                                                        THE ENCOUNTER

[image: image1.wmf][image: image2.wmf][image: image3.wmf]     It was hot.  Of course, it was supposed to be.   It was August, 1977.  It was on that evening of the 9th day that I knew my life was about to get a whole lot hotter.  I remember seeing her walking down the street wearing those tight jeans, glancing shyly in my direction, careful not to look too long in case I might be looking.  Well, I was looking.  Looking hard.  Looking at her nipples just slightly pushing against her T-shirt.  Looking at her outline in those jeans that made my body tense with a hunger that I could both taste and smell.  I would enjoy that hunger many times before and after this girl became my wife.  

     Janet and I have always had an intense relationship.  We have sometimes fought hard but we love hard too in a way that I know some people can only envy.   Time has not dimmed the desire we have for each other but in many ways has made it sweeter, the years teaching what gives each of us pleasure.

When we were younger I burned rolls of film just capturing her beauty and sensuality.  Now I don’t take as many pictures but my mind’s eye and imagination are always busy.   Thinking is erotic.   On the evening of our 23rd anniversary a thought came to mind.  The next day was Christmas Eve.  I had a plan.

[image: image4.wmf]     Living in central Illinois we don’t always get much snow.  This year we had already been blessed with over 9 inches in December and it was starting to snow that morning.   We usually don’t get up that early in the morning since I work second shift but I am off on vacation during that time so we got up about 9AM.  I suggested we go to Denny’s for breakfast since we don’t usually get much morning time together and it was so pretty outside with the snow falling quietly.  I told her that I wanted to take the snowmobile out to Sand Ridge, one of the few trails in this area.  I know she really didn’t want to go that badly but she agreed to come along.

[image: image5.wmf]     When we got back home from Denny’s I started to get things ready, packing the things we would need.  I also packed something extra that I had just bought on Ebay.  It was a small popup survival tent that was well insulated from the cold.  I figured we could put it up at the Ridge and we would have a place to get away from the cold and keep some hot coffee and blankets in.  It’s really a good idea anyway to have something like this with you since accidents do happen and you never know when shelter might be necessary.   Anyway we packed up what we needed and I loaded the Polaris on the trailer and off we went.

     It’s about a 25-mile trip to Sand Ridge along a rural 2-way road.  There are a couple of small towns along the way and Janet always enjoys taking the scenic route through them looking for out of the way places that are different.  Actually we both like this and we decided to stop at an antique shop in Manito, a small town along the way.  Janet managed to find an old metal sign that she liked, one of those old Sinclair Dinosaur signs that used to hang on the door of the old gas station in town.  It was about 50 years old and she was quite proud of her find.  We got back into the car and drove around the town square, decorated in small town style with a nativity scene and all.  You won’t find any protests around here about such things.  This is part of an America that is disappearing, but not here.  The gently falling snow added a surreal look to something that was already beautiful.  Being Christmas Eve only added to the beauty.  This was going to be a good day.

     We were coming up to the park entrance now.  From the look of things nobody else was around.  An occasional rabbit would look up from time to time checking us out.  One of the things I really like about this place are the beautiful tall pines and the scent that fills the woods.  Today they were even more spectacular covered with snow.  They had the look of freshly cut Christmas trees decorated in grand style except on a much bigger scale.  Just up the road were the Oak Campgrounds.  We stopped at the ranger station and got a permit for the tent and filed a riding plan for the day just in case something went wrong.

     We snapped the tent together in about 10 minutes and laid some blankets and a couple of pillows inside.  Also a couple of flashlights, some snacks, coffee, and ice tea.  We put the Coleman lantern inside also for light and heat.  Believe it or not the lantern will keep a small tent toasty warm and well lighted.  Janet, always the packer and planner also threw a small suitcase of dry clothes inside so that we could change when we were done.

We were ready to go.

