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Foreword

 


Memories often pop
into one’s mind when least expected . . . a word, a picture in a
magazine, an unexpected phone call bring them to the fore. For me,
there’s one period during the year when I am flooded with
remembrances, when my past in all its splendor and all its sorrows
comes rushing to my consciousness. That’s in December when
Christmas trees twinkle, menorah candles flicker, and most people
are in a holiday mood, preparing delights for loved ones and
remembering family far away or no longer living.

At our house, the holiday doesn’t begin until
the moment the tree is brought in bringing with it evergreen
forests and crisp winter days along with memories of childhood
Decembers, bundled in boots and mittens, hoping for snow and
aquiver in anticipation of the gifts to come. It reminds me of my
parents and little sister, of our various homes in Connecticut and
New York.

That pine or fir scent also brings me back to
my early days as a mother, reminds me of my own sweet children
helping to roll out and decorate the gingerbread men and women who
made their appearance once a year. I see again my children’s joy as
they opened the daily door in the Advent calendar, the care with
which they selected or made the presents they planned to give. Most
of all I see them dancing up and down, squealing with Christmas
excitement.

The December memories also include
recollections of Hanukkahs shared with friends. My mouth waters at
the thought of potato pancakes with applesauce and sour cream. I
laugh at the recollection of children gathered around the dreidel,
piles of foil-wrapped chocolate coins before them.

So many of these memories are released by
decorations that hang on my Christmas tree. For twelve months they
rest in a battered old trunk, one that carried clothes and blankets
to my college dorm, Today, it sits in a dark corner of the
basement, safeguarding the precious trinkets set free from cartons
and boxes only at holiday time.

Almost every one of them evokes thoughts of
the people I love as well as those who have passed in and out of my
life. My tree when fully decorated holds contributions from three
generations of family and from friends all over the country. It’s a
memory bank of fascinating characters and life experiences.

These passports to the past, made of many
materials: glass, tin, felt, wool, wax, wood, ceramics, antique
ivory, and even gold, call forth adventures with loved ones,
travels in distant lands, shocking experiences in mundane
situations, exotic foods eaten in unexpected venues. They remind me
of memorable characters who have graced my life, of dear friends.
Some bring forth the sad recognition that I wasn’t always the
nicest person, and others cause me to laugh out loud.

When the tree is festooned and its branches
heavily laden, the twinkling lights spreading their magic through
the room, I’m reminded of all the riches that life has given me,
and of the experiences that have shaped me. These memories are far
more important than the presents that are opened.

And so, dear reader, I give them to you:
vignettes that capture tender, irritating, delightful, humorous,
and even unhappy moments as experienced with a cast of captivating
characters, many of whom are unforgettable.

The stories are based on truth but reinforced
by imagination. All of them refer to real people and real
experiences, but memory is fickle. And sometimes misremembered or
imagined details make an account just a little more interesting
than it might have been without them.
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Jillian

 


I suppose a little
woven grass broom is an unusual Christmas tree ornament, but mine
serves to remind me, as if any reminder is necessary, of weeks I
spent visiting my daughter Jillian on Luzon Island where she lived
for two years in her Peace Corps village. It was there that she
orchestrated my “coming out” party.

In the United States, parents present their
daughters to society. When an American mother travels to visit her
daughter living in the Philippines, it is the daughter who presents
the mother. My “debut” in the mountain village Capintalan was the
highlight of my visit. It took place at a kanyaw, the traditional
party of the Ilocano people. Jillian planned and executed it with
the help of friends in her barangay or little village. And what a
party it was!

The preparations began before I arrived. When
Jillian left for Manila to meet my plane, she knew that much would
be done in her absence. The two pigs she had purchased for $100
each from a farmer in a nearby village were happily munching
whatever food they could find, unaware, of course, of their
important role in the upcoming festivities. As the pigs innocently
ate, the villagers readied the grounds for the celebration and the
pigs’ demise.

