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Lorf to Cootie, Lolo, and Nood from Oon
Every year at Christmastime a whole set of emotions sweeps over me—emotions which probably go back to my childhood. The first emotion is wondering if I’m going to get any presents. Then it changes to “Hooray, I got some presents!” Then it changes to “Is that all the presents I got?”
—JACK HANDY, FUZZY MEMORIES
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Introduction
What Do You Really Want for Christmas?
 
“Christmas had become something to endure at least as much as it had become something to enjoy—something to dread at least as much as something to look forward to.”
—BILL MCKIBBEN, HUNDRED DOLLAR HOLIDAY


Close your eyes. No, wait, open them back up. You’re going to need to be able to read this.
Now I want you to ask yourself this question: What would be the perfect Christmas for you?
The first image that pops into my head when I ask myself this question is impossibly hokey, but whaddaya gonna do? If I can’t tell you about it, we’ll never get off on the right foot. It’s a vision of me being pulled along in the Budweiser sleigh. But isn’t that everyone’s image of a perfect Christmas?
My other imagined “perfect” Christmas is set on a cold, starry night. I’m driving along (in my car, not a sleigh) on a quiet country road when I pass a house that’s beautifully decorated for Christmas. Its windows are all lit up, and golden light is streaming out the front door, which is being opened for some guests who have just arrived. They’re rushing up to the door, and the people inside the house are rushing out to greet them. I love watching them, but rather than join in the festivities I just speed on by in the dark.

I’m so disillusioned about Christmas now that I can no longer picture an ideal one. No family upheavals would be nice.—M. J.-H.


What does this image mean? I’m not sure, but it’s got some elements that are worth noticing.
First: This idyllic vision is not a bit like the way I actually celebrate Christmas. My typical holiday is more likely to include clenched teeth and cries of “Stop taking the Scotch tape!” than familial bliss. If this vision is truly my ideal Christmas, I’d better try to incorporate something like it somewhere into my holidays.
Second: I’m feeling peacefully alone in the fantasy. Even though I enjoy watching the big celebration from afar, I also cherish my autonomy in this vision. Of course, the traditional Christmas is rarely spent in a nice quiet car—so again, if this image spells perfection to me, I’d better at least set aside some time I can be by myself.
Third, and perhaps iffiest and most speculative (but again, I think it’s worth paying attention to): It seems that, for me, Christmas may be more about the process of traveling somewhere than actually arriving there.
Fourth: The house I drive by is that lit-up mansion from those old Chivas Regal magazine ads. I seem to be more strongly influenced by alcohol advertising than I had realized.
I don’t know what your perfect Christmas fantasy is. But I bet you’re like me in that it’s totally different from your real Christmas. If this is true, don’t be sad. Not even children get everything they want for Christmas. Besides, who’s to say that a fantasy is actually what you want in real life? If my entire Christmas experience consisted of going for a drive—in either a sleigh or a car—I doubt I’d really jump out at the end and exclaim “Best Christmas ever!” I bet I’d feel as if something were missing.
Still, you shouldn’t lose sight of the image that pops into your head as you do this exercise. If you keep turning it over and thinking about what the holiday means to you, you can start to incorporate the most important aspects in your holiday celebration this year. And that’s really the key to having a more meaningful Christmas.
Now I’m going to tell you a secret I’ve never told anyone before, not even my family. Especially not my family.
When my kids were little and Christmas was at its most hectic, I used to go to church a total of three times in a twenty-four-hour period—twice on Christmas Eve (once to the children’s service with the kids, once to the longer midnight mass)—and then again to the chapel service on Christmas morning by myself. The Christmas morning service at my church is beautiful—quiet, peaceful, and austere. Nevertheless, one year it occurred to me as I started to drive up the same road to church for the third service in less than a day: What I really need is some time by myself! Abruptly, I drove on past the church and headed to the next town.

I would love just one Christmas where my husband had fun.—A. D.


I spent the following hour just driving around, looking at people’s houses. Some were furred with swags, wreaths, and lighting; some were plainer. In one field I saw a horse running happily around by itself. Inside most of the houses, I knew, people were celebrating Christmas in all kinds of ways. Some of the families had children who were still opening their presents. Some were expecting company and racing around to get ready. In some, Christmas was already over. But I myself had been temporarily cut loose from the whole process. For a little while, I was free just to be a Christmas observer.

My dream Christmas would be having my mother celebrate with a new family while I’m in a non-Christian country with a friend.—J. R.


