Rev. Dr. Steve Burt, The Christmas Story Pastor

Christmas Eve, 12 Plus 97


Every year until I was twelve Nana Antonia and I shared a birthday, October 28th. On our last birthday together the years totaled a hundred and nine--my twelve plus her ninety-seven.


That was also the year it snowed here in Vermont every day in December, right up until Christmas Eve, when it finally stopped and the night was flooded by the light of a full moon. Athough the calendar on the wall said that night was December 24, 1961, I'll always date it by Nana Antonia's and my birthday year--Christmas Eve, 12 Plus 97.


Nana Antonia wasn't my grandmother, she was my great-grandmother, my father's grandmother. I was born on her eighty-fifth birthday, and they say even then she was fit, keen-minded, vital.


Shortly after I was born, my grandparents, whom I don't remember--my father's parents, Nana Antonia's son and daughter-in-law--were killed in a collision with a moose in New Hampshire while on their way home. The loss was hard on everyone, but because ours was a family farm, the two deaths dealt a double whammy, the farm losing half its labor force in the blink of an eye. Mom said Dad walked woodenly through his chores, and had it not been for neighbors pitching in, she wonders if the farm mightn't have failed.


So Nana Antonia moved in, partly to care for me while my parents worked the farm, but also to avoid facing the ghosts in the empty house she and my grandparents had shared. Her moving in was a closing of ranks that helped the three of them share the unimaginable weight of emptiness. Their grief is something I don't remember seeing out in the open those early years. Thank God for the blinders of childhood.


What I do remember is Nana Antonia always being there for me, holding me on her lap, rocking me, reading to me, listening to me. I especially remember her laugh--that joyous, head-back, porcelain-teeth-rattling laugh. She called her dentures her china teeth.


"Same material as my old dinner plates, Billy," she'd say, "fine china." They sat in a glass of water on her bedside table every night, a fact I didn't catch onto for awhile.


"Watch this," she'd say when I was small, and with a click and a flick--no hands--she'd stick out her tongue and deliver her uppers to me. Before I could reach for her tongue and touch them, she'd flick again, they'd clack back into place, and she'd smile a broad, toothy grin. To a child who didn't know false teeth existed, this was magic. My Nana Antonia was magic.


Once, in the kitchen, our two cats Gladys and Marvin were pawing a catnip mouse on the linoleum floor. Our yellow Lab pup, Pumpkin, decided to join the fun. He jumped forward, overturning the silver water bowl so it trapped the catnip mouse like pheasant under glass. 


Gladys, Marvin, and Pumpkin knew where the disappeared mouse was, but the water bowl, riding a film of spilled water, clung to the linoleum. Pumpkin barked as the cats swatted at it. Before long all three were going crazy, nosing and batting the silver dome around the wet floor like a hockey puck. Nana Antonia and I howled until our sides ached and tears flowed. My Nana Antonia loved to laugh.


She loved to tell about a Christmas party she attended the year before I was born, when she was eighty-four. She'd gone with some church ladies to sing Christmas carols at the Old Folks Home. After they sang, Nana Antonia stepped up to the refreshment table and dipped her cup into a huge bowl to get some Christmas punch, a standard mix of fruit juice and ginger ale, with sherbet and ice cubes on top and lemon wedges for flavor. But when she leaned over, ladle in one hand, punch cup in the other, her glasses slid down her nose. Hoping to jolt them back, she snapped her head up. The glasses hopped back, but her china teeth--"bottom choppers"--flew out of her mouth and plopped into the punch.


"So what'd you do?" I asked.


"Reached in and felt around, like fishing for a spoon in dishwater," she said.


"And you found 'em?" I asked.


"Not right away," she said. "I was in such a hurry that I thought I had 'em first try. It was icy and my hand was getting numb. I thought someone was coming, so I panicked and popped 'em in my mouth. Only it wasn't them. It was--"


I could see she was close to breaking into her window-glass-rattling laugh then.


"--a lemon wedge!" she said, sucking in her cheeks, rolling her lips over her teeth. "Did I ever pucker!"


We howled, and every time our laughing subsided, Nana Antonia would pucker and we'd be off to the races again. She loved to laugh and she loved to tell stories.


