s not in a
talkative mood, which is most of the time, we can visit all three widows in about 30
minutes. That must be some kind of record.”
There was a rustle of paper and I opened my eyes. Dad had dropped the
newspaper he had been reading into his lap and was staring at me. “What’s wrong
with Bill?” he asked.
I heaved a sigh. “Nothing. I guess. That is if you don’t mind doing everything
yourself,” I added sarcastically. “All he ever does is show up and beep his horn the
second Wednesday of every month. There are some things that never change; Bill’s
beeping horn is one of them. No appointment. We’re just supposed to know. But all
the rest is my job. I do the talking, give the lesson, everything.”
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“Why does Bill home teach any way?” I asked, suddenly curious.
“What’s that?”
I shrugged and shifted my weight. “Well, ever since the bishop assigned me to
Bill three months ago I’ve wondered why he even goes. Has Bill ever gone to
church?”
Dad dropped his paper on the floor. “He used to go some. Before his wife
Tillie had her stroke. But even then he always seemed more at home in his garage
dressed in a pair of dirty coveralls with grease to his elbows.”
“I can believe it,” I grinned. “He always smells like an old engine. He’s never
able to get all the grease off his hands.” I hesitated. “Bill smokes, doesn’t he?”
Dad looked over at me and shrugged. “I’ve never seen him.”
“You don’t have to see him. All you’ve got to do is look at his yellow stained
fingers. And he sucks those gross green lozenges to kill the smell. That’s why I can’t
understand Bishop Clark letting him home teach.”
“Those three widows never complain.”
“But a home teacher’s supposed to set an example. And don’t tell me this is my
chance to get Bill active. You and I both know that’s not ever going to happen.”
“I suppose the Lord knows that home teaching is one place where Bill can do
some good,” Dad answered somberly.
“Do some good?” I gasped. “But he’s totally inactive.”
“You can learn something from Bill.”
“I don’t want to be a diesel mechanic.”
“Maybe you can learn something about the gospel.”
“From Bill?” I asked incredulously. “I’ll bet he’s never read a scripture in his
life.”
“I don’t think you know Bill. When he stands before the Lord, I doubt the
Lord will be looking at his greasy hands and tobacco-stained
fingers.” Dad cleared his throat and changed the subject.
“Can you take your brother’s paper route again in the
morning? He still has that bad sore throat and cough.”
The next morning I was up a little before five, tossing
bundles of the Herald onto the back seat of the car. During
the night the snow had stopped and the world was buried
under its wet cottony mass. I glanced down the driveway and wondered if I should
take a few minutes to push some of the snow away before pulling out. Blowing on my
numb fingertips and stomping the snow from my feet, I shook my head. I didn’t have
time, I reasoned. And I was sure I could get out without getting stuck.
The first stop I made was at Sister Rencher’s. With most people I didn’t make
the effort to set the paper inside the front door. I just tossed it in the general
direction of the porch. But with Sister Rencher I made an exception because it was so
hard for her to get around. I snatched a paper off the back seat, stepped from the car,
and sprinted for the front steps. I stopped at the end of the walk and stared in
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disbelief. The front walk and steps were swept completely clean. I glanced at my
watch—5:15 A.M. “Boy, somebody’s sure been up early this morning,” I muttered,
hurrying up the clean walk and setting the paper inside the storm door. “Maybe
Sister Rencher can get around with that walker better than I thought,” I grinned.
“That was quick,” Dad called to me as I burst in from the cold 90 minutes later.
He was just putting on his coat and stuffing papers into his briefcase before heading
out the door for work.
“There’s a ton of snow out there,” I remarked. “It must have snowed another
four inches after we went to bed.”
“I guess you cleaned off the walks and driveway,” Dad joked.
“What did you want me to do, get up at three o’clock?” I grinned back. “I was
lucky to get the papers delivered. But somebody was sure up early. Sister Rencher’s
walks were clean as spring.”
Dad smiled. “What about Sister Hatch’s and Sister Ballard’s?”
“Dad, I was delivering papers, not home teaching. I don’t go over that way.”
The following Tuesday, a week before Christmas, I was in my room getting
ready for a Young Adult Christmas party. We were going caroling and then to Tracie
Heath’s for food and fun. As I pulled on my heaviest socks and stomped my feet into
my moon boots, a car horn began beeping out on the street. I ignored it until Mom
called down the hall, “Daniel, were you going home teaching tonight?”
“Tonight? No, I’ve got a Young Adult caroling party.”
“Looks like Bill’s out front waiting for you.”
“Bill?” I gasped, coming down the hall. “We’ve already done our home
teaching this month. You sure it’s him?”
“That’s his black Ford truck, isn’t it?”
I rubbed the steam from the kitchen window and peered out. It was Bill’s truck
all right. I thought his ’63 green Plymouth was ancient. His black Ford was an
antique, something from the early 50s. “If anybody thinks I’m going with him
tonight—” I glared out the window again. “What does he think I do, just sit around
waiting for him to pick me up to …”?
“Daniel,” Mom cut me short, “you don’t even know what he wants.”
“Mom, I’m almost late.”
“Just tell him. Surely he’ll understand that you had other
plans.”
Grumbling to myself, I stepped out into the icy evening in
my shirtsleeves and trotted out to the black Ford. Bill opened
the door and leaned across the seat to talk to me.
“Did we have an appointment tonight?” I asked before he could speak,
flapping my arms and shuffling my feet against the biting cold.
“Christmas is next week,” was Bill’s simple explanation as he rubbed the bristle
on his chin. “I had a couple of things for the ladies,” he added. “Would you like to
come?”
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“I have a Young Adult party. I didn’t know we’d planned anything.”
“It should take only a minute,” Bill said. “You’d a better grab a coat, though.”
He chuckled. “This old truck ain’t got much of a heater. But I had to bring it instead
of the Plymouth.” He nodded his head toward the back. “Got a little something extra
for Vivian Rencher.”
I glanced in the back of the truck. A bulky object lay under a ragged canvas
tarp.
“I’ll get you back for your party,” Bill went on when he saw my hesitation.
“Did you have an appointment?” Mom asked as I banged the front door and
went for my coat.
“No,” I sighed, “but that doesn’t make much difference to Bill. And I’m going
to freeze in that black heap of his. No heater and the door on my side doesn’t close.
Dang! Of all nights!”
Bill and I didn’t speak as we drove to Sister Ballard’s place. And as I expected,
I almost froze.
When we stopped in front of Sister Ballard’s place, Bill grabbed a brown paper
sack from under the seat and the two of us started up the walk to the front door. I
knocked once and, almost immediately, Sister Ballard pulled the door open and
peered out at us. It was a moment before she focused, and then a huge smile burst
upon her face and she pushed the storm door open and greeted us cheerfully, “I
wondered if you’d come tonight. Well, come in.”
We took our usual places on the worn couch with the afghan draped over it.
Before Sister Ballard could drop into her chair in front of us, Bill held out the brown
paper sack and announced gruffly, “Some walnuts. Off my tree.”
“Why, thank you, Bill. I used your last ones at Thanksgiving.
I guard them all year. I keep them in the freezer to keep them
fresh.”
“They’re shelled and cleaned and everything,” Bill added,
looking down at his rough, cracked hands. He rubbed them together and I could hear
the dry chaffing sound. I studied them for a moment, remembering the message I’d
given last month on the Word of Wisdom. Though the Word of Wisdom had been
only a small part of the First Presidency’s message that month, I’d hammered pretty
heavy on it. I really hadn’t needed to, not for the sisters. I suppose it had been a
cruel attempt on my part to dig at Bill’s bad habit.
“Why, Bill,” Sister Ballard exclaimed, bringing me back to the present, “there
must be five pounds of shelled nuts here.”
Bill shrugged self-consciously and pulled on his nose.
“It must have taken hours to do all this work. Thank you so very much.”
Bill wasn’t one to accept praise or compliments very well. Any fuss over him
seemed to make him nervous, self-conscious, and tight-lipped. His only escape was to
turn the focus to someone else. He jerked out his red handkerchief, blew his nose,
and then to my surprise announced, “The boy’s got a Christmas message for you.”
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Startled, I glanced over at Bill, who began rubbing his hands on his pants and
tapping his right foot. I wanted to protest, but any protest at this stage would have
been futile. With no further notice or preparation, the only thing that seemed
appropriate was the Christmas story.
When I finished my choppy Christmas account, having forgotten some parts
and mixed up others, I ducked my head, my ears and neck bright with embarrassed
confusion. Bill pushed himself to his feet and said, “That was a
mighty fine Christmas message, boy.” He coughed and added, “The
boy can say a prayer before we go.”
Sister Ballard nodded her consent and I prayed. As we were
leaving, Bill stopped by Sister Ballard’s wood burning stove as though
remembering something. Turning back to Sister Ballard, he asked,
“Them deacons did bring you your load of wood, didn’t they?” She
smiled and nodded. “And it’s split, ain’t it?”
Sister Ballard hesitated. “Oh, I can take care of that fine.”
“You mean they didn’t split it.” Bill burst out, almost angry.
“Don’t worry about it, Bill. I can manage fine. I don’t use the stove that much
any way. Bishop Clark keeps telling me I shouldn’t fuss with my stove, that I should
just turn on the furnace. I do most of the time, but on cold nights I surely do enjoy
putting my feet up next to that warmth …”
“But they didn’t split the wood?” Bill broke in.
“Oh, the neighbor boy comes over sometimes and …”
“Me and the boy will split the wood,” Bill cut in. “I got my ax in the truck if the
boy can borrow yours.”
I couldn’t believe that Bill was really offering to split wood. Tonight! I had my
good clothes on. And if we split wood, I’d never make it over to
Tracie’s place before everyone left to go caroling. But Bill was already
halfway to the truck.
A few minutes later the two of us were in Sister Ballard’s
backyard splitting wood in the dim yellow light from a weak bulb on
the back porch.
“What good’s a bag of nuts?” Bill muttered as he swung his ax furiously. “She
can’t get warm with a bag of nuts, can she? I shouldn’t ought to’ve forgotten. I
usually don’t forget, boy. I usually check up better. I knew something wasn’t right,
but I didn’t know what. Then I saw that cold stove. She usually has a little fire going
in it. That ain’t much to ask for. These widows need taking care of. A sack of nuts
and all the talk about angels and shepherds and mangers is fine, but on cold nights
Martha Ballard likes wood to burn.”
I stopped chopping and stared over at Bill. I forgot my good clothes, my cold
hands, and my wet feet. I studied Bill for a moment, this time looking past his
chapped, cracked, and stained hands. When I resumed chopping, the caroling party
seemed so insignificant.
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Thirty minutes later all the wood was split and piled next to the back door. As
we were leaving, Bill warned Sister Ballard, “Now don’t you go splitting any more
wood. There’s them that can do it for you, that should do it for you.”
Sister Hatch seemed to be waiting for us. She opened the door after the first
ring, her face lighted up with a smile. She grabbed my arm and pulled me inside. “I
just knew this was the night,” she laughed, pumping Bill’s hand and leading us both
into her living room. “I even have hot chocolate and fruit cake.”
“These’re for you,” Bill said, holding out another sack of walnuts.
“Oh, Bill,” she gasped as she took the sack, opened it tenderly and peered
inside. “You never forget, do you, Bill?”
Bill’s nervous agitation started again and he jabbed a thumb in
my direction and said hoarsely, “The boy’s got a Christmas message,
and then we’ve got to be on our way. The boy’s got a party.”
Our last stop was Sister Rencher’s. The door opened before I
even had a chance to knock and Sister Rencher, grinning and hobbling
along with her metal walker in front of her, welcomed us inside. Once
more Bill went through his ritual with the walnuts. He and Sister
Rencher chatted about the weather, her new great-grandson and the
horrible condition of the city’s streets. I was rapidly reviewing the Christmas story in
my mind, getting ready for the moment when Bill would turn the time to me.
Suddenly Bill stood and said, looking at the floor, “I’ve got a little something else for
you.” Turning to me he asked, “Want to help, boy? You can hold the door for me.”
Bill went to the truck, tore the canvas tarp off some kind of chair, dragged the
chair from the truck bed, and brought it up the walk. He staggered into the house,
lugging a huge oak rocking chair, crafted and polished to near perfection. He set it
down gently in the middle of the room, stepped back and smiled proudly. Sister
Rencher just stared, unable to speak. She looked first at the chair, then at Bill, and
finally back at the chair.
“When your other one broke last spring,” Bill explained shyly, “I
figured I’d make you another one. I used to make them all the time, you
know, my daddy being a carpenter and all. I don’t figure this one will
break on you. It’s not like them store-bought things.”
Bill was finished. The smile disappeared, his words dried up, and
he dropped down on the couch beside me.
Slowly Sister Rencher pulled herself to her feet and crept over to the rocking
chair. She touched its smooth, hard glossy finish with the tips of her fingers. She
pushed on its high back, and it began to rock rhythmically. Slowly she eased her frail
body into its comforting, curved-wood grasp and leaned her gray head against its solid
back. For a moment she sat very still; then she began to rock, ever so slowly, and as
she rocked a smile came to her lips and huge crystal tears welled up in her eyes.
“Thank you, Bill,” she whispered. “Oh, how I’ve missed my other one. But this,” she
added, touching the curved arms, “would put my old one to shame.”
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Bill coughed and announced suddenly, “The boy’s got a bit of a Christmas
message for you.”
“Let’s have a prayer first,” Sister Rencher suggested.
“The boy can pray, too.”
“I’ll pray tonight, Bill,” Sister Rencher said softly.
The three of us bowed our heads and as Sister Rencher prayed,
I understood so well why Bill Hayward had never been released as a
home teacher.
“And, Father in Heaven,” sister Rencher prayed, “I thank thee so very, very
much for Bill and his kindness. I thank thee for the many times he’s pushed the
snow, raked the leaves, tilled and weeded the garden, and cared for my every need.
He has truly been an instrument in thine hands. Oh, Father in Heaven, please bless
and keep this great man.”
As soon as the amens were said, Bill nervously turned and stammered, “The
boy’s got a mighty fine message for you.”
For a moment I couldn’t speak. I had a lump as big as my fist in my throat, but
it wasn’t the lump that stopped me. My mind went blank. I, who had thought I knew
the scriptures so well, especially compared to someone like Bill Hayward, couldn’t
seem to remember anything, not even the Christmas story, at least not well enough to
give it right then. The thing that did come to mind was a strange, strange parable.
And it wasn’t even one that had anything to do with Christmas—or so I thought.
I wet my lips and rubbed my hands on my pant legs. “I guess I’d like to explain
what Christmas means to me,” I stammered hesitantly. “At least what it means
tonight.” I looked down at my hands. They were clean. The nails were clipped, the
palms devoid of calluses. “There were two men that went to the temple to pray, one a
Pharisee and the other a publican,” I began. “The Pharisee was clean and educated
and thought himself so very wise. The publican was a laborer, with dirty, calloused
hands. Both men went to the temple to pray and the Pharisee …”
When we reached my home, Bill clasped the steering wheel and stared down
into the blackness beyond the piercing glare of the headlights. “It was a mighty fine
message, boy,” he said. “But I don’t ever recall hearing the part of the Christmas story
you gave at Vivian Rencher’s, you know about the two fellows going to the temple.”
He paused. “I’m not even sure I figured out the meaning. I guess that’s what
happens when a fellow studies diesel engines more than the scriptures.”
“Oh, but I think you do know the scriptures, Bill,” I answered quietly. I turned
to Bill and held out my hand. I had shaken hands with Bill before but never unless he
had offered his first. “Thanks, Bill,” I said huskily. “Thanks for your message,” I
continued, shaking his rough hand. “It was a mighty fine message.”
Gospel topics: Christmas, home teaching, judging, service, tolerance
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Are You Related To God?

One cold winter day, a ragged little urchin stood on a street
corner of a large city selling newspapers. His feet were bare and he
had no coat. As he stood there shivering, a woman walked past
and noticed the child. She approached him and said, "Come with
me dear. I want to buy you a coat and some shoes.”
A smile lit his cold little face as he took her hand. She led him
to a large department store; where she had him completely
outfitted from head to toe with sturdy winter clothes.
The boy was putting on the last of his new clothing, as she paid
the bill and slipped quietly out of the door. When he finished
dressing he looked for the lady to thank her, but he was told by the
clerk that she was gone.
He ran from the store frantically looking up and down the
street. He must find the lady to thank her. There she was, walking
down the street! He quickly ran to her, took her hand and said.
“Lady, why did you go? I wanted to thank you!”
“You’re most welcome, dear.” she smiled.
The little boy then looked up into her face and said solemnly.
“Lady, who are you? Are you God’s wife?”
"No,” she softly replied. “I’m just one of his children.”
"Oh, I knew it! I knew it!” He smiled with tears in his eyes. "I
just knew you were some relation.”
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A Slice of Christmas
Here I was, driving through the snow on Christmas Eve to take a pie to an old
hermit named Clair.
Caren Schofield, “A Slice of Christmas,” New Era, Dec. 1996, 41

The snow lay in a thick blanket all around our small
farmhouse. Inside, the warm, cheery lights were a sharp contrast
to the cold dreariness outside. It was the first Christmas Eve that our family had spent
together in the last five years. My oldest brother had been away at college and hadn’t
had the money to return for every Christmas. My older sister, who had been married
for three years, was visiting with her husband. For the first time in a long time, our
family felt complete.
That Christmas Eve was a special one and has given me many fond memories.
Bright lights sparkled on the Christmas tree that blessed the room with its scent.
Everywhere festive holly, garland, wreaths, or some other ornamentation decorated
the house. The sounds of laughter mixed with the faint Christmas carols that came
from my sisters singing to each other in the upstairs bedrooms. From the kitchen
drifted the heavenly aromas of turkey, potatoes, and pumpkin pie.
It was in the midst of this happy scene that I heard my mother calling me from
the kitchen. Slowly I pushed myself up from the floor, where I had been sitting
listening to one of my brother’s stories about college, and dragged myself
into the kitchen.
My mother was wrapping up a beautiful golden pumpkin pie.
“James,” she said without looking up. “I need you to run this
pie over to Clair. I promised him that I would bring it, but I just
don’t have the time. Thank you!”
I opened my mouth to protest, but she had already hustled me out the door so I
had no chance to argue. I couldn’t believe it. It was Christmas Eve, all of my family
was having a great time, and I was stuck driving alone in the snow to a strange old
man’s house to deliver a pie.
It was barely noon, but already a gray dreariness hung in the sky. The icy wind
had picked up and the dark clouds hung low, giving every indication of an impending
snowstorm. With luck I wouldn’t be gone long, and I’d beat the storm back home. I
climbed into the old pickup and started the engine.
Clair was our closest neighbor, but it still took a while to get to his house. I
didn’t know much about him, not even his last name. His wife had died before I was
born, and all of his children were grown, married, and lived far away. I supposed he
was at least 80 years old, just a lonely old hermit. The rest of his farm had been sold a
long time ago, but he still lived in the same house, the house he had built himself. My
mom said he flatly refused to leave, even when his children begged him to move in
with one of them. He even refused to go to visit them over Christmas. He would say, “I
just can’t leave my home.” His home now was really little more than a two-room
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shack. It was old, weak, and run-down—much like the man who lived in it—but he
loved it.
When I pulled up to the shack, I wasn’t surprised to see that all the lights were
off. After all, I thought, it was the holidays and even Clair must have some friends to
visit somewhere, right? Still, I had a pie to deliver, so I decided to make sure no one
was home. I knocked lightly and waited. After a few minutes, I tried the
door handle. The door opened easily.
“Who is it?” a voice growled.
“It’s James from down the road,” I answered above the rising
wind.
“What do you want?” the voice asked.
“I brought you this pie …” I began.
“What kind of pie?” he demanded.
“I think it’s pumpkin.”
“Well bring it in and shut the door. It’s awfully cold outside.”
“Yes, sir,” I answered, ducking inside. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to
the dimness. I flipped the switch and the lights flickered on. The small room was a far
cry from the cheeriness of my own home. I shivered slightly.
“Excuse me, sir,” I said softly. “Is there a reason it’s so cold in here?”
“Of course there’s a reason,” he snapped. “Would I be sitting here in the
blasted cold for no reason? I just don’t have the strength to build a fire, that’s all. And
stop calling me ’sir.’ My name’s Clair.”
Without waiting for permission, I started building a fire in the cold fireplace. It
wasn’t long before the light and warmth of the fire was spreading all about the small
room.
“Much better,” I said.
The fire seemed to lift the old man’s spirits as well. Cheerfully, he demanded,
“Well now, James. Let’s cut up that pumpkin pie, shall we?”
I really wanted to get back home and was tempted to excuse myself, but one
look at the lonely man’s expectant face, and all I could do was ask where the forks and
plates were. As I was serving large helpings for both of us, Clair said, “Of course I
would be doing this if I had the strength, but since my illness, some days it’s just too
hard.”
I didn’t know what to say. I hadn’t even known he was sick.
When we had finished one piece of pie, and I was dishing up another, I finally
asked him, “How could you raise five kids in a house like this?”
After I said it, I realized how rude it must have sounded, but he didn’t seem to
notice. He thought a moment and said, “Well now, James, just because this house is
small doesn’t mean it wasn’t big enough. There was plenty of room for love, and this
house has seen a lot of it.”
“But why do you still live here all alone?”
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“Oh, I’m not alone at all,” he sighed and leaned back in his
chair. “Sure I could go live with my children or grandchildren and
be surrounded by people. But here I’m surrounded by memories.
This house has seen better days, happy days full of laughter, love,
and joy.
“Christmases were never this dull before. We’d have a large
tree in that corner with all the children’s presents underneath it.
Their stockings would hang above the fire, and in years when the
farm was doing well, there would be twice as many presents and a big turkey dinner as
well.”
Clair paused and leaned forward intently. “But it wasn’t the turkey, the
presents, the tree, or anything else that made Christmas special, James. It was having
our family together, sharing our lives and love. That is what made Christmas a happy
time. The outside world could go on its merry way, or even end for all we cared.
When we were close together nothing else mattered. And now that everyone close to
me is gone, I can still sit alone remembering those happy times and it’s like they’re all
here.
The silence that followed as I thought of what he had said was suddenly broken
by a fierce howl of the wind. It startled both of us, and I hurried outside. The storm
had hit suddenly and viciously. The snow swirled all around so that I could barely see
a few feet in front of me. I walked a few feet away from the house and tripped over a
large pine bough that had broken off in the wind. I ran back into the house with the
branch in my hand.
Clair looked at me in puzzlement, but I didn’t say anything until I had the
branch standing up in a corner, supported by some books.
“There!” I said with satisfaction.
“What is it?” Clair asked.
“It’s your Christmas tree, of course.”
Clair looked at it, frowning. Then he started to laugh. It was a
wheezy, tired laugh; but it grew steadily stronger, as if he were just out
of practice. I couldn’t help joining him.
And so, with the wind shrieking outside, the snow piling up deeper and the day
growing later, Clair and I set about decorating the tree. Clair had given his
decorations away to his children, so we cut paper snowflakes and strung popcorn.
Then I draped them over the little branches according to Clair’s directions. I tried to
get Clair to sing Christmas carols with me, but he protested,
saying he was too old. No amount of coaxing seemed to work, so
I sang twice as loud.
When we were finished, we sat in silence, admiring our
work. The sorry little tree only stood three feet high. No fancy
presents lay beneath it, and no lights shone from its branches.
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But we both agreed it was the prettiest Christmas tree we had ever seen. It was even
more beautiful to me than the lavishly decorated tree at home.
That thought gave me an idea.
“Clair,” I asked, “how would you like to come home with me and spend
Christmas with my family?”
Clair looked almost angry. “James, I already said that I didn’t want to be
surrounded by a bunch of people when I’m perfectly happy here.” He paused for a
moment. “I’m not going to burden your folks when I’ve got my own home.”
“You won’t be a burden,” I said. “They’ll love it.” When I saw that he wasn’t
going to budge, I added softly, “And besides, no amount of memories can replace the
love of living human beings.”
Clair looked away in silence. For a few minutes he sat stubbornly still. Then I
saw tears fill his eyes and he asked, “What about our tree?”
I grinned. “We’ll leave it here and it will be waiting when you get back.”
“All right, I’ll go, but just for an hour or so.” He sighed heavily, but I could see
the twinkle in his eyes.
In the increasing dimness of the dying firelight I gathered a few things that
Clair wanted to take so that he could still have his memories with him for Christmas.
By now the snow was so bad I could hardly see my way to the truck and
had to use the wall of the house to guide me. As we pulled away from
Clair’s house, I looked in the rearview mirror. Through the snow, the
house was just a dark form, a place where, minutes before, Clair and I had
shared a pumpkin pie. The little house that had been built with such
loving care was just a house, I realized.
But for some reason, I felt a strange sense of peace—glad that the
little house could have had one more happy memory. Clair must have felt
this same peace, for he began to sing softly, “Silent Night, Holy Night.”
All the way home we sang Christmas carols. Despite the slow treacherous drive,
we were home sooner than I had expected. It was late and I knew my mom was
worried, but I quickly explained what had happened. The family welcomed Clair as if
he were one of us.
The next morning, Clair’s daughter arrived unexpectedly with her husband and
children. They had come to surprise him for Christmas, and after a few days of
pleading, he gave in and went to live with her family. Before he left he said something
to me about thanks for showing him that love comes from people, not places. He
telephoned Christmas Day every year until he passed away. And now, when I look
back at my favorite Christmas memory, it is not one of a big Christmas feast, a bright
Christmas tree, or even the beautiful sound of my sisters singing carols. Rather, it is
the memory of eating pumpkin pie in a small, lonely shack, a humble three-foot
branch decorated with paper and popcorn, and the memory of a lonely old man
singing “Silent Night” that fills my heart with love.
Gospel topics: Christmas, love, service
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Blessings in Disguise

