                                             Christmas Surprise 

                                             By Alfred L. Trujillo

Mom was pale and a little shaky from having just received the bad news.  Dad had fallen from the third floor of off a building he was working on.  He had just started as an ironworker and had not even received his first paycheck.  
The man who brought the news was one of Dads co-worker and friend.  He himself was an ironworker and fearless but on this occasion he was more shook up over the incident than Mom.  He was shaking and having a hard time explaining to Mom what had happened.  Mom being the take-charge type of person she is even to this day, took the situation in hand and told Vianes to calm down and have a drink of water.  He did and with lots of holding back sobs and tears he told Mom what had happened.  He however did not tell Mom Dads true condition. 

Vianes was a big man, one of the strongest I have ever known.  But like all true strong men he had a heart of gold.  He worked as an ironworker for a number of years and had seen a lot in the few years of his labors.  

He like Dad was in his early twenties. Working iron was a new thing for the men of New Mexico.  There were no tall buildings in the entire state. The few that existed were in Los Alamos where the government had built the first atomic laboratories for research on weapons of mass destruction.  Some of these laboratories were over 60 feet above ground and God knows how deep under ground.  

Dad needed a job that paid better than the hotel where he worked.  Construction had always been a good source of income for him and his brothers.  In those days private construction work was very unpredictable, one could not depend on that to raise a growing family. Luck would have it that there was a shortage of men brave enough to confront the hazards of working iron. Dad and a few men from the valley figured that the money or better yet the need for the higher wages was worth the risks.  

Vianes had already seen his older brother fall and die on one of these jobs.  That’s why he was so shook up.  He had purposely not told Mom that Dad was so badly hurt that many thought he would not survive his injuries.  He had fallen from the third floor above ground level and had landed on solid concert.  He would have died instantly had it not been for some welding leads he managed to grab onto while in mid fall, which laid him out in a horizontal position there by landing more on his side rather than his upper body.   

The fall shattered his pelvis and some of the vertebras on the lower back. His right leg was broken in so many pieces they it could hardly count the breaks. Those that witnessed the fall said that Dad stood right up after hitting the ground and declared load enough for others to hear “I am not dead” and passes out.  He managed that on pure adrenaline I suppose. 
At the time Mom did not know any of this.  All she knew was that her husband was hurt and she had to go to him.  She called the new neighbors Luisa Baca and asked her to take care of us until she got back.  Luisa being the wonderful person she is to this very day told her not to worry, she would take care of us until she got back.  She told her to stay as long as she needed and not to worry, we would be safe. 

I remember the coldness in the pit of my stomach.  I did not understand what had just happened. I had never seen a building like the one they were talking about.  Nor did I understand what Dad was doing.  All I knew was that Dad had been very happy to get this job.  He said he could now take care of his family the way a man should.  I remember Mom had been so happy that she put her arms around Dads neck and kissed him right in front of us.  That was a rare thing to see them do.  Well at least in front of use.  It’s not like if they didn’t kiss.  We caught them kissing many times when they weren’t looking. It’s just that they didn’t kiss that way in front of us.  
I recall the first day Dad went to work.  He brought back part of his lunch.  Mom had bought sliced white bread for his sandwich and some bananas.  When he came home he’d left a little of each for Olli and me.  Boy was it good! 
Dad was very happy on that day. He even got down on the kitchen floor to play with us. When Mom happened to pass by he would try to grab her legs and laugh.  She laughed too and told him to stop that because we would see.  It was not until many years later that I understood what she meant.  I don’t ever remember seeing Dad that happy, as I did on that particular day.  Now here we were just a few days later and our world was about to change in ways we would not understand, or at least not for many years to come.

Mom asked Great Grandpa to go with her.  She however had to drive because he was a little shook-up.  He said that he didn’t know the way.  We watched as they took off with Mom driving the old pickup down the dirt road onto the black top as they disappeared.  We didn’t see Mom or Grandpa until the next day.  

Olli and I were kind of quite while at the neighbors’ house, which she interpreted to mean that we were really well behaved.  In time she would change her mind.  
It was the first time I remember sleeping away from my bed.  I had bad dreams and so did Olli.  The next day we were ready to go home but Mom had not returned.  It was not until the middle of that afternoon when she came home. 
It seemed Dad had to have an operation almost the moment he got to the hospital.  The doctors did not know if he would ever walk or not.  Mom was sad and her eyes were very red and swollen almost shut.  She took us home after talking to Luisa for a while. 
When we got home she talked about Dad, the accident and what it would mean to us.  It seemed we did not have much money for things like flour, sugar and candies.  We didn’t mind the flour and sugar so much but not having candies was a going to be hard.  Olli and I just looked at each other wide eyed and kind of sad.  

