
[image: image]

© 2023 Patricia M. Robertson

Dreamweaver Press

2525 Cobb Road

Jackson, MI 49203

ISBN 978-1-7331934-6-7

All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system without the written permission of the author, except where permitted by law.

This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Cover Design by Dangerous Doctor Designs

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Introduction         

Follow the Star         

A Dog’s Christmas       

New Beginnings        

Christmas in the Bahamas      

A Belfast Christmas        

A Lawyer for Christmas      

A Christmas Stable       

Grandpop’s Christmas Memories    

Homecoming         

What If?          

A Different Time, A Different Place Part 1

A Different Time, A Different Place Part 2   

New Year’s Baby        

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Christmas in Cascade Falls


[image: ]


One of my guilty pleasures is watching cheesy Christmas movies every December, such as: A Golden Christmas about a yellow lab retriever that brings a couple together and every variation thereof involving dogs and puppies (who doesn’t love puppies? For some reason cats are rarely featured in such movies); stories of princes, fleeing their royal duties and finding their princess in snowbound Montana and every variation of this story, including an American woman going to some obscure country in Europe that no one has ever heard of, such as Romdovia or Transgania and meeting a prince; childhood sweethearts who rediscover each other; and of course, the jaded middle-aged woman who returns to her hometown and rediscovers the joy of Christmas. 

The plots are mindless and predictable with a guaranteed happy ending, but I like that. It’s family around the table, carolers in the snow, horse-drawn sleighs - comfort food for the spirit. I enjoy the carols, mistletoe, Christmas cookies and pies, and the happily ever after. It’s Christmas after all. Listening to Christmas music for hours, memorizing all the words, traipsing through woods to find a tree to cut down, decorating the tree while drinking hot cocoa and eating sugar cookies, gazing at the lights on the Christmas tree. I love all things Christmas! 

This doesn’t mean that Christmas is all candy canes and sparkles. I’m aware that what I have written may be foreign to those who are not Christian or Caucasian or American. Yes, Hallmark has added African-American characters as a nod to diversity, yet for many this “White Christmas” (and the thought that the best Christmas is a white Christmas with snow) speaks of a foreign culture.

In this world of more than eight billion people, relatively few are able to celebrate with the abundance that we North Americans do. According to some statistics, two-thirds of the world population lives on less than $10 a day, ten percent live on less than $1.90 per day. Money we spend on decorations and lavish gifts is needed for survival in many other countries, to put food on tables, roofs overhead, and provide water and clothing. Others in our rich country may have memories of drunken excess or abuse during the holidays. And for those who have lost a loved one, Christmas celebrations may be a painful reminder of all they have lost. 

Yet Christmas can incorporate all of this. Christmas embraces light and darkness. It isn’t just fluff and sugar but substance that provides hope for all people, a reminder that darkness need not prevail and that light can return. For those despairing and blue, it offers hope that the darkness of depression will lift. Those in poverty are reminded that Jesus, God’s Word in flesh, was born in a stable with none of what has become part of our present celebration. 

Our celebration of Christmas has evolved over the centuries, and over the course of our lives. It will continue to evolve. The beauty of Christmas is that there is something here for everyone. 
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Christmas Circa 1960 – Alma Michigan

––––––––
[image: ]


A Child’s View

Each December, Mom, Dad, the five of us kids, and Robbie the dog, would pile into our station wagon, drive into Michigan woods, and crunch across snow-covered ground to find the perfect Christmas tree for our front room. Dad knew local farmers willing to let us cut down a tree on their land for free. There were fewer to choose from than at tree farms, most were oddly shaped, and you had to walk till your feet were numb to inspect them all, but I enjoyed the challenge of finding one without too many bare spots. That's what Christmas ornaments were for — to fill in the bare spots. Especially the multiple shiny blue and purple balls, all twelve of them that Mom had purchased on sale. They were good for sticking in the back where they would catch the light off the bulbs, not the little twinkling ones that are common today, but bigger, softer ones. And if you got a Charlie Brown Christmas tree ... we all know all it needed was a little love.