     We both suited up in the tent.  I fired the Polaris up and backed down the trailer ramp. A quick check and we were ready.  Janet got on first and took the short loop, which is only about a mile long.  I figured if she could ride by herself and stretch it out she would be more in the mood.  As a rule she doesn’t like the cold that much.  It was only a little below freezing today so it was pretty warm when we were all suited up.  Snowmobiles are powerful machines and she was a little spooked of it so she took it pretty slow at first.  Gradually she built up speed.  As she rounded the first turn on the trail I lost sight of her but I could hear her.  It took about 10 minutes for her to come back around and when she did she didn’t stop but waved me off.  She was going to take another round.  When she came back around the second time she pulled off her helmet.  Her long hair blowing in the breeze and flecked with snow, she simply said, “let’s go.”  She looked incredibly beautiful.  If she had said so I would have taken her then and there.   

     This was the first time we had used the new helmet intercom system.  It allowed us to talk to each other over the roar of the engine.  It sure beat the punches in the ribs to get my attention.  It was great to be able to talk to each

other while we were riding.  It was my turn to drive and Janet climbed onto the back of the 2-up sled.  We decided to go on the 14-mile loop.  She laid her head against my back and told me to behave myself.  I guess she meant not to scare her.  This was a time of contrasts.  The snow was so pretty.   Janet was sitting behind me feeling warm and close to me.  And it was Christmas Eve, a time of joy and anticipation when both young and old wonder about what will lie under the tree and family gets together to share love and thanksgiving.  But it also made me sad in a way to realize how much I had in the way of things and love and how so many others had so little and lived in pain and sadness.  It made me think of my sister Berneata who had passed away in June of 2000 of Lou Gehrig’s disease.  How she had left a husband who loved her with all his soul and the void she had left in his life with her passing.  How my mom and dad were both gone, mom for seventeen long years and dad for nine, and how he was left so lonely until the time he also passed away.  How Janet’s dad had died after so briefly entering her life again when he had been gone for so long.  I thought about the regrets he must have had and how he must have wanted to reclaim the years but could not.  I thought about how much joy Janet had given to me over the years and how much he had missed, and yes—how much Janet had missed by not having her father around.

     We rode like this for a while with Janet at my back but she decided that she wanted to drive again and I would ride shotgun.  It was hard for her to see much since I was quite a bit taller.  This way I could be behind her and see over her head.  My only concern was that she had not driven very much and I hoped we both would live to see the end of the day.  I tried hanging onto the rear grips but they were uncomfortable.  I chose instead to put my arm around her.   Janet was actually driving well and I could tell she was enjoying being the boss.  As the engine revved up I could feel the vibrations on my butt and legs.  Up hill and down valley we went like we were held in place by a track that would not let loose.  I started to lean into the vibrations.  I knew if I was enjoying this so was Janet, her equipment resting directly on the seat absorbing the full effect.  As we slowed for a creek bed I moved my hands down around her thighs and moved in toward her center.  The intercom picked up a soft sigh as my hands did their work.  Just like that she snapped the throttle on the sled, laughed and said, “you better rest your hands on something a little more solid or I am going to throw your ass off!”

     We began to talk of tonight and Christmas day plans.  Janet’s mom was coming over on Christmas Day.  Our son Josh had invited his new girlfriend over later this evening for our gift exchange.  We usually exchanged gifts on Christmas Eve.  Josh had really started to make a difference in his life.  He had met a new girl a couple of months ago and Janet and I really liked her.  She was a cute blond with blue eyes and a smile that usually got her what she wanted.  Anyway we liked her and she seemed to demand that Josh give things his best.  I told him once that he shouldn’t let this one get away.  He gave a quiet smile and said nothing.  Apparently this time he agrees with the old man.  Anyway we came out of the creek-bed and went up a small rise and turned sharply to the left.  Just to our right we saw and old house badly in need of paint.  There were a couple of old junk cars in the yard.  Playing by the cars was a couple of children, a girl and a boy both about 5 years old.  Both of them started waving at us wildly.  Janet killed the engine and we got off to stretch our legs.  About that time the kids started to walk over to us.  We found out their names were Billy and Amanda.  Billy was 4 and Amanda was 5.  Janet asked them if they were ready for Santa Claus to come and Amanda said “mama says Santa Claus ain’t commin this year cause he’s sick.”  I said, “where are your mom and dad?”  Amanda looked toward the house and said, “mama’s in there but daddy lives with Jesus.”  About that time a young woman came out of the house walking toward us.

