


Praise for 

My Mother’s Wish

“An enchanted, stirring tale about the great gift of accep-

tance and the surprise of love.”

—ELIZABETH DEWBERRY, author of His Lovely Wife,

Sacrament of Lies, and Break the Heart of Me

“Over the years I’ve read about every conceivable kind of

Christmas story that existed. Then came this one: truly a

wondrous one-of-a-kind tale bringing laughter and tears.

If it were possible to fuse the writing styles and messages of

Garrison Keillor, C. S. Lewis, Dave Barry, and Catherine

Marshall, the result might very well bear the title My

Mother’s Wish.”

—JOE L. WHEELER, PH.D., editor of the Christmas

in My Heart® story anthology series

“Jerry Camery-Hoggatt explores the mystical relationship

that binds mothers and children together and gives all of

us an opportunity to revisit that magical time as our own

mothers dragged us, kicking and screaming at times,
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through childhood. This is a book that makes you think—

and remember. You will want to call and thank your own

mother and tell her you love her.”

—ED BUTCHART, professional and official Santa,

Stone Mountain, Georgia, and author of 

The Red Suit Diaries and More Pages from 

the Red Suit Diaries
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Contrariwise
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T HE SPANISH POET JUAN RAMÓN JIMÉNEZ ONCE

said that if they give you ruled paper, you should

write the other way. That’s pretty much the story

of my life, writing the other way, across the lines, against

the grain. I mean this literally. I write my grocery list side-

ways on the page. I sign my name, Ellee, on the upslope,

diagonally across the little boxes they give you on official

forms. Ever since the third grade, I’ve written out my

Christmas wish list sideways, running the words up from

the bottom, against the grain of the lined paper my mother

posts on the refrigerator door. I also write my life story

across the lines. I mean this literally too. I write my diary

from back to front, too. I hold the book so the pages open

from the bottom up, but because I write from back to

front, you have to read contrariwise.
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A fine word, contrariwise. Rolls off the tongue like a

marble. It’s the best word I know.

I learned it in the seventh grade. I was sitting with my

older sister, Susan, next to the entrance to the boys’ locker

room, watching the rest of the student body mill around

like a herd of wildebeests, when that stupid Joey Tyndale

rushed up and tried to kiss her. I learned later that he had

been taking a dare—things like that happened sometimes

to Susie because she’s so much prettier than I am—but at

the time I didn’t know that. Susie almost died of course

because Joey Tyndale is a big, lumbering, stupid boy, and

in her desperation to get away she knocked my backpack

off the bench, and my diary fell out, faceup, on the cracked

blacktop of the basketball court.

Miss Buttram, the vice principal, was there in six sec-

onds flat, her first priority to protect Susie (she would have

taken a bullet for Susie, she was such a good girl), but I

think the real reason was that Miss Buttram loves a good

fight on the school grounds. Miss Buttram doesn’t have a

husband at home to fight with, so she takes her satisfac-

tions where she finds them—the fighting of seventh

graders on the playground of the Woodrow Wilson Junior

High School, where she has been vice principal since she

4 ! J e r r y  C a m e r y - Ho g g a t t
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was thirteen. Nothing gets a person’s vice principal sap flow-

ing like a good playground brawl.

I scrambled for the diary but not before Joey saw it and

beat me to it, picking it up and taunting me with it. He

danced what he thought was a little jig. It was not. He was

too big and lumbering to dance a little anything.

“Eleanor writes backwards! Eleanor writes backwards!”

Joey held the diary high so everybody could see, and I

started to jump for it.

“Give it back,” I said as forcefully as I could with my

teeth gritted so nobody else would hear me.

He held the diary higher. 

Susie backed away, afraid of getting into trouble, and

the small herd of wildebeests that had crowded around us

swallowed her up like the phagocytes Mr. Frazier talked

about in seventh grade science. Mr. Frazier lived and

breathed phagocytes. Every single spelling test he ever gave

had the word phagocyte on it.

In the corner of my eye, I could see Miss Buttram

checking that Susie had not been hurt. It was like that

with Susie. Before each school year, the teachers and play-

ground supervisors at our school had a ceremony where

they signed a blood pledge that they wouldn’t ever, ever let
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anything hurt Susie McKutcheon, she was so pretty and

good.

I bumped against Joey’s body as I jumped for my diary,

which was like belly-bumping a large marshmallow with

arms. “Give it, Joey!” I bit my lip to keep from crying.

When Miss Buttram had finished checking on Susie,

she waded into the herd of wildebeests, using all four of

her arms to windmill her way through.

“Joey!” That was all Miss Buttram said. It was enough

because she used her megaphone voice, which could be

heard more than a quarter of a mile away on the top of the

water tower with the name of the our town, BLACKWATER,

painted in large block letters on the side.

Joey stopped.

There’s a rumor that Miss Buttram trained for the vice

principal’s job by doing a stint with the Green Berets, but

I don’t believe it. The Green Berets still exist, and they still

fight, and that wouldn’t be true if Miss Buttram had

crossed their path. She would have put a stop to that too.

I can easily picture her windmilling Green Berets left and

right, all four arms in action. So maybe the rumor was

true. She clomped around the school in saddle oxfords

6 ! J e r r y  C a m e r y - Ho g g a t t
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because they were the closest thing she could find to com-

bat boots.

Joey held the book high, beyond my reach.

“Give. Me. The. Book,” Miss Buttram said.

He handed it to her, reaching past me, over my head,

to do it.

“Please, Miss Buttram,” I said. “It’s my diary. It’s

private.”

“Joey. Tyndale. Wait. For. Me. In. My. Office,” she

said. At Teacher College she had learned to speak in one-

word sentences. For her it was a practiced art form, a kind

of vice principal’s cement poetry. Literally. The words

came out in cement. One of them fell on Joey’s foot, and

he limped away, whimpering.

She began turning the pages of the book, slowly exam-

ining them one at a time as though it were the Book of

Life. She wondered, I’m sure, if her name was written

therein. It was not.

“Please, Miss Buttram…” I said.

“You really do write backward, Eleanor,” Miss But-

tram said. “Why do you do that?”

“Ellee,” I corrected. Then I said, “It’s private,” to answer
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her question. It was a partial answer. Writing your diary

across the lines seems to me to be an act of self-preservation.

I am a pledged disciple of Rosa Parks, a Full Gospel Suf-

fragette. There was a long pause as she examined the pages.

The wildebeests lost interest and drifted away, looking for

grass. “It’s my diary,” I said again. “A person has rights.”

“Not on my campus,” she snapped. She moved her

lips, trying to read her way past the puzzling secret back-

ward organization of the diary.

“Leonardo da Vinci wrote backward,” I said.

“Not on my campus,” Miss Buttram said again. Hon-

estly, you’d think a Green Beret would understand why

people write in code sometimes. “You do everything that

way,” she said.

“What way?” I asked.

“Contrariwise, Eleanor,” she said flatly.

The word was wonderful. Contrariwise. As it came out

of her mouth it took wings. I was so startled I almost gave

up on the diary. But not my name. “Ellee,” I corrected.

Then, “Can I have my diary back, Miss Buttram?”

She handed me the book. “There’s a right way to do

everything, Eleanor, and a wrong way. You always choose

the wrong way.”
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