They tidied paths and chopped back underbrush
under the thick tropical tree canopy. Not a fallen limb or an
unwanted leaf was allowed to litter the area where the party would
take place in the center of the village. The firewood gatherers
attended to their task. The cooks, whose number included many of
the women in the village, readied their ingredient lists for
Jillian’s upcoming shopping expedition. Purple rice had already
been procured. Rice wine fermented, and curiosity about the visitor
no doubt escalated.

We arrived at dusk so there was time to meet
only Jillian’s closest neighbors before settling in for the night
in her modest house, one quite different from her home in the
United States. In this one-room house, walls were made of woven
bamboo, and the matted grass roof served, from time to time, as
temporary home for a variety of uninvited guests like snakes, rats,
and cockroaches. Water stored in large pottery jugs sat on a wooden
counter next to the one burner stove attached to a propane tank.
The community water-sealed toilet was a bit of a hike down a rocky
path.

A wooden platform covered by a fiber mat
served as her bed. The next morning my bony knees and hips, used to
a thick mattress, registered their displeasure at the scanty bed
covering, but Jillian and I had a mission to accomplish, no time
for malingering. We waited on the road for the brightly colored and
tassel decorated jeepney, then piled on, joining the farmers taking
their chickens to market and the shoppers from nearby villages who
were descending the mountain to run their weekly errands. Down the
highway we careened, past the raked avenues of rice grains drying
on the edges of the roadway, past the paddies and forests, down to
San Jose in Nueva Ecija where Jillian would lay in her
supplies.

This routine expedition for Jillian was an
exotic excursion for me. San Jose bustled with jeepneys in all
colors and with fantastical decorations. They shared the roadway
with cars, tricycle-cabs, pedestrians, and the inevitable mongrel
dogs, so many of them pregnant or lactating. There were fighting
cocks on leashes, red eggs, dimly lit markets with unknown produce
and unfamiliar smells, along with the cacophony of the many
languages spoken in this region. In addition to the Tagalog and
English we could hear Ilocano and Kalinoia.

Jillian knew just what she was doing, and, as
I followed my proficient daughter, I couldn’t help but marvel at
her ability to communicate, her knowledge of local custom, and the
ease with which she managed to procure everything from salt to
ginebra (Philippine gin). My appreciation for her new skills
increased some time later when she led me through what I perceived
as total chaos to the exact spot where our jeepney awaited. The
rickety vehicle, heavily laden now with our purchases and those of
all our fellow passengers, spewed a blast of black smoke, choked
once or twice as the engine sputtered then roared, and took off for
the return trip, a passage, which, despite my dire predictions,
resulted in no dead dogs, chickens or children along the way.

Activity began early on the morning of the
kanyaw. Little children armed with huge bolas manicured the already
tidy grass while adults attended to other matters. One of the pigs
had met its fate before we got up. The other was tightly trussed
and lying on its side squealing loudly, a blunt reminder that the
initial source of meat is not the refrigerated case in the
supermarket.

With great skill and amazing speed, a group
of men killed the animal by piercing it with a sharp stick behind
the shoulder and into the heart. That method guaranteed that the
animal would bleed into the body cavity and nothing would be
wasted.

Immediately after its relatively quick death,
the men burned off the hair releasing a smell like I never
experienced before. It reeked, a putrid odor to which the others
seemed inured. With that smell still in the air, they cut into the
chest where the blood had pooled, collecting it for the blood
sausage that was considered a local delicacy. The blood would be
mixed with spices and stuffed into the intestines that youngsters
cleaned in a nearby diversion ditch. When ready, the sausage would
be boiled with the pig meat for later consumption.

Meanwhile, both pigs were hacked into pieces,
most of which were headed for large cauldrons hung above the
outdoor fires. Women chopped vast quantities of garlic and
vegetables; one man brought out 25 kilos of rice, and another set
the San Miguel beer in the running stream to cool. The best parts
of the pig, especially the lechon or head were spit roasted. Some
of the older boys took turns rotating the spit from which soon came
appetizing aromas, aromas so delectable they wiped out any memory
or the earlier unpleasant ones.

Many villagers took part in the preparations.
Boys who weren’t busy with the pigs cut banana tree trunks into
12-inch segments. They peeled these layer by layer to form the
U-shaped plates to be used by the guests.