     “Billy, Amanda, get back inside now!”

     “We were just talking ma.  We were looking at the snowmobile.”

     “I know, but you are going to catch cold.”

     “We didn’t mean to get them in trouble,” said Janet.  “They were waving at us and we decided to take a stretch.  We needed a break.  They seem like real nice kids.”

     “They are all I have.  I don’t know what I would do without them.  It’s hard raising them by yourself though.  It’s been hard since my husband passed away last year.”

     “Amanda said her daddy was living with Jesus now.”

     At this the mother started to softly cry.  “I’m sorry to do that, but I miss him a lot.  I don’t know what to do sometimes.  He was killed by a drunk driver last Christmas Eve.  Christmas hasn’t meant much to us lately.  Probably won’t for a while.  The one thing that gives me comfort is that he was a Christian.  I know where he is.  I know him and the Lord are watching over us right now.  But it’s hard.  It’s so hard.”

     As I looked over toward the house I could see the kids coming out the door again.  I asked if I could take the kids for a ride.  “I don’t see why not.  They would really like that.  I don’t want to bother you though.”

     “It’s no bother.  I want to.  Janet, you’re going to have to stay here though.  We don’t have enough room for all of us.”

     “That’s OK.  I need to stretch my legs out anyway.  You guys go ahead.”   “By the way,” Janet said, “what is your name?” 

      The woman hesitated, looked to the ground and then ups again.

     “My name is June.  Would you like to come inside and get warm?  I just made a pot of hot tea.”

     “That sounds great.  Dan, be careful with the kids.  Come to the house when you get done.”

     “OK”  

     So far this was the highlight of Janet’s day.  She loved meeting people and I always admired how she could talk to somebody for 5 minutes and they were comfortable with her.  She loved people and people loved her.  

     I put Billy in front of me, and Amanda took the rear, and we started off.  I took it slow and we rode for about a half-hour.  The kids were all smiles and were having the time of their life.  We stopped for a while and had a snowball fight and I got into the trunk and grabbed some candy bars and a couple of Cokes.  I knew these kids hadn’t much to smile about lately and I was glad we had made this trip.  I also thought about their mom and how lonely and sad she must be.  I wondered why their mom had told them that Santa was sick.  Obviously it had to do with money or rather the lack of it.  I remember my mother telling me that nobody knows why God allows bad things to happen, but it would all be explained to us once we got to heaven.  I too believed this but sometimes it seems that God takes too much too soon for no good reason.  Mom used to say, “God has his reasons.  He can see further down the road than we can.  The bible says that all things work out for good for them that love the Lord.”  I could only hope that in this case God had a big plan.

     After the kids finished their Cokes we got back on the sled and made way back to the house.  I left the trail near the house and went down a slight bank and drove right to the front door.  The kids jumped off and ran inside.  I followed poking my head into the doorway and knocked softly.  Janet and June were inside sitting at the kitchen table having their tea.  I could tell I had interrupted something.  Amanda went to the refrigerator and opened the door.  All that I could see was a half-gallon of milk, some hot dogs, and a carton of eggs.  That was it.  “Shut the door Amanda.  I will find something for you after bit.”

     “OK mom.”

     Janet looked over in my direction with telling eyes.  I knew there was something we needed to talk about.  June offered to make some coffee and I accepted.  “Do you like it strong?” she said.  

     “Yes I do.”