My father had also enjoyed a close relationship with his grandmother, Nana Antonia. And because she filled in for my own deceased grandmother, his mother, in a sense my father and I shared the same grandmother.


When Dad was seven, an ornery bull trapped him in the bullpen, where he oughtn't have been. He'd fallen from the fence. Nana Antonia was at the clothesline whomping the dust out of an old rag rug with her violin-shaped wire rug-beater when she heard him scream. Still clutching the rug-beater, she ran to the bull pen, vaulted the six-foot fence in a handspring, and confronted the bull. And, as my mother told the story, "Nana Antonia commenced to beat every particle of dust out of that poor old bull while your father made his escape."


"I should've used the rug beater to tan your father's hide instead of that poor bull's," Nana always added.


Every year for our shared birthday, Mom would bake a cake and squiggle our names on it, Antonia and Billy, then cover it with an army of candles, the sum of our ages--five plus ninety, six plus ninety-one, seven plus ninety-two--each year adding two candles. That went on until 1961, 12 plus 97. That year I blew out the candles for both of us. Nana Antonia was too short of breath.


By Thanksgiving she lay confined to bed, barely able to walk without help. Barely two months earlier she had seemed hale and hearty, walking to and from the mail box at the end of our driveway or surveying the pumpkin patch behind the barn. Now she was losing strength fast, as Doc Whitney's house calls confirmed.


"Winding down," Doc Whitney said. "Antonia's ninety-seven, and she's simply winding down."


Like a grandfather clock? I thought. So why can't we wind her up again? But I knew it was hopeless. My Nana Antonia was dying.


"I think it's a cancer," she said one morning as I cleared away her dishes. She had eaten almost nothing. "My hips ache and I can feel something growing inside me, taking over my stomach, squeezing my lungs."


"Cancer?" I said dully, setting the tray aside so I could sit on the edge of her bed. My face muscles wouldn't work, and my eyes felt hot and watery.


"Yes, Billy," she said. "It means I'm going to die."


I glanced away.


"We all die sometime," she said.


I couldn't look at her. Finally, after a long silence, she reached to cup her warm hand to my cheek. 


"Billy," she said. "I'm ninety-seven. That's almost a hundred years old, a century. That's pretty amazing, don't you think?"


 I nodded but couldn't keep my lips from pressing tightly together.


"I've had a good, beautiful life. I've laughed, cried, loved." She pointed to a framed needlework sampler above her bureau. "Get that, will you?" she said.


I retrieved it, handed it to her. Stitched on the burlap were the words Live until you die. She handed it back.


"I want you to have it," she said. "A friend made it when I turned fifty. I was feeling old that day and it cheered me up. I hung it over my bureau as a reminder."


On the first of December I carried Nana Antonia's breakfast up to her bedroom.


"Is it snowing?" she asked.


"I don't think so," I said, pulling up the shade. "Well, yes, it is," I said. "Flurries."

  
"Isn't it lovely?" she said.


"Yes," I said. "Peaceful." I tied the fabric curtains back and helped her sit up against a couple of pillows.


"Good chance we'll have a white Christmas," I said.


"Oh, I hope so," Nana Antonia answered, eyes showing more spark than I'd seen in days. "I love white Christmases."


It snowed a little every day after that, and I wondered if we weren't setting a record for consecutive snow days. So long as it snowed outside, Nana Antonia managed to hold her own inside.


By the third week in December I had begun to associate snow with her staying alive, thinking perhaps it sustained her. Every night at bedtime I prayed for snow, and every morning I awoke and walked to the window first thing to see if it had. And every day Nana Antonia awoke and took a little breakfast.


"When your grandfather was young," she said one morning, speaking of her son who had died in the car crash, "and the streets and fields were covered with snow like this, we'd hitch up the horse, a huge Percheron named Clyde, and we'd all ride in the cutter, our sleigh."


Nana Antonia had told me that story many times when I was younger, as she had doubtless told it to my father when he was a boy. When telling it to me, she had always lifted me onto her lap in the rocking chair by the woodstove, where we'd pretend to hold the reins, singing Jingle Bells over and over as our sleigh glided over hills and fields of fresh-fallen snow. I had never been in a horse-drawn sleigh, but because of Nana Antonia's lap, I felt as if I had.