Jillian had distributed the foodstuffs she’d
bought the day before in San Jose to the village women who had
assignments. Each was making a different dish—pancit, adobo, rice
and chicken, fruits, noodles and vegetables. Only Filipino rice was
allowed because, red or white, the villagers knew it tasted better
than all others. The ladies who prepared dessert made sweet white
rice steamed in banana leaves. There were also big pans of sweet
red rice, a sort of pudding I’ve longed for ever since but never
found.

While the women cooked and the vigorous men
tended the meat, children chattered happily. The old men, some with
betel nut stains on their teeth, took advantage of the status that
comes with age and sat chatting and offering occasional instruction
to the thirty or so party preparers. Jillian went from group to
group, tasting here, joining in a joke there, carrying out her own
oversight.

Everyone in the village was invited whether
they had a role in the preparation of this feast or not. And
everyone came. I never did know exactly when the party officially
began and the preparations ceased. It seemed to me that readying
the kanyaw was as much a part of the celebration as was the feast
itself. Certainly as the morning progressed, the numbers of people
increased, and by the time the food was ready there were more
watchers than workers.



The banquet table was the ground, upon which
were placed 20 feet of heaping serving plates in one long row. The
convex banana tree dishes surrounded them. Now more glorious smells
wafted through the sultry air. Westerners under appreciate
Philippine sauces. Each is a delectable mélange of spices, herbs
and oils. If people didn’t arrive hungry, they certainly were
now.

Soon there were villagers squatting beside
every dish, filling each with pancit, sopas, rice, and other
goodies. The chunks of boiled pig meat and fat were served to each
guest from a winnowing basket covered with a banana leaf. This meat
was the highpoint of the feast for a people who normally ate very
little of it because of its cost. Meat was a luxury, and there was
plenty of it here. Jillian had made sure of that.

There were no picnic tables or chairs. We sat
on boulders or the ground, eating with our hands, scooping up the
savory foods with our fingers then pushing them into our mouths
with the thumb so there would be nothing left on the hand, a trick
I tried to master though never quite succeeded.

Fingers moved swiftly as the first seating
ate its fill. Swarms of plate washers saw to it that other guests
had their turn at the food moments after the first group had
finished. Jillian and I, because I was the honored guest, and this
was my “coming out” party, were served the delicacies, including
blood sausage and the delicious crispy cheek meat of the lechon. I
thankfully reflected on the fact that it wasn’t the eyes that were
considered the most favored parts.

We ate and ate. Then with full stomachs and
happy spirits we watched as the gongs were brought out, and the
music began. Immediately some of the men got up and began a sort of
free style dancing. Although Jillian and I didn’t dance the first
dance, loud and persistent shouts of encouragement forced us to
dance early in the program. Our lack of skill was compensated for
by an enthusiasm that seemed to satisfy the other guests who hooted
with laughter and encouraged us to “Do it again,” “More.” After our
somewhat awkward attempts, many of the villagers got up again, and
with steps and gestures that imitated the graceful movements of
local birds performed dances that weren’t free style at all.

The highlight for me came as the guests began
calling for “Monkey Dance, Monkey Dance.” Suddenly as the music of
the gongs increased in tempo, the husband of the barangay captain
dressed in a loincloth leapt from the shadows onto the ground that
served as the dance floor. Transforming himself into a monkey, he
crouched and jumped, hooted and called, all the while scratching in
unseemly places, then picking lice from even more private parts.
Adults shouted their encouragement while little girls giggled
delightedly as they covered their mouths in glee.

After that, more gong music, and then the
party slowly wound down. People drifted away throughout the
afternoon, taking left over food with them. Yet there were still
some revelers to consume another meal after dark.

And so, thanks to my daughter, I was
introduced to Capintalan society, without a long white dress and
gloves, but with the most enthusiastic witnesses, remarkable food,
and the sort of memorable experience that one treasures for a
lifetime. And the villagers were able to enjoy a wonderful feast
that included meat.