     We talked some about the holidays and what she was planning on doing.  She really wasn’t going to do much because since her husband had died there wasn’t much money.  She was on public aide now, and despite what stories you may have heard, it is not going to make you rich.  It is degrading to those who have to use it.  It has a way of making you feel dirty.  Janet told her that God takes care of his own, and that things would work out.  Janet knew this story all too well for her family went through it when she was a little girl.  I finished my coffee and said, “We better go now. We still have some riding to do before day end.”  Janet got up from the table and started to suit up.

     “I’m sure glad you guys rode by today.  It’s nice to see people.  We don’t get many out this way and I know the kids were thrilled by the ride you gave them.  Thanks very much.”

     Billy and Amanda looked at us with sad eyes like they didn’t want us to go.  I wanted to say, “Merry Christmas”, but somehow it felt out of place.  I didn’t think that much of anything merry was in store for this family anytime soon.  “Are you coming back,” Billy said slowly.

     “You never know when Dan and I might come back with the snowmobile.  Maybe we’ll see you then, OK?” Janet said, looking over at me.

     “If we do make sure you wave, OK?”  At that we walked out the door and got on the sled and rode away until we came to a clearing in the woods.  Janet shut off the engine, took off her helmet and got off.  “Dan, can we talk?”  I nodded expectantly.  “I’m just sick!”

     “What’s the matter?”

     “Dan, we just can’t let this happen.  They are not going to have any Christmas at all.  They don’t even have any family to be with during the holidays.  June has got only one brother and he lives in Tennessee.  Her dad is in the prison system somewhere.  She said she doesn’t even know where.  I asked about her mom and she doesn’t have one.  She died of cancer a couple of years ago.  She hasn’t seen her dad since she was 7.  She is 24 now with two kids living on welfare.  Did you see what they had in the refrigerator?  They don’t even have enough to eat tonight.

     “Can’t her brother help them?”

     “He does what he can but he doesn’t have much either.  June has been talking about going down to Knoxville and live with him for a while until she gets back on her feet but something needs to be done now.”

     “Janet, we have always talked about how we wish we could play Santa Claus for a family who really needs it.  I can’t think of a better time.  When we get done here today let’s run into Pekin and do some shopping.  I think this is one time we really can make a difference.  Do you have any idea what the kids might need?  And we can’t forget about June.  She seems like a real sweetheart going through some very rough times.  Let’s go get warm.”

     The tent was about 10 miles away but we took or time enjoying the afternoon.  I’m sure we both thought of how exactly we were going to pull this off but for right now we were just enjoying each other.  I think we both thought about how lucky we were to have not only the material things we had but also each other.  I know that this girl had been through thick and thin with me.  Through good times and bad.  Through joy and extreme sorrow.  That afternoon we felt connected to each other in a way that perhaps we hadn’t felt for a while.  It is so easy to get caught up in your everyday problems and think that they are so big.  It is when you really see someone hurting that you begin to count your own blessings.  I know I felt that way and I am sure Janet did too.  It really did feel like Christmas this year.

     We arrived at the tent around 3:30 in the afternoon.  In this part of the country it gets dark around 4pm or so.  We pulled the sled up to the tent and got ready to change clothes.  I went inside and lit the Coleman lantern.  It would take about 15 minutes to get warm.  I suggested to Janet that she call Josh and let him know that we probably were not going to exchange gifts on Christmas Eve.  We would explain later.  We figured it would not be possible given the plans we had for tonight.   The tent was pretty warm now so we both went inside.  We pulled the suits off and stripped down to our underwear and T-shirts.  We knew we were going to be in the tent for a while.  We were going to explore in a different way for a while.  As I pulled her toward me we were soon lost to the world outside.  Nearly an hour had passed and we reflected on what we had to do.
     “How are we going to do this Dan?”

     “I’m not sure, but I know that the house is off County Road 7.  We don’t have to get there again by snowmobile.  I think we can deliver the stuff right to the door.  We will have to be careful not to arouse suspicion and make too much noise.  I imagine the only place open on Christmas Eve will be Wal Mart—we can get what we need there.”  We got in the car and started out.