Reverend Dodd stopped by weekly to see Nana Antonia, who insisted he update her on the happenings of church and town. He told her of the plans for the Christmas Eve candlelight service which always packed the small white clapboard church. Where forty attended on Sundays, Christmas Eve drew two hundred.


"Of course, the Fire Marshal has sent his usual letter warning about open flames in the church," Reverend Dodd said. "I brought the concern to the Board of Deacons. But as happens every year, someone said, 'Haven't burned the place down in two hundred years.'  So the Deacons voted to do it the way we've always done it."


"Must've been Harley Silk said that, right?" Nana Antonia said. "Harley always says that about not having burned it down in two hundred years."


She chuckled at that, and when Reverend Dodd joined in, I thought Nana Antonia seemed stronger, more animated, energized by the laughter. A pause followed their laughter, after which Nana Antonia said, "I wish I could be there Christmas Eve."


The minister bit his lip, dropped his gaze to his lap. He looked up and said, "Why not ask Doc Whitney?"


This Dodd oughta change his name, I thought, to Dodge. It seemed to me he had sidestepped Nana Antonia's question, and her yearning.


"Good suggestion," she said, sensing his discomfort. "I'll do that. Maybe I'll see you then, for Christmas Eve."


I showed him out, and by the time I got back up to Nana Antonia's room, she had drifted off to sleep even though she had napped for two hours before the minister's visit.


I looked out the window and realized it was late afternoon and it hadn't yet snowed. I prayed for an evening snowfall, even a few isolated flakes as I looked at my sleeping great-grandmother. She was losing strength and stamina faster than I'd realized.


"But we can wrap her in blankets and carry her in," I argued at the supper table that night.


"No," my father said emphatically, almost angrily. "It's not a good idea."


"But what if Doc Whitney says it's okay?"


"No," Dad repeated.


"Why not?" I said.


My father looked flustered, frustrated. He and I seldom argued, but I refused to give ground this time.


"Well?" I pressed.


My father's face reddened. He drew a deep, audible breath, his barrel chest swelling.


"Dad!" I whined. "Why not?"


"Because the cold air could kill her!" he blurted, standing up quickly so his chair scraped the floor and tipped over. He wadded his napkin, threw it on his plate, and stormed out of the kitchen.


My mother, who hadn't said a word, said, "He's upset. Don't forget, Billy, your father loves Nana Antonia, too. She's always been in his life. This is hard for him."


I heard what my mother was saying, but I wasn't sure why she was saying it. If Dad loved Nana Antonia, why wouldn't he help her go to the candlelight service? As Nana herself had said, she was dying. Like it or not--and I didn't--Nana Antonia was dying.


"He's not mad at you, Billy," Mom said. "He's angry that he's going to lose his grandmother."


I didn't know what to do. There was no arguing with my father, so I retrieved Nana Antonia's needlework sampler from my bed stand, carried it to my parents' bedroom, and laid it on my father's pillow. There was nothing else I could do. Except pray for snow.


Doc Whitney visited the next day, saying the decision about Christmas Eve was up to the family--meaning Dad. Doc said it depended how weak she was and the state of her lungs. What Dad had said was true--the chilly air could be too much for her. And, Doc said, church could mean a chance of her picking up a cold or the flu from holiday visitors. 


Dad said we would wait and see. Whenever he said that, it meant no.


Christmas Eve morning arrived. Nana Antonia was very weak, barely able to speak above a whisper. She could hardly draw breath and her hands shook when she raised a spoonful of oatmeal. I was sure Dad knew how poorly she was doing.


I did my chores early that afternoon. It gave me something to do. Only once did I ask my father if he had decided, and he said, "I'm thinking, I'm thinking."


It hadn't snowed all day.


Supper was quiet. After we finished our pumpkin pie and cleared the dishes, Mom said, "So. Shall we get ready for church?"


I looked at Dad, his face tight, worried. I didn't move. I just looked across the kitchen table at him, seeing him in a way I'd never seen him before, knowing in that exact moment how afraid he was of losing his grandmother, our Nana Antonia. Tears filled my eyes, and as he looked back at me, tears filled his, too.