Each time, I pull out the miniature
Philippine broom and place it on the Christmas tree, I think of
those open hearted people across the ocean who welcomed me so
warmly and who guarded my beloved daughter for the two years she
lived in their village. Their generosity and their kindness were
truly the epitome of what we consider to be the Christmas
spirit.
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 Vesta

 


My heart skips a beat
when I reclaim from its storage box each year the little china dog
that looks just like Vesta. Never was there a dog as wonderful as
our Vesta. We named her for the Roman goddess of the hearth, the
one those Vestal virgins attended. It wasn’t because she was doomed
to a life of virginity, though she was. Vesta was a mixed breed,
mostly Dalmatian, the traditional dog of firehouses and firemen.
Thus the name Vesta suited her.

What a gracious lady! Always well behaved
except when a cake or some other cooked delicacy was thoughtlessly
left in easy reach on the kitchen counter. Her long snout would
pick up that scent and alert her to the potential of a great treat.
She’d wait until the coast was clear, sashay into the kitchen, put
her paws up on the counter, and then dig into whatever she found.
Her tastes were eclectic. She’d as soon gobble down a cooling apple
pie as an untended leg of lamb.

Caught in the act, she’d slink away, tail
between her legs, shoulders and head down as she listened to the
curses and vituperations that assailed her. She was fully aware of
the magnitude of her sin, yet like a sailor on shore leave, she
just couldn’t resist the tempting tart that presented itself to her
in her moments of great need.

Aside from those insatiable appetites, she
had no flaws. Gentle with toddlers, she was a rough and ready
companion for the running games of older children, a delight on the
toboggan, and a brilliant Frisbee player. She loved a good swim,
and then afterward, if I floated on a rubber raft, she’d crawl onto
it, lie between my legs, settle down in the position of the Sphinx,
head upright, eyes alert as she surveyed her watery domain and I
read a book. The raft would sink a bit in the middle because of our
combined weights (she was a bit larger than the average Dalmatian),
so the water caressed our legs, my bottom, and her stomach, keeping
us beautifully cool even on the hottest days of summer.

An enthusiastic participant in the annual
leaf raking activity, she was better at jumping through the pile of
leaves than she was in actually assembling it. But her enthusiasm
galvanized the whole family. In winter she liked a blazing fire in
the fireplace. Well of course! Remember her name was Vesta. She and
I would stretch out on the carpet next to the hearth and soak up
the heat. She’d lie closest to the fire her back against my
stomach, and she particularly enjoyed the experience if I scratched
her belly the whole time we were there.

Our street was a private road with little
traffic, and our yard was almost an acre, so we didn’t often chain
Vesta. She had plenty of room to run about and rarely left the
property unless she spotted a squirrel. Then the chase was on. She
never caught one, but she certainly enjoyed the effort. Sadly, one
day her predilection for the squirrel hunt caused the terrible
accident.

The gods conspired against her. As
generations of readers have been left to ponder why those
particular people were on the bridge at San Luis Rey just when it
collapsed, our family could never understand why Vesta was chasing
a squirrel across our quiet little road just when a car drove
by.

But she was, and to save her life, we had to
have her right front leg amputated. How do you explain that to the
dog you love so much? How can you forgive yourself for allowing it
to happen? It’s a sorrow I still carry, but Vesta seemed far less
concerned about it than I.

Her recovery was remarkably speedy. There was
no need for prosthetics. Front leg amputations leave dogs just
about as mobile as they were before the operation. Vesta soon
returned to Frisbee. She continued to frolic in the snow. She could
run as fast as she always had, and she never lost her taste for
home cooked goodies thoughtlessly left on the kitchen counter.

She lived another eight years after the
accident. There have been other dogs in my life since Vesta, but
none have ever meant so much to me. I think of her often. And, of
course, every Christmas when I unwrap the little Dalmatian
ornament, I’m overwhelmed with memories of her. If there is a
heaven, and if I get there, I certainly hope that Vesta will be
there to greet me. I can’t imagine anything nicer than spending
eternity in her company.
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 Kelly

 


I rarely know exactly
which day marks the beginning of Hanukkah, but I always get out the
miniature Menorah sometime during the eight-day holiday. Kelly gave
it to me. She’s not a stickler on dates so she really doesn’t mind
when I produce it, and she likes how it looks on my Christmas
tree.