Many years ago, when 20th century and I were young, my father was
pastor of the small Baptist Church in Eatonton, the central Georgia birthplace
of Joel Chandler Harris, creator of the legendary "Uncle Remus." We loved the
town and the people, but Papa's salary of $100 a month was stretched past the
breaking point far our family. We would have found it even harder to get by if
Papa's brother, Robert, had not always sent us a $500 check on the first of
December. In fact, all year we looked forward to that extra income.
A small part of that windfall was always allocated for each of us at
Christmas, and for weeks, we planned what we most wanted to buy with our
share.
My seventh Christmas is the one I remember best. Uncle Robert's letter
arrived on schedule. In our usual ritual, Mama and we children gathered
around Papa's chair in the kitchen as he opened the envelope. But this time all
was not as usual. Papa caught his breath quickly, then read in a shaky voice:
"Dear George. It seems to me such an impersonal thing to mail you
a check at Christmas, so I'm sending gifts this year, which I hope
you will enjoy. Love Robert."
Papa hid the dismay he must have been feeling. Mama could
not help crying; Papa had a childlike faith in God to provide for his needs;
more often than not, God's provision was Mama. It was her worried-but expert
management that helped answer his prayers. Now even she was helpless.
The box with Uncle Robert's gifts arrived. We left it sealed and carried it
to the parlor. For days we talked about what our gifts might be, and on
Christmas morning we opened the box with unbridled hopes.
Alas, our hopes were quickly dashed! The
expensive, handsome gifts each and all missed the
mark. I was a tomboy and I craved a pair of
bloomers... that daring garment introduced by the
suffragettes. My gift was a doll, a sissy one. Pudgy young Rob, marble champ
of the fifth grade, got a telescope.
Papa had set his heart on new baptismal boots; his gift was a leisure
jacket, and that was sad because leisure was the one thing he bad less of than
money.
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Mama’s gift was a shocker. She wanted one of those
new electronic motors for her sewing machine, so she
would not have to power it by foot. Her gift was a big,
gleaming, super elegant alligator handbag. Even I could
see that she would look strange with a bag like the one the
banker's wife carried to church.
When the last present had been opened, we sat with the gifts in our laps
and bright wrappings around us, too stunned to speak. Finally, Papa rose to
his feet.
"Fannie, children," he said gently. "I'm sure we each feel that Uncle
Robert hasn't understood our needs and wishes this Christmas, that he's
disappointed us. But I am afraid we are the ones who do not understand. As
we all know, my brother is a bachelor. He is not blessed as we are with Mother
and with one another at Christmas each year. I am sure he must feel lonely at
such time, but he has gone shopping for us this year, tried to imagine what he
would want for Christmas if he were a merry ten-year-old like Grace or a
middle-aged parson like me. He has given from the heart.
"If we find our gifts a little apart from our usual interests, we can also
find that they open new doors." Leading the way, he slipped the brocaded
jacket over his faded sweater. "My leisure coat will inspire me to take more
time away from my busy schedule."
He suggested to us one by one how the gifts could bring a positive
change to our lives. "Mildred's doll can lead her, we hope, to an interest in the
domestic arts she'll need when her tree-climbing days are over. Rob's
telescope can lift his eyes out of the playground sand for a look at the stars now
and then."
And turning to Mama, "Fannie dear, I'm sure you'll find your
magnificent bag a welcome touch of elegance in what I'm afraid is a pretty
dreary wardrobe."
Each of us began to see our gifts and their giver with fresh vision. Love
came into the room as an almost visible presence.
Mama began exploring the alligator bag and describing its wonders.
"There's a green suede lining and a little amber comb, even a secret pocket
with a snap. " She reached in a finger and drew out a piece of paper. It was
crisp, folded and green. It was the $500 check!
Then Papa's voice rose in rich cadence, firm as if he had been fully
expecting a miracle. "Praise God from Whom all Blessings flow!” And we all
joined in.
It was the best of Christmases
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Charity Christmas
False charity hid our pride. Then we found out Christmas is contagious.
Alma J. Yates, “Charity Christmas,” New Era, Dec. 1984, 16

As soon as Brother Malone announced that the priest’s quorum was going to
give a Christmas to a needy family for our December service project, I knew our
family was in trouble. Since Danny’s operation and Luke’s mission call eight
months earlier, things were tight around our place. I don’t know what the official
poverty level was for a family of nine, but I knew we were miles below it, and I
was convinced that we were prime targets for all the ward service projects and
Christmas charity drives.
“Hey, Jason,” I said, cornering my younger brother that night before we
climbed into bed, “we’re in trouble. I think we’re on the list.”
Jason just looked at me and retorted innocently, “I haven’t done anything.
Honest!”
“How many weeks till Christmas?” I asked solemnly.
He shrugged and pulled the quilts back from his bed,
fluffed up his pillow and remarked indifferently, “I don’t
know, but I’ve got a test in English tomorrow and I need
some sleep or I’ll …”
“Would you believe three?”
“Hey, I’ll believe anything. Just let me get to sleep,” he
said, yawning and pushing his feet under the covers and
snuggling up in a ball. “Besides, I’m not counting on anything for Christmas this
year. Mom and Dad are broke.”
I turned the covers down on my bed, flipped off the light, and dropped
heavily onto the mattress. “Well, when your teachers quorum chooses our family
for their December service project, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
The light flipped back on. Jason was sitting on the edge of his bed. “What’d
you say?”
“Have you seen the storeroom lately?”
“Yeah, Mom sent me for a bottle of fruit tonight.”
“Was the door locked?” Jason shook his head. “It should have been. It
always is this time of year. That’s where Mom and Dad hide the loot, but there’s
no loot this year.”
Jason shrugged. “We’ll survive.”
“You don’t get the point,” I growled. “We’re charity material. Charity as in
service project, needy family.”
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“Come on, Brett,” he grinned nervously. “Mom fixes a few beans now and
then, and we have lots of whole wheat bread, but that doesn’t make us candidates
for welfare. Dad’s got a job. We’re not out on the street or anything.”
I flipped the light off again. “Wait till
Christmas and find out the hard way,” I warned.
Five minutes later the lights came back on.
“That’s just great!” he muttered. “All we need is 50
care packages on our front step Christmas Eve.”
He groaned, shaking his head morosely. “How
embarrassing!”
“The trouble is there’s not much we can do,” I complained. “How can you
stop a charity project?”
“Let’s just tell them we don’t want anything.”
“Tell who? It could come from anybody. It’s not like we can send letters to
everyone in the ward declining their good will.”
“Let’s move,” Jason growled.
“Where?”
He shrugged. “Could we hide?”
“For a month?”
Glumly we sat on our beds and brooded as we pondered the inevitable. “I
know,” Jason suggested after a moment of silence. “We’ll beat them to the punch.”
“Huh?”
“We’ll pull off our own charity job, on somebody else.” He grinned,
enthusiasm brightening his eyes. “If we’re helping another family—anybody—
nobody will bother us. Everybody will think we’ve got enough to throw away.”
“Maybe,” I whispered, considering the plan’s plausibility. “It just might
work. But who? Who’s in worse shape than we are?”
“What about the Bradleys? She’s a widow, three kids. You home teach
there. You’d know what they could use.”
I smiled, but the smile was temporary. “We’re forgetting one thing. We’re
broke. How do we help if we don’t have anything to help with?”
Jason sighed. “I forgot about that,” he mumbled.
It was true. We had no money, no job, and we struggled with a pride that
prevented us from going down on Main Street with a bell and pot to solicit
contributions.
“I know,” Jason volunteered, the excitement obvious. “We can collect pop
cans and sell them. Twenty cents a pound.”
“In the middle of winter? Nobody drinks pop in the winter, and I’m not
about to rummage through garbage cans just to pinch a few pennies.”
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“How about newspapers. Morgan’s Shopping Center gives 30 dollars a ton
for them. Everybody’s got newspapers, winter or summer.”
“Can we make enough money collecting newspapers?” I asked.
He shrugged.
“Could you go around begging for newspapers?” I asked skeptically.
Jason cleared his throat. “Maybe. As long as we don’t go to people we
know.”
“When do we start then?”
Jason chewed on his thumb. “Couple of weeks from now.”
“You’re stalling.”
“I’ve got some tests coming up and a paper to write
and …”
“I wonder what your teachers quorum will get you
for Christmas.”
He glared at me. “Maybe we better start tomorrow
afternoon.”
So with dubious motives we embarked on our questionable Christmas
crusade. The next day after school we dragged ourselves over to Fruit Heights. We
were sure no one there knew us, so we figured we could commence our campaign
without fear of being recognized.
The trace of an icy mist hung in the afternoon air, bit through our coats and
sweaters, and numbed our cheeks and noses. Pulling our collars up around our ears
and digging our hands deep into our pockets, we approached our first house with
an emotional mixture of trepidation, loathing, and melancholy endurance. I took a
deep breath, gingerly pushed the doorbell, and stepped back, shivering from cold
and abject embarrassment.
Hearing someone approach, Jason turned to me and whispered nervously,
“Maybe you’d better do the talking. I don’t know anything about this.”
“And what do I know?” I hissed back. “We’re in this together, you know.”
“Yeah, but you’re the oldest,” he added, stepping behind me just as the door
opened and an older man greeted us with a curt nod and a withering scowl.
For a moment I just stood and stared, unable to call to mind the door
approach Jason and I had rehearsed. Finally the man demanded gruffly, “Well?”
“Do you have some paper?” I blurted out.
“Paper?”
I gulped. “Newspaper.”
“Oh, yeah,” he said, waving us away and turning to go. “The Collins boy
brings it. I don’t need another paper. I hardly read the one I take now.”
“No,” I called out in desperation, “we don’t sell papers. We’re collecting old
papers. To sell.”
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“What?” the man asked.
“We’re trying to help a family for Christmas,” I explained. “The papers are
for them.”
“It’s a widow’s family,” Jason volunteered from behind me. “It’s not really
for us. The money from the papers, I mean.”
The man rubbed his chin with the back of his hand and looked us up and
down. “I’ve got a few papers, I guess.”
“Could you save them? We’re not picking them up today. We’ll be back in
two weeks. On a Saturday.”
“It’s for the widow and her kids,” Jason called out again. “And we’re not her
kids either. We’re just trying to help her out. We’re not …”
I poked Jason to shut him up. “We’ll be back in two weeks then,” I repeated,
my cheeks flushed purple.
By the time we made it out into the street again, I had to unbutton my coat
because I was sweating so much. “I don’t know how many more of those I can
do,” I muttered. “That wiped me out.”
“That wasn’t bad at all,” Jason grinned, pleased with himself.
“You didn’t say anything either,” I returned. “At least anything sensible. But
the next door’s yours.”
“Mine?” he protested.
“And leave out the part about us not being the widow’s kids. Just act natural
or they really will think we’re the widow’s kids.”
Our whole operation that afternoon lay between abject
drudgery and acute torture, but we persisted. Our commitment
did waver at times, but each time one of us faltered in our
resolve to continue, the other would comment matter-of-factly,
“It’s this or care packages Christmas Eve.” With that humiliating
possibility looming before us, we beat down our pride and
trudged on to the next house.
It was getting dark when we knocked at the last house on
the block. We had already promised ourselves that if we could endure till then, we
would call it quits for the night.
An older woman, Mrs. Bailey, hobbled to the door leaning heavily on a
cane. She peered skeptically over the rims of her glasses and pressed her thin, pale
lips together.
“Hello, ma’am,” I greeted her, a pinched smile frozen to my blue lips.
“We’re collecting old newspapers,” I announced. “For a needy family.” Mrs.
Bailey didn’t respond, and I began to wonder if she could even hear me. “We’re
going to sell the papers and help this family with Christmas,” I all but shouted, just
in case she was slightly deaf. “Do you have any old newspapers lying around?”
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“Well, my husband has collected a few,” Mrs. Bailey said in a shaky voice.
“Would he like to donate them to the cause?” Jason asked.
“Well, he planned to read them.”
“Do you think he could read them by a week from Saturday? That’s when
we’ll pick them up.”
“Oh, I doubt it,” she answered bluntly.
It wasn’t exactly a turn down, but neither was it an offer. In nervous
perplexity we stood shifting our weight from one foot to the other. “Well, thanks
just the same,” I said, turning to go.
“What’d you say they’re for?” she spoke up suddenly.
“We’re helping a widow and her kids.”
Mrs. Bailey cocked her head to one side and tapped her cane on the front
step. After a moment of contemplation, she shuffled into
her house and returned with a sweater thrown about her
frail shoulders. She motioned for us to follow her. We
inched along behind her as she limped her way to the
driveway. She led us to her garage and stopped. Banging
on the door with her cane, she commanded, “You’ll have
to open it.”
Jason and I jumped for the door and pushed it up. It
squeaked and creaked and finally crashed into place overhead. We squinted into
the black interior but could see nothing.
“There’s a light on the back wall,” she remarked. “One of you will have to
turn it on.”
Jason volunteered me by giving me a shove. Reluctantly, I ventured into the
darkness.
“Straight back,” Mrs. Bailey directed. “You can’t miss it.”
Before I had taken four steps, my feet smashed into a lawn mower. I teetered
forward and tried to regain my balance, but in stepping over the mower, my feet
became tangled in a garden hose and I crashed to the floor, knocking over cans,
boxes, rakes, and hoes.
“Watch your step,” Mrs. Bailey cautioned from behind me.
“It’s on the back wall,” Jason encouraged from the safety of the driveway.
Muttering, I extricated myself from the tangle of tools, wire, and hose and
continued my perilous journey to the back wall, this time with my hands
outstretched, groping the blackness for other obstacles. After banging my shins on
cans and boxes and scraping my head on a bucket hanging from the ceiling, I
finally reached the back wall and flipped on the switch.
A pale yellow light cast a thousand shadows throughout the garage, and it
was hard to determine just how effective the light was. The garage was stacked
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almost to the ceiling with a lifetime collection of odds and ends—tools, pots, old
furniture, tires, and boxes. I was amazed that I had even managed to reach the light
switch without maiming myself permanently or losing my life.
“There they are,” Jason sang out, pointing to two boxes right inside the
garage door. “We didn’t even need the light for these,” he laughed.
“Now you tell me,” I growled under my breath.
“Oh, that’s only part of them,” Mrs. Bailey whined. “The others are in the
corner under the tarp.”
In the shadows, I hadn’t noticed the dark mound in the far corner. I waded
through some ragged lawn furniture, stumbled over two sawhorses, and finally fell
against the enormous mystery hidden under an old army tarp,
gray with years of dust.
Grabbing one corner of the tarp, I jerked it back. A
suffocating cloud of dust choked and blinded me. I sputtered,
gasping for breath, and rubbed the dirt from my eyes, tripping
over a croquet mallet and sitting down hard in a rusty,
battered wheelbarrow filled with flowerpots. My nostrils were
filled with the musty smell of dirt and dried and decaying flowers, and there was a
gritty film between my lips and teeth.
Jason whistled. “Would you look at that,” I heard him say in amazement.
Flailing the air with my arms to beat the dust away, I cracked my eyes and
stared in disbelief at the huge mountain of newspapers before me. “How long’s he
been saving them?” I gasped.
“I lost track after 20 years,” Mrs. Bailey replied simply. “Some people
collect stamps. Some collect coins. My husband collected newspapers. He didn’t
have time to read them, so he stacked them in here to read later. He insisted that
the time would come when he’d be able to sit down and enjoy them. Nothing I
could say ever changed his mind. And he wouldn’t let me get rid of them until he
read them. So here they are. And he still hasn’t read them.”
“Is he going to care if we take them?” I wondered out loud.
“Oh, it’s hard to say with him.”
“We could leave some of the newer ones in case he wants to read them,”
Jason offered.
Mrs. Bailey waved his remark aside with her hand and shook her head. “He
won’t read them. Any of them. Not now. He died three years ago. They’re yours if
you’ll haul them off.”
It was just a wild guess, but we estimated that there was at least a ton of
newspapers in Mrs. Bailey’s garage. All ours! As we hurried home that night, a
new enthusiasm was born. What had begun as a sheepish attempt to conceal our
own poverty suddenly became a personal quest.
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“You know,” Jason said, “I think we can really do it. Mrs. Bailey’s papers
alone are enough to give the Bradleys a little Christmas. But we can get more, lots
more. All we’ve got to do is keep knocking on doors.”
“And maybe tomorrow we better split up,” I suggested. “We
can cover more ground.”
Two weeks later everyone in Fruit Heights had been
contacted. We had even swallowed our pride and asked
people in our own neighborhood to donate papers.
The Saturday before Christmas we were getting
ready to collect our newspapers in Dad’s ancient,
temperamental truck. The truck was a battered antique, but it was all we
had to make our Christmas drive. It had traveled its share of miles and was now
content to live its remaining moments rusting in front of our house. On a good day,
which was rare, and if it was treated just right, it might consent to run.
Unfortunately, that particular Saturday didn’t seem to appeal to the truck. When I
turned the key and pushed the starter, it coughed and emitted a blue puff of smoke
from the exhaust, but it refused to start. I tried again and again, but each time the
cough became weaker and the smoke from the exhaust more faint.
We fumed and fussed. We pleaded with it, petted it, yelled at it, kicked it,
and would have taken a sledgehammer to it. But it was dead. We had told everyone
in Fruit Heights that we would pick up their papers, and we were afraid if we
waited, those papers would end up in Monday’s trash.
“We’ve just got to go today, Brett. If we don’t get those papers, the Bradleys
might not have anything.”
“Someone else might help them,” I said, trying to be positive just in case the
old truck had finally fallen victim to age.
“Maybe, but we can’t be sure,” Jason countered. “We’ve just got to get it
working.”
“Why today?” I growled, pounding helplessly on the steering wheel.
“Well, we sure aren’t going to get it running this way,” Jason said. “I’m
getting some tools.”
I pressed my lips together and shook my head. “Do you really think you can
fix it? What will Dad say if you ruin it?”
“It’s already ruined. I can’t hurt it.”
“I wish Dad were here,” I moaned.
“Well, we’ll have to do more than wish. Let’s get to
work.”
Next to Dad, Jason was the best mechanic in the family,
so if anyone could coax the truck into starting he could. I sat back and watched
while he checked everything from the points to the gas pump. After an hour of
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grunting and experimenting, he dropped the hood, wiped a greasy hand across his
forehead, and said optimistically, “Fire it up.”
I whispered a prayer, turned the key, and pressed the starter. The truck
groaned, coughed, sputtered, rattled, and finally purred. “Hop in,” I commanded
with a grin, “before she changes her mind.”
Jason tossed the tools into the truck, wiped his hands on his pants, and
jumped in just as we jerked away from the curb and headed for Fruit Heights.
The truck’s miraculous resurrection was not our only surprise of the day. We
soon discovered that our project had become contagious. A host of people in Fruit
Heights had been pricked by the Christmas spirit. When we made our first stop a
man shuffled out and asked, “Could this family you’re helping use a trike? Our
kids are too big for it now. It’s just sitting in the garage gathering dust.”
At another place we picked up an electric train set. A couple gave us a
miniature table and chair set. We received a wagon and some Lincoln logs. A
widower gave us a rocking chair.
When we stopped at the O’Briens’, there was only a small pile of
newspapers, hardly enough for the stop, but before we left, Mrs. O’Brien came out
and asked, “Is there a little girl in this family?”
“Trina’s four,” Jason replied.
“I have a doll—one I bought years ago, thinking I’d have a girl. I had five
boys instead.” She smiled shyly. “Boys don’t take to dolls. I’ve been meaning to
do something with it.” She left and came back with the biggest, prettiest doll I’d
ever seen in my life. “It’s never been used,” she explained.
“Gee!” we gasped. “Are you sure you want to just give it away?”
She looked at the doll for a moment and wiped a tear from the
corner of her eye. “I would have just given it to one of my girls had I
had one.” She sighed. “If Trina will like it, I want her to have it. I
would like to see her face Christmas morning when she sees it.” She
took a deep breath and flashed a weak smile. “Oh, well. I guess
Christmas morning I’ll have to imagine what Trina is doing.”
By the end of the day the old truck had made six trips and was
about to die a second time after our rigorous demands, but we had collected just
under 150 dollars worth of newspapers, not to mention the donated gifts we had
received. We bought shoes and coats for the kids; a gift certificate for Sister
Bradley; and two boxes of groceries, candies, and nuts for the stockings and
Christmas dinner.
Christmas Eve everything was ready. Dad helped us fire up the old truck one
more time. Jason and I filled it to overflowing and sputtered down the street to the
Bradleys’, coasting the last block so as not to announce our arrival.
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It was starting to snow as we climbed out of the truck and sneaked to the
Bradleys’ front steps with our arms bulging with gifts. We could hear Sister
Bradley and her three kids singing Christmas carols, and we paused for a moment
in the shadows to listen before returning to the truck for the trike, the rocker, and
the table and chairs.
When we had placed the last box of groceries on the step, we rapped loudly
on the door and then sprinted to a clump of bushes where we could observe
unseen. Sister Bradley opened the door and peered into the darkness. She was
beginning to close the door when she spotted our Christmas project all over her
front steps. She gasped and looked up and down the street, then back
at
the pile of presents. Slowly she dropped to her knees and began
to cry.
My vision blurred with tears, and something swelled up
inside of me until I could hardly breathe. Starting from deep in
my chest and finally reaching to the tips of my fingers and toes,
a gratifying warmth overwhelmed me. Never in my life had I felt
such an all-consuming fulfillment. I was sure I would burst, and I wondered why I
had waited so long to discover this side of Christmas.
When we returned home, all the lights were off except those on the tree, and
everyone but Dad was in bed. He was there waiting for us in the dim light next to
an enormous package—addressed to Jason and me!
“Where’d that come from?” I asked as soon as I saw it.
Dad smiled and shrugged his shoulders. “Someone left it on the doorstep
while you were over at the Bradleys’.”
“Left it for us?” I groaned. He nodded. “You mean a Christmas package for
us?” He shrugged again, obviously amused. “Well, we don’t want it!” I flared.
“That’s exactly what we didn’t want.”
“They can just keep it,” Jason rebelled. “I’m not opening it.”
“It’s an insult,” I added. “I’m not taking anybody’s care package.”
Dad held up a restraining hand. “Talking isn’t going to change a thing,” I
insisted, anticipating his argument. Dad motioned for us to sit down. We did,
grumbling irritably. He waited for our protests to subside, and then he asked
quietly, “Has this been a good Christmas?”
I looked over at Jason and he at me. “Yeah,” I muttered, staring at the floor
but avoiding the package.
“Why? What’s so special about this Christmas?”
“Because … because we were giving something. We were making
somebody happy.”
“Does taking this package change that?”
“It’s charity,” I flared. “We don’t want charity.”
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Dad nodded. “Do you know what charity is? Real charity? Love, pure love.
This package is a token of someone’s love, not of their ridicule or pity. It is the
offspring of charity, of love, just as your gifts to the Bradleys sprang from love.”
“But Dad,” I protested.
Dad shook his head. “How would it have been had the Bradleys reacted to
your gifts like you’re reacting to this one?” He looked at Jason and me
and waited for an answer, but all we could do was shrug our shoulders
and stare at the anonymous package. “You know, sons, there can
never be a giver without a receiver. Both are necessary and
good.”
He paused a moment. “When Luke went on his mission, I
wanted to support him all by myself. I thought it only right that a father support his
own son. My pride had a lot to do with it. I was being a little selfish. I didn’t
realize until I started getting secret contributions that there were those who wanted
to give also. I came to understand that I didn’t have the right to deny them the
opportunity.”
He looked at our package. “I don’t know who left this for you. I wouldn’t
tell you even if I knew. But whoever it was has as much right to the joy of giving
as you two. Unless you accept the gift, they can’t enjoy the full satisfaction of
giving.” He placed his hands on our knees and concluded, “At Christmas time we
give generously and receive graciously. That’s the spirit of Christmas. When you
can do those two things, equally well, you will have taken a giant step toward
manhood.”
Long after Dad went to bed, Jason and I stayed by the tree contemplating our
unexpected gift. It was the hardest gift for us to accept, but we knew Dad was
right.
“I wonder what’s in it?” Jason finally mused.
We glanced at each other. A spark of curiosity glowed in our eyes. I looked
around to determine whether we were alone. “We could always peek,” I suggested
furtively.
Jason nodded. “I never could wait till Christmas morning.”
We both grinned, nodded our agreement, and then eagerly pulled the
package toward us and began peeling off the wrapping.
Gospel topics: Christmas, generosity, service
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Christmas Eve Miracle
Alda McDonald Strebel