Once we got it home, we would wait while Dad sawed off the bottom then dragged it up the stairs from the basement, through the kitchen, and into the living room where it took up residence either in a corner or in front of the large picture window that dominated that room. Mom always made sure Dad cut one large enough to lop off a few evergreen branches for other decorations. It filled our home with the smell of pine. Dad fit the tree into the stand and strung the lights, at Mom’s instruction, laying on the floor and turning the tree till she determined he had it in just the right spot — or until his arm went numb, whichever came first. Then, Dad’s job being done, we got to hang the many different ornaments — simple colored globes or multi-colored baubles with frost or gold designs — and tinsel. We finished off the afternoon with hot cocoa and cookies. 

Mom was busy throughout this process, threading loops or attaching hooks for our small hands to use to hang the ornaments. It must have been hard for Mom to let us littler ones handle the fragile decorations. Some of the more delicate ones she reserved for herself, placing them higher on the tree where we could not reach. She insisted that we hang the tinsel one strand at a time, a tedious chore. It was so tempting to just throw all the tinsel on in a glob or create a spiderweb. (I don’t hang tinsel on my trees now. I don’t have to. But I do hang silver garlands. It gives me the sparkle of icicles without the hassle.)

While we were in school, Mom would rearrange the ornaments, tinsel and lights to suit her idea of the perfectly decorated tree. This was a step up from my mom’s childhood where she and her ten siblings had to sit and watch their mom and dad decorate the tree lest the children break any of the ornaments. When Grandma and Grandpa were done, the kids were allowed to hang the tinsel, one strand at a time.

Under the tree, Mom placed the ever-expanding Christmas manger scene. Each year she looked for more figures to add to the menagerie in and around the stable as well as visitors from far and wide. Besides the traditional Mary, Joseph, baby, shepherds, angels, sheep, donkey, and three kings, Mom added roosters and chickens, cows, towns people, young and old, all eager to visit the sleeping baby. Eventually it outgrew the tree and took up residence on top of Mom’s sewing machine cabinet. (No sewing allowed during Christmas!)

And, oh, the holiday music! I sat for hours beside that tree, listening over and over again to the Christmas records Dad got for free from local gas stations. A new one every year — we had every one of them. I would pile the albums on our stereo, where they would plop down one at a time without me having to get up. I learned the words to all of the songs sung by well-known stars: Julie Andrews, Dean Martin, Andy Williams, Bing Crosby and more.

What’s a Christmas tree without wrapped presents? Or Christmas without shopping for a special gift to wrap and put under the tree? Grasping the two-dollar allotment Dad gave us to buy something for the sibling whose name we drew, we would search the local five and dime for the perfect gift. (You could actually get something for $2.00 back then!) 

Then, under Mom’s watchful eye we would wrap our present, careful to use just the right amount of wrapping paper lest any be wasted. Mom showed us how to measure the paper and then fold it so it fit to perfection. Then she would show us how to wrap ribbon around the present and make ring curls out of the ends, all in search of the picture perfect. And if there were ever not enough wrapping paper, the Sunday funnies worked just as well.

(When my own children started wrapping presents, I instructed them as I had been instructed but would then cringe as they wasted paper. I bit my tongue, leaving them to do it their own way, knowing that if we ran out of Christmas wrapping paper, there was always the comics.)  
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Cookies!

Each year our large table would be covered with Christmas cookies to frost and decorate. At first Mom made molasses cookies, except hers weren’t soft and chewy but hard. These weren’t my favorites. They needed lots of frosting to make them palatable. But we didn’t have the abundance of options so many have today, so we ate them without complaint.

We spent hours decorating the twelve dozen or so cookies. Green trees and wreaths, yellow stars, red bells, brown reindeer, and blue diamonds. I sought to make beautiful creations each different from the last and more beautiful. My brother Don would splash random colors on cookies in a rush to be done. Mom didn’t mind. She was more interested in getting the cookies frosted and put away than making masterpieces. 