The beauty of this place reminded me of a song by Engelbert Humperdinck called Winter World of Love.  “My love, the days are colder, so let me take your hand and lead you through a snow white land.  Oh, oh—Oh, oh.  My love, the year is older, so let me hold you tight and wile away this winter night. Oh, oh.  We’ll find a winter world of love, cause love is warmer in December.  My darlin’ stay here in my arms till summer comes along, and in our winter world of love, you see, we always will remember, that as the snow lay on the ground, we found our winter world of love.”  How could I possible be with Janet in this place and not think of this song?

As we turned out of the park and onto the road we tried to think of what we were going to buy.  There were limits because of the space in out car.  We decided that we would go home first, drop off the snowmobile and use the trailer in case we bought something larger than could go into the car.  It was only a short trip to Wal Mart from the house.

     In the store we did not spend a lot of time picking things out.  This family would not be hard to buy for because they had nothing.  We got bikes for the kids, some new clothes, and an assortment of toys that we thought they would like.  Janet made sure that June had some new clothes.  They seemed to be about the same size so that was her guide.  I picked up a couple of battery operated small mini Christmas trees that we were going to put on the porch with the gifts.  We made sure the kids had new coats and jeans.  I picked up a couple of walkie-talkies.  I know when I was a kid I loved them.

We went through the aisles that night actually buying much more than we were going to.  It was like a Christmas fever had grabbed us and wouldn’t let us go.  We knew that it could not be Christmas if your were hungry.  We went to the food section and bought a ham, some pizzas, and a supply of candies and snacks.  We bought enough food that should last them a week.

We stapled all the receipts to the bags in case June needed to take anything back.

     We went through checkout quickly since there was nearly nobody in the store.  “Last minute shopping I see!” said the clerk.

      “Yea, we didn’t really plan to shop this late but it just worked out that way,” Janet said with a quiet smile on her face.  “ We wanted to make sure it felt like Christmas!”  Loaded to the hilt we went out to the parking lot and I started to load the car.  It took me about half an hour to lash everything down securely and load the car.  We have a small sports car, so space is at a premium.  Tightening the last strap we went home and waited.  It was about 9 O’clock now and we waited.  We couldn’t go out to the house just yet.  We had to make sure everybody was asleep.   Janet took a bath and yelled from the bathroom, “I can’t believe how wet I still am.  I thought you took care of all that.”

      “I had to leave a little in there.  I get excited thinking about you carrying a little bit of me around in you all day long.”

      “You’re a sicko, but I love you.”

      I was next and when I got out we put the Dickens classic, A Christmas Carol in the VCR.  This was a tradition for our family on Christmas Eve.  It always seemed to bring out the real meaning of what Christmas was about.  It let us escape into 19th century England despising and ultimately loving Ebeneezer as he came to his senses.  When midnight came we decided to make our delivery.  We had the car and trailer loaded to the hilt.  It was going to be a little different finding the house now than it was earlier today with the snowmobile.  I was pretty sure we could find it though, we would just have to watch closely.  It was still a beautiful night with the moon shining so bright that the shadows of the trees were in silhouette against the snow.   Janet fiddled with the radio finding a station playing Christmas music all night and through Christmas Day.  Oh Holy Night was playing.  This was one of my favorites.  I always liked the old hymns in church much more than the new stuff.  I remember when I was little how people would go around holding candles and singing carols.   Those times were magical and it seems like we spend our whole lives trying to relive feelings that never seem to come back.  I think it has to do with getting older and the hardening of one’s heart.  We all do it.  We are so used to seeing suffering on TV and poverty and pain that we kind of become immune to it.  I think if people would try to understand how their neighbor feels and to feel pain when he does, there would be a lot more happiness in the world.  My mom used to say that one of the best presents you could give somebody was your time.  A kind word to someone who doesn’t hear many.  Be a good listener to someone who needs to talk.  Stuff like that.  Anyway hearing Christmas songs always made me feel that the boss was still in charge, no matter how much we tried to screw things up.  “Merry Christmas babe,” Janet said as she gave me a kiss on the cheek.  “We’ve had a good day.”