I can still hear my mother’s soft voice as she related this Christmas Eve miracle. The experience was sacred to
mama. She told it only on special occasions, such as the evening my sweetheart asked for my hand in marriage.
The story began on a crisp autumn day in October, 1928. The huge barn behind our home in Heber City, in northern
Utah, was heaped to the rafters with fresh hay, and the loft was filled with the happy laughter and shouting of
romping children. I was among them, unaware of the tragedy about to strike. I found myself an inviting hay hill,
and got ready to slide down. Suddenly I was falling headfirst through a chute. Down I shot to a cement floor into a
feeding manger at the bottom of the barn.
I still remember the startling sensation of regaining consciousness, and the horrible frustration of not being able to
cry. My brothers ran for papa. How comforting and secure his sturdy, strong arms
felt as he lifted me out of the hay manger and carried me into the house. Gently he
placed my on my bed. Several days later my headache had not subsided. The
condition became even more complicated when I contracted a severe cold; to this
day I remember the nightmare of the accompanying high fever. Later one afternoon
when the doctor made his routine call, he shook his head as he read the thermometer,
and mama knew it was time to take action. She sent for papa, and we prepared to
leave for Provo, forty miles away, where I could be hospitalized. Neighbors and
relatives gathered to offer their assistance and assure us that my four small brothers
would be well cared for.
The journey through the winding roads in Provo Canyon was long and hard, as papa
pushed his Model T Ford through herds of sheep on the roadway. We arrived at the
hospital late that night.
The pain was severe behind my left ear and after two more days of high fever, the doctors operated and discovered a
deep-seated mastoid infection. By this time it had entered my blood stream. The next week the surgeons were
compelled to lance my left arm, and the next week my right leg. For seven long weeks I endured the grueling of
many operations.
Three days before Christmas the doctors called my father into the office and
told him they could offer little hop for my recovery. Knowing of my intense
longing for my brothers and home, my parents decided to take me home for
Christmas. They located a truck to take me to the train (there were only a few
trucks in the entire town) and lifted me onto a cot. In the hallway the hospital
personnel gave me a lovely doll dressed in pink, hand knit sweater and cap. I
clutched the doll close to by body under the blankets, and when we came out
into the refreshing night air. I was hysterically happy. I thought I was leaving
the whole ordeal behind me in that hospital.
Slowly the truck made its way to the depot. We boarded, the
conductor shoveled a huge lump of coal into the potbellied stove
in the caboose, and the train began its three-hour journey home.
The sleeping powder the doctor had administered before we left
the hospital soon took effect, and I slept most of the way. When
the train stopped, papa stepped to the door of the car, then bent
over me chuckling. “You would never believe the crowd that is
out there to welcome us,” he said. “My goodness, you would
think a celebrity was getting off this train.” He chuckled again
as he pulled a warm cap over my head. Mama tucked the covers
under my chin, and my cot was lifted to Uncle Dode’s bobsled.
Sleigh bells tinkled as the horses pranced down Center Street over the smooth, icy roads.
When we reached the tabernacle corner, the sleigh stopped with a merry “Whoa.” In the middle of the main street
was a large Christmas tree, adorned with electric tree lights, the first I had ever seen. How colorful and sparkly they
were! The children of my primary class stood beneath the tree, welcoming me with the sacred strains of “Silent
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Night, Holy Night.” With all the faith and meekness of a child, I felt the love of our Savior in the hearts of many
gentle people. Mama’s tears were mingled with the soft snowflakes that fell on my face.
A short time later, at our own front door, Mama laughed and cried as she hugged her four little sons. Seven weeks
without a mother had seemed an eternity to them. Then, with hushed excitement, they led the way into my bedroom
which they had adorned with red and green paper chains. A large, deep red tissue bell hung from the single globe.
“Oh, see! The Christmas elves have been here!” Mama exclaimed, hugging the boys again.
But as the exertion of the trip took its toll, I realized the pain and suffering had not ended. By Christmas Eve my
situation was critical, and the doctors told my parents that my chances of surviving the night were small. The elders
administered to me, and for the first time my parents had the courage to say, “Thy will
be done.”
After the blessing a special peace descended over the household. Papa and mama went
into the living room with the four boys and helped them hang their Christmas
stockings. Then they tucked each one into bed, assuring them that Santa was on his
way.
Knowing that she was going to need strength for what lay ahead, mama was persuaded
to retire to an upstairs bedroom. I loved to hear her tell of lying in the stillness of the
night and of the peace that came over her as she fell into a sound sleep. She awakened,
startled, just as dawn was breaking Christmas morning. She turned to my bedroom door, a
silent prayer was on her lips. Papa was just coming out, his tired faced bathed in a relieved
smile. A miracle had happened. I had been given strength to survive the night, and Mama
could even see a slight sparkle in my tired eyes.
“Has Santa been here yet?” I asked.
“You bet he has,” she cried, tears streaming from her eyes. “It looks like Santa just stumbled into our living room
and all the toys fell out of his bag.”
“But the most precious gift of all,” mama would say whenever she retold the story, “was the Savior’s gift to us that
hallowed Christmas Eve.”
Although the illness left me with a physical handicap—one leg was shorter than the other—I have been privileged to
lead an active life. In 1977, before he passed away, my husband, Dr. George L. Strebel, and I served in Europe,
where he was coordinator of English-speaking seminaries and institutes. I now have four happily married children
and fifteen beautiful grandchildren.
Four years ago I had total hip surgery—three and a half inches were added to my leg. I am now walking without
crutches and with just a slight limp. My leg is getting better all the time—a modern installment to the miracle that
began that Christmas Eve.
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Drama At Gate 67

---as told by President Thomas S. Monson

It happened in December of
1970. The surge of holiday traffic
would have taxed the congested
Atlanta airport under the best of
circumstances. But, as Christmas
neared, nature had added an ice storm
that stranded thousands of travelers.
As the midnight hour tolled,
weary pilgrims clustered around ticket
counters, conferring anxiously with
agents whose cheeriness had long
since evaporated; they, too, longed to
be home. Others gathered at the newsstands to thumb through paperback
books. A few managed to doze, contorted into human pretzels, in
uncomfortable seats.
If there was a common bond among this diverse throng, it was
loneliness- pervasive, inescapable, suffocating loneliness. But airport
decorum required that each traveler maintain his invisible barrier against all
the others. Better to be lonely that to be involved, which inevitable meant
listening to complaints, and heaven knows everyone had enough complaints
of his own already.
Just beneath the surface, in fact, lurked a competitive hostility. After all
there were more passengers than seats; when an occasional plane managed to
break out, more travelers stayed behind than made it aboard. “Standby,”
“Reservation Confirmed,” “First Class Passenger” were words that settled
priorities and bespoke money, power, influence, foresight – the lack thereof.
Gate 67 was a microcosm of the whole cavernous
airport. Scarcely more than a glassed in cubicle, it was
jammed with travelers hoping to fly to New Orleans,
Dallas, and points west.
Except for the fortunate few traveling in pairs,
there was little conversation. A salesman stared
absently into space, as if resigned. A young mother
cradled an infant to her breast, gently rocking in vain
effort to soothe the soft whimpering.
And there was a man in a finely tailored suit who
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somehow seemed impervious to the collective suffering. There was a certain
indifference about his manner. He was absorbed in
some arcane paper work. Figuring the year-end
corporate profits, perhaps. A nerve-frayed traveler
sitting nearby, observing this man, might have
indulged in a cynical fantasy: “His clothes are
different, but he can’t disguise his nature. It’s
Ebenezer Scrooge.”
Suddenly, the sullen silence was broken by a
commotion. A young man in uniform, no more than
19 years old, was in animated conversation with the
desk agent. The boy held a low-priority ticket. But
he must, he pleaded, get to New Orleans, so that he
could take the bus on to the obscure Louisiana
village he called home.
The agent wearily told him the prospects were poor for the next 24
hours, maybe longer.
The boy grew frantic. He was soon to be sent to Vietnam. If he did not
make this flight, he might never again spend Christmas at home.
Even the businessman looked up from his cryptic computations to show
a guarded interest. The agent clearly was moved, even a bit embarrassed. But
he could offer only sympathy , not hope. The boy hovered about the departure
desk casting wild and anxious looks around the crowded room, as if seeking
but one friendly face.
Finally, the agent hoarsely announced that the
flight was ready for boarding. The pilgrims heaved
themselves up, gathered their belongings, and shuffled
down the small corridor to the waiting craft. Twenty,
30, 100 –until there were no more seats. The agent
turned to the frantic young man and shrugged.
Inexplicably, the businessman had lingered
behind. Now he stepped forward. “I have a confirmed
ticket,” he quietly told the agent. “I’d like to give my
seat to this young man.”
The agent stared incredulously; then he
motioned to the soldier. Unable to speak, tears
streaming down his face, the boy in olive drab shook
hands with the man in gray flannel, who simple
murmured, “Good luck. Have a fine Christmas. Good
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luck.”
As the plane door closed and the engines began their rising whine, the
businessman turned away, clutching his briefcase, and trudged toward the allnight coffee bar.
No more than a few among the thousands stranded there at the Atlanta
airport witnessed the drama at Gate 67. But for these, the sullenness, the
frustration, the hostility, all dissolved into a glow.
The lights of the departing plane blinked, star like, as the craft moved off
into the darkness. The infant slept silently now on the breast of the young
mother. Perhaps another flight would be leaving before many more hours;
but those who saw were less impatient. The glow lingered, gently and
pervasively, in that small glass-and-plastic stable at Gate 67…
--Ray Jenkins

Walk in love, as Christ also hath loved us.
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Father Christmas
He was a mean, gruff man. Every word that came
out of his mouth was angry and sharp. His words always
dug into us. He was mad at the world, mad at life, mad
at God.
We hoped that the Christmas spirit would flicker
in his soul. But, as with the rest of his dreams that year,
the candle was being snuffed out.
Oh, he hadn’t always been that way. He used to
be loving and funny. He had a quick wit. That
disappeared when he stopped going to church.
I can’t remember when my dad became mean and gruff. It happened gradually.
He sort of shifted that way like sand.
Mom and I are regular churchgoers. Maybe that’s why we can deal with anger
so well. We know God loves us. We know that he loves Dad too. Though I guess it’s
sometimes hard even for Him.
Dad was a big man, the kind that could play Santa Claus without the pillows.
The bishop must have thought so too because he marched right over to our house
after church and asked Dad to play Santa Claus that year.
Had he lost his marbles? I thought. Who’d want a Santa that would yell at the
kids?
Dad thought it was just silly so he laughed sarcastically. I heard bitterness in
his voice as he said, “Inactive for years--now he’s giving me a job that I don’t need any
brains to do.”
The bishop stared and so did I. He should have known, I thought to myself.
“You think it over, Brother Henderson,” the bishop said and made a speedy
exit. Dad just grunted and tuned on his noisy TV.
“Think it over all right,” I complained to Mom later. “He wants a miracle.” I
was disgusted with the whole thing by now. “Dad will never do it.”
Mom just stood there listening. She was a quiet person--the type that sat alone
in church every Sunday while I sat with my friends. The type that taught a
rambunctious Primary class and smiled.
“We mustn’t give up, Andi. There’s a part of him that someone still might
reach,” Mom said. Here was a woman who hadn’t heard a home teaching message for
years because Dad refused, and she was telling me about miracles.
“Hogwash!” I answered. I hurried out the door to catch a movie.
I suppose that I should have been more understanding of Dad. After all, his
business had been ruined. He had lost everything when his store burned down. We
had lived on borrowed money until he could rebuild. He must have felt defeated. I
guess that’s why he wasn’t going to play Santa--mainly because he had stopped
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believing there was one. He had stopped believing in himself. He just sat there in his
chair watching television reruns. I sometimes thought he didn’t really watch them.
Maybe it was just there to keep him from thinking or hurting. I was beginning to
think that no one could help him. But there was Brother Darrin.
Brother Darrin was our long-suffering home teacher. He
came every month. He always acted like he expected Dad to let
him give a lesson. Brother Darrin was short and thin and softspoken. Dad couldn’t wait to give him a hard time. The teachers
quorum had to draw straws to see who would come with poor
Brother Darrin. Dad had scared them all, one by one. But
through it all, Brother Darrin was persistent.
I listened just to see how Brother Darrin would sneak the
gospel in. One minute he and Dad would be talking about
fishing, and Brother Darrin would put in loaves and fishes before Dad could get his
next word out. The strangest thing was that Dad liked Brother Darrin.
I knew that Brother Darrin must have said his prayers the week before the
Christmas party because he was starting out rather boldly. “Brother Henderson, do
you believe in miracles?” I just gulped and pretended to be a fly on the ceiling. I
knew Dad was going to explode. When I finally started to breathe again, I heard Dad
say, “No, not anymore.” The silence hung heavily in the air.
Brother Darrin continued, “Well, I do, Brother Henderson. I’ll see you at the
Christmas party.” He added quickly--”in a Santa suit.” Out he went, leaving Dad to
glare at Mom and me as if it were our fault. He got up and turned on the TV.
“Doesn’t even faze him,” I whispered to Mom. “He’s as hard as an old rusty
nail.” That time I said it pretty loud.
I soon learned from Tricia Darrin that her father had
been fasting and praying for Dad. “Won’t help,” I promptly
informed her. “Tell him to stop before he gets anorexia.”
She giggled for a minute. “He’s serious, Andi.”
As I knelt to say my prayers that night, I found myself
thanking Heavenly Father for a dedicated home teacher. I even
began begging to somehow get my dad back to church even if it
was just to the cultural hall to play Santa.
The night of the Christmas party finally arrived. Mom
and I carried our fruitcake to the car as usual. When we came
back in the house, Dad was in his chair watching television.
“Good-bye, we’re leaving,” we announced. He grunted a good-bye without even
looking up. Suddenly an envelope slid under the door. I handed it to Dad since it
had his name printed on the front. We left feeling empty and downhearted. I knew
Mom felt worse than I did because she started to hum. Humming usually meant tears.
We went to the program and watched the Primary act out the Nativity,
including a sheep that fell off the stage during the big scene.
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We tried not to think of Dad sitting in front of the TV when he should be here
with us. Across the aisle was Brother Darrin.
Soon the big announcement came for Santa. The air filled with anticipation.
“Wonder who they got? I asked Mom. She just answered, “Some unfortunate standin.”
“Ho ho ho!” the shouts soon resounded in the hall. The children started to
squeal in joy. The jolly Santa sounded familiar, like a sound that I had heard long
ago. As I turned I gasped, for I couldn’t believe my eyes. Mom must have turned
about the same time.
“Dad,” I said in a strange voice.
“It’s a miracle,” said Mom. Her voice was strange too. Her eyes were
swimming in a pool of green. I looked over at Brother Darrin. He just winked and
smiled.
Mom went up and got in line to sit on Santa’s lap.
“Hi, good looking,” he said to her. “I think I know what
you’d like for Christmas.” By this time her tears were
spilling over into his glued on beard. “You’d like your
husband to come back to church.” She just nodded and
cried. “I think Old Santa can arrange that.” He gave
her a quick kiss, “Move along, kid. Santa’s got others to
see.”
I’ve never seen Mom look so happy nor the
bishop and Brother Darrin for that matter. They all
looked like they swallowed chocolate-covered ice cream
and it tasted sweet.
I couldn’t understand miracles right then, but I
remembered the note that came under the door. I
decided that it must have had something to do with it. I
ran the whole block home just to read it. What it said
shocked me. Scribbled in uneven handwriting were the
words:
Dear Brother Henderson:
I believe in you and I love you.
Brother Darrin
I guess that’s why it was the best Christmas ever. Dad thought so too. He’s
now the second counselor in the bishopric, and that, he says ironically, is a job that
nobody should have, not even Santa Claus. Secretly he loves it--just ask Mom. Too
bad she still has to sit alone in church. Now, though, she probably doesn’t mind so
much.
------Kaye Barrett
(New ERA, December 1990, pp33-35.)
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Miss Antaloop
(Based on a true story)
Every thing which inviteth and enticeth to do good, and to love God, and to serve him, is inspired of God
(Moro. 7:13).
Rebecca Todd, “Miss Antaloop,” Friend, Dec. 1999, 14