I first saw Kelly at the inaugural
get-together of Chicago consultants who specialized in working with
nonprofit organizations. Some entrepreneurial souls wisely thought
it might be a good thing if we networked or even formed a
professional organization. As a result of this meeting, we did
both.

Despite a lack of enthusiasm at the first get
together and the fact that the group seemed to be an odd assortment
of winners and losers, it definitely had potential. Kelly was one
of the winners, vivacious, attractive and one of the brightest
people in the room. I decided then that if there were anyone in the
group that I wanted to be friends with it was Kelly. And soon we
did become good friends. Not only were we both working with similar
clients, but we were passionate about the theatre, loved many of
the same authors, and had no hesitation presenting our points of
view. Bold women enjoy being with others of their ilk.

One thing puzzled me about Kelly though. How
could a girl from a strong Jewish family wind up with a name like
“Kelly”? She was no rosy-cheeked Irish lass with a crucifix around
her neck. It wasn’t until many months into our friendship that I
learned she had chosen to be “Kelly.” Her given name, “Ruth” didn’t
fit her she said, so she changed it. Kelly wasn’t one to accept
things that weren’t as she thought they should be.

Kelly had energy and enthusiasm. She suffered
no fools yet was compassionate and committed to a brand of equality
that embraced all. Her brown/black eyes could send icicles through
your body but they could also embrace you with the most comforting
warmth. When she was excited, words blasted out of her mouth in
staccato bursts. In times of composure, thoughtful phrases and
witty comments gently flowed. Kelly was never insignificant or
ignorable.

Born in Baltimore to a surgeon and professor
of philosophy, she left home at 15 for the University of Chicago
where she received her undergraduate and law degrees and developed
an abiding love of the city with big shoulders. Chicago became her
home, Baltimore her past. After a few years in one of Chicago’s
prestigious law firms, she decided that wasn’t the career for her
and gravitated to work in the nonprofit sector.

When we met, we were both helping clients
build their boards, develop strategic plans, and position
themselves more prominently within the community. It was good work,
sometimes frustrating, but always rewarding, and always for
worthwhile endeavors.

We socialized often, but not all our shared
experiences were felicitous. Probably the most painful occurred one
holiday season. An acquaintance invited us to a Christmas party at
her apartment in one of the ubiquitous brick buildings near
Chicago’s elevated Brown Line train on the city’s north side. We
didn’t know our hostess that well, so it wasn’t a party that either
of us particularly wanted to go to, but it seemed the right thing
to do.

Dressed in holiday finery, Kelly joined my
husband and me. When we arrived fashionably late for the
festivities we were somewhat surprised to see that no one else was
there. But parties usually begin well after the time set on the
invitation, and we thought nothing about it. The living room had
been cleared of most of its furniture. Platters, plates, and bowls
of food rested on every remaining surface in both living and dining
room. Clearly, a large crowd was expected.

Our prettily attired hostess, whose cheeks
gleamed with excitement, confided to us that she had a new man in
her life, and part of the reason for the party was to tighten up
that relationship. We complimented her on her looks, raved about
the effect of her low-cut, green velvet top that highlighted the
shapely swell of her breast, told her he was bound to be impressed,
congratulated her on the variety and amount of food she had set
out, and we waited for the other guests to arrive.

We chatted with one another, poured glasses
of wine, complimented our hostess on her décor, nibbled on some
Costco baby quiches, and waited for the other guests to arrive.

Then we dunked vegetables into the dill/sour
cream dip, cut wedges of brie, and sampled the nuts. Our hostess
looked a bit less perky than when we arrived, but we made jolly
small talk, complimented her on the location of her apartment and
found other topics to explore as we waited for the other guests to
arrive.

As time passed, we gave each other curious
glances, raised our glasses, tried out the salmon spread, shared
stories of recent adventures, told our fading hostess how pretty
her centerpieces were. And we waited for the other guests to
arrive.