Finally he swallowed and said, "I'll warm up the car. You and Mom help Nana Antonia get dressed."


I sprang from my chair and bounded up the stairs two at a time.


"The snow's started," Nana Antonia said when I entered her room. "Perfect for the candlelight service." She was sitting on the edge of her bed by herself.


"Dad said we're taking you, too!" I blurted.


"I knew he would," she said, winking. "Your mother ironed my outfit this afternoon."


An hour later we were driving to the church on the hill, Nana Antonia bundled in two quilts on the back seat between Mom and me. Dad pulled up by the front door and went in to find the church's wheelchair. He got the three of us inside and went back out to park the car.


The service began. The place was packed.


Nana Antonia, Mom, and I sat in a front pew, saving room for Dad. The first hymn ended and I saw Mom glancing around anxiously. Where was my father? It couldn't take that long to park the car.


Reverend Dodd read several old Testament scriptures. Then we had prayer concerns, and a few names of the sick were mentioned, plus three boys in the military. Reverend Dodd waited to see if anyone had anything to add under either Joys or Concerns.


After a moment a voice a few pews back said, "I am thankful to have Antonia Hartness here with us tonight. Mrs. Hartness, I understand, recently celebrated her ninety-seventh birthday."


Everyone applauded. And my great-grandmother, one quilt around her shoulders, another across her lap, raised a shaky hand in acknowledgment. Then, in a voice stronger than I imagined she could muster, she said, "That sounds like Harley Silk. Harley, let's be careful with these candles. Don't want to burn down this church now, do we?"


To which Harley Silk answered, as if the two of them were engaged in a familiar holiday litany, "Haven't burned it down in more'n two hundred years."


The congregation erupted in laughter.


Someone read Luke's Christmas Gospel and we sang carols, including Angels We Have Heard on High and It Came Upon a Midnight Clear. But as Reverend Dodd launched into his sermon, my father's seat was still empty. It was clear from my mother's glances that she had no more idea of his whereabouts than I did. Finally I leaned Nana Antonia over onto Mom and whispered, "Be right back. I'll see if Dad's changing a flat."


Our car was nowhere to be seen. I reasoned my father had either gone to Randolph for something or back to the house. Maybe he feared the candlelight service would be too emotional. I walked back inside and sat by Nana Antonia as the lights went out for the candlelighting.


Nana Antonia lit hers off Mom's. I could see her wrinkled face light up. She looked tired, but her smile glowed. I lit my candle from hers and passed the flame on. When everyone's candle had been lighted, Reverend Dodd led us in Silent Night, which we sang a cappella. The small church felt warm and safe.


Reverend Dodd pronounced the benediction and people stood to wish one another Merry Christmas. Many folks crowded around Nana Antonia to say hello.


Gradually everyone funneled past Reverend Dodd and out to the snow-covered dooryard.


"The snow's stopped," someone said.


"And the moon's full!" said another.


Balanced on the horizon before us sat a huge golden coin. That's when we heard the jingle bells signaling the approach of a horse-drawn sleigh, a red-and-green cutter with two bench seats, pulled by a huge-footed horse.


And perched atop the driver's seat, reins in his hands, sat my father, grinning broadly. The crowd babbled its delight as Dad drove the sleigh up to the church door and looked down at Nana Antonia in the wheelchair.


"Someone call for an old-fashioned sleigh ride?" Dad asked, stepping down. His eyes twinkled as he slid his strong arms under Nana Antonia and lifted her into the passenger seat. Mom and I scrambled on board and bookended her, draping the quilts around her. In no time we were whooshing down the road.


I don't recall Nana Antonia's face when she died two weeks later, barely into 1962. What I remember is that night, Mom and me giddy with cold, Dad snapping the reins, the sleigh skimming the moonlit snow. What I remember is my great-grandmother, Nana Antonia, eyes dancing and head back as her joyful, china-teeth-rattling laugh cracked the chilly air and echoed over the Vermont hillsides. What I remember is a face--an old woman's face, filled with pure, live-until-you-die delight--on that last Christmas Eve she was among us, in the year we all shared, in the year 12 Plus 97.
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