Then Mom decided to try Grandma’s (her mom’s) sugar cookie recipe. Try though she might, they were never the same as Grandma’s. Grandma had a secret touch. Hers were big and soft and frosted with love. Even the ones without frosting, round with a walnut in the middle, were a sugary delight. Every December Grandma spent hours baking Christmas cookies for her family Christmas party, which was held in a church hall. Where else would you fit eleven grown kids, all married with children? We feasted on hot dogs and potato chips, ran around the hall with our cousins, looked at the stacks of presents filling several large twelve-foot tables, seeking ones with our names, and waited for the arrival of Santa who handed out the gifts, two per child. If we were lucky, we were able to take home a box of Grandma’s sugar cookies.

It took Mom years to get a facsimile of Grandma’s cookies. She would finish a batch and then, along with my sisters, Mom and I would take a bite, allow the flavor to fill our mouths and agree. Good, but not as good as Grandma’s. “Needs more nutmeg,” Mom would say. Or more flour or more sugar.

Still, they were an improvement over the molasses cookies. Once my sisters and I started baking we would make an assortment of cookies and treats – church windows (multi-colored mini-marshmallows wrapped in melted chocolate), fudge, peanut brittle, but never molasses cookies.

And what do I wish for now? Big, fluffy molasses cookies! And of course, my grandma’s sugar cookies.
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Christmas Eve

Santa came to our house early on Christmas Eve. There was no waking at the crack of dawn to see what Santa had left. We already knew. Each Christmas Eve we would pile into our station wagon and see the Christmas lights, giving Santa time to deliver our presents. Funny how Mom always had a reason to go back inside for something she had forgotten while we waited with Dad in the car.

We enjoyed the lights but what we were really looking for was a glimpse of Santa, flying through the sky, on a roof or sneaking in a back door. There was that one Christmas when we saw Santa. 

Dad pulled over the car. What was going on? Why would he stop on our traditional Christmas Eve drive?

“Why are we stopping?” my sisters demanded.

“Look, there’s Santa.” Dad pointed. Sure enough, the jolly old elf was making his way to a home, his bag over his shoulder. He saw us and came over to chat.

What could you say to someone you had caught on his way to deliver presents? Would this brief break with Christmas protocol doom us to no toys this year? Would it put us permanently on the Christmas naughty list? We sat speechless. Only my brother Tom had the nerve to talk to Santa. Santa told us he would be heading to our home next, then reached into his sack and gave us three candy canes, two short of the needed five.

“I left my other candy canes back on my sleigh,” he apologized. “I’ll make sure I have more when I get to your home,” he had assured us. We watched with wide eyes as Santa headed back up the sidewalk to the house.

After we had driven sufficiently long enough for Santa to have come and gone, we went home and raced up the steps to the back door. Once inside we stopped and peeked to make sure we didn’t startle Santa and scare him off before he had time to leave all the presents.

Under the tree was a magical site — five piles of toys glistening from the colored lights. We hunted for the pile of toys that was ours. Since Santa came early, he didn’t have time to wrap our presents. This meant we each had a pile of toys and candy waiting for us. No need to bother with unwrapping them, we jumped right in. (Mom, ever the bargain hunter, scoured the stores all December and knew just what she wanted to buy. Then on Christmas Eve she swooped in. Dad pushed the cart while Mom piled it high with presents at half-price. No chance of Christmas being ruined by us kids discovering hidden toys.)

We went through our stash, relishing each item and showing what Santa had given us to our parents and siblings. After that we passed out the wrapped family presents, while feasting on cookies and candy. Then Mom always insisted we struggle through a few Christmas carols until Mom gave up on us. Even Jingle Bells was mercilessly trounced, much less Silent Night, or O Come all Ye Faithful. Individually we had some musical ability, except for Dad who was tone deaf. But together we never pulled it off, making a cacophony of noise that befit a barnyard rather than a choir.
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Christmas Services

All through Advent we would gather with other classes in the hallway at St. Mary Elementary School around the lit Advent wreath. The plaintive notes of “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel” echoed through the hall; candles flickered in the grey, winter morning. Then we were dismissed to our classrooms. 