When finally the bell rang and one man (the
wrong one) appeared at the door we almost threw ourselves into his
arms. At last! The party was about to begin. Now there were four of
us in addition to the hostess who brightened a bit at this new
arrival. There were hearty introductions and bon mots. We poured
ourselves another glass of wine, snacked on some ham and cream
cheese rollups, and complimented our hostess on some of the books
in her bookcases. We continued to wait for the rest of the guests
to arrive.

The minutes passed. We surreptitiously looked
at our watches. It had already been a long evening though
officially it hadn’t really begun. Our hostess was seriously
drooping. The single male guest, a theatre person, told some funny
stories; we laughed. But even he ran out of material after a while.
We poured another glass of wine, munched on some miniature sausages
and the fruit, complimented our hostess on the artwork on her
walls, drew deep breathes, and prayed to God that people would
come.

They never did. Not one single soul crossed
that doorstep for the rest of the night. Our hostess shrank before
our eyes. Her face took on the visage of a mourner at the cremation
ceremony for a dear friend. We tried to think of consoling words.
“Oh don’t worry. People will be here eventually. You know
Chicagoans. They never get any place on time.” “There are so many
parties at this time of year. Your guests have probably saved the
best for last.” Then when it seemed much later, “You know some
people are such shits. I don’t know how many times I’ve had a party
and half the guests never show. It’s infuriating.”

The funereal gloom spread as inexorably as
the vegetables began to wilt, the sauces began to congeal, and the
breads began to grow stale. We longed to escape, but of course that
would have been cruel. The late arriving male guest offered a joint
and maybe that would have lessened the pain, but when the hostess
declined, it just didn’t seem like the right thing to do.

Finally she broke down, great sobs caused her
chest to heave, smeared the carefully applied make-up on her face,
and wrenched our hearts. She ran into her bedroom and made a call
to the man for whom the whole party had been so carefully prepared.
He answered, but evidently told her he forgot, and it was too late
for him to come out now. He’d give her a call sometime next
week.

We asked her if she’d like one of us to stay
with her for the night. She declined, assured us she’d be all
right. So we helped to carry the trays, the platters, the plates
into the kitchen. We recorked the open wines, and unplugged the
coffee pot. We rewrapped the cheeses and put the breads in
bags.

She was in bed when we left.

Kelly and I have had wonderful times over the
years. We’ve seen magnificent theatre, spent happy hours in
fascinating locales, enjoyed hearty laughs. But the one event we
can never forget is that sad night at the party that never was. I
try to think of the good times when I take out the little Menorah
and hang it on the tree. But it is also a reminder that not
everyone has happy holidays.
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 Sandy and Pete

 


So many ornaments
remind me of Sandy and Pete—clear glass icicles and snowmen,
brightly painted tin cutouts from Mexico, geometric modernist
German baubles, and more, all given to me over the many years that
our children were growing up and our two families shared the
holidays—Christmas and Easter at our house, Hanukkah and Passover
at theirs.

What lucky children we had! All six of them
were within a few years of one another and loved sharing traditions
and celebrating four times a year rather than just two.

Sandy and Pete had been married for less than
two years and I was a new bride when we met. Fresh out of college,
working my first full-time job at a technical magazine whose
offices were in midtown Manhattan, I lived in a newly built, rather
austere brick apartment building in New Rochelle, New York. My new
husband and I chose the apartment because of its proximity to
Manhattan and Grand Central Station. Everything was new, the
building, our furniture, my job, and, of course, my married
state.

We had no friends in New Rochelle. Chance
and, unwittingly, my father brought Sandy and Pete to us. Dad had
come to New York to attend an industrial show. He didn’t have time
to visit me in New Rochelle so suggested I meet him at the exhibit
hall instead. Peter worked for the company that organized the
show.

