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A word to parents:

This is not a children’s book, but one that adults can read to children.

However,

these pages may reveal some holiday secrets. If Santa still stops by your house, screen this one first.








  
  Chapter One


“Beth. Kate. Are you girls ready to go?” their father called down the hallway. 
“Yes, Daddy,” the girls answered in unison as they pushed their arms into their coats and pulled their knit hats low over their ears. Their mittens were in their pockets, ready for wear.
“Mother, I’m going to warm the car while you finish getting Seth ready. He’s a wiggly one.”
“Yes, he is,” Ruth answered her husband. Theo often called his wife, “Mother”. She often called him “Father”.
Beth and Kate appeared in their little brother’s room, fully bundled. Their mother was wrestling with Seth trying to get his coat and hat on. No sooner was his hat in place than he’d pull it off. 
“Here, Kate, stuff your brother’s mittens in your pockets, will you?”
“Yes, Mama.”
“And, Beth, please grab his baby-bag. We'll need it for a diaper change and a bottle.” 
“Okay, Mama.” Beth grabbed the bag by its strap and hung it on her narrow shoulder, the weight of it causing her to lean. Both girls were used to helping with their little brother, who was not yet two.
Beth was the oldest at eight years old, with shiny, dark brown hair the color of dark chocolate like her father's. Kate was six. Her hair was chestnut brown like her mother's. Ruth described Seth’s hair as baby-blond, but said as he grew older it would most likely turn some shade of brown. She’d often say, “No matter what color hair Seth ends up with, I know he’ll be as handsome as his father.” Theo would bow. Beth and Kate would giggle. They liked it when Mama said that about Daddy. 
Theo and Ruth had given their children names with four letters, like theirs. Instead of Elizabeth, they chose just Beth, and instead of Kathleen or Katherine, they chose only Kate. Their full names were Beth Ann and Kate Lynn. They could say their names singly or with their middle names added. Seth’s middle name was Michael, after Ruth’s father, who died before Seth was born, and before Beth and Kate had many memories of him. Ruth wanted to carry on his name and memory in her son’s name.
The door opened, letting in a rush of cold air that blew through the kitchen and all the way down the hallway to Seth’s room as Father came back inside to retrieve his family. “Everyone ready?” he called.
They all answered a hearty, “Yes,” as they hurried to the living room. Father retrieved Seth’s hat from the floor again and stuffed it in his pocket. 
“I’ll hold it for now, Mother. We’ll worry about it later,” he said as he kissed his wife’s cheek and patted Seth. He smiled at his daughters, with a twinkle in his eye, and said, “Let’s go!” Beth and Kate looked at each other, both noticing that their father was more excited than anyone.
It was a big day for the Hawthorne family. Every year, the day after Thanksgiving, they traveled to the city from their rural home to walk the big mall and look at the Christmas decorations. It was the kickoff of the Christmas season. The mall would be full of shoppers—or in their case, “lookers”. Daddy always said, “It’s not a day for buying but for looking. We’ll window-shop.” Beth didn’t understand what was so great about just looking. Looking often made her want, but she knew better than to ask, especially so close to Christmas. She enjoyed seeing the many decorations and lights and feeling the excitement of the crowd of shoppers as Christmas music played throughout the mall, even if they did just look.
“Daddy, will Santa Claus be there?” Kate asked, now settled in the backseat behind her mother.
“I imagine so,” was all her father said.
That was another thing the girls didn’t ask—to sit on Santa’s lap. Beth was pretty sure there was no Santa Claus and had questioned her mother about him one day. Her mother had said little, but acknowledged Beth's understanding and said, “Let’s not mention anything about it to Kate or Seth,” so Beth had kept quiet. Beth also understood that standing in line took a long time, and the photos cost more than her daddy could afford. She and Kate and Seth would look at the long line of other kids waiting their turn to sit on Santa’s lap as they passed by. More looking, not doing, or buying.
It would take an hour to reach Iowa City from their small home near the farm where her father worked. Beth stared out the window at the cornfields, now empty of their tall stalks, looking messy with only a thin layer of icy snow. Beth was eager for more snow when everything would look sparkly and pretty. She and Kate would make a snowman, and snow angels, and throw snowballs. Their mother would make snow cream.
Daddy worked for the farmer by caring for crops in the planting and growing season and helped with the animals, especially in the fall and winter. He would tell Beth and Kate about the newborn baby animals on the farm. Sometimes he’d take them to see the new calves and foals and piglets. There were farm dogs and sometimes puppies. There were often litters of kittens running around. Their father told them that cats make good mousers. Beth loved the kittens’ tiny faces and paws and soft fur. She’d watch them tumble and play or snuggle up to their mother. The farmer sometimes had so many kittens he’d give some away. Beth had asked her father about having a kitten a few times, but he’d say, “No, not now. Maybe another time.” Beth wanted a kitten badly but didn’t talk about it much. It costs money to feed and care for a pet.
Beth knew her daddy had a good job and worked hard, but he didn’t make a lot of money. One night when they thought she was asleep, she overheard her parents talking about bills and how to manage on “not quite enough”. Her family had all they needed. They weren’t hungry, and they had clothes, but they didn’t have extras, or niceties, or take big vacations like some of her schoolmates did. Beth didn’t mind most of the time, but when Christmas was coming, and the decorations went up, and people started shopping for new and fancy things, she often wanted more. She sometimes felt guilty. She didn’t want her parents to feel bad for not being able to buy her special things, so she didn’t talk about presents. Beth rode silently, lost in her thoughts and longings. Kate was looking at a book she’d brought along, and Seth had fallen asleep in their mother’s arms. 
“We’re almost there,” their father soon announced. 
“You can see some of the city decorations from here,” their mother said.
Beth and Kate both leaned forward and peered between their parents’ shoulders straining to see the decorations up ahead. As they drew closer, they saw them. Large bells, wreaths, and candy canes decorated lampposts along the main road. A big arch at the entrance to Iowa City greeted them with Merry Christmas in bold, shiny red and green lettering with twinkling lights
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