On Christmas morning, we were pulled away from our toys for Christmas Mass to visit baby Jesus, newly arrived in the manger. Then, when we were older, we stayed up for Midnight Mass, sitting in a darkened church and singing carols.

And then - back to life as usual. Christmas holidays were over and we faced three months of cold, ice and snow that made up Michigan winters in my hometown of Alma. But, oh, the memories. Plenty to hold onto till the next Christmas.
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Christmas – Alma and Beyond
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I remember one Christmas when I was around nine, after I learned the truth about Santa. Part of the magic of Christmas was trying to make it special through getting that exceptional present for someone or doing some act of kindness. I created “spiritual bouquets,” handmade cards with lists of prayers said for another, Masses attended, rosaries prayed, “Hail Marys,” “Our Fathers,” and “Glory Be’s,” and sent them to Aunt Martha and Uncle Howard in Iowa. That they weren’t Catholic didn’t matter. Doesn’t everyone deserve a few prayers? I decorated baskets to deliver to residents of local nursing homes, delivering them with other members of my class. I spent hours trying to come up with the best present for the sibling whose name I had picked or some other way to make the holidays special.

But this particular year I decided I wouldn’t make any effort and would just let Christmas be Christmas. Christmas came as it always did but something was missing. Not just the magic of believing in Santa. Something more. 

I decided I would never do that again. I would never be a passive participant in Christmas. 

While in college I would come home for Christmas and collapse after finals week, barely able to make the effort to celebrate. During my peace and justice years in my twenties, I focused on the reason for the season, living simply, and serving the poor. No expensive presents or rich foods. 

Once I had become a parent and a full-time minister in a church, I strained to provide some semblance of the good memories I had as a child for my children while also preparing church services. I failed. 

I made Christmas cookies only to be left decorating them myself after my children decorated one each. They left behind a mess for me to clean up and dozens of cookies to finish. Rather than fight with them and spoil what was meant to be a fun Christmas activity for them to remember, I took care of everything. But I never did that again. I had learned my lesson. Maybe the dream of us happily frosting cookies was more about me, rather than my children who showed no interest in the endeavor, at least not that year. Besides that, I ended up eating far too many of the cookies. I discovered pie worked just as well, if not better, and there were no remnants left over for weeks later as my children gobbled down the pie in one sitting.

I struggled to come up with the right presents, only to have one or two broken and the inevitable tears before Christmas day was over. Now I’m enjoying the simplicity of buying gifts for grandchildren, cash for their parents. 

No traipsing through the woods for the perfect Christmas tree, my children were relegated to a “plastic” tree, adorned with handmade ornaments from my nephews and niece, their older cousins, pine-cone ornaments they made in school, other various durable ornaments that withstood small hands and family pets. Now I put up our tree, hang garland and lights with plans to add ornaments later, only to have Christmas come and go before I manage to make the effort. 

Listening to Christmas music in the light of the Christmas tree while I drink my morning coffee is still one of my favorite Christmas traditions as I focus on the reason for the season.
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Christmas Before Christ to the Present
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I was surprised to learn that the first recorded celebration of Christmas was on December 25, 336 AD. Apparently early Christians celebrated Easter but Christmas was not commonly celebrated until the church declared it a holiday. Some, however, say that Christmas didn’t begin with Jesus. Years before the first recorded celebration of Christmas, years before Jesus was born, there were celebrations in December to celebrate the winter solstice. It was a celebration of light overcoming darkness as the shortest day of the year ended and light returned. People were agrarian; they noticed seasons, weather, growing conditions in ways most of us don't now. It was a day filled with revelry, a time of renewal and hope for all classes — even the lowest servants were given a few extra hours off. 