Dear Miss A,
Just a note to say hello and let you know of my love. I hope all is well.
Love,
Miss Antaloop
Julia folded up the note, then, in red marker, wrote, “Miss A,” in an extravagant, cursive
style that didn’t resemble her own handwriting.
The bell rang, and the second grade classroom exploded in a frenzy of activity—
backpacks zipped, desks slammed, and children noisily exited the room. Julia set the envelope on
her teacher’s desk without being noticed and left with her classmates. She was determined that
Miss Allen, or Miss A, as her second grade students called her, would have no clues about the
mysterious Miss Antaloop.
A month earlier, Julia had overheard Miss A telling another teacher that she had nowhere
to go for the upcoming Christmas holiday. Julia could not imagine a Christmas without family.
“I heard Miss A say she had nowhere to go for Christmas,” Julia told her mom after
school. “Why doesn’t she go home to her family?”
“Julia, Miss Allen told me once that she was an only child, and I know that both of her
parents have passed away. She probably doesn’t have any family to go to.”
Julia’s face twisted into a frown. “That’s so sad! Why, Miss A is the nicest, most
wonderful teacher ever!” She paused, thinking. “Hey—can we be her family?”
“She is a very special teacher,” Mom agreed. “I’ve invited her to come to dinner before,
when David was in her class. I also invited her to his mission
farewell, but she didn’t come.”
That night Julia wrote her first letter to Miss A from the
make-believe Miss Antaloop. Most of the students loved Miss A.
But Julia wanted to find a way to show her that she was loved as a
friend, not just as a teacher who might be forgotten. So she made up
the character of Miss Antaloop. Julia wasn’t sure of Miss Antaloop’s
age or background, but she knew that Miss Antaloop loved
adventure and loved Miss A. The second letter established England as Miss Antaloop’s home.
Dear Miss A,
I’ve heard all about you and what an incredible teacher you are. I was hoping we could be pen
pals and friends. I’ve been in Italy, painting, and just moved to London to design jewelry for the
Queen of England. You are pretty and a great teacher. Love,
Miss Antaloop
P.S. I’ve enclosed one of my latest jewelry designs. I hope you like it.
41

Julia carefully wrapped a bracelet she’d sculpted out of tinfoil in
some tissues and placed it in a brown paper bag with the letter. The next
morning she arrived at school early. She tiptoed into the main office,
placed the brown sack in Miss Allen’s mailbox, and then ran out before she
could be spotted.
Later that day, Miss A was wearing the silver foil bracelet.
“Hey, Miss A, where’d you get that silver thing?” Tommy asked.
“Why, it’s a bracelet all the way from England,” Miss A said with a
big smile. Julia looked up from her spelling book with a start.
“Who gave it to you? Is it from a kid?”
Miss A put her finger to her lips, signaling Tommy to use his quiet
voice.
“Is it from a kid?” Tommy repeated in a fierce whisper.
Julia swallowed.
Miss A’s blue eyes sparkled. “It’s from a special friend,” she said. Since the first
delivery, Julia had noticed her little gifts and letters appearing on Miss A’s bookshelf.
On the day before school was to close for the Christmas break, Miss A let the children
share their holiday plans. Phillip was going sledding. Andrea was going to California to visit her
grandparents. Tommy planned to eat all of the candy in his stocking in one day.
“What are you going to do, Miss A?” Andrea asked.
“I am going to spend my holiday at home.”
“Why don’t you come to my house?” Julia asked.
“And then come over to mine!” Phillip echoed. Suddenly the classroom broke out in a
chorus of second-graders begging their teacher to join them for Christmas.
“You’re all very sweet,” said Miss A, “but you have your families to celebrate with and,
as you’ve just told me, many activities planned. I’ll be right here by my desk at the first of
January, waiting to see you and hear about all of your fun.”
The bell rang. As Julia walked slowly out of the room, Miss A said, “Good-bye, Julia.
Merry Christmas!”
Julia’s house buzzed with Christmas preparations over the next few days.
While Julia helped wrap presents and bake food, she kept thinking of Miss A’s face as
the different students described their holiday activities with their families. She had smiled, but
her blue eyes had looked empty with loneliness. Julia decided to do something about it.
“David, David,” Julia whispered as she knocked on her brother’s bedroom door.
The door swung open, and David looked down at his little sister. “Hey, Jules, what’s up?
Are you being a Christmas elf?”
“No,” Julia said. “I need help.”
David crouched down to look Julia in the face. “OK, Jules, what’s up?”
“I need you to help me—it’s very important. I want to deliver this to Miss A.” She held
up a large white box. “Dad said you could take me.”
“What is it, Jules? I thought you already gave her a
Christmas present.”
“I did, but this is a special present.”
David lifted the box lid to see the nativity scene that Julia had
made with salt dough in Primary last year, nestled in tissue paper.
Last year Julia had been so proud of it that she insisted that it be displayed in the living room.
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“Your nativity set? But you love this.”
“I know.” Julia lovingly touched the Baby Jesus in the manger. “But I think Miss A feels
lonely. I think she forgot that Jesus loves her.”
David smiled at the misshapen dough figures. “OK,” he said, picking up the box in one
arm and Julia in the other. “Then let’s go, little elf.”
The car cut through the snowy, dark streets and stopped at a brown apartment building.
“I guess this is it.”
“Are you sure?”
“This is the address in the phone book,” David said. Julia looked doubtfully at the long
staircase and dark windows.
“Jules, do you want me to do it?”
Julia’s face relaxed into a smile. “Will you?”
“Hand it over,” David laughed.
Julia straightened the bow so that “Merry Christmas from England! Love, Miss
Antaloop” was visible. “Be careful, and run fast so she doesn’t see you,” she whispered.
Julia quickly changed into a Sunday dress and came down for the annual Christmas Eve
family home evening. The family had just settled in the living room, when the doorbell rang.
“Who could that be on Christmas Eve?” Mom wondered aloud. Dad went to answer the door and
returned, followed by Miss A.
“Miss A!” Julia ran up to her teacher.
“Miss Allen, what a wonderful surprise!” Mom said. “Come in.”
“I’m sorry to interrupt,” she said. “But I received a very
special present this evening, and I had to come thank the person who
gave it to me.”
“What … but … how did you know, Miss A?” Julia asked,
embarrassed she’d been discovered.
Miss A smiled. “Julia, you must tell Miss Antaloop thank
you for bringing some light into my Christmas.” She hugged Julia. “I
had just sat down to watch a Christmas special on television, when
the doorbell rang. I was surprised to find a present there and to open it and find such a beautiful
reminder of the reason for Christmas!” Miss A’s eyes sparkled.
“Miss Allen, why don’t you take off your coat and stay? We’re going to have a little
Christmas program, then dinner,” Mom said.
“Yes, please stay!” Julia begged.
“Come on, Miss A,” David chimed in.
“Well,” Miss A said. She looked around at the faces looking back at her with hopeful,
welcoming expressions on them. Suddenly she did not want to return to her empty apartment.
“OK—I will.”
“Hurray!” Julia cried.
“I’ll have to stay if I want to catch Miss Antaloop,” she whispered to Julia with a wink.
Julia smiled. She knew that Christmas wasn’t about make-believe friends. It was about
love.
Gospel topics: Christmas, love, social skills
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Pattern of LOVE
I didn't question Timmy, age nine, or his
seven-year-old brother, Billy, about the brown
wrapping paper they passed back and forth
between them as we visited each store.
Every year at Christmas time, our
Service Club takes the children from poor
families in our town on a personally conducted
shopping tour. I was assigned Timmy and Billy, whose father was out of
work. After giving them the allowed $4 each, we
began our trip. At different stores I made
suggestions, but always their answer was a
solemn shake of the head, no. Finally, I asked,
"Where would you suggest we look?"
"Could we go to a shoe store, Sir?"
answered Timmy. "We'd like a pair of shoes for
our daddy so he can go to work."
In the shoe store the clerk asked what the
boys wanted. Out came the brown paper. "We want a pair of work shoes
to fit this foot," they said.
Billy explained that it was a pattern of their daddy's foot. They had
drawn it while he was asleep in a chair.
The clerk held the paper against a
measuring stick, and then walked away. Soon
he came with an open box. "Will these do?"
he asked.
Timmy and Billy handled the shoes with
great eagerness. "How much do they cost?"
said Billy.
Then Timmy saw the price on the box.
"They're $16.95," he said in dismay. "We only have $8.00."
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I looked at the clerk and he cleared his throat. "That's the regular
price," he said, "but they're on sale; $3.98, today only."

Then with shoes happily in hand, the boys bought gifts for their
mother and two little sisters. Not once did they think of themselves.
The day after Christmas, the boy's father stopped me on the street.
The new shoes were on his feet, gratitude was in his eyes. "I just thank
Jesus for people who care," he said.
"And I thank Jesus for your two sons," I replied, “They taught me
more about Christmas in one evening than I had learned in a lifetime."

-- By Jack Smith
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Red Mittens
(Based on a true story)
By love serve one another (Gal. 5:13).
Mary Moody, “Red Mittens,” Friend, Dec. 1999, 38

When I was a little girl, I lived in the small town of
Claire, Wisconsin. In town was a school for the deaf. Each
school year, deaf children from the surrounding farming
communities would live with families in town so that they
could go to school. One year, Tom, age ten, and Bernie, age
eleven, lived with our family. We did not have much money,
but we had a lot of love to share.

The boys came with a limited amount of clothing,
but it did include a warm jacket and hat for the bitter
Wisconsin winters. However, neither boy had mittens or
gloves. It just so happened that Mom was famous for her
hand-knit mittens. She had made them for years as gifts for
family, friends, and neighbors.
Mom asked the boys if they would like to have a pair
of her mittens for themselves, and they both smiled and
nodded. She had them trace their hands on a piece of paper
and choose a color for their mittens. They both chose red.
The mittens were completed in a few evenings, and Tom and
Bernie wore them to school the following day.
After school, they returned home and excitedly told
Mom that some of the other children at the school also needed
mittens.
They asked her if she would make some for them. Mom
agreed and asked the boys to have each child who needed
mittens trace his or her hands on a piece of paper and write the
color of mittens wanted.
Tom and Bernie came home from school the next day
with 137 pieces of paper, all requesting red mittens! Mom looked
a little surprised, but she was undaunted. It was the end of
September. She figured how long it would take to knit each pair
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and decided that she could have all 137 pairs finished just before
Christmas.
At this point, I became involved in the plan. Yarn did
not come ready to use, as it does now. It came in skeins that
needed to be wound into balls. I spent many evenings for the
next few months with my elbows propped up on several books, a
skein of yarn stretched between my wrists, and Mom winding the
red yarn into balls.
December 22 was a crisp winter day. Outside a light
snow was falling. On this day, Tom and Bernie proudly took 137
pairs of red mittens to school. Mom had made it!
Many years have passed since that day in December.
Dad died, my brothers grew up, and Mom eventually moved to
Oregon. Through the years, Mom lost track of Tom and Bernie.
When she grew old and became ill, she moved back to Wisconsin
to live with my brother John. Shortly afterward, she died.
We held a small graveside service for family members
in the cemetery, where she would be buried next to Dad. It was
December 22—a crisp winter day. At the cemetery, a light snow
was falling.
As the short service ended, I noticed two figures
coming toward us in the distance. I did not recognize the man or
the boy, who looked to be about ten. As the two came closer, I
noticed that the boy was wearing a pair of red mittens. Then
the man smiled, and my brother and I recognized him. It was
Bernie!
“I read about your mother’s death in the newspaper
yesterday,” he said. “I had to come. She was very important in
my life.”
I noted the red mittens on the boy’s hands. “Surely
those aren’t the same red mittens that Mom knitted for you?” I
asked in surprise.
“They are,” he assured me. “My five sons have all
worn them, too. They are a symbol of a loving, caring, and
sharing woman whom I have never forgotten. I will treasure
these red mittens forever
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The Anonymous Benefactor
--Susan Easton Black

With a Cadillac, a maid, and a gardener,
my family always had a Christmas with the best
gifts from Santa’s sleigh. The days my parents
struggled to survive the Great Depression were
only whispers of yesteryear when I was born.
Mink had replaced wool and the country club
societal whirl had captured my parents’ fancy.
In the 1950s, they had become the American
dream, and Christmas was merely an excuse to
lavish each child with a fairyland of
unrestrained wants.
My anticipation of opening gifts on
Christmas Day was boundless, for I knew my
mother was an uncontrolled shopper when it
came to my whims. Being the only girl in a
family of boys, I fared better than any at
Christmas. My want list seemed to be surpassed only by my presents. After
opening one gift after another, I toted my new acquisitions up and down the
street so all the neighbors would know that Santa loved me best and that my
parents were spoiling me to my complete satisfaction.
From such a worldly background of material prosperity, it seemed only
natural for me to fantasize that when I had children of my own the established
tradition of wealth and abundant giving at Christmas would continue--and that it
would be even more lavish. If that had been the case, I would not have had one
memorable Christmas--just more of the same. Stuffed animals may have been
bigger and clothes fancier and gadgets more sophisticated, but ho hum can be
found even in the abundant life.
It was in 1977, almost twenty years ago, that my Christmas took a
strange twist. Circumstances had changed. I was no longer the little girl
awaiting the parental handout, but was an adult attempting to make my own
way in life. I was a graduate student in 1977, completing a doctoral degree and
raising three small sons alone. Like several other graduate students, I had
obtained university employment as a research writer for a professor and like
most of the students; I was struggling to meet my financial obligations.
Having more “month than money” had become my norm, but never more
so than in December 1977. Five days before Christmas, I realized that my
mismanagement of funds would prevent any ostentation in gift buying for my
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children. In fact, it seemed to prevent much gift buying of any kind. It seemed
unbearable to me--a young mother who knew all too well how to selfishly flaunt
Christmas treasures before less fortunate neighbors, but not how to graciously
be one of the less fortunate.
Cuddling my sons, I reluctantly explained my abhorrence of debt and the
specter of our economic plight. My emotions surfaced as the children
attempted to comfort me by nodding assuredly, “Don’t worry! Santa Claus will
give us gifts.”
Cautiously I explained, “I think Santa Claus
is also having a bad year.”
With certainty my firstborn son, Brian,
announced, “But on television his sleigh is still
filled with toys. With five days left till
Christmas, he’ll have plenty for us.” His younger
brother Todd interjected, “Besides, Santa won’t
forget us. We’ve been good this year.”
As all three nodded in agreement, I did
too. My sons had been good. They had found
happiness and friendship in our family; we all
were unusually close. Perhaps it was our
circumstance. Yet, despite their goodness, they
would soon be disappointed because neither
Santa nor mother would bring the desired
presents on Christmas Day.
That night I cried and pled with the Lord
for relief, for a glimmer of hope that Christmas in hour home would be better
than I anticipated. My verbal prayers awakened the children. They seemed to
intuitively know what was causing my unhappiness. “Don’t worry about
presents. It doesn’t matter,” said Brian. I knew it did not matter on December
20th, but I knew it would be all-important on December 25th.
The next morning I could not hide the despair and self-pity that had
marred my face through the night. “What is wrong?” I was asked again and
again at the university. My trite reply was “Nothing.” Unconvinced friends pried
and seemed in their own way to make matters worse. I snapped at the
extended hand of friendship and grimaced at their undue interest in my personal
life.
Arriving home, I methodically pulled the mail from the mailbox as I entered
the house. A curious, unstamped envelope caught my attention. “To a very,
very, very, very, very special lady” was typewritten on the envelope. I gazed at
the envelope and wondered if it were meant for me. Hoping it was, I tore it
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open. To my surprise I found several dollars inside, but not a note of
explanation.
“Come quickly, “ I beckoned my children. Together we counted the
money, examined the envelope, and expressed wonder at the anonymous gift.
This was a direct answer to my prayer. There was enough money in the
envelope to buy an extra gift for each child. I was stunned and amazed, and my
joy and excitement of Christmas had returned. It was going to be a great
Christmas Day after all. It wouldn’t be as lavish as those of my childhood, but it
would be good enough.
I was curious. Where had the money come from? Could it be from a
neighbor, a friend, a classmate, or the bishop? Logical deduction led me first to
near neighbors. Visiting from house to house in our neighborhood proved
embarrassing. As I attempted to thank neighbors, each stammered and then
confessed, “It wasn’t me.” Calling friends and thanking them elicited clever
expressions. “If you find out who is giving away money, tell them to send some
my way.” Classmates rendered similar comments.
It must be the bishop, I decided. He knew what I paid in tithing and would
be aware that a less than exciting Christmas would be awaiting my family. The
children and I walked to his house and knocked on the door. Enthusiastically, we
thanked him for his generosity. However, he denied being our benefactor and
assured us that he did not know who had been so kind.
Curiosity mounted as nightfall approached. I
read the envelope again: “To a very, very, very, very,
very special lady.” This time I noticed that the “e”
and “l” were misshapen letters produced by an old
typewriter ribbon. I also observed that each dollar bill
had been folded and unfolded many times, as if each
one had been of infinite worth. My desire to discover
the identity of the anonymous donor grew. Soon that
desire was coupled with the gnawing resolve to return the money. The
misshapen letters and folded dollar bills evidenced that the generous donor also
had financial difficulties.
I couldn’t sleep that night. Again and again I asked myself, “Who was it?”
I had the clues of the old typewriter ribbon and the folded money, but not the
answer. I can’t really describe how I finally knew who the benefactor was, but
about two o’clock in the morning, I knew. I knew who had a broken typewriter,
and who needed to replace their ribbon, and who carefully folded and unfolded
money, checking each dollar bill. It was my three sons.
With tears of love, I awoke the donors. Blurry eyed they asked, “What’s
wrong?” I replied, “Nothing’s wrong; everything is right! You gave me the
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money. You gave me all the money you possess!” Opening the bedroom closet
door, I pulled out three empty jars that once had contained their treasured
fortune. They sat silent for several moments until my nine-year old Brian turned
to his younger brother Todd and punched him. “You told!” he exclaimed.
Attempting to fend off further blows, Todd yelled, “it wasn’t me, it must have
been John.” Their five year-old brother immediately said, “It wasn’t me,” as
both boys landed on him. In unison they asked, “How did you know?”
I had searched outside my home for the answer--but the answer was
within. I had seen generosity in all those around me, but had failed to recognize
the generous hearts of my children. And now I more clearly knew why the
Savior had said, “Suffer the little children to come unto me, and forbid them
not: for as such is the kingdom of [heaven].” (Mark 10:14; Luke 18:16.) My
house, with all of its material flaws, was my heaven on earth, and my sons were
my greatest treasure. Christmas 1977 was indeed a merry Christmas worth
remembering.
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The Best Christmas Pageant
By Barbara Robinson
Editor’s Note: Fifteen years ago we asked Barbara Robinson, who had been
contributing fiction to McCall’s for ten years, to write a Christmas story for our
December, 1967, issue. We had no way of knowing then that “The Christmas
Pageant,” which was the title we gave her story, was destined to become an American
Christmas classic. The flood of letters from readers--saying it was the best, the
funniest, the most moving Christmas story they’d ever read--inspired Barbara
Robinson to expand it into a book, which was published under the title The Best
Christmas Pageant Ever by Harper and Row in 1972. The following year Avon Books
brought out the paperback edition, and there are now over 800,000 copies in print.
On the tenth anniversary of the book’s publication and the 15th of the story’s first
appearance in McCall’s, we present an adaptation specially prepared by the author.