In the months to come Mom spent a lot of time at the hospital taking care of Dad. When she was not at the hospital she was taking care of us, gardening and taking care of the house.  She and Dad had planted a big garden just before Dads’ accident and we now took care of it.  There were all kinds of vegetables, melons and other things planted, like corn and squash.  We helped her as best we could but mostly we hung around nearby so she could keep an eye on us.  

We loved it when it was time to irrigate because Mom would let us play in the mud.  She would dig a shallow hole in one of the furrows where Olli, my sister Luann and I would play.  My little brother Albert, just a baby, would sit on a blanket trying not to fall over, while Mom irrigated and watched us.  It was so much fun. We loved the smell of the wet earth and hearing our mothers laugh in response to silly things we did.  In those rare moments we could almost forget that Dad was not home.  

One day Mom took us to Los Alamos to see our daddy at the hospital.  She gave us an early morning bath, which was strange because we always got our bath at night. Only the baby and my sister still in diapers got morning baths but not Olli and I. She then dressed us in our best Sunday go to meeting cloths.  Loaded us up into the pick-up and off we went. On the way she tells us to behave and not to run around or talk to load.  We knew that if we did not obey, we would get a good spanking the moment we got home.  Olli and I looked at each other knowing we would do just as she asked other wise we would be in real trouble.  Besides after the accident we had promised Mom to be really good and up until then we had been trying so hard.   

My mother drove up to the hospital and parked the truck in a big parking lot full of all kinds of cars and pick-up trucks.  Olli and I looked up at the hug building at all four floors.  That is the first time I ever remember seeing such tall buildings.  I could just imagine how lucky Dad was to survive his fall from such high buildings. 
We walked into the hospital, totally amazed; we had never seen anything like that.  The floors were all in shinny tile with benches and chairs for people to sit.  There was a bunch of people sitting around waiting for something or other.  There were even some people crying and others trying to consul them.  
Mom took us to the elevators at the end of the corridor and put us in the box.  She told us that that box would take us to where Dad was.  The door closed and we felt it move.  The door opened and Mom herded us out to long bench seats located against the wall.  She told us to wait for her to come back. 

 We waited and observed everything around us.  There was so much to see. I wish I had not promised Mom to stay seating down. There was a door that people dressed in white clothes kept coming in and out of.  Some had masks on their faces others had them around their necks.  I really wanted to see what was behind those doors.  I could tell Olli was thinking the same thing.  We did not get a chance to verbalize our thoughts to each other.  In that very instant Dad came rolling down the corridor in a wheel chair.  
He was pale and had lost weight.  His hair was jet black just like always but longer than normal.  He called to us while still down the corridor and we ran to meet him.  Mom had given me my baby brother to hold while she went to get Dad.  So I was not the first one to get to Dad.  He first picked up Olli and Luann and gave them each a hug and a kiss.  He than picked up the baby and me and hugged and kissed us both.  
I was so anxious to tell him all the news and everything we had been doing after his accident. Olli and Luann must have had the same urge because there we were trying to talk to him all at the same time.  The next thing we know Mom is telling us to quiet down.  
In our haste to tell Dad everything we all just got louder and louder.  I suppose it was from trying to compete for his attention.  Dad being the patient sort of person he was, listened to each of us or at least it seemed he did.  He than told us that the Doctor said he could go home in about a months time.  That was great news.  We were very happy to hear that.  Dad would be home in a month.  Olli and I looked at each and wondered just how long a month was.  In those days we had a hard time understanding the whole concept of time.  We knew things like summer and winter, night and day but even those things were vague at best. 

On the way home we stopped out side of the old military gate and picked piñon nuts.   There was so many nuts that year we had a whole bucket full in no time at all.  We climbed back into the pick-up to go home with Olli and me still wondering just how long a month was.  
Mom tried to explain and explain but to small children that is a hard concept to grasp.  She then tried to relate the concept of that kind of time using the idea of harvest time and the weather.  She told us that when we had collected all the things from the garden and the weather started to get cold again it would be time for Dad to come home.  We asked if it had to snow for Dad to come home.  She said no, it did not have to snow, but one never knew about snow in those mountain valleys. I just might snow before Dad came home. 

Early the next morning Olli and I get up as the sun was raising and out the door we slip, to the garden we go. We started to pick everything we saw.  We figured that as soon as all the vegetables were picked Dad would come home.  So we picked really fast. 
Mom comes out tells us to stop picking because we were gathering vegetables that were not yet ready.  We had brought a couple of 5 pound coffee cans to put in all the harvest. They we both full and we were still picking. Mom looks at us, realizes why we were picking.  Then laughing in a sweet sort of way only a mother can, she then says that she will let us know when the month has passed.  Up until the time Dad actually did come home Olli and I kept our eyes in the sky waiting for it to snow.