The date for Christmas was chosen because it was near this pagan celebration. By linking it to the winter solstice, the Church Fathers were trying to appropriate the traditions of the pagan celebration to transform them, and encourage those who already celebrated to refocus their celebration on the story of Christ. Since the Christian date was so close to the time of these festivities, at times early celebrations of Christmas took on the carnival-like atmosphere of those with excessive drinking. 

By the 17th century, about the time the pilgrims were landing at Plymouth Rock over here, Christmas celebrations were banned by some Christians because of the excesses. It wasn’t until the early 19th century that Europeans and Americans began to embrace Christmas and reinvent it as a family-centered holiday. Charles Dickens’ “A Christmas Carol” provided an image of Christmas as a time of repentance, renewal, transformation and family celebration that determined much of what we think of now as "traditional." Christmas has the power to transform us, change us in powerful ways if we are open to it as Charles Dickens captured in this Christmas story. The story lives on and has been re-imagined in many different forms because it speaks a powerful truth of the transformative power of Christmas. 
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The Soul of Christmas, Thomas Moore 
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According to Thomas Moore in his book, The Soul of Christmas, the deepest mysteries of Christmas go back to the early beginnings of life on this earth. In its essence, Moore sees Christmas as “a metaphor for the human experience of going through an emotional dark night only to recover the light of hope and happiness.” He goes on to say, “Christmas makes sense only if you know the experience of darkness ... The more you know the dark, the more you will appreciate the light.” Our culture has a tendency to avoid the dark, mixing dark and light together in a way that takes away from both, hence the Christmas movies that are all light.  

The Celts speak of “thin places” — places where the veil between this world and the next is thin. Moore suggests that Christmas is a thin space in time where “the extraordinary breaks into the ordinary, the spiritual into the mundane, and the miraculous into the factual.” Santa is able to slide down chimneys to deliver toys to children throughout the world, riding a magical sleigh powered by flying reindeers. “We all know that children are especially susceptible to the thin veil of Christmas, but in our own way we adults could be more open to its impact. You don’t have to ‘believe’ in Santa to get into the spirit of the season or be uplifted by its special charm, but you have to be aware of your need for light and have some hope and vision that the light will be there.” And the light is.

In Christmas, fantasy and fact live together. The fantasy parts are valuable; there is a truth in fantasy. “Living by facts has its own kind of darkness, and one significant gift of Christmas is to be relieved, at least for a while, of facts,” Moore says. It's clear that we need that relief in order to be able to sustain a compassionate gaze at an increasingly complicated, threatened world. 

Moore tells us Jesus “represents a new law, a new rule of life, for people who can hear his message. Everything is different now because of that child. We are transfigured, not the same.” We are changed each year by this child and by our celebration of Christmas.

How I celebrate Christmas has changed throughout the years, just as Christmas celebrations have changed throughout history. The importance of the day continues. As Moore says, “Ignore Christmas and you lose something important to your soul.” Amen!
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Christmas in Cascades Falls
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Long before I started on the last book in my Dancing through Life series, I imagined writing a Christmas book. Short stories. This would allow me to fill in parts of my characters’ past, or look into their future. We meet Josie’s ancestors from the 1800’s, Wesley and Hattie, in “Follow the Star,” and “Homecoming.” And we travel to 1935 with Mary Helen from An Irish Slip Step for “A Belfast Christmas,” and into the future with Ashley in “What If?” We see Jeff, from the first book, Dancing on a High Wire, years later, struggling with his calling to be a lawyer in, “A Lawyer for Christmas.” Marcie and Bernie from Delicious Secrets keep the promise they made to meet in ten years in, “A Different Time, a Different Place.” Animals were present at the first Christmas and so have a place in these stories: “A Dog’s Christmas,” and “A Christmas Stable.” Along with other stories. 

