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Dedication
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For my family—

For the Christmas Eves spent gathered together in crowded living rooms, around overflowing tables, and beneath glowing Christmas trees.

For the traditions we shared, the memories we made, and the photographs that help us remember them.

And for those who came before us, whose love and traditions continue to bring us together each Christmas season.

With love.
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Epigraph
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Photographs capture a moment.

Memories keep it alive.

Family gives it meaning.
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Author's Note
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Every family has traditions that help tell its story.

For our family, one of those traditions was gathering together on Christmas Eve. Year after year, relatives filled the house with laughter, conversation, holiday food, and memories. Cousins grew up together, children became parents, and new generations joined the celebration.

The Christmas albums that inspired this story are real. Filled with photographs, scrapbook pages, and handwritten notes, they preserve memories from many years of Christmas Eves spent together. Looking through those pages reminds us not only of how much has changed, but also of the traditions and relationships that have remained the same.

While the events and conversations in this story have been fictionalized, they were inspired by real family gatherings and the joy of sharing memories with those we love.

My hope is that this story encourages readers to preserve their own family memories and traditions, whether through photographs, albums, journals, or simply by sharing stories with one another.

After all, today's memories become tomorrow's family history.

— Kathy Garcia
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Prologue
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Some memories are tucked away in boxes.

Others are kept in drawers, albums, and old scrapbooks.

For Grandma Kay, some of her favorite memories lived inside two Christmas albums.

Their pages held years of Christmas Eves—family gatherings, laughter, traditions, and moments that might otherwise have been forgotten.

This Christmas Eve, those albums would tell their stories once again.
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Chapter One: Christmas Eve Morning
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Christmas Eve always felt different at Grandma Kay’s house.

Not because of the decorations.

Not because of presents.

And not even because of the food.

It felt different because everybody came.

By breakfast time the house already looked busy.

Grandma Kay stood in the kitchen wearing her Christmas apron—the one with tiny holly leaves and faded red pockets.

The counters disappeared beneath bowls.

Cookie tins.

Foil-covered dishes.

A ham waiting in the refrigerator.

Two kinds of punch.

Someone’s favorite candy.

Someone else’s favorite pie.

Every year she said she would make less.

Every year she did not.

She stirred something on the stove and glanced toward the dining room.

The table stretched longer than usual.

Extra leaves added.

Extra chairs.

Red napkins.

Green plates.

Small bowls of peppermint candies.

Enough places for daughters.

Sons.

Husbands.

Grandchildren.

And whoever else showed up.

Which happened more often than people admitted.

Grandma smiled.

Christmas Eve had never belonged to small plans.

From the living room came the soft glow of the Christmas tree.

Colored lights.

Old ornaments.

Some handmade.

Some older than her children.

Some older than her siblings.

One little paper angel still hung slightly sideways every year.

Nobody fixed it.

That was where it belonged.

Grandma walked into the room and smiled.

Under the tree sat presents.

But not too many.

That wasn’t the important part.

The important part sat on a side table.

Two large albums.

One blue, one green.

Thick.

Covered in clear protective plastic.

One slightly more worn than the other.

She looked at them and smiled.

Christmas albums.

Years and years of Christmas Eve.

Pictures.

Scrapbook pages.

Handwritten notes.

Before babies.

Before husbands.

Before grandchildren.

Before her daughters.

Then babies.

Then children.

Then cousins.

Then teenagers.

Then grown-ups holding babies.

Every year.

One page at a time.

Grandma walked over and rested her hand on the top album.

Quietly she smiled.

She had started the first one—as a way of organizing what everyone wanted to remember.

She had continued it.

And somehow—

the albums kept growing.

She turned a few pages.

A crowded living room.

Children in pajamas.

People sitting on floors.

Someone asleep in a chair.

Her brothers.

Her sisters.

Cousins.

Christmas paper everywhere.

Then—

another page.

One little girl, Kaleen.

One baby boy, Tim.

Grandma smiled.

Then on another page.

More little ones. Daniel and Tyler.

More cousins.

Someone had written underneath:

Too many children to count.

Grandma laughed.

That sounded right.

She closed the album.

Today felt like the right day.

The grandchildren were old enough now.

Old enough to understand.

Old enough to realize—

their moms had once been children too.

The doorbell rang.

Then another.

Then voices.

Then laughter.

Grandma smiled.

Right on time.

She straightened her apron.

Looked once more at the albums.

And went to open the door.
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Chapter Two: Everybody Comes to Grandma’s
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The first doorbell was never really the beginning.

Usually somebody arrived early.

And somebody else texted they were running late.

And somebody forgot something and had to turn around.

That counted as tradition.

Grandma Kay opened the front door.

Cold December air rushed inside.

And with it—

voices.

The first to come through were Kaleen and her family.

Scotty stepped inside carrying something much too large to be practical.

Grandma raised an eyebrow.

“What’s that?”

Scotty smiled.

“You’ll see.”

At twelve now, he had reached that age where he sometimes acted too old for excitement.

But Christmas Eve always gave him away.

Behind him came Jade.

At ten, she noticed everything.

She stopped in the doorway.

Looked around.

Smiled.

“You put the angel up.”

Grandma smiled.

Of course she noticed.

The paper angel.

Bent slightly.

Still crooked.

Same place every year.

Brynn came in next, and her dad, Scott, followed close behind.

She looked around dramatically.

Then announced—

“It smells like Christmas.”

Grandma laughed.

At eight, Brynn still said exactly what she thought.

She hung her coat and immediately disappeared toward the tree.

Nobody stopped her.

Then came Kaleen carrying dishes.

Grandma immediately moved to help.

Kaleen shook her head.

“I’ve got it.”

Grandma ignored her.

Mothers always ignored that sentence.

More dishes appeared.

More bags.

Someone carried bread.

Someone forgot napkins.

Someone remembered them.

Christmas Eve officially began.

A few minutes later—

another knock.

Amparo and James arrived with Maddie.

Maddie stepped inside and stopped.

At
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