How important I felt dressed in my tailored
suit and stiletto heels as I left work on Manhattan’s East side and
grabbed a cab to the West side. This was surely just one more sign
that I was now officially a grown-up. When I arrived, the
convention center loomed enormous before me, and, walking to the
door, I realized I had no idea how to locate my Dad. I had scarcely
recognized my dilemma when a tall, handsome young man asked
politely if he could help me. Within minutes he brought me to my
father. I thanked him and thought no more about it as I settled
down for cherished father/daughter time.

The next night as I entered my apartment
building, there was the handsome young man waiting for the
elevator. Amazingly he lived two floors below my apartment. I am
convinced that the gods arranged our meeting. My friendship with
Pete and Sandy began that night, and we have enjoyed each other
ever since. We delighted in the births of our six children and
savored the years of their youth when we all lived in Westport,
Connecticut. Years later, they offered wise counsel and love during
my divorce. They are honorary “aunt” and “uncle” to my children,
Geoff and Jillian, as I am to their children.

We easily slipped into the tradition of
sharing holidays. It seemed the sensible thing to do. I can’t
remember who actually started it, but the children can’t remember a
time before it began.

Hanukkah always seemed to come before
Christmas, so that began our yearly celebrations. Our family would
arrive at Sandy and Pete’s house, stamping our feet, our noses
dripping from the cold, to be ushered into its warmth, and the
tantalizing smell of potato pancakes.

I have never learned Sandy’s secret for
cooking enough pancakes for 10 people and serving them all as crisp
as if they’d just popped out of the frying pan, but she did it.
She’d start before we got there and just keep turning them out, one
batch after another.

Meanwhile the children would dance from foot
to foot, impatient to play the dreidel game. They could hardly wait
to light the appropriate number of candles on the menorah, and
recite the prayers commemorating the holy intervention that gave
the ancient Israelites eight days of lamp oil when they really had
only one.

Then, after the Hanukkah song, they’d race
down to the family room and get out the dreidel, a four-sided top
with Hebrew letters on each side. They’d divvy up the pile of
gold-covered chocolate coins, flop on the floor and begin the spin.
Roll a gimmel and get everything in the pot. If shin
comes up, then you have to put a coin into the pot. The letter on
each side of the top determined your fate. Coins would pile up
before one player and then pass to someone else. Shouts of glee,
groans of disappointment as fortunes shifted. While upstairs, more
and more potato pancakes were placed in the oven to keep warm.

The dinner table always held the requisite
sour cream and applesauce, and Sandy always had a roast of some
sort because she couldn’t bear to serve us only the pancakes. But
we didn’t care about the meat. All we were interested in were the
crispy, soft in the middle, delectations that were made of
potatoes, eggs, onions and matzo meal. Ambrosia, sheer
ambrosia.

Then a few weeks or days later their family
would be at our door, ready for Christmas surprises and foods.
Sometimes the centerpiece of the main course was turkey with
mushroom dressing and piping hot gravy. At other times it was a
joint of beef served with the necessary Yorkshire pudding.

What never changed was the dessert. Flaming
plum pudding brought to the table with a sprig of holly poking out
from the top. The flaming brandy would quickly extinguish itself,
and then came the part the children were waiting for . . . finding
the treasures hidden in each serving.

Ours was a traditional English plum pudding,
made months before from raisins, candied fruit, sugars,
breadcrumbs, spices, eggs, and, of course, the requisite suet. I’d
press the glutinous mixture into a mold, and, before steaming it, I
would insert coins and trinkets.

We saved the silver dimes, quarters, and a
half dollar from year to year. There were always 10 dimes, 4
quarters and one half dollar, each carefully inserted around the
pudding so that chances were high that everyone got at least some
money. I pushed the silver charms into the pudding at random.
Charms were sold at places like Fortnum and Mason or Harrods, and I
always had a supply.

The charms told one’s fortune—a bachelor
button, a bag of gold, a horseshoe, a bride and groom, a wishbone,
and a number of other symbols of fortune or lack thereof. They’d
been boiled along with the coins to guarantee that they were
without germs or other undesirable elements before being inserted
into the pudding. Once cooked, the pudding mold rested in the
refrigerator until Christmas day when it was steamed again and
served with brandy butter.