I came home from the drive feeling calm, unrumpled, and more ready for Christmas Day than even the chapel service would have made me feel. It only occurred to me later that the drive had come very close to my image of a perfect Christmas.
For several years thereafter, I would say good-bye to everyone, head off toward my church, and keep driving for an hour. Gradually I learned how to make Christmas less frantic for all of us. Gradually, too, my children started sleeping late enough on Christmas morning that there was no Christmas frenzy for me to escape. Now my son and daughter wake up at around 11:00 A.M. (I’m sorry to torture those of you with small children, but your turn will come.) That gives me a calm enough morning that I no longer need to escape into the car to be by myself.
I realize that in telling this secret, I’ve forgone the chance to have my peaceful, secret Christmas morning drives if I ever need them again—for example, if I’m spending Christmas in a house with small children, which I assume will happen to me at some point. But I don’t care. Now that I’ve identified the elements of a perfect Christmas for myself, I’ll be able to figure out a different way to get a break from all the chaos if I need it.
Maybe I’ll take a walk on Christmas night after everyone else is in bed. Maybe on Christmas morning I’ll just be brave enough to say, “I’m going for a drive—back in an hour.” And if that’s the case, I’ll let people do what they want about the presents. (After all, people whose first choice it is to take a private drive on Christmas morning can’t have everything.) Maybe I’ll save my escape until the day after Christmas. Who knows?
One thing I’ve discovered over the years is that you have to take Christmas where you find it. The Christmas spirit is elusive. It doesn’t steadily rain down on everything day after day. If you’re an adult, you’re lucky to feel Christmas-y once during the whole season. But if you know what it is you’d like best for Christmas, you’ve got a better chance of capturing that moment.
That’s what this book will help you do. By figuring out what you really want for Christmas—a cozy dinner with family and friends, a festive tree-trimming afternoon, or (like me) a blessedly quiet hour on Christmas Day—you can start planning your next holiday to make it a reality.
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1
Are You Flunking Christmas?
 
Dark is the season, dark our hearts and shut to mystery.
—CAROL CHRISTOPHER DRAKE, “WHAT IS THE CRYING AT JORDAN?”


Before we know it, the holidays will be upon us again. Ugh.
No, wait—that wasn’t how I was going to start this. I was going to be way more upbeat. All about how Christmas is over before I’ve even stopped dreading it, and how every January there’s a tinge of melancholy as I begin to put away the Christmas decorations. Especially because no one will help me do it. Oh, sure, they like to trim the tree and bake cookies and arrange the creche on the windowsill, but when it comes to taking things off the tree and washing the cookie sheets and trying to figure out how the little creche guys all fit back into the little box…
No, wait—I wasn’t going to dwell on that. I was going to say something like, “There’s a tinge of melancholy, certainly, but the memory of our happy holidays will sustain me through the year ahead.” (Although what the hell am I supposed to do with our leftover tree now that I’ve missed the deadline for the town tree-pickup? Will this be like the Christmas a few years ago, when the tree stayed up until March and almost burst into flames whenever we so much as breathed on it?)
But forget about those details. This is supposed to be a time when my heart is alight with love and anticipation. Every chore is a blessing instead of a burden, because it’s helping to celebrate the birth of baby Jesus even more perfectly. (Therefore, whenever I feel cranky or tense, I’m not just cranky or tense—I’m also letting down baby Jesus, who’s lying there in that manger feeling very disappointed in me.)
Okay, so maybe I need this book about recapturing holiday cheer as much as we all do. If you’re anything like me, here are just a few of the issues and questions Christmas stirs up in most people every year:
 
“I don’t have any money!” How much should you spend? How much can you afford to spend? How can you devise a way to spend much, much more than you can afford? How can you conceal the fact that you’ve spent four times as much as you promised your spouse you’d spend? How can you pay for last Christmas before the heavy foot of next Christmas bears down upon you and crushes you into the dirt?
 
“My children think I don’t love them enough!” Obviously you want to use this blessed, blessed time to demonstrate your love for your children. But should you do that by giving them every present they ask for? What if you don’t provide everything on the list, and the kids end up disappointed? What if you do provide everything on the list—down to the last Barbie shoe—and thereby prove to them that yes, love is a question of giving people every material thing they want?
 
“I have to keep up all the traditions!” Now that you’ve moved out of your parents’ house and started your own Christmases, how many of your family’s customs should you import and install in your own home? How many do you have a right to? How many does your spouse have a right to? Whose family had better traditions? And of course that really means, whose family is better? (Yours.)
 
“Who’s making Christmas special for me?” No matter how old you are, and how alive your parents may be, when you’re an adult it’s hard to shed the feeling that someone else is supposed to be taking care of Christmas for you. It’s so unfair! When did you turn into the one who has to make other people happy? Where’s the grown-up who’s supposed to be making you happy? (And don’t look at your spouse.)
 