The Herdmans were absolutely the worst kids in
the history of the world. They lied and stole and smoked
cigars (even the girls) and they talked dirty and hit little
kids and cussed their teachers and took the name of the lord in vain and set fire to
Fred Shoemaker’s broken-down tool house.
The tool house burned right down to the ground, and I think that surprised the
Herdmans. They set fire to things all the time, but that was the first time they managed to burn
down a whole building.
I guess things would have been different if they’d burned down, say, the Second
Presbyterian Church instead of the tool house, but the tool house was about to fall down anyway.
All the neighbors had pestered Mr. Shoemaker to do something about it because it looked so
awful and was sure to bring rats. So everybody said the fire was a blessing in disguise, and even
Mr. Shoemaker said it was a relief. My father said it was the only good thing the Herdmans ever
did, and, if they’d known that burning down Mr. Shoemaker’s tool house was a good thing, they
wouldn’t have done it at all. They would have set fire to something else ...or somebody.
They were just so all-around awful you could hardly believe they were real: Ralph,
Imogene, Leroy, Claude, Ollie and Gladys--six skinny, stringy-haired kids, all alike except for
being different sizes and having different black-and-blue places where they had clonked each
other.
They lived over a garage at the bottom of Sproul Hill. Nobody used the garage any
more, but the Herdmans used to bang the door up and down just as fast as they could and try to
squash one another--that was their idea of a game. Where other people had grass in their front
yard, the Herdmans had rocks. And where other people had hydrangea bushes, the Herdmans
had poison ivy.
There was also a sign in the yard that said “Beware of the Cat.” New kids always laughed
about that till they got a look at the cat. It was the meanest-looking animal I ever saw. It had
one short leg and a broken tail and one missing eye, and the mailman wouldn’t deliver anything
to the Herdmans because of that horrible cat.
They moved from grade to grade through the Woodrow Wilson school like those South
American fish that strip your bones clean in three minute flat... which was just about what they
did to one teacher after another.
But they never, never got kept back grade.
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When it came time for Claude Herdman to pass to the second grade, he didn’t know his
ABC’s or his numbers or his colors or his shapes or his “Three Bears” or how to get along with
anybody. But Miss Brandell passed him anyway.
For one thing, she knew she’d have
Ollie Herdman the next year. That was the
thing about the Herdmans--there was
always another one coming along, and no
teacher was crazy enough to let herself in
for two of them at once.
I was always in the same grade with
Imogene Herdman, and what I did was stay
out of her way. It wasn’t easy to stay out of
her way. You couldn’t do it if you were
very pretty or very ugly, or very smart or
very dumb, or had anything unusual about
you, like red hair or double-jointed thumbs.
But if you were sort of a medium kid like me
and kept your mouth shut when the teacher
said, “Who can name all fifty states?” you
had a pretty good chance of staying clear of
Imogene.
As far as anyone could tell, Imogene
was just like the rest of the Herdmans. She
never learned anything either, except dirty
words, and she learned those from her older
brother, Ralph. The Herdmans taught
those to one another and looked after
themselves. Ralph looked after Imogene,
and Imogene looked after Leroy, and Leroy looked after Claude, and so on down the line. The
Herdmans were like most big families-- the big ones taught the little ones everything they
knew...and the proof of that was that the meanest Herdman of all was Gladys, the youngest.
We figured they were headed straight for hell, by way of the state penitentiary ...until they
got themselves mixed up with the church, and my mother, and our Christmas pageant.
Mother didn’t expect to have anything to do with the Christmas pageant except to make
me and my little brother, Charlie, be in it (we didn’t want to) and to make my father go and see it
(he didn’t want to).
Every year he said the same thing-- “I’ve seen the Christmas pageant.’
“You haven’t seen this year’s Christmas pageant,” Mother would tell him. “Charlie is a
shepherd this year.”
“Charlie was a shepherd last year. No...you go on and go. I’m just going to put on by
bathrobe and sit by the fire and relax. There’s never anything different about the Christmas
Pageant.”
“There’s something different this year,” Mother said.
“What?”
“Charlie is wearing your bathrobe.”
So that year my father went to the Christmas pageant...to see his bathrobe, he said.
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Actually, he went every year, but it was always a struggle and Mother said that was her
contribution to the Christmas pageant--getting my father to go to it.
But then she got stuck with the whole thing when Mrs. George Armstrong fell and broke
her leg, and couldn’t direct the Christmas Pageant, which she did every year.
Our Christmas pageant isn’t what you’d call four-star entertainment. The script is
standard (the inn, the stable, the shepherds, the star), and so are the costumes, and so is the cast.
Primary kids are angels; intermediate kids are shepherds; big boys are Wise Men; Elmer
Hopkins, the minister’s son, has been Joseph for as long s I can remember; and my friend Alice
Wendleken is Mary because she’s so smart, so neat and clean and, most of all, so holy-looking.
All the rest of us are the angel choir--lined up according to height. We’re strictly a notalent outfit except for a girl named Alberta Bottles, who whistles. Last year Alberta whistled
“What Child Is This?” for a change of pace, but nobody liked it, especially Mrs. Bottles, because
Alberta put too much into it and ran out of air and passed out cold on the manger in the middle
of the third verse.
Aside from that, though, it’s always just the Christmas story, year after year, with people
shuffling around in bathrobes and bed sheets and sharp wings.
Of course, nobody even thought about the Herdmans in connection with the Christmas
pageant. Most of us spent all week in school being pounded and poked and pushed around by
the Herdmans, and we looked forward to Sunday as a real day of rest.
Then my little brother, Charlie, told Leroy Herdman that we got dessert in Sunday
school and, sure enough, the very next week there they were, all six Herdmans, slouching into
Sunday school, eyes peeled for the
refreshments--just in time to hear about the
Christmas pageant.
“What’s the pageant?” Imogene
asked.
“It’s a play,” I told her.
“What’s the play about?”
“It’s about Jesus,” I said.
“Everything here is,” she muttered, so
I figured Imogene didn’t care much about the
Christmas pageant.
“Now, you little children in the
primary class will be our angels,” Mother said.
“You’ll like that, won’t you?”
They all said yes. What else could
they say?
The older boys and girls will be the
shepherds and guests at the inn and members
of the choir.”
“And we need Mary and Joseph, the
three Wise Men and the Angel of the Lord:
They aren’t hard parts, but they’re very
important parts,” Mother said. “Now, we all
know what kind of person Mary was. She was
quiet and gentle and kind, and the little girl
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who plays Mary should try to be that kind of person. I know that many of you would like to be
Mary in our pageant, but of course we can only have one Mary. So I’ll ask for volunteers, and
then we’ll decide together which girl should get the part.” That was pretty safe to say, since the
only person who ever raised her hand was Alice Wendleken.
But Alice just sat there, chewing on a piece of her hair and looking down at the floor...and
the only person who raised her hand this time was Imogene Herdman.
“Did you have a question, Imogene?” Mother asked. I guess that was the only reason she
could think of for Imogene to have her hand up.
“No,” Imogene said. “I want to be Mary.” She looked back over her shoulder. “And
Ralph wants to be Joseph.”
Yeh,” Ralph said.
Mother just stared at them. “Well,” she said after a minute, “we want to be sure that
everyone has a chance. Does anyone else want to volunteer for Joseph?”
No one did No one ever did. Elmer always got stuck with the role just because he was the
minister’s son, but he never wanted to do it.
“All right,” Mother said, “Ralph will be our Joseph. Now, does anyone else want to
volunteer for Mary?” Mother looked all around, trying to catch somebody’s eye--anybody’s eye.
“Janet?...Roberta?...Alice, don’t you want to volunteer this year?”
“No, “ Alice said, so low you could hardly hear her. “ I don’t want to.”
Nobody volunteered to be Wise Men either, except Leroy, Claude and Ollie Herdman.
So there was my mother, stuck with a Christmas pageant full of Herdmans in the main
roles.
There was one Herdman left over, and one main role left over, and you didn’t have to be
very smart to figure out that Gladys was going to be the Angel of the Lord, who brought the
good news to the shepherds.
Right away all the shepherds began to wiggle around in their seats, figuring that any good
new Gladys brought them would come with a smack in the teeth.
They were right. You could just picture Gladys whamming shepherds left and right.
While everybody was leaving, Mother grabbed Alice Wendleken by the arm and said,
“Alice, why in the world didn’t you raise your hand to be Mary?”
I don’t know, “Alice said, looking mad.
But I knew--I’d heard Imogene Herdman telling Alice what would happen to her if she
dared to volunteer. “Next spring,” Imogene had told her, “when the pussy willows come out, I’ll
stick a pussy willow so far down your ear that nobody can reach it-- and it’ll sprout there, and it’ll
grow and grow, and you’ll spend the rest of your life with a pussy-willow bush growing out your
ear.”
So that was why Alice kept her mouth shut about being Mary.
“You know she wouldn’t do that,” I told Alice as we walked home.
“Yes, she would,” Alice said. “Herdmans will do anything. But your mother should have
told them no. Somebody should put Imogene out of the pageant, and the rest of them, too.
They’ll do something terrible and ruin the whole thing.”
I thought she was probably right, and so did lots of other people, and for two or three
days all anybody could talk about was the Herdmans being Mary and Joseph and all.
Some people said it wasn’t fair for a whole family who didn’t even go to our church to
barge in and take over the pageant. My father said somebody better lock up the Women’s
Society’s silver service. My mother just said she would rather be in the hospital with Mrs.
Armstrong.
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Then the flower committee took a potted geranium to Mrs. Armstrong and told her what
was going on, and she nearly fell out of bed, traction bars and all. “I feel personally responsible,”
she said. “Whatever happens, I accept the blame. If I’d been up and around and doing my
duty, this never would have happened.”
And that made my mother so mad she couldn’t see straight. I’d never seen her that mad.
“Up till now,” she
said, “I’d made up my
mind just to do the best I
could under the
circumstances, but now-I’m going to make this the
very best Christmas
Pageant anybody ever saw,
and I’m going to do it with
the Herdmans, too!”
The first pageant
rehearsal was usually about
as much fun as a three-hour
ride on the school bus, and
just as noisy and crowded.
This rehearsal, though, was
different.
Everybody shut up
and settled down right
away, for fear of missing
something awful that the
Herdmans might do.
They got there ten minutes late, sliding into the room like a bunch of outlaws about to
shoot up a saloon.
Mother started to separate everyone into angels and shepherds and guests at the inn, but
right away she ran into trouble.
“Who were the shepherds?” Leroy Herdman wanted to know. “Where did they come
from?”
Ollie didn’t even know what a shepherd was.
“What’s an inn?” Claude asked.
“It’s like a motel,” somebody told him, “where people go to spend the night.”
“What people?” Claude said. “Jesus?”
“Oh, honestly!” Alice Wendleken grumbled. “Jesus wasn’t even born yet! Mary and
Joseph went there.”
“What happened first?” Imogene hollered at my mother.
“Begin at the beginning!”
That really scared me because the beginning would be the Book of Genesis, where it says
“In the beginning...” and, if we were going to have to start with he Book of Genesis, we’d never
get through.
The thing was, the Herdmans didn’t know anything about the Christmas story. They knew that
Christmas was Jesus’ birthday, but everything else was news--the shepherds, the Three Wise
Men, the star, the stable, the crowded inn.
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So Mother said she had better begin by reading the Christmas story from the Bible. This
was a pain in the neck to most of use because we knew the whole thing by heart.
“...Joseph and Mary, his espoused wife, being great with child...’”
“Pregnant!” yelled Ralph Herdman.
Well, That stirred things up. All the big kids began to giggle, and all the little kids wanted
to know what was so funny, and Mother had to hammer on the floor with a blackboard pointer.
“That’s enough, Ralph,” she said, and went on reading.
I don’t think it’s very nice to say Mary was pregnant,” Alice whispered to me.
“But she was,” I pointed out. In a way, though, I agreed with her. It sounded too
ordinary. Anybody could be pregnant. “Great with child” sounded better for Mary.
Then Mother read about there being no room at the inn, and Imogene’s jaw dropped
and she sat up in her seat.
“My God!’ she said. “ Not even for Jesus?”
“Well, now, after all,” Mother explained, “nobody knew the baby was going to turn out
to be Jesus.”
“You said Mary knew,” Ralph said. “Why didn’t she tell them?”
“I would have told them!” Imogene put in “Boy, would I have told them! What was the
matter with Joseph that he didn’t tell them? Her pregnant and everything.”
“What was that they laid the baby in?” Leroy said. “That manger...is that like a bed?
Why would they have a bed in the barn?”
“That’s just the point,” Mother said. “They didn’t have a bed in the barn, so Mary and
Joseph had to use whatever there was. What would you do if you had a new baby and no bed to
put the baby in?”
“We put Gladys in a bureau drawer, “ Imogene volunteered.
“Well, there you are,” Mother said, blinking a little. “You didn’t have a bed so you had
to use something else.”
“Oh, we had a bed,” Ralph said, ‘only Ollie was still in it and he wouldn’t get out. He didn’t like
Gladys.” He elbowed Ollie. “Remember how you didn’t like Gladys?”
I thought that was pretty smart of Ollie, not to like Gladys right off the bat.
“Anyway,” Mother said, “Mary and Joseph used the manger. That’s a large wooden
feeding trough for animals.”
“What were the wadded-up clothes?” Claude wanted to know.
“The what?” Mother said.
“You read about it--she wrapped him in wadded-up clothes.’”
“Swaddling clothes.” Mother sighed. “Long ago, people used to wrap their babies very
tightly in big pieces of material, to make them cozy and comfortable.”
“You mean they tied him up and put him in a feedbox?” Imogene said. “Where was the
Child Welfare?”
Everyone knew that the Child Welfare checked up on the Herdmans every five minutes
“’And, lo, the Angel of the Lord came upon them,’” mother went on, “’and the glory of
the Lord shone round about them, and---’”
“Shazam!” Gladys yelled, flinging her arms out and smacking the kid next to her.
“What?” Mother said. She never read Amazing comic
“Out of the black night with horrible vengeance, the Mighty Marvo--”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Gladys,” Mother said. “This is the Angel of the
Lord who comes to the shepherds in the fields, and--”
“Out of nowhere, right?” Gladys said. “In the black night, right?”
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“Well...” Mother looked unhappy. “In a way.”
So Gladys sat back down, looking very satisfied, as if this was at least one part of the
Christmas story that made sense.
“’Now when Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea,’” Mother went on reading, “’behold
there came wise Men from the east to Jerusalem, saying--‘ ”
“That’s you, Leroy,” Ralph said, “and Claude and Ollie. So pay attention.”
“What does it mean, Wise Men?” Ollie wanted to know. “Were they like
schoolteachers?”
“No, dumbbell,” Claude said. “It means like President of the United States.”
“Why, that’s very close, Claude,” Mother said. “Actually, they were kings.”
“Well, it’s about time,” Imogene muttered disgustedly. “Maybe they’ll tell the innkeeper
where to get off, and get the baby out of the barn.”
“ ‘ They saw the young child with Mary, his mother, and fell down and worshipped him,
and presented unto him gifts: gold, and frankincense, and myrrh.’”
“What’s that stuff?” Leroy wanted to know.
“Precious oils, “ Mother said, “and fragrant resins.”
“Oil!’ Imogene hollered. “What kind of a cheap king hands out oil?” You get better
presents from the firemen!”
Then we came to King Herod, and the Herdmans never heard of him either, so Mother
had to explain that it was Herod who sent the Wise Men to find the baby Jesus and have him put
to death.
“My God!” Imogene said. “He just got born and already they’re out to kill him!”
The Herdmans wanted to know all about Herod, and I figured they liked him. He was so mean
he could have been their ancestor-- Herod Herdman. But I was wrong.
“Who’s going to be Herod in this play?” Leroy said.
“We don’t show Herod in our pageant,” Mother said. And they all got mad. They
wanted somebody to be Herod so they could beat up on him.
I couldn’t understand the Herdmans. You would have thought the Christmas story came
right out of the FBI files, they got so involved in it -wanted a bloody end to Herod, worried about
Mary having her baby in a barn and called the Wise Men a bunch of dirty spies.
And they left the first rehearsal arguing about whether Joseph should have set fire to the
inn or just chased the innkeeper into the next county.
We stumbled along that way right up to the last rehearsal the day before the pageant.
“Now, this is going to be a dress rehearsal,” Mother told us all, and right away three or
four baby angels began hollering that they forgot their wings. Half the angel choir had forgotten
their robes.
“Don’t worry about your wings,” Mother said. “The main point of a dress rehearsal isn’t
the costumes. The main point is to go right straight through without stopping. And that’s what
we’re going to do, just s if we were doing it for the whole congregation. I’m going to sit in the
back of the church and be the audience.
But it didn’t work that way. The baby angels came in at the wrong place and had to go
back out again, and a whole gang of shepherds didn’t come in at all, for fear of Gladys. Imogene
couldn’t find the baby-Jesus doll, and wrapped up a great big memorial flower urn in the blanket,
and then dropped it on Ralph’s foot. And half the angel choir sang “Away in a Manger” while
the rest sang “O little Town of Bethlehem.”
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So we had to start over a lot.
“I’ve got the baby here,” Imogene barked at
the wise Men. “Don’t touch him! I named
him Jesus.”
“No, no, no.” Mother came flying
up the aisle. “Now, Imogene, you know
you’re not supposed to say anything.
Nobody says anything n our pageant, except
the Angel of the Lord and the choir singing
carols. Mary and Joseph and the Wise Men
make a lovely picture for us to look at while
we think about Christmas and what it
means.”
I guess Mother had to say things like
that, even though everybody knew it was a
big lie. The Herdmans didn’t look like
anything out of the Bible --More like trickor-treat. Imogene even had on great big
gold earrings, and she wouldn’t take them
off.
“Now, Imogene,” Mother said. “You
know Mary didn’t wear earrings.”
“I have to wear these,” Imogene said.
“Why is that?”
“I got my ears pierced, and if I don’t
keep something in ‘em, they’ll grow
together.”
“Well, they won’t grow together in an hour and a half,” Mother said. “What did the
doctor say about leaving something in them?”
“What doctor?”
“Well, who pierced your ears?”
“Gladys,” Imogene said.
That made you shudder--the thought of Gladys Herdman piercing ears. I thought she
probably used an ice pick, and I kept watching Imogene, to see her ears fall off.
“All right,” Mother said, “but we’ll try to find something smaller and more appropriate
for you to wear in the pageant. Now we’ll start again and go right straight through, and--”
“I think I ought to tell them what his name is, “ Imogene said.
“No. Besides, you remember it wasn’t Mary who named the baby.”
“I told you!” Ralph whacked Imogene on the back. “I named him.”
“Joseph didn’t name the baby, either, “ Mother said. “ God sent an angel to tell Mary
what his name should be.”
Imogene sniffed. “I would have named him Bill.”
“What angel was that?” Ralph wanted to know. “Was that Gladys?”
“No,” Mother said. “Gladys is the angel who comes to the shepherds with the news.”
“Yeh,” Gladys said. “Unto you a child is born!” she yelled at the shepherds.
“Unto me!” Imogene yelled back at her. “Not them, me! I’m the one that had the
baby!”
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“No, no, no.” Mother sat down on a front pew. “That just means that Jesus belongs to
everybody. Unto all of us a child is born. Now-- “ she sighed-- “let’s start again, and--”
“Why didn’t they let Mary name her own baby?” Imogene demanded. “What did that
angel do, just walk up and say, ‘Name him Jesus’?”
“Yes,” Mother said, because she was in a hurry to get finished-- and get away from the
Herdmans.
By that time everyone was so tired, and most of the baby angels had to go to the
bathroom, so Mother said we would take a five-minute recess. “And then we’ll start over, “ she
said, looking sort of hopeless, “and go right straight through without stopping, won’t we?”
Well, we never did go right straight through. We had a 15- minute recess, which was a
big mistake, because Imogene spent the whole time smoking cigars in the ladies’ room. Then
Mrs. Homer McCarthy, who had come to the church to drop off some cakes for the pot-luck
super, went to the ladies’ room and opened the door
and smelled something funny and saw some smoke-and she ran right to the church office and called the
fire department.
We were singing “Angels We Have Hard on
High” when what we heard was a fire engine, pulling
up on the lawn of the church, with the siren blaring
and the red lights flashing. The firemen hurried in
and made us all go outside, and they dragged a big
hose in the front door and went looking for a fire to
put out.
The street was full of baby angels crying, and
shepherds climbing all over the fire truck, and
firemen, and all the ladies on the pot-luck committee,
and neighbors who came to see what was going on,
and Reverend Hopkins, who ran over from the
parsonage in his pajamas and his bathrobe.
Nobody knew what had happened, including
the Herdmans, but I guess they figured that,
whatever it was, they had done it, so they left.
The next day Reverend Hopkins came to see
Mother. “I can’t make head or tail of it,” he said.
“Some people say those Herdmans set fire to the ladies’ room. Some people say they set fire to
the kitchen.
“They didn’t set fire to anything, “ Mother said.
“Well...” Reverend Hopkins looked unhappy. “The whole church is in an uproar. Do
you think we should call off the pageant?”
“Certainly not!” Mother said. By that time she was mad, too. “Why, it’s going to be the
best Christmas pageant ever!”
You had to admire her. It was like General Custer saying, “Bring on the Indians!”
“Maybe so,” Reverend Hopkins said. “I’m just afraid that no one will come to see it.”
But he was wrong.
Everyone came... to see what the horrible Herdmans would do.
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On the night of the pageant, as we left for the church, Mother said, “don’t know what’s
going to happen. It may be the first Christmas Pageant in history where Joseph and the Wise
Men get in a fight, and Mary runs away with the baby.”
She might be right, I thought, and I wondered what all of us in the angel choir ought to
do in case that happened. It would be dumb for us just to stand there singing about the Holy
Infant if Mary had run off with him.
At first, nothing seemed very different.
There was the usual big mess all over the place-- baby angels getting poked in the eye by
other baby angels’ wings and grumpy shepherds stumbling over their bathrobes, and, as usual,
whoever was playing the piano pitched “Away in a Manger” so high we could hardly hear it, let
alone sing it.
But everything settled down, and at 7:30, the curtain went up and the pageant began.
While we sang “Away in a Manger,” the ushers lighted candles all around the church,
and the spotlight came on to be the star. So, you really had to know the words to “Away in a
Manger” because you couldn’t see anything.
After that we snag two verses of “O Little Town of Bethlehem,” and then we were
supposed to hum some more “O Little Town of Bethlehem” while Mary and Joseph came in
from a side door. Only they didn’t come in. So we hummed and hummed and hummed, which
is boring and also very hard, and before long doesn’t sound like any song at all--more like an old
refrigerator.
I guess we would have gone on humming till we all tuned blue, but we didn’t have to.
Ralph and Imogene finally appeared, only for once they didn’t come through the door pushing
each other out of the way. They just stood there for a minute as if they weren’t sure they were in
the right place-- because of the candles, I guess, and the church being full of people. They looked
like the people you see on the six o’clock news-- refugees, sent to wait in some strange ugly place,
with all their boxes and sacks around them.
It suddenly occurred to me that this was just the way it must have been for the real Holy
Family, stuck away in a barn by people who didn’t much care what happened to them. They
couldn’t have been very neat and tidy, either, but more like this Mary and Joseph (Imogene’s veil
was cockeyed as usual, and Ralph’s hair stuck out all around his ear). Imogene had the baby
doll, but she wasn’t carrying it the way she was supposed to, cradled in her arms. She had it
slung up over her shoulder, and before she put it in the manger, she thumped it twice on the
back.
Alice gasped and poked me. “I don’t think it’s very nice to burp the baby Jesus,” she
whispered, “as if he had colic.”
I said, “I don’t know why not,” and I didn’t. He could have had colic, or been fussy, or
hungry like any other baby. After all, that was the whole point of Jesus--that he didn’t come
down on a cloud like something out of Amazing Comic.
Right away we had to sing “While Shepherds Watched Their Flocks by Night” --and we
had to sing very loud, because there were more shepherds than there were anything else, and
they made a lot of noise, banging their crooks around like hockey sticks.
Next came Gladys, from behind the angel choir, pushing people out of the way and
stepping on everyone’s feet. Since Gladys was the only one in the pageant who had any thing to
say, she made the most of it: “Hey! Unto you a child is born!” she hollered, as if it was, for sure,
the best news in the world. And all the shepherds trembled, sore afraid-- of Gladys,
mainly, but it looked good, anyway.
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Then came three carols about
angels. It took that long to get the angels
in because they were all primary kids and
they got nervous and cried and forgot
where they were supposed to go and bent
their wings in the door and things like
that.
We got a little rest then while the
boys sang “We Three Kings of Orient
Are,” and everybody in the audience
shifted around to watch the Wise Men
march up the aisle. Leroy Herdman was
carrying something so heavy he almost
dropped it.
It was a ham--and right away I
knew where it came from. My father was
on the church charitable works
committee-- They give away food baskets
at Christmas, and this was the Herdmans’
food-basket ham. It still had the ribbon
around it, saying “Merry Christmas.”
The Herdmans had never before
in their lives given anything away except
lumps on the head. So you had to be
impressed.
Leroy dropped the ham in front of
the manger. It looked funny to see a ham
there instead of the fancy bath-salts jars
we always used for the myrrh and the frankincense. And then they went and sat down in the
only space that was left.
While we sang “What Child Is This?,” the Wise Men were supposed to confer among
themselves and then leave by a different door, so everyone would understand that they were
going home another way. But the Herdmans forgot, or didn’t want to, or something, because
they didn’t confer and they didn’t leave either. They just sat there, and there wasn’t anything
anyone could do about it.
“They’re ruining the whole thing!” Alice whispered, but, as a matter of fact, it made
perfect sense for the Wise Men to sit down and rest, and I said so.
“They’re supposed to have come a long way. You wouldn’t expect them just to showup
hand over the ham and leave!”
As for ruining the whole thing, it seemed to me that the Herdmans had improved the
pageant a lot, just by doing what came naturally-- like burping the baby, for instance, or thinking
a ham would make a better present than perfumed oil.
Usually, by the time we got to “Silent night,” which was the last carol, I was fed up with
the whole thing and couldn’t wait for it to be over. But I didn’t feel that way this time. I almost
wished for the pageant to go on, with the Herdmans in charge, to see what else they would do.
Maybe the Wise Men would tell Mary about their problem with Herod, and she would
tell them to go back and lie their heads off. Or Joseph might go with them and get rid of Herod
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once and for all. Or Joseph and Mary might ask the Wise Men to take the Christ Child with
them, figuring that no one would think to look there.
I was so busy planning new ways to save the baby Jesus that I missed the beginning of
“Silent Night,” but it was all right because everyone sang “Silent night,” including the audience.
We sang all the verses, too, and when we got to “Son of God, Love’s pure light,” I happened to
look at Imogene and almost dropped my hymn book on a baby angel.
Everyone had been waiting all this time for the Herdmans to do something absolutely
unexpected. And, sure enough, that was what happened.
Imogene Herdman was crying.
In the candlelight her face was all shiny with tears, and she didn’t even bother to wipe
them away. She just sat there--awful old Imogene--in her crooked veil, crying.
Well. It was the best Christmas pageant we ever had.
Everybody said so, but nobody seemed to know why. When it was over, people stood
around talking about what was different this year. There was something special, everyone said-they couldn’t put their finger on what.
Alice’s mother, Mrs. Wendleken, said, “Well, Mary the mother of Jesus had a black eye;
that was something special. But only what you might expect,” she added.
She meant that it was the most natural thing in the world for a Herdman to have a black
eye. But actually nobody had hit Imogene. Her eye wasn’t really black either, just all puffy and
swollen. When she was getting ready to go on the stage, she had walked into the corner of the
choir-robe cabinet, in a kind of daze--as if she had just caught onto the idea of God and the
wonder of Christmas.
And this was the funny thing about it all. I’d never really understood the wonder of
Christmas and the mystery of Jesus’ birth. But now, because of the Herdmans, it didn’t seem so
mysterious after all.
When Imogene had asked me what the pageant was about, I told her it was about Jesus,
but that was just part of it. It was about a new baby, and his mother and father who were in a lot
of trouble---no money; no place to go, no doctor, nobody they knew. And then, arriving from
the east (like my uncle from New Jersey), came some rich friends.
But Imogene, I guess, didn’t see it that way. Christmas just came over her all at once, like
a case of chills and fever. And so she was crying, and walking into the furniture.
Afterward there were candy canes and tiny Testaments for everyone. We put the
costumes away and folded up the collapsible manger and just before we left my father snuffed out
the last of the tall white candles.
“I guess that’s everything,” he said as we stood at the back of the church. “All over now.
It was quite a pageant.” Then he looked at my mother. “What’s that you’ve got?”
“It’s the ham,” she said. “They wouldn’t take it back. The wouldn’t take any candy
either, or any of the little Bibles. But Imogene did ask me for a set of Bible-story pictures, and
she took out the Mary picture and said it was exactly right, whatever that means.”
I think it meant that, no matter how she herself was, Imogene like the idea of the Mary in
the picture--all pink and white and pure looking, as if she never washed the dishes or cooked
supper or did anything at all except have Jesus on Christmas Eve.
But as far as I’m concerned, Mary is always going to look a lot like Imogene Herdman-sort of nervous and bewildered but ready to clobber anyone who laid a hand on her baby. And
the Wise Men are always going to be Leroy and his brothers, bearing ham.
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When we came out of the church that night, it was cold and clear, with crunchy snow
underfoot and bright, bright stars overhead. And I thought about the Angel of the Lord--Gladys,
with her skinny legs and her dirty sneakers sticking out from under her robe, yelling at all of us,
everywhere:
“Hey! Unto you a child is born!”
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The Camel
Had
Wandered
Our family has always enjoyed a
Christmas tradition of setting out a
ceramic nativity scene, complete with
wise men, camels, shepherds, sheep,
and, of course, Mary, Joseph and baby
Jesus. Each season the nativity scene was the same.
One year when my children were young, I carefully unwrapped each
piece and set up an artistic display representing the first Christmas. The
children gathered around to watch. We talked about the birth of Jesus
and the visit of the shepherds and Magi. Then I cautioned the children,
as always, not to touch the pieces, explaining that they were fragile and
easily broken.
This year, however, the temptation was too great for my two- yearold daughter, Elizabeth. The day we set up the nativity scene, I noticed
several times, with some irritation, that a camel had wandered from its
appointed place or a sheep had strayed from the watchful care of the
shepherd. Each time, I returned the piece to its rightful place, then
tracked down the culprit and admonished her to leave things alone.
The next morning, Elizabeth awoke and went downstairs before I
did. When I walked in the living room, I noticed right away that the
manger scene had been disturbed again. All the pieces were clumped
together in a mass, as tightly as they could be fitted together.
Impatiently I stepped forward to put things right; but I stopped
short as I realized that some thought had gone into this new arrangement.
All twenty three figures were grouped in a circle, facing inward, pushed