Everyone knew to eat it very carefully. No
gobbling, no thoughtless chewing. Each spoonful was cautiously
placed in the mouth. Every tongue felt around to see what might be
hidden among the raisins and fruits.

Within seconds there would be squeals of
delight as someone found a dime, another found the wishbone, and so
it went. The lucky finder of silver coins received a modern coin in
exchange for the silver ones that were saved from year to year.
Those with the fortune telling charms kept them. Jillian saved hers
each year, amassing quite a collection.

I was never sure that anyone really liked
plum pudding. It is an acquired taste, but never have I made a
dessert that was greeted with such delight or for which there were
so many requests for second helpings.

The spring holidays brought warmly welcomed
delights too. Passover and Easter also usually fall close to one
another on the calendar. On the first night of Passover we put away
our jeans and play clothes and dressed ourselves up. This was the
evening of the Seder service and the ritual meal that we so loved.
This was the night when we could lounge at the table. This was the
night that men and boys wore yarmulkes, and we all read the story
of the Jews being freed from their slavery in ancient Egypt. This
was a night different from all other nights, the night Elijah was
invited to the feast.

Sandy’s table was set with the best china,
silver and crystal. The cloth was sparkling white. Before each
plate was an Haggadah that told the story and contained the prayers
we all recited

A plate with three matzos covered in a white
napkin sat near Peter’s place, as did the Seder plate. On that were
a roasted shank bone symbolizing sacrifice, parsley to be dipped in
salt water symbolizing the tears of the Jewish slaves, haroseth (a
mixture of apples, nuts, wine, cinnamon and honey) symbolizing the
mortar used by the slaves to build pharaoh’s monuments, horseradish
or other bitter herbs symbolizing their bitter lives, and a roasted
egg symbolizing spring and rebirth. Each element had its role in
the service.

The meal was as much a ritual as was the
reading of the Haggadah. Gifilte fish, an egg-shaped dumpling of
boiled fish and matzo meal, always followed the dipped parsley.
This was not the favorite item on the menu. I actually liked it
when I loaded my plate with horseradish. The children tried very
hard to be polite. They all tasted it, but many plates went back to
the kitchen with most of the fish uneaten. No uneaten food after
that! Delicious haroseth on matzo, sips of wine at appropriate
moments in the recitation, a wonderful roast of meat with
vegetables, and finally macaroons or some other satisfying dessert
made with no dairy or leavening.

During the service, Peter poured wine for
Elijah who we wanted to welcome to our table. At some point Peter
surreptitiously drank it and then exclaimed in shocked voice, “Hey
look, Elijah must have been here. He drank his wine.” The children
loved it. They also loved the hunt for the afikomen. The afikomen
was part of the matzo Peter had broken early in the service and
then hidden in its white napkin when the children weren’t paying
attention. When it came time for the hunt, they scurried out of
their chairs, ran wildly around the house, each one hoping to be
the lucky finder. That child got a dollar. What an evening! A time
for sober reflection, a time for feasting, and a time for good
fun.

Our Easter celebration had its good food and
fun too. The traditional dessert was an ice-cream cake made in a
spring form pan. Many flavors and colors of ice cream and sherbet
were packed within a foundation of ladyfingers and then placed in
the freezer. Served with a whipped cream topping sprinkled with
spring-colored jimmies, it was a pretty as well as a delicious
dessert.

The six children got balsa wood gliders in
their Easter baskets and took great pleasure in sailing them off
the back deck. Before that, the dads had hidden chocolate
foil-covered eggs all over the yard and our Easter egg hunt rivaled
that of the White House. Well it did every year except the one on
which it snowed on the April Easter day, snowed so much that there
was no going outside, and our guests were barely able to get
home.

Of course, I think of Sandy and Pete, Tammy,
Corey, Mark, and Leslie many, many times during the year and try to
see them at least once a year even though we now live a continent
apart. But at Christmas, when I pull out the German modern, the
Mexican tin, the delicate glass and all the other ornaments they’ve
given me, I feel especially blessed for having been lucky enough to
have this wonderful family in my life.
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