     “It’s not over yet.  Merry Christmas to you and God bless us everyone.”

     As we turned to pull onto County Highway 7 we saw a deer by the side of the road.  I slowed so I wouldn’t spook him.  He seemed as curious about us as we were about him.  Carefully I waited for him to leave and then on we went.  “Rudolph needs to get back with the rest of the clan,” I said.  

     “Don’t be a dork Dan.”
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     We were getting close now, rounding a small curve.  We could make out the house now and it looked like everybody was in bed.  There was a small light on in the kitchen but that was probably just a nightlight.  We went on a little further and I shut my headlights off and pulled into the driveway just a bit.  I would wait here a few minutes to make sure nobody got up and discovered us.  The moon was still bright and helped us to see.  Luckily there was a wide porch out front where we could put the presents.  I got out of the car and a black cat started rubbing against my leg.  I nearly screamed before I knew what it was, which gave Janet great delight.  We got out and I started to unlash the bikes from the trailer.  We each took one and rolled it up on the porch carefully putting the kickstands down.  We had also bought the kids a new sled.  I hoped they would like it.  We set the walkie-talkies and Amanda’s doll on the sled.  We hung the plastic bags of clothes from the handlebars of the bikes.  We went back to the car and got the bags of groceries and laid them around the sled.  We figured the food would be OK left on the porch since it was not about 20 degrees.  The rest of the toys we placed around the sled.  They too were still bagged up and should be fine.  The only concern we had was an animal smelling the food and getting into it but it was a chance we had to take.  Janet went back to the car and got the two little Christmas trees and put batteries in them.  She placed them on both sides of the gifts and turned them on.  The scene looked like a Rockwell painting, with the white snow on the porch and the presents lit by the bright little trees.  We had done the best we could.  We finished by hanging a Christmas card on the doorknob.  Inside it read: I know this is a bit unusual but I left your gifts outside because I didn’t want to make you sick.  I have had a terrible cold.  Merry Christmas!!  Happy New Year!!    Signed:

                                                                                       Santa Claus

Not all of Santa’s helpers are elves.  There will be a car to pick you up at 1PM tomorrow for dinner.  Please come!  We are expecting you!!

     We quietly got back into the car and left.  It was pretty late by now and we had to get home and get some sleep.  Janet’s mom would be at the house about 11AM, so we had some work to do.  We still had to put the ham in the oven and tomorrow was going to be a busy day.  If the kids and June came they would be here about 2PM so we still had time to prep things for dinner.  If it was a little late so be it.  We probably wouldn’t open presents until after dinner.  We were tired.  A soak in the hot tub when we got home sounded good before we went to bed.

     “Don’t forget your towel,” Janet hollered at me when I went outside.  “I’ll be there in just a minute.”  

[image: image7.wmf]     “OK, don’t be long.”

     I hopped in the tub and turned the jets up on high.  Clouds of vapor rose into the air filling the Gazebo with warmth.   Jane shut off the porch lights and came outside.  Dropping her robe to the ground, her breasts beautiful against the spa light, she climbed in.  “Boy this feels good after a hard day,” she said smiling at me mischievously.”   As she turned and fell against me I softly kissed her neck.  “We need to get some sleep Dan.”

     “I know.”  

     “Don’t worry, you will get more presents tomorrow!”  

     “I’ll hold you to that.  Let’s just relax here a little while and then we’ll go to bed.”

     “OK.”

     Nine AM came all too quickly.  We had to get up though.  Janet had put the ham in last night when we got home, but there was still plenty to do.  Janet’s mom would soon be here and Josh would have to go get his girlfriend.  We hadn’t told him yet that we wanted him to go get June and the kids, but I’m sure he wouldn’t mind.  We woke him up and as usual he was not happy.