65

together as if to get the best view possible of the figure resting in the
center of them all... baby Jesus.
The spirit touched my soul as I pondered the insight of two- yearold. Certainly, Christ should be the center of our holiday celebrations. If
we all could draw in around our Savior, not only during the Christmas
season, but also during each day, what a better perspective we would
have. The love He offers to each of us would be easily shared with others
who have not ventured so close.
I left the nativity arranged according to Elizabeth's design that year.
It served, as a poignant reminder during the rest of the season of what
Christmas is all about.
(Janet Eycstone Buck, Big Thompson Ward, Greely Colorado Stake)
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The Christmas Letter

Charles M. Manwaring, “The Christmas Letter,” New Era, Dec. 1982, 17

Miles of gray desert ended abruptly in a mirage-like valley of green. A cluster of neat
houses sparsely shaded by poplar and cedar trees flanked both sides of the road. Near the center
of town stood a bank, a mini-supermarket, a hardware and general mercantile store, and a
combination garage and service station.
A few strings of tinsel and pasteboard Santa Claus placards swung wearily in the hot
breeze above the street. In the doubtful shade of a large cedar stood a small frame building with a
weathered sign that read: U.S. POST OFFICE, DESERT CITY, ARIZONA, POPULATION
467. The cedar was decorated with colored bulbs and strands of red and green paper. Inside the
post office a wreath of holly hung over a grilled window which boasted a faded sign: GENERAL
DELIVERY … STAMPS.
Behind the window, Luke Jones sorted the mail without conscious thought or effort.
After 30 years in Desert City there was little he didn’t know about every resident—with one
exception, the stranger who had arrived in town two days before. Luke shrugged, murmuring
under his breath, “Curiosity killed the cat.” His lips twitched into a wry grin. “Must be a mighty
long trail of dead cats behind me.”
Luke heard a scuffle of feet and turned toward the door. Mrs. Abbie Smithers walked in,
and just behind her stood the stranger. Luke’s eyes watched the stranger, but his words were to
Mrs. Smithers. “Got a postcard for you, Abbie. From your sister in Colorado. She ain’t going to
get here for Christmas after all.”
“For pity’s sake!” Mrs. Smithers said. “I’ve cleaned house until the whole place shines
like a new pin.”
“Don’t fret,” Luke said calmly. “It’s only a delay. Her little girl came down with the
chicken pox. Here—you better read it yourself.”
As Mrs. Smithers left the window, the stranger
asked, “Anything for Bill Anders?”
Luke’s sharp eyes studied him. He knew
without looking that there was nothing, yet he turned
and slowly sorted through some letters, his gaze
darting sideways at the young man. “Ain’t you the
fellar whose car broke down here day before
yesterday?”
“That’s right.”
“Too bad,” Luke said. He looked directly at
the serious-faced young man. “I hear it’s costing you
$70 to get it fixed.” His glance was shrewd.
“Garageman was in a while ago. Said it’s been ready
for you since yesterday.”
“That’s right. Have I got a letter?”
“Where you expecting this letter from?”
Anders’s face flushed. “Look, I just want to know—”
“If I know where it’s from,” Luke interrupted, “maybe I can tell you when it’ll be here.”
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Anders looked down at the floor. “It’s coming from Los Angeles. I wrote airmail two
days ago when my car broke down.”
“Ain’t here yet,” Luke drawled.
Anders’s face shadowed. He turned to leave.
“Should be in tomorrow,” Luke said. “Mail gets in at 11:00.”
Anders limped toward the door, and Luke noticed that he wore a heavy brace with a
built-up shoe on one foot.
“Hey, Anders!”
The young man stopped and turned around.
“You clear broke?” An angry flush reddened Anders’s face. “None of
your business!”
Slyly Luke said, “You got money coming in that letter, ain’t you?”
“What’s it to you?” He stopped, took a deep breath, and said more
quietly, “Yes, 100 dollars. Anything else you’d like to know?”
Without expression, Luke said, “From your folks, hey?”
Anders hobbled back to the window; his face was white. “Look,
my folks are dead. A friend of mine in L.A. is sending me the money. At
least, I asked him to send it, and I’m sure he will.”
“Maybe,” Luke said dryly, “maybe not.”
“What do you mean?”
“Sometimes you find out you ain’t got a friend when you ask for
money.”
Anders stared at him, then said, “Jim isn’t that way.”
Luke could sense an uncertainty behind the words. “Where you going from here if this
Jim sends the money?”
Bill Anders’s mood changed suddenly. He looked at Luke and grinned. “Darned if you
aren’t the most nosy, old … curious man I’ve ever seen.”
“I’ve been told that.”
Anders laughed. “All right, you might as well know. I’ve got a job waiting for me in
Albuquerque that I’ve been trying to get since high school. A good job. A big chance for me.”
His voice lowered. “I’ve got to get there in time to begin work the day after Christmas. I’ve got
to!” He turned abruptly and limped out to the street.
Luke rubbed his chin and stared after him.
At 11:30 the next morning Luke finished sorting the mail to the barely audible Christmas
carols coming from the battered radio on the shelf. He examined again the letter addressed to Bill
Anders. The postmark was smudged beyond recognition; the name and the address were typed.
Luke held the envelope up to the light. He could see the outline of currency inside. He fingered
the envelope. It crinkled like crisp, new greenbacks crinkle. Yes, it contained the 100 dollars Bill
Anders was waiting for.
Luke’s lips thinned a little. A hundred dollars could mean a lot to a person, even to a man
in his position. It could mean that new fishing outfit he wanted for his next vacation. He smiled
at the thought. A Christmas gift to himself …
He fondled the letter. What he would have given years ago for this money! It might have
changed his whole life—marriage, children, grandchildren—but he had been unable to borrow
the money. Friends—even relatives—had turned him down. He slammed the letter into the mail
slot. Why should he worry about a crippled young man, a stranger he would never see again?
Luke heard dragging footsteps on the wood floor and turned around to see a subdued Bill
Anders, a face lined with worry, yet eyes which still held a lurking hope.
Luke hesitated, and then he reached into the slot and pulled out the mail under the letter
A. Deliberately he sorted through the letters; indecision still weighed upon him. He didn’t have
to give this letter to the boy. But if he didn’t, could he ever live with himself? Could he look into
a mirror without seeing the disappointment on the young man’s face?
He held the letter away from the others.
“Is that for me?” Anders’s voice was strained.
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Luke held the letter up to the light. “Postmark’s smudged. Can’t tell where it’s from.”
“Is it for me?”
“Ain’t got a return address on it,” Luke drawled.
“It’s from Jim! It must be!”
Luke watched the boy’s face. It was transformed. His eyes were shining now, the lines of
strain and worry vanished. Luke waited a moment longer, and then he tossed the letter through
the iron grill.
Anders ripped open the envelope. Five crisp, 20-dollar bills fell out. There was no
message. Carefully he picked up the money, handling each greenback almost with reverence. He
glanced up at Luke. “Jim isn’t one to write,” he explained, “but when a guy needs help, he comes
through.”
“Guess you got a real friend, hey?” Luke said softly.
As he reached the door, his shoulders straight, Anders looked back and smiled. “Merry
Christmas!”
Luke watched him limp down the street toward the garage. He sighed heavily and turned
again to the mail rack. From the A slot he withdrew a postcard. It was postmarked Los Angeles
and addressed to Bill Anders. The few scribbled words on the back were still fresh in Luke’s
memory. “Dear Bill: Sorry I can’t help. Things are tight for me too. Jim.”
Slowly Luke placed the card on the counter and stamped it “UNCLAIMED.”
His voice was fretful as he muttered, “Curiosity cost more than a cat this time.” But he
was smiling as he turned back to his work.
From the battered radio came the soft strains of “Peace on Earth, Good Will to Men.”
Gospel topics: Christmas, service
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A True Story of the Gospel in Action

The Contaminated Chocolates
By Rhoda H. Hampton
The New Era, December 1979 pp. 28-29

It took $2,000 worth of contaminated chocolates to prove
that in this ravaged, uncaring, worried world there is still genuine
love--even for the stranger--sacrifice beyond the call of duty, and
total dedication to a cause.
It started in the town of Lloydminster, Alberta, Canada, where
a small branch of 90 members, spread out over a radius of 50 miles,
had tried desperately for ten years to scrape together enough
money to build a chapel of their own. They were tired of renting a
local lodge building and having to trek over early each Sunday
morning to sweep out cigarette butts and beer cans to make the
place suitable for church meetings.
To raise money they did all the things most wards do, like
operating food booths at the province fairs, catering banquets for
weddings and other special occasions, holding hundreds of cooked
food sales, contracting paint jobs for towns-people, investing “ten
talents” and donating all the profits to the cause. But the big
project was the annual Christmas chocolate sale. Each year the
members made hand-dipped chocolates that were so delicious they
became known as the “Mormon Chocolates” and were always sold in
advance. Christmas 1973 was to be the special year.
Land had been bought; the chapel was begun and almost
completed during the summer and fall of 1973. They had orders for
$2,000 worth of Christmas chocolates, and this would give them the
money to do the painting. Hopefully they could move into their
beautiful, clean chapel in February of 1974.
The chocolates were made, and the members banded together
for the final boxing and delivery. Then disaster struck!
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A young Elder, Danny Collette from Idaho Falls, Idaho, recently
assigned to the branch, was delegated to help box the candy.
Although he felt ill, he wanted to do his part. He became more and
more exhausted until he was finally forced to lie down. The doctor
diagnosed his illness as infectious hepatitis. There had been an
epidemic of hepatitis in the area resulting in several deaths, and the
board of health was determined to stamp out all sources of
infection. The sister in charge of the chocolate project said, “If
there is one germ in the entire lot, we cannot risk selling them.” The
chocolates--all those luscious chocolates--were condemned and
destroyed. No money to finish the church.
Elder Collette was sick in body but even more afflicted in spirit.
He felt he was responsible for the entire painful loses. He wrote
home and told his parents of the catastrophe. Their hearts bled for
their son and also for the members of the branch. As she told her
friends of the loss, Sister Collette said, “I feel like mortgaging my
home and sending them the $2,000.
Another sister spoke up. “Let’s raise the money!”
“But it would take a year,” protested another.
“No,” said the first. “We can do it by Christmas.” And
Christmas was one week away.
They flew into action. They made hundreds of house calls and
telephoned friends asking if they wanted to help.
Some families of the neighborhood elected to donate their
Christmas money to the project. The idea caught fire. One sister
made excellent Roquefort salad dressing to sell. Some made candy.
Some made cakes and cookies. One busy man ground grain and
made many loaves of bread. Several newsboys donated their whole
week’s earnings. Barbers volunteered their wages for a day. One
woman who makes cards for a living donated a month’s profits. No
coercion. Just joyous giving from the goodness of their hearts.
Excitement pushed up productivity, and holiday-harassed
husbands cheerfully worked long hours at night delivering goodies.
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Just before the New Year, Elder Collette in Lloydminster
received a registered, insured, fat manila envelope from his parents.
Across the front his mother had written the message, “Do not open
except in the presence of the branch president and members.”
On New Year’s Eve, at a special branch party, the president
stood before his faithful congregation. He said, “Elder Collette has a
message from his friends in Idaho Falls, He wants to share it with
us.”
With trembling hands, Elder Collette, now recovering from his
illness, opened the envelope. Tears dimmed his eyes as he handed
the gift to the president. In the envelope were checks totaling $2,
103.22 made out to the Lloydminster Branch.
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The Erector Set
--Richard H. Schneider

Like many small brothers, we were sworn enemies. I would ride his bike, he
would touch my train, and war was declared. Christmas was a temporary truce for
Herb and me.
Our family celebrated it in Old World fashion--on Christmas Eve.