“I’m going to hell!” If you’re a Christian, this holiday is second only to Easter (which still seems less important only because it has fewer shopping days). But that nice holy glow keeps getting buried under piles of wrapping paper and receipts. The closer the countdown brings you to Christmas, the less church-y you feel. By Christmas Eve—the time you’ve been absolutely counting on church to give you the sanctified Christmas buzz that was going to carry you through the marathon of the next morning—you’ve been prodded and jabbed into such a state of feverish anxiety that all you can do during the midnight service is pick at your cuticles and check your watch.

What Child Is This?
The absolute worst Christmas we ever had when my son was seven and opened every present under the tree before the rest of us were even downstairs. His, most of ours, our daughter’s…I was enough of a Christmas-hater to begin with, and this just sent me around the bend.—N. S.


 
“And on top of it all, what about my presents?” I know, I know. We’re all adults now. We know that Christmas isn’t about what you find under the tree. But, but, but…but don’t you secretly feel that a pretty big part of Christmas is about what you find under the tree? It is for me. I feel deprived if I don’t get at least one or two nice things. And I hate myself for feeling that way. At Christmas! When I’m supposed to be thinking about Jesus in the manger, and how I can help others! Still, there it is.

All I Want for Christmas…
When my sister and I were little, we opened a box under the tree and found two blankets with horses on them. My sister thought it meant we were getting horses for Christmas and was incredibly excited. It turned out we were getting bunk beds.—D. O.


Money, child-rearing, tradition, religion, gift-giving: You will notice that these are not exactly small things. And on Christmas, you’re expected to process them—as well as a buzzing swarm of other issues—in one day.
Remind me again why we’re supposed to look forward to Christmas?
For someone who has always loved Christmas, I certainly spent a lot of years going insane over it. I baked double batches of seven kinds of cookies, oblivious to the fact that there are only four people in my immediate family. (I had vague notions of carrying beautifully decorated cookie platters to the neighbors, but never got around to it.) I made gingerbread houses, agonizing over the finer points of gumdrop window trimmings. I directed my church’s Christmas pageant, roasted suckling pigs, and bought stocking stuffers for the dogs. I thought I was enjoying the whole thing. But come January, I was faced with the all-too-familiar feeling that I’d “flunked” Christmas yet again.
It’s not supposed to be like this. It doesn’t have to be like this. And I’m going to help you stop it from being like this.

If Only in My Dreams
A few years out of college, my boyfriend and I were setting up our new apartment with various hand-me-downs and flea market treasures. I was especially looking forward to Christmas this year, because we were so broke.
When my family gathered for Christmas, we opened our gifts in turn. I watched in envy as my sister-in-law opened exquisite and expensive gifts from my mother. My gifts from my mom were four cotton henleys from the Gap along with assorted Tupperware and a set of wooden spoons.
I asked my mother what the hell she had been thinking. Both my sister-in-law and her husband were successful lawyers. Here I was living like a pauper, and I had really wanted something nice. My mother explained that she had just trying to choose something appropriate for our individual “lifestyles.” Great. She had decided to perpetuate my “lifestyle” of poverty and deprivation.—P. H. G.


Time and again, when I described this book to people, they would say, “I hate Christmas.” One friend even suggested that that’s what I should call the book. The people who were saying this were generally nice, kind, and happy. But Christmas does something to even the best of us. We want to love it unconditionally, but it keeps testing our love and patience every year.
 
I’ll admit it. It was a quote in a Jane Brody column that first made me wonder why I was whizzing around so much. Her words were simple, but they really hit home: “Your children would rather have you spend time with them than bake them another batch of cookies.”
I must have read things like that before. I had certainly heard them from my husband for the whole time we’d been married. (And just brushed them off as so many attempts to trip me up.) But for some reason, this time the quote hit me in the face like a wet washcloth. I actually remember flinching as I read it.
Because of course it was true. I was really baking the cookies for myself, not for the kids. A batch of hazelnut crescents meant another item to cross off the long, long list I had set up for myself—another way to prove that I really knew how to celebrate the holidays right. It had nothing to do with what was actually fun for me or the children. In fact, the kids often interrupted my work to ask when I’d be done with whatever Christmas chore I was laboring at so that I could play with them. I’d answer something like, “What are you talking about? It’s Christmas! I have to put up this garland/mold this marzipan fruit/bake this saffron bread/polish this silver/crochet this hamster-stocking to make you happy!”
I’m not saying that Christmas is only for children—but the problem with the Christmas chores was that no one was benefitting from them except my To Do list. At least half of all my racing around was due entirely to compulsion.
All that has changed now. An outsider might not notice too many differences. I still bake cookies, trim the tree, get behind in my wrapping, try new crafts that don’t work, and
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