     “What time is it mom?” he yelled from underneath the covers.  “Let me sleep five more minutes!”  After a couple more tries he finally got up.  We explained what we had done the night before and asked him to go pick up June and the kids.  “Is it OK if I pick up Jamie first and we both go?”

     “That’s up to you Josh,” I said.  “She would probably beat you senseless if she found out you went to another woman’s house without her.”  

     “Yeah, you’re probably right.  I think Grandma just pulled in the drive.”

 She came inside and wished everybody a Merry Christmas.  “I’ve got presents for everybody in the car.  Josh can you help me bring them in?”

     “Just a minute.  Mom and Dad want me to do something for them.  I’ll be ready in a minute.”

     We explained to mom what we had done and what our plans were for the day.   “I think that is just wonderful,” she said as she knocked off a long ash from her cigarette.  “Do you think they will come?”

     Janet shrugged her shoulders slightly and said, “I don’t know mom but whether they do or not I am sure they had a surprise when they walked out their door this morning!  I would give anything to see their expressions on their faces.”  

     “I’m ready grandma,” Josh said.

     “Great.  They’re in the trunk.  Can you get them or do you want me to help you.”

     “I’m kinda in a hurry.  Give me a hand if you don’t mind.”  I looked out by her car and I could see it was starting to snow again.  The house was starting to fill with the aroma of baked ham, hot rolls, and corn on the cob.  Janet had a lot of this food prepped beforehand so it didn’t take her long to get it going.  Not only was my wife beautiful and sexy but she could cook too.  It looked like Josh and Grandma were struggling with the presents and it would probably take them a couple of trips.

     “Put them in the living room under the tree with the other ones,” Janet said as she was scurrying around the kitchen.  She was on a mission now and she would be this way until everything was ready.  My grandmother Martindale was like this.  When she was cooking a big dinner there hadn’t better be anyone in her way.  I could almost imagine her looking down on us.  I wish she could be here.  As Josh made his last trip through the door he said, “Is it OK if I go now Dad?”

     “Yeah, you better get going.  Don’t forget Jamie and the map I drew you.  If you have any problems finding the house, call me on the cell phone.”

     “OK.”

     We decided we were not going to open any gifts until June and the kids got here.  Then we would all sit down and have Christmas dinner.  “I better get that big leaf for the table Janet, or we won’t have enough room.”  Janet nodded her head as she was boiling the potatoes.  I’m not even sure she heard me.  I decided to put some Christmas songs on and also turned on the outside speakers by the spa.  It was snowing again.  I grabbed a shovel from the garage and scooped a better path to the door as Hark the Herald Angels Sing softly played.  

     “Why don’t you light the fireplace,” Janet said as she leaned out the kitchen door.  “It will add a nice touch.”                                                                                                                                                                         

     “OK, we have plenty of wood.  We’ll have to keep it going.  It will be nice to gather around it tonight.”

     I put some logs in the fireplace outside and slowly nurtured the flame until it took off.  Before long a fire was going nicely as wisps of smoke rose to meet the oncoming snow.  Josh would be home before too long.  I went inside and helped Janet and Joyce set the table.  We sat down and talked about years past and how much things had changed over the years.  I remember how Janet and I had ventured out with our Trans Am back in 79 and nearly didn’t make it to the family dinner.  It had snowed a lot that year too and the Pontiac was not a snow car.  It was quite a trip.  It didn’t seem that long ago that Josh was still a young child anxiously waiting for Santa to come.  Actually he wasn’t fooled very long.  He discovered Santa putting presents under the tree one year.  My mind was filled with memories I had of Christmas past with my family.  I remember decorating the windows with spray snow.  It wasn’t so very long ago that we hung ornaments from our family tree.  But so very much had changed in my family, all had went on to the Lord except my brother and me.   Terry and I were all that was left of the family.  Phil, my brother in law was still alive, but Berneata had passed away nearly two years ago from ALS.  Nevertheless, I still had so much to be thankful of.