Returning

from church services, our parents would usher us through the darkened parlor past
the tree, unseen but pungently there, to the kitchen where we would excitedly wait
while dad went out to help Kris Kringle find our house. The doorbell’s ring would
signal our burst into the parlor. And there Santa would be in full costume--the
tree now aglow and the furniture sagging with uncles, aunts and grandparents.
After Santa heard our lies about being “good boys,” we would plunge into our
gifts. For Christmas was for us--it’s joy measured by what we got.
I was seven the Christmas I will never forget.
Amid my spoils, I came across a clumsily wrapped little package.
my hand, it already had a strange quality

Unopened in

about it. Instinctively I knew it was not from
my parents.
me.

I turned to my brother; he was watching
“It’s from me,” he said in awe.
Stunned, I slowly opened it.

It was a 25-cent erector set.
Herb had spent all Saturday afternoon
picking it out.
It represented a half-day’s
work delivering groceries.
His face was aglow with a strange new
light of eagerness and concern.
I have long forgotten the other things I
got that Christmas Eve. But I
forget that little erector set.

will

never

For along with it, I had been given a first vision of God’s great gift- that
divine joy, which floods the heart of the giver.
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The Gift of Love
When I was a very young bishop, in
1950, there was a tap at my door and a good
German brother from Ogden, Utah,
announced himself as Karl Guertler.
He said, “Are you Bishop Monson?”
I answered in the affirmative.
He said, “My brother and his wife and their family are coming from
Germany. They are going to live in your ward. Will you come with me to
see the apartment we have rented for them?” On the way to that
apartment, he told me he had not seen his brother for something like 30
years. Yet, all through the Holocaust of World War II, his brother, Hans
Guertler, had been faithful to the Church -- an officer in the Hamburg
Branch.
I looked at that apartment. It was cold; it was dreary; the paint was
peeling from the walls; the cupboards were bare. What an uninviting
home for the Christmas season of the year! I worried about it and I
prayed about it, and then in our ward welfare committee meeting, we did
something about it.
The group leader of the
High Priest said, “I am an
electrician. Let’s put good
appliances in that apartment.”
The group leader of the
Seventies said, “I am in the floor
covering business. Let’s install
new floor coverings.”
The Elders Quorum
President said, “I am a painter. Let’s paint that apartment.”
The Relief Society representative spoke up, “Did you say those
cupboards were bare?” (They were not bare very long, with the Relief
Society in action.)
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Then the young people, represented through the Aaronic
Priesthood general secretary said, “Let’s put a Christmas tree in the home
and let’s go among our young people and gather gifts to place under the
tree.”
You should have seen the Christmas scene, when the Guertler
family arrived from Germany in clothing which was tattered and with
faces which were drawn by the rigors of war and deprivation! As they
went into their apartment, they saw what had been in actual fact a
transformation —— a beautiful home. We spontaneously began singing
“Silent night, Holy night! All is calm; all is bright.” We sang in English;
they sang in German. At the conclusion of that hymn, Hans Guertler
threw his arms around my neck, buried his face in my shoulder, and
repeated over and over again those words which I shall never forget:
“Mein brudder, mein brudder, mein brudder.”
As we walked down the stairs that night, all of us who had
participated in making Christmas come alive in the lives of this German
family, we reflected upon the words of the Master: “Inasmuch as ye have
done it unto one of the least of these my brethren, ye have done it unto
me.” (Matthew 25:40)
By President Thomas S. Monson
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The Jewish Santa
A True Christmas Story
--By Jay Frankston
There's nothing so beautiful as a child's dream of
Santa Claus. I know, I often had that dream. But I was
Jewish and we didn't celebrate Christmas. It was everyone
else's holiday and I felt left out, like a big party I wasn't invited to.
It wasn't the toys I missed, it was Santa Claus and a Christmas tree.
So when I got married and had kids I decided to make up for it. I started with a
seven-foot tree, all decked out with lights and tinsel, and a Star of David on top to
soothe those whose Jewish feelings were frayed by the display and, for them, it was a
Hanukah bush. And it warmed my heart to see the glitter, because now the party was
at my house and everyone was invited.
But something was missing, something big and round and jolly, with jingle
bells and a ho! ho! ho! So I bought a bolt of bright red cloth and strips of white fur
and my wife made me a costume. Inflatable pillows rounded out my skinny frame, but
no amount of makeup could turn my face into merry old Santa. I went around looking
at department store impersonations sitting on their thrones with children on their
laps and flash-bulbs going off, and I wasn't satisfied with the way they looked either.
After much effort I located a mask maker and he had just the thing for me, a
rubberized Santa mask, complete with whiskers and flowing white hair. It was not the
real thing but it looked genuine enough to live up to a child's dream of St. Nick.
When I tried it on something happened. I looked in the mirror and there he was, big
as life, the Santa of my childhood. There he was . . . and it was me. I felt like Santa,
like I became Santa. My posture changed. I leaned back and pushed out my false
stomach. My head tilted to the side and my voice got deeper and richer and a
"MERRY CHRISTMAS, EVERYONE."
For two years I played Santa for my children to their mixed feelings of fright
and delight and to my total enjoyment. And when the third year rolled around, the
Santa in me had grown into a personality of his own and he needed more room than I
had given him. So I sought to accommodate him by letting him do his thing for other
children. I called up orphanages and children's hospitals and offered his services free.
But, "We don't need Santa, we have all sorts of donations from foundations and . . .
thank you for calling." And the Santa in me felt lonely and useless.
Then, one late November afternoon, I went to the mailbox on the corner of the street
to mail a letter and saw this pretty little girl trying to reach for the slot. She was maybe
six years old. "Mommy, are you sure Santa will get my letter?" she asked. "Well, you
addressed it to Santa Claus, North Pole, so he should get it," the mother said and
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lifted her little girl so she could stuff the letter into the box. My mind began to whirl.
All those thousands of children who wrote to Santa Claus at Christmas time, whatever
became of their letters? One phone call to the main post office answered my question.
They told me that, as of the last week of November, an entire floor of the post office
was needed to store those letters in huge sacks that came from different sections of
the city.
The Santa in me went ho! ho! ho! and we headed down to the post office. And
there they were, thousands upon thousands of letters, with or without stamps,
addressed to Santi Claus, or St. Nick, or Kris Kringle, scribbled on wrapping paper or
neatly written on pretty stationary. And I rummaged through them and laughed. Most
of them were gimme, gimme, gimme letters, like "I want a pair of roller skates, and a
Nintendo, and a GI Joe, and a personal computer, and a small portable TV, and
whatever else you can think of." Many of them had the price alongside each item . . .
with or without sales tax.
Then there were the funny ones like: "Dear Santa, I've been a good boy all of last
year, but if I don't get what I want, I'll be a bad boy all of next." And I became a little
flustered at the demands and the greed of so many spoiled children. But the Santa in
me heard a voice from inside the mail sack and I continued going through the letters,
one after the other, until I came upon one which jarred and unsettled me.
It was neatly written on plain white paper and it said: "Dear Santa, I hope you
get my letter. I am eleven years old and I have two little brothers and a baby sister. My father
died last year and my mother is sick. I know there are many who are poorer than we are and I
want nothing for myself, but could you send us a blanket, cause mommy's
cold at night." It was signed Suzy.
And a chill went up my spine and the Santa in me cried, "I
hear you Suzy, I hear you." And I dug deeper into those sacks and
came up with another eight such letters, all of them calling out from
the depth of poverty. I took them with me and went straight to the
nearest Western Union office and sent each child a telegram: "GOT
YOUR LETTER. WILL BE AT YOUR HOUSE ON CHRISTMAS
DAY. WAIT FOR ME. SANTA."
I knew I could not possibly fill the need of all those children and it wasn't my
purpose to do so. But if I could bring them hope. If I could make them feel that their
cries did not go unheard and that someone out there was listening . . . So I budgeted a
sum of money and went out and bought toys. I wasn't content with the five-and-ten
cent variety. I wanted something substantial, something these children could only
dream of, like an electric train, or a microscope, or a huge doll of the kind they saw
advertised on TV.
And on Christmas Day I took out my sleigh and let Santa do his thing. Well, it
wasn't exactly a sleigh, it was a car and my wife drove me around because with all
those pillows and toys I barely managed to get in the back seat. It had graciously
snowed the night before and the streets were thick with fresh powder.
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My first call took me to the outskirts of the city. The letter had been from a Peter
Barsky and all it said was: "Dear Santa, I am ten years old and I am an only child. We've
just moved to this house a few months ago and I have no friends yet. I'm not sad because I'm
poor but because I'm lonely. I know you have many things to do and people to see and you
probably have no time for me. So I don't ask you to come to my house or bring anything. But
could you send me a letter so I know you exist." My telegram read: "DEAR PETER,
NOT ONLY DO I EXIST BUT I'LL BE THERE ON CHRISTMAS DAY. WAIT FOR
ME. SANTA."
We spotted the house and drove past it and parked around the corner. Then
Santa got out with his big bag of toys slung over his shoulder and tramped through
the snow. The house was wedged in between two tall buildings. The roof was of
corrugated metal and it was more of a shack than a house. I walked through the gate,
up the front steps and rang the bell. A man opened the door. He was in his undershirt
and his stomach bulged out of his pants. "Boje moy " he exclaimed in astonishment.
That's Polish, by the way, and his hand went to his face. "P-p-please . . ." he stuttered,
"p-please . . .de boy . . . de boy . . . at mass . . . church. I go get him. Please, please
wait." And he threw a coat over his bare shoulders and, assured that I would wait, he
ran down the street in the snow.
So I stood in front of the house feeling good, and on the opposite side of the
street was this other shack, and through the window I could see these shiny little
black faces peering at me and waving. Then the door opened shyly and some voices
called out to me "Hya Santa" . . . "Hya Santa".
And I ho! ho! hoed my way over there and this woman
asked if I would come in and I did. And there were these five
young kids from one to seven years old. And I sat and spoke to
them of Santa and the spirit of love which is the spirit of
Christmas. Then, since they were not on my list, but assuming
from the torn Christmas wrappings that they had gotten their
presents, I asked if they liked what Santa had brought them
during the night. And each in turn thanked me for . . . the
woolen socks, and the sweater, and the warm new underwear.
And I looked at them and asked: "Didn't I bring you kids
any toys?" And they shook their heads sadly. "Ho! ho! ho! I
slipped up," I said "We'll have to fix that." I told them to wait, I'd be back in a few
minutes, then trudged heavily through the snow to the corner. And when I was out of
their sight, I ran as fast as I could to the car. We had extra toys in the trunk and my
wife quickly filled up the bag, and I trotted back to the house and gave each child a
brand new toy. There was joy and laughter and the woman asked if she could take a
picture of Santa with the kids and I said, sure, why not?
And when Santa got ready to leave, I noticed that this five-year-old little girl
was crying. She was as cute as a button. I bent down and asked her "What's the
matter, child?" And she sobbed, "Oh! Santa, I'm so happy." And the tears rolled from
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my eyes under the rubber mask.
As I stepped out on the street, "Pan, pan, proche . . .please come . . . come," I
heard this man Barsky across the way. And Santa crossed and walked into the house.
The boy Peter just stood there and looked at me. "You came," he said. "I wrote and . .
. you came". He turned to his parents. "I wrote . . . and he came." And he repeated it
over and over again. "I wrote . . . and he came." And when he recovered, I spoke with
him about loneliness and friendship, and gave him a chemistry set, which seemed to
be what he would go for, and a basketball. And he thanked me profusely. And his
mother, a heavy-set Slavic-looking woman, asked something of her husband in Polish.
My parents were Polish so I speak a little and understand a lot. "From the North
Pole," I said in Polish. She looked at me in astonishment. "You speak Polish?" she
asked. "Of course," I said. "Santa speaks all languages." And I left them in joy and
wonder.
And I did this for twelve years, going through the letters to Santa at the post
office, listening for the cries of children muffled in unopened envelopes. In time I
learned all that Santa has to know to handle any situation. Like the big kid who would
stop Santa on the street and ask: "Hey, Santa, where's your sleigh?" And I'd say, "How
old are you son?" And he'd say, "Thirteen." And I'd say, "Well, you're a big fellow and
you ought to know better. Santa used to come in a sleigh many years ago, but these
are modern times. I come in a car now." And I'd hop in the back seat and my wife
would drive off.
Or the kid who would look at me closely and come out with, "That's a mask,"
pointing a finger. And you never lie to children so I'd say, "Sure, son, of course. If
everybody knew what Santa really looks like they'd bother me all year long and I
couldn't get my things ready for Christmas." Or the mother who would whisper so
her young son couldn't hear, "Where do you come from?" I'd turn to the child and
say, "Your mom wants to know where I come from Willy." And he'd say, "From the
North Pole, Mommy," with absolute certainty. And she'd nudge me and whisper, "You
don't understand. Who sent you? I mean, how do you come to this house?" I'd turn to
the boy and say, "Hey, Willy, your mom wants to know why I came to see you." And
he'd say, "Cause I wrote him a letter, Mommy." And I'd pull out the letter and she
knows she mailed it, and she's confused and bewildered and I'd leave her like that.
As time went on, the word got out about Santa Claus and me, and I insisted on
anonymity, but toy manufacturers would send me huge cartons of toys as a
contribution to the Christmas spirit. So I started with 18 or 20 children and wound up
with 120, door to door, from one end of the city to the other, from Christmas Eve
through Christmas Day.
And on my last call, a number of years ago, I knew there were four children in
the family and I came prepared. The house was small and sparsely furnished. The kids
had been waiting all day, staring at the telegram and repeating to their skeptical
mother, "He'll come, Mommy, he'll come." And as I rang the door bell the house lit
up with joy and laughter and "He's here . . . he's here!" And the door swings open and
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they all reach for my hands and hold on. "Hya, Santa . . . Hya, Santa. We just knew
you'd come." And these poor kids are all beaming with happiness. And I take each
one of them on my lap and speak to them of rainbows and snowflakes, and tell them
stories of hope and waiting, and give them each a toy.
And all the while there's this fifth child standing in the corner, a cute little girl with
blond hair and blue eyes. And when I'm through with the others, I turn to her and
say: "You're not part of this family, are you?"
And she shakes her head sadly and whispers, "No."
"Come closer, child," I say, and she comes a little closer.
"What's your name?" I ask. "Lisa."
"How old are you?" "Seven."
"Come, sit on my lap," and she hesitates but she comes over and I lift her up
and sit her on my lap. "Did you get any toys for Christmas?" I ask..
"No," she says with puckered lips.
So I take out this big beautiful doll and, "Here, do you want this doll?"
"No," she says. And she leans over to me and whispers in my ear, "I'm Jewish."
And I nudge her and whisper in her ear, "I'm Jewish too. Do you want this
doll?" And she's grinning from ear to ear and nods with wanting and desire, and takes
the doll and hugs it and runs out.
It's been a long time since I last put on my Santa suit. But I feel that Santa has
lived with me and given me a great deal of happiness all those years. And now, when
Christmas rolls around, he comes out of hiding long enough to say, "Ho! ho! ho! A
Merry Christmas to you, my friend."
And I say to you now, MERRY CHRISTMAS MY FRIENDS."
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The Man who HATED Christmas
It's just a small white envelope stuck
among the branches of our Christmas tree. No
name, no inscription, it has peeked through
the branches of our tree for the past ten years
or so.
It all began because my husband, Mike,
hated Christmas. Oh, not the true meaning of
Christmas, but the commercial aspects of it;
the overspending, the frantic running around
at the last minute to get a tie for Uncle Harry
and the dusting powder for Grandma, gifts
given in desperation because you couldn't
think of anything else.
Knowing he felt this way, I decided one
year to bypass the usual shirts, sweaters, ties,
etc., and reach for something special just for
him. The inspiration came in an unusual way.
Our son, Kevin, who was twelve that
year, was wrestling at the Junior League level at the school he attended,
and shortly before Christmas there was a non-league match against a team
sponsored by an inner-city church. Mostly black, these youngsters,
dressed in uniforms consisting of ill-fitting boxer shorts, hole-punctured
T-shirts and sneakers so ragged that the shoestrings seemed to be the
only thing holding them together, presented a sharp contrast to our boys
in their spiffy blue and gold uniforms and sparkling new wrestling shoes.
As the match began, I was alarmed to see that the other team was
wrestling without headgear, a kind of light helmet designed to protect a
wrestler's ears. It was a luxury that the rag-tag team obviously could not
afford.
Well, we ended up walloping them, took every weight class, and as
each boy got up from the mat, he swaggered around in his tatters with
false bravado, a kind of street pride that could not acknowledge defeat.
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Mike, seated beside me, shook his head sadly. "I wish just one of
them could have won," he said. "They have a lot of potential, but losing
like this could take the heart right out of them.” He loved kids, all kids,
and he knew them, having coached little League football, baseball and
lacrosse.
That's when the idea for his present came. That afternoon I went to
a local sporting, goods store, bought an assortment of wrestling headgear
and shoes, and sent them anonymously to the inner city church.
On Christmas Eve, I placed the envelope on the tree, the note
inside telling Mike what I had done and that this was his gift from me.
His smile was the brightest thing about Christmas
That year and in succeeding years, for each Christmas I followed the
tradition -- one year sending a group of retarded youngsters to a hockey
game, another a check to a pair of elderly brothers whose home had
burned to the ground a week before Christmas. The envelope became
the highlight of Christmas morning, and our children, ignoring their new
toys, would stand with wide-eyed anticipation as their dad lifted the
envelope from the tree to reveal its contents.
As they grew, the toys gave way to more
practical presents, but the envelope never lost
its allure
The story doesn't end there. You see,
we lost Mike last year to dreaded cancer, and
when Christmas rolled around, I was still so
wrapped in grief that I barely got the tree up.
But Christmas Eve found me placing the
envelope on the tree, and in the morning, it
was joined by three more. Each of our children, unbeknownst to the
others, had placed envelope on the tree for their dad. The tradition had
grown and someday will extend even further, when our grandchildren,
standing around the tree with wide-eyed anticipation, will watch as their
fathers take down the envelope. Mike's spirit, like the Christmas spirit,
will always be with us.
- By Nancy w. Gavin, Baltimore, Maryland
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Trouble at the Inn
---Dina Donohue
For years now whenever
Christmas pageants are talked about in a
little town in the Mid-west, someone is
sure to mention the name of Wallace
Purling. Wally’s performance in one
annual production of the Nativity play has
slipped into the realm of legend. But the old-timers who
were I the audience that night never tire of recalling
exactly what happened.
Wally was nine that year and in the second grade,
though he should have been in the fourth. Most people in
town knew that he had difficulty in keeping up. He was big
and clumsy, slow in movement and mind. Still, Wally was
well liked by the other children in his class, all of whom
were smaller than he, though the boys had trouble hiding
their irritation when Wally would ask
to play ball with them or any game, for
that matter, in which winning was
important.
Most often they’d find a way
to keep him out but Wally would hang
around anyway---not sulking, just
hoping. He was always a helpful boy, a
willing and smiling one, and the
natural protector, paradoxically, of the
underdog. Sometimes if the older boys
chased the younger ones away, it
would always be Wally who’d say,
“Can’t they stay? They’re no bother.”
Wally fancied the idea of
being a shepherd with a flute in the
Christmas pageant that year, but the play’s director, Miss
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Lumbard, assigned him to a more important role. After all,
she reasoned, the Innkeeper did not have too many lines,
and Wally’s size would make his refusal of lodging to Joseph
more forceful.
And so it happened that the usual large, partisan
audience gathered for the town’s yearly extravaganza of
crooks and crèches, beards, crowns, halos and a whole
stageful of squeaky voices. No one on stage or off was more
caught up in the magic of the night than Wallace Purling.
They said later that he stood in the wings and watched the
performance with such fascination that from time to time
Miss Lumbard had to make sure he didn’t wander onstage
before his cue.
Then the time came when Joseph appeared, slowly,
tenderly guiding Mary to the door of the inn. Joseph
knocked hard on the wooden door set into the painted
backdrop. Wally the Innkeeper was there, waiting.
“What do you want?” Wally said, swinging the door
open with a brusque gesture.
“We seek lodging.”
“Seek it elsewhere.” Wally looked straight ahead
but spoke vigorously. “The Inn is filled.”
“Sir, we have asked everywhere in vain. We have
traveled far and are very weary.”
“There is no room in this inn for you.” Wally
looked properly stern.
“Please, good innkeeper, this is my wife, Mary.
She is heavy with child and needs a place to rest. Surely
you must have some small corner for her. She is so tired.”
Now, for the first time, the Innkeeper relaxed his
stiff stance and looked down at Mary. With that, there was a
long pause, long enough to make the audience a bit tense
with embarrassment.
“No, Be gone!” the prompter whispered from the
wings.
“No!” Wally repeated automatically. “Be gone!”
Joseph sadly placed his arm around Mary and
Mary laid her head upon her husband’s shoulder and the
two of them started to move away. The Innkeeper did not
return inside his inn, however. Wally stood there in the
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doorway, watching the forlorn couple. His mouth was open,
his brow creased with concern, his eyes filling
unmistakably with tears.
And suddenly this Christmas pageant became
different from all others.
“Don’t go, Joseph.” Wally called out. “Bring Mary
back.” And Wallace Purling’s face grew into a bright smile.
“You can have my room.”
Some people in town thought that the pageant had
been ruined. Yet there were others—many, many others—
who considered it the most Christmas of all Christmas
pageants they had ever seen.
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Unexpected Star
Margreta Spencer, “Unexpected Star,” New Era, Dec. 1973, 14