But most of all, it would give me the opportunity to share my love for Christmas in Michigan, my home state, with my readers. You don’t have to have read my series to enjoy these stories, just as you don’t have to be from Michigan to enjoy stories of Michigan Christmases. Readers who live where there's no snow may enjoy it in different ways from the folks on the shores of Lake Michigan. You may see aspects of my memories popping up at times in these stories.

I’m also reminded of the lesson I learned when I was nine, not to be a passive participant in Christmas. And so I ask myself, what do I have to give? In the last verse of the Christmas Carol, “In the Bleak Mid-Winter,” the author, Christina Rosette, asks: “What can I give Him, Poor as I am? —If I were a Shepherd, I would bring a lamb.” The boy from the Little Drummer Boy played on his drum. What can I give? My gift are these stories.
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Christmas has grown to include many traditions. The secular roots of the celebration keep creeping back into the festivities as at times our revelings seem more about spending and excessive consumerism. Still, what is essential remains. Christmas is a powerful celebration of the transforming power of love, God’s love for humankind.

As Paul tells us in 1 Corinthians, “There are three things that remain — faith, hope, and love — and the greatest of these is love.” When all is gone, everything is stripped away, all the trappings, food, presents, decorations, that have become Christmas are gone, what remains is faith, hope, and love, especially love. This is what I hold onto as I go through new seasons of life and Christmas comes once again. 

Christmas is a time of new beginnings, transformation, finding light in dark times, and love. What I have included in this book are simple stories of life, light and love. May they bless you and help you find Christmas throughout the year.
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Follow the Star 
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Grace loved it at Josie’s house, especially before Christmas when Josie’s Grandma made Christmas sugar cookies. Her sugar cookies were the best, big and fluffy and melt-in-your-mouth delicious.  The smell of Josie’s Grandma’s cookies always filled every nook and cranny of the home, and that was saying a lot. There was an abundance of great hiding places in Josie’s home and they had explored them all.

Grace would hide under the steps with Josie and pretend they were waiting for messages sent by owl, like Harry Potter. Grace only got to play in the crawl space in Josie’s parents’ bedroom when they weren’t home. Josie’s mom didn’t like them playing in her bedroom; but sometimes, when they were gone, Josie’s grandmother would let them hide in there. They pretended they were fairies living in the walls, or little people who only came out when the grown-ups were gone. Now they could play Underground Railroad.

Grace had been excited about her latest school assignment. She had raced to the computer, even forgoing her after-school snack, and clicked on Google search, “Underground Railroad,” then on a Wickipedia page. She had anticipated pictures of an actual railroad under the ground, like a subway. Or something magical like the train that took Harry Potter to Hogwarts. What she found disappointed her. It wasn’t even a railroad at all.

The assignment had been to get information on the Underground Railroad in general, then in Cascades County in particular.

“Ask your parents and grandparents what they know about it,” her teacher had said.

After her letdown, she looked up Underground Railroad, Cascade County, Michigan. A few articles surfaced. Nothing of much interest. Grace logged off then told Jacob the computer was free.

“What was so important anyway?” he asked.

“Nothing.”

“Don’t tell me. Sixth grade. Did Ms. Simpson give you that lame assignment about the Underground Railroad?” Grace refused to answer. “I could have told you all you need to know. All you had to do was ask me.” 

Like that was going to happen. No way would she ask her annoying brother for anything, much less something as important as this. 

“So, Grace, how was your day? Learn anything interesting in school?” her dad asked her over dinner.

“No, Dad.”

“She’s learning about the Underground Railroad,” Jacob said. “Thought it was a real railroad, didn’t you, Gracie? Thought it was a magic train like in Harry Potter,” he taunted.

“As did you when Ms. Simpson gave you the assignment in sixth grade,” his dad reminded him. “That’s great, Grace. What did you find out?”

“What Jacob said,” Grace hated to admit Jacob was right. “That it’s not a railroad at all. It’s just people taking slaves in wagons and buggies and hiding them in their homes.”

“That’s better than an actual train, better than magic. People risked their lives and livelihoods to help the slaves, for something
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