     “I think somebody pulled into the driveway,” Joyce said.  She got up from her chair and went to the door.  “Josh and Jamie are here, and it looks like your company came too!”

     “I looked out the window and sure enough they were all here.  Josh went to the back of the Sportage with Billy and they pulled out a long sled.  Apparently he had insisted that the sled come along.  Josh broke into a wide smile as he laid the sled on the ground and Billy immediately jumped on.  Amanda was in the new dress we had bought her.  Janet went to the door and hollered, “Come on in!  We’ve been expecting you!”

     “Why did you do this?” June said with a tear in her eye.  “I don’t even know you.”

     Janet gave her a hug and simply said, “You do now.”

     “Every year Janet and I wish we could help somebody.  We wanted to see good come from something we did.”

     “I can’t pay you back.”

     “Don’t you understand?  Dan and I don’t want paid back.  We were in a position to help by the grace of God.   Actually we feel kind of selfish.  Doing this has given us so much pleasure.  We only ask that you help someone someday when they need it.  That is the payment we want from you.”

     “The kids were so happy that Santa had not forgotten them.  They looked out onto the porch this morning and screamed.  I thought the house was on fire or something.  They said, ‘Mom, mom, look outside on the porch!!’  I couldn’t believe what I saw either.  I still don’t believe it.  I feel bad accepting charity though.”

     “Don’t think of it as charity.  Think of it as a loan.  Like Janet said pay it back by helping someone else.  You will someday get the opportunity.”

     There was not a dry eye in the house.  Amanda and Billy were dressed in their new clothes anxiously telling us what Santa had brought them.  “He did come, even though he was sick, “ Billy said.  “Amanda didn’t think he would come either, but he did.”

     Jamie was fighting back tears.  “Do you mind if Josh and I play with the kids outside?  I think Billy wants to try out his new sled.  He made sure we didn’t forget it.”

     Before June could answer, the kids ran out the door without their coats.  “Make sure they put these on,” she said handing the coats to Jamie.  “Of course it’s OK.  They are so happy.  They said they wanted to build a snowman.”

     “We’ll see what we can do.  Let’s go Josh!”  

     I can’t begin to tell you all we did that day.  We opened presents together.  We laughed.  We cried.  We sang Christmas carols by the fire outside.  It was really a storybook Christmas, the kind that I had only read about until now.   When dinner came around, June insisted on saying grace.

     “Thank you God for letting me find these people.  I know by their kindness that you love us and that you care about us.  Bless this house and all the people in it, for their love is special and they are special to me.  Amen.”

     Janet and I ran into June and the kids a couple times after that while we were snowmobiling.  We were always invited in for some coffee and tea and to warm ourselves in the kitchen.   She told us that she wanted to move in with her brother so she might be leaving soon.   She said she needed to rebuild her life.  We left the house feeling that we might never see them again.  

     June and the kids had been gone for about four months when the postman came to the door.  A letter postmarked Pigeon Forge, Tennessee was addressed to the both of us.  Janet quickly opened it and read: 
Mom and Dad,

     I hope you don’t mind me calling you that, but that is the way I think of you.  You gave of yourselves when I was down.  You both went out of your way to make us happy and give us some happiness when all we had was sadness.  For this I truly love you both with all my heart.  And the same goes for Amanda and Billy.

     Now for my news.  I have met a young man who wants to marry me.  He works for the tourism board here in the Smoky Mountains.  I have said yes.  He is quite a man and he loves my kids.  I have a chance to have a family again.  Would you please come to my wedding?  Please think it over.  And Dad, would you be interested in giving me away?  Please let me know.  By

the way his name is Charlie.

                                                                                    Love,

                                                                                   June, Billy, and Amanda

     Janet and I looked at each other and smiled.  I didn’t have to ask.  I looked at my beautiful wife and I knew we would be making that trip.
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