In Belfast, in quieter times, I had two
roommates—girls of another faith whom I had met
through a mutual friend. None of us had any extra
money.
Carol and Anne were both midwifery
students, and I was saving for a postgraduate
nursing course.
Our apartment was dismal, faded, and hard to
bear, but we could find no other place within our means.
Nevertheless, Carol and Anne decided to call the Society for the
Prevention of Cruelty to Children and offer to give a Christmas party for
12 needy children. Of course, I agreed to help with the work and the
financing as did Carol’s sister Marian.
I had seen some of the miseries of the slums.
The most appalling thing I remembered was a little
girl in a torn summer dress sitting on the cold,
windy sidewalk molding a lump of filthy clay
because she had no other toy. I could not now find
and help that child, but I could try to help some
others.
Our Christmas tree was two feet high,
decorated with nine small glass balls, one package
of tinfoil icicles, and a star we had made from the
foil inside a cracker box. The room was decorated
with a few streamers and a
dozen balloons.
The
food was simple—fried potatoes and sausages,
grilled tomatoes, cookies, and orangeade.
Fancy food is almost unknown to ghetto
children, and we were afraid they would not
eat anything unfamiliar.
Besides, we couldn’t afford it. The 12
gifts were small and inexpensive: a string of
plastic beads, a doll’s feeding set, a young
child’s picture book, small toys and games.
And, remembering the girl on the sidewalk, I
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bought a package of clay.
The children arrived semi clean and in their best rags. Eleven,
twelve, thirteen! One of the girls had come with her toddler sister, who
had refused to stay at home. That presented a problem.
In those days my annual project for the Relief Society bazaar was
dressing little plastic dolls in sturdy clothes for girls to play with. Several
such dolls were in my room. I quickly wrapped one of them in the last
scrap of tissue paper for our extra guest and hurriedly put it under the
tree.
Most of the children stood in a group at the door, but one
determined boy about eight years old examined all the gifts through the
paper.
“If you don’t mind, Missus,” he declared, “I’ll have this game of
blow football for me and me mates.”
Carol smiled but was firm.
“We’re giving out the presents at the end of the party.
Right now we’re going to play some games.”
We played their games; they played our games. We
told stories; they related past experiences. We sang songs
and grew decidedly tired of the children’s favorite, “Jingle
Bells.”
“Last year,” announced the oldest girl, trying hard to
be sophisticated in an ill-fitting sheath and high heels much
too large, “I was to a party in the Linen Makers’ Hall.
Hundreds of us there was, and a tree 30 feet high.”
“Was it grand, but?” asked a slightly envious voice.
“It wasn’t, for no one had time to talk with us like
these good ladies are doing.”
We served the simple food, which first brought forth cries of delight
and then the silence of serious eating.
“Ye’ve left food on your plate,” objected our blow football elf to
his neighbor.
“I can’t eat it, but,” she replied, “for I’ve
never had this much food on me plate at once.”
“Give it here, then, for tis a shame to waste
good food.”
He ate several children’s leavings and then
conceded defeat.
He could not prevent a few scraps from going
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to waste. We gave him the blow football game. We gave the 12-yearold, would-be sophisticate the plastic beads.
We gave the doll’s feeding set to a sevenyear-old Raggedy Ann.
“It’s no use to me, Missus. I ain’t got a
doll.”
So the Relief Society lost another plastic
doll. This time it was wrapped in writing paper,
and we pretended it had fallen behind the tree.
“Tis the best party I was ever at,” someone
announced with satisfaction.
“I felt right to home.”
“Indeed it was grand, Missus,” seconded another voice. “For
whenever we’uns wanted something, one of you ladies was near.”
I thought then that I had learned something
about giving, but I was shortly to learn more.
The sophisticate I noticed, had traded her beads
for the clay, the clay for a toy car, the toy car for the
baby’s picture book.
“Sure it’ll do,” she said, trying to rewrap it. The
used cellophane tape wouldn’t stick.
“And would you have a bit of
string, Missus?
And a pencil,
please?”
I produced them,
wondering.
She
tied
the
parcel
awkwardly, and in large uneven
letters she printed on it “TOMMY.”
She saw me looking and she
explained: “Tis me wee brother,
Missus. Nobody invited him to a
party, and we can’t afford him no
present.”
Ragged, messy little girl in
your run-over, outsized high heels,
I seem to remember that you are
beautiful.
Gospel topics: charity, Christmas
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Waiting...Waiting...For Christmas
Herman and I finally locked our store and dragged ourselves home to South
Caldwell Street. It was 11:00 p.m., Christmas Eve of 1949. We were dog tired.
Ours was one of those big old general appliance stores that sold everything from
refrigerators and toasters and record players, to bicycles and doll houses and
games. We’d sold almost all of our toys; and all of the layaways, except one
package, had been picked up.
Usually Herman and I kept the store open until everything had been picked
up. We knew we wouldn’t have awakened up very happy on Christmas morning
knowing that some little child’s gift was back on the layaway shelf.

But the

person who had put a dollar down on that package never appeared.
Early Christmas morning our twelve-year-old son, Tom, and Herman and I
were out under the tree opening gifts. But I’ll tell you, there was something very
humdrum about this Christmas. Tom was growing up; he hadn’t wanted any toys,
just clothes and games. I missed his childish exuberance of past years.
As soon as breakfast was over, Tom left to visit his friend next door.
Herman disappeared into the bedroom, mumbling, “I’m going back to sleep.
There’s nothing left to stay up for.”
So there I was alone, doing the dishes and feeling very
letdown. It was nearly 9:00 a.m., and sleet mixed with snow
cut the air outside. The wind rattled our windows, and I felt
grateful for the warmth of the apartment. “Sure glad I don’t
have to go out on a day like today,” I thought to myself,
picking up the wrappings and ribbons strewn around the
living room.
And then it began. Something I’d never experienced
before, a strange, persistent urge. “Go to the store,” it seemed to say.
I looked at the icy sidewalk outside. “That’s crazy,” I said to myself. I tried
dismissing the thought, but it wouldn’t leave me alone. “Go to the store.”
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Well, I wasn’t going to go. I’d never gone to the store on Christmas Day in
all the ten years we’d owned it. No one opened shop on that day. There wasn’t
any reason to go. I didn’t want to, and I wasn’t going to.
For an hour, I fought that strange feeling. Finally, I couldn’t stand it any
longer, and I got dressed.
“Herman,” I said, feeling silly, I think I’ll
walk down to the store.”
Herman woke up with a start.
“Whatever for? What are you going to do
there?”
“Oh, I don’t know,”

I replied lamely.

“There’s not much to do here, I just think I’ll
wander down.”
He argued against it a little, but I told him
that I’d be back soon.

“Well, go on,” he

grumped, “but I don’t see any reason for it.”
I put on my gray wool coat and a gray tam
on

my

head,

then

my

galoshes

and

my red scarf
and
Once

gloves.
outside,

none of those garments seemed to help. The
wind cut right through me and the sleet stung
my cheeks.

I groped my way along the mile

down to 117 East Park Avenue, slipping and
sliding all the way.
I shivered, and I tucked my hands inside
the pockets to keep them from freezing. I felt
ridiculous. I had no business being out in that
bitter chill.

There was the store just ahead.

The sign announced Radio Electronic Sales and
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Service, and the big glass windows jutted out onto the sidewalk. But, “What in
the world?” I wondered.

In front of the store stood two little boys, huddled

together, one about nine, and the other six. “Here she comes!” yelled the older
one. He had his arm around the younger. “See, I told you she would come,” he
said jubilantly.
They were little children, and they were half frozen. The younger one’s face
was wet with tears, but when he saw me, his eyes opened wide and his sobbing
stopped.
“What are you two children doing out here in this freezing rain?” I scolded,
hurrying them into the store and turning up the heat. “You should be at home on
a day like this!” They were poorly dressed. They had no hats or gloves, and their
shoes barely held together. I rubbed their small, icy hands, and I got them close
to the heater.
“We’ve been waiting for you,” replied the older. They had been standing
outside since 9.00 a.m., the time I normally open the store. “Why were you
waiting for me?” I asked, astonished.
“My little brother, Jimmy, didn’t get any Christmas.” He touched Jimmy’s
shoulder. “We want to buy some skates. That’s what he wants. We have these
three dollars. See, Miss Lady,” he said, pulling the money from his pocket.
I looked at the dollars in his hand. I looked at their expectant faces. And
then I looked around the store. “I ‘m sorry,” I said, “but we’ve sold almost
everything. We have no ..... .“ Then my eye caught sight of the
layaway shelf with its one lone package. I tried to remember... Could it be...?
“Wait a minute,” I told the boys

I walked over, picked up the package,

unwrapped it and, miracle of miracles, and there was a pair of skates!
Jimmy reached for them. “Lord,” I said silently, “let
them be his size.” And miracle added upon miracle, they
were his size.
When the older boy finished tying the laces on
Jimmy’s right foot and saw that the skate fit -- perfectly - he stood up and presented the dollars to me.
“No, I’m not going to take your money,” I told him. I
couldn’t take his money.

“I want you to have these
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skates, and I want you to use your money to get some gloves for your hands.
The two boys just blinked at first. Then their eyes became like saucers,
and their grins stretched wide, when they understood I was giving them the
skates, that I didn’t want their three dollars.
What I saw in Jimmy’s eyes was like a blessing. It was pure joy, and it was
beautiful. My low spirits rose.
After the children warmed up, I turned down the heater, and we
walked out together. As I locked the door, I turned to the older brother and said,
“How lucky that I happened to come along when I did. If you’d stood out there
much longer, you’d have frozen. But how did you boys know I would come?”
I wasn’t prepared for his reply.

His gaze was steady, and he

answered me softly. “I knew you would come.” he said. “I asked Jesus to send
you.”
The tingles in my spine weren’t from the cold, I knew.

God had

planned this. As we waved good-bye, I returned home to a brighter Christmas
than I had left. Tom brought his friend over to our house. Herman got out of
bed; his father “Papa” English and sister, Ella, came by.

We had a wonderful

dinner and a wonderful time.
But the one thing that made Christmas really wonderful was the one
thing that makes every Christmas wonderful... Jesus was there.
--by Elizabeth English, Charlotte, North Carolina
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Wanted: A Guy for Christmas
All I wanted for Christmas was a guy who walked, talked, and acted like Jed
Campbell. In fact it should be Jed Campbell!
Ann Edwards Cannon, “Wanted: A Guy for Christmas,” New Era, Dec.
1997, 41

“Okay, class, we have just about five
minutes left for journal writing,” says Mr.
Haupt, our sophomore English teacher. “And
since Christmas is next week, I want you to
write about the one thing you want more than
anything else. I’m not terribly concerned about
structure at the moment. I do, however, want details,
lots and lots
of concrete details. As I’ve said before, well-chosen details make the
difference between lifeless writing and writing that …” Mr. Haupt startles
us all by taking in a sudden rush of air through his nostrils, “… that
breathes.”
Writing that breathes. Only an English teacher, even if he is goodlooking in a ’70s kind of way, could say something so truly
undecipherable.
I can hear the rustle of paper all around me as kids fish for their
class journals. “I hate it when he makes us write in these dumb things,”
grumbles the girl behind me.
Usually I feel the same. Only today I know exactly what I’m going to
write about. In fact, I can practically feel the words surging through my
pen, getting ready to
“Wanted: a guy for Christmas. Should be very tall and slim like Jed
Campbell. Should have green eyes like Jed Campbell and also light
brown hair with streaks of sun like Jed Campbell. Should look really great
in a pair of stone-washed jeans like Jed Campbell. Should adore pizza and
Hires root beer like Jed Campbell. Should walk and talk like Jed
Campbell. Should, in fact, be Jed Campbell.”
As you may have guessed by now, I have a major crush on Jed
Campbell, who happens to sit on the back row of English class. My three
older sisters (one’s married, one’s on a mission, one’s away at college)
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always tease me about my crushes, saying that I fall in and out of love
more often than some people (namely me) clean up their bedrooms. But
it’s different this time. This is it. The real thing. I’ve felt this way since
November.
Here’s the best part. I think maybe he likes me too. Sometimes he
waits for me after class, and he always smiles at me in the hall. Yesterday
at lunch he and his friend even sat down by me and my friends. I think
that’s a good sign.
The bell rings. I slam my journal shut and stuff it in my backpack,
then get up to leave.
“Cynthia?”
Did you just hear that loud pounding noise? Well, it’s my heart.
“Oh, hi, Jed.”
He falls into step next to me as we walk out of the classroom and
into the hall.
“Hey,” he says, “I was wondering if
you wanted to do something tonight.
Maybe we could go to a movie.” Jed
smiles, and I can’t help but notice what
white teeth he has. That would be
another good detail to add to my
paragraph.
“A movie would be great,” I say.
“So I’ll pick you up around 6:00.
Okay?”
“That would also be great.”
“Great.”
We both laugh before splitting up
and going to our separate classes. I
practically float through the door.
Sometimes life is just so fine, don’t you
know.
When I get home from school, I can hardly wait to tell Mom my big
news about Jed. She’s tending my five-year-old nephew, Travis, on the
couch next to our Christmas tree, reading The Cat in the Hat. Travis is the
son of my big sister Emily and her husband, Gary.
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“Cynthia! Thank goodness you’re home!” Mom looks pretty frazzled.
I’m dying to tell her about tonight, but I can tell she’s really stressed, so I
do the mature thing and ask her what’s going on in her life first.
“What isn’t ‘going on in my life?’ ” Mom replies, standing up and
brushing back a strand of hair. “Your father is still out of town. I’m
supposed to be at a meeting as we speak, both Gary and Emily have to
work late tonight, and Travis’s baby-sitter canceled on them at the last
minute. I’ve been staying with him until you could get home.” She looks
at me, expectantly.
“Oh, no. Not tonight. I definitely have plans.”
“Cynthia, honey, please. This is an emergency.”
I have to admit she does look like someone getting ready to appear
on an episode of Rescue 911.
“But, Mom …”
“But, Cynthia …”
I fold my arms across my chest and tap my foot. “Okay, fine.” I
really hope she can tell how happy I am not.
Mom puts an arm around my shoulder. “You’re the best, Cynthia.
You have no idea how much this helps.”
Then she turns to Travis, who is still sitting on the couch
pretending to read. He’s doing his Cat in the Hat voice right now: “Give
me all your hats, you guys, or I’m gonna bite your legs off.”
“Travis, Cynthia will take care of you for the next little while.
Okay?”
He looks up for a second and flashes me a smile. Then Mom
unloads the rest of the bad news. “Gary gets off at 9:00, and Emily doesn’t
finish closing out until 10:00. I’m not sure when I’ll be home, but I have a
feeling it will be late.”
Of course. Naturally. I didn’t have something else I really wanted to
do tonight. Sometimes life is just so not fine.
Mom flies out the door, pulling her coat on as
she goes, and I go to the telephone to call Jed. I’m
both relieved and disappointed when I get the
answering machine.
“Jed, it’s me, Cynthia. Hey, things are kind
of
desperate here. It turns out I have to baby-sit my nephew, Travis, so I
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can’t go out tonight. I’m really sorry.” I pause, “So anyway, I guess I’ll see
you tomorrow.”
There. I’ve just ruined my one and only chance for true happiness
in this life and possibly in the next.
“Hey, Cynthia,” says Travis, joining me. “Wanna play G.I. Joes with
me?”
I sigh. “Sure, Travis. Go get your guys.”
Before I know it, he’s got everything set up in the middle of the
living room floor. He gets to be the good guys. I get to be the bad guys.
“Heh, heh, heh,” I say, using my best bad guy voice, “Let’s go wipe
out the Joes.”
Travis gives me a withering look. “That’s not how they talk,
Cynthia.”
Don’t you just love it when a five-year-old starts giving you
instructions? He tells me what I have to say and where I get to move my
guys. In other words, I’m just the furniture mover.
Travis and I play G.I. Joes for about half an hour, which I think is
pretty nice of me. Enough, however, is definitely enough.
“Hey, Travis, I’m getting tired. Why don’t you watch cartoons for a
little while?” Actually, I want some time to think about not going out with
Jed tonight. I’m in the mood to suffer.
Travis grumbles, but in the end he trudges into the family room by
himself where he flips on the television. Naturally he leaves his stuff all
over the floor for me to pick up, which I do. Then I collapse in a chair by
the living room window and watch the snow fall. It’s five o’clock. Just
another hour from now I might have been going to a movie.
“Cynthia?”
It’s Travis already.
“Will you play Old Maid with me?” he asks.
What I want to say is, Thanks to you, Travis, I am an old maid. But
instead I give him a weak smile and say, “Maybe later.”
It’s not that I don’t think Travis is a real cute kid. He’s got a killer
grin and these huge brown eyes that usually knock my socks off. I don’t
even mind baby-sitting him most of the time. But tonight, I have to be
honest, Travis is getting on my nerves in a big way.
“Go get your coloring book and color for a little while,” I tell him.
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“Will you color with me, Cynthia?”
“Not right now.”
“Please. Pl-e-e-e-e-a-a-a-s-e.”
“No!” I snap. “I want to be alone right now,
Travis. Okay?”
He doesn’t say a thing, just looks at me for a
long time, then turns around and walks back to the
family room.
So what do you think? Don’t you agree that I’m
entitled to have a little time to myself, especially after
my big sacrifice and everything?
Then why do I feel like such an incredible jerk?
I try to shake off the feeling by watching the snow some more. It’s
really coming down hard, and the flakes are so huge they almost look like
those old-fashioned doilies you see draped on the backs of overstuffed
chairs. When I was a kid, I absolutely loved storms like this. I’d bundle
up and run outside and try to catch snowflakes on the tip of my tongue.
Maybe you did the same thing too.
Something pricks at me. My conscience maybe? Sometimes I really
hate my conscience. I heave a sigh and walk into the family room where
Travis is busy pretending to be a ninja.
“Hey there, Travis.”
He totally ignores me and gives the air a deadly kick.
“Do you want to go outside and play in the snow with me?” I ask.
Travis drops the ninja routine and turns with a full-court smile.
“YES!”
So the two of us stuff ourselves like sausages into winter clothes and
run outside where we make angels and throw snow into each other’s face.
Pretty soon the neighbor’s big black Newfoundland dog, Rudy, joins us,
his tail swishing behind him like a flag. I know from past experience that
this dog definitely has a special talent.
“Hey, watch this, Travis.” I lightly pack a snowball and throw it in
Rudy’s general direction. He bellows out a bark and lunges, catching up
the snowball in his mouth.
Travis laughs, then throws Rudy another snowball. Sure enough,
Rudy snags that one too, just like he’s playing shortstop for the Yankees.
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We keep this up until our arms are tired.
“No more, Rudy,” I say. Rudy, who looks pretty
disappointed for a dog, lumbers back to his front porch
and resumes residence.
Travis drops backwards in the snow and makes
another angel, but this time, instead of getting up, he
just stares at the night sky, full of stars. “I wonder if
that star is still up there somewhere.”
“Which star?”
“You know, Cynthia. The one over the barn where Baby Jesus was
born.”
“The Star of Bethlehem,” I say, smiling. “I don’t know where it is
now.”
“I know what!” Travis springs to his feet. “Let’s go find it!”
I start laughing until I realize I’ve made Travis feel stupid. I used to
hate it when grown-ups did that to me, even though I realize now they
didn’t mean to.
“Okay,” I say. “Let’s go look for it.”
So Travis and I start walking around the block, looking for the Star
of Bethlehem. When he’s not throwing his head back to search the sky,
Travis is running ahead, singing Christmas carols at the top of his lungs.
He doesn’t know most of the words, but that’s okay. He’d rather make up
his own. All I know is that I suddenly love the sound of his high-pitched
voice ringing across the evening snow.
And then the most amazing thing happens.
Travis stands beneath a street lamp and looks up to the sky again,
but this time his whole face is shining, filled with light. The forgotten
words of an old Primary “Jesus once was a little child, a little child like
me.”
I almost stop breathing, and it’s suddenly as though the winter air
around me is warm and full of the smell of the sea and the sound of gulls
laughing and that the boy in front of me is another little boy from long
ago, standing on the shore, his hair and face blazing with sun.
The moment passes, and it’s just me and Travis again, looking for
stars. We finish our trip around the block, Travis still blasting through a
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billion songs and kicking snow with his feet, me bringing up the rear
more slowly.
“Who’s that on the porch, Cynthia?” Travis wants to
know as we round the corner. I squint to see through the
night.
You’re really not going to believe this. It’s Jed.
“Hey, you guys,” he says, walking toward us
with that loping step I just love. In fact, he looks so
adorable right now I could just faint dead in the snow.
“I wanted to know if you want to go to 7-Eleven and
buy some hot chocolate with me.”
Travis whoops, and I smile. Sometimes life is just so fine.
Later when I’m in bed, I’m still thinking about how fine life can be
but also about how it can take you so totally by surprise. Let me give you
an example of what I mean, since Mr. Haupt, our English teacher, always
says that specific examples make your writing stronger.
I got the guy I wanted for Christmas all right, and he’s even more
wonderful than I imagined he would be. It just turns out there was
something I wanted even more, only I didn’t even know it.
What I really wanted was to feel
the presence of the Savior in my life, and
thanks to a five-year-old kid, I did.
So, Travis, even though I know
you’re home asleep right now,
surrounded by the zoo of stuffed animals
you take to bed with you every night
even though it drives your mother crazy
because there’s no room left for you, I
have something I want to say.
I love you, Travis. Merry Christmas.
Gospel topics: Jesus Christ, Christmas, service
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