Autumn went by and we harvested all the corn and made Chicos a most tasty food made by boiling the sweet corn still in the husk and dehydrating the cooked corn while still on the cob.  This is done by braiding the corn ears together into a long braid and hanging them on the fences, cloth lines or under the eves to dry.  Once it is dry the corn is shucked and the corn kernels are stored for future use. They can be cooked with meat, beans or boiled just by them selves. They are so good! 

One morning just when we thought a month would never pass.  Mom was so tired of us asking if a month had passed.  Dad shows up.  Our neighbor Luisas’ husband had gone to the hospital and brought Dad home.  We jumped with joy and our jovial celebration lasted the whole day.  I went up to Mom and told her that we had not finished picking everything from the garden.  She smiled and said that Dad had wanted to come home even if we had not picked every thing from the garden.  Olli and I didn’t care our daddy was home.


Things were hard for Mom and Dad.  There was no money coming in and the union had not paid anything because Dad had not worked enough to meet the minimum time to get assistance.  Mom had tried to find work but with four kids and a husband that could hardly walk, made it very difficult.  I saw Dad struggling with trying to walk and forcing himself to take an additional step even though I could see that he was in pain.  

 
Just about Christmas time Dad called us over and all three of us sat on his lap.  He hugged us all and said that this year Santa Clause would not come because we could not afford to have him.   Olli and I looked at each other in despair. Then we looked at Dad.  We could see his eyes get full of water and tears come down his checks.  We just looked and didn’t say a word.  That was one the few times we ever saw our father cry.  

We didn’t really want to believe Dad.  Santa not coming was kind of hard for us to accept.  All that because we didn’t have money, it was not the way we understood the idea of Santa.   Olli and I still secretly believed that Santa would come.

The Christmas season came and Mom made decorations and special candles and of course the wonderful food.  We had been able to buy flour, sugar and even candies because the men Dad worked with took up a collection for the Christmas season.  I heard Mom tell Dad that it was enough to last a while if we didn’t spend it on things that were not needed.  Dad invested a little of that money on a few nickel chocolate bars for my brother, sister and I.  I still remember how good they tasted.  

Christmas Eve came and Dad went to midnight Mass with the neighbors while Mom took care of us. Midnight Mass was and still is a very important part of Christmas in Northern New Mexico.  
We tried to wait for him to come home but the night was long and we all fell asleep.  Before that happened, Olli and I snuck into our parent’s room and looked under the tree.  
Mom had cut the tree from somewhere in the hills and decorated it so nicely with all kinds of things she made.  We did not see a thing under the tree and remembered Dads words and of course we had never forgotten his tears.  We looked at each other and kind of sighed, went to bed and fell sleep.

The times were hard for all the folks around where we lived.  There was not much work and the winter had been really snowy.  Construction was especially slow and everyone was broke that Christmas. 
I could see the worry in Moms eyes because we were running out of everything.  The woodpile was getting smaller and smaller. In those days winter in northern New Mexico could be very cold and ruthless.  It was not yet Christmas and already it had been snowing since mid October.  I heard Mom tell Dad that no matter what, she was going to fix a wonderful Christmas dinner.  Even if we didn’t have a turkey we could have chicken.  I was hoping to hear something about Santa but no one ever talked about him much.  

The next morning Olli and I woke up and the house was already warm with the fire from the wood stove.  There was a painted glass pane on the door between our room and where the tree was. My grand mother had hand painted the window panes with flowers.  Olli and I had broken a corner of the glass during one of our many adventures.   The glass had not yet been repaired so we could look into the room without opening the door providing we stood on the head board of the bed.   
He and I stood on bed leaning on the headboard trying to look through the little break in the window. Sure enough there under the tree was an unwrapped package.  
We jumped out of the bed and ran to go look.  I don’t even remember opening the bedroom door.  There under the tree was a collection of neatest tractors and trucks we had ever seen.  There was a fire engine, a logging truck, a dump truck, and a yellow front loader all neatly placed in their separate cutouts.   There was even a little doll for my sister.  She of course preferred to play with the trucks.  Olli and I looked at each other with great satisfaction knowing that we had guessed right and that there was a Santa Clause. We loved those toys and kept them for many years.  

The neighbors had bought a package of toys because they knew my folks could not spend money on such things, even if it was Christmas.  They themselves had no money.  They were just as broke as everyone else but they did it any way.
That was my most memorable Christmas, ever.  It is probably the reason that I love Christmas so much and to this day, I still like to believe in Santa Clause.
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