
A Baker's Dozen 
Back in the old days, I had a successful bake-shop in Albany. I had a good business, a plump 
wife, and a big family. I was a happy man. But trouble came to my shop one year in the guise of 
an ugly old woman. She entered my shop a few minutes before closing and said: “I wish to have 
a dozen cookies.” She pointed to my special Saint Nicholas cookies that were sitting out on a 
tray. So I counted out twelve cookies for her. 

The old woman’s eyes narrowed when she saw the cookies. “Only twelve?” she asked. I knew 
at once what she wanted. There were some bakers in town who sometimes gave an extra 
cookie to their customers, but I was appalled by the custom. What man of sense would give 
away an extra cookie for free?  

“I asked for a dozen cookies, and you only give me twelve,” the woman said. 

“A dozen is twelve, my good woman, and that is what I have given you,” I replied. 

“I ordered a dozen cookies, not twelve,” said the old woman.  

I was upset by this demand. I always gave my customers exactly what they paid for. But I was a 
thrifty man, and it was against my nature to give away something for nothing.  

“I have a family to support,” I said stiffly. “If I give away all my cookies, how can I feed my 
family? A dozen is twelve, not thirteen! Take it or leave it!”  

“Very well,” said she, and left the shop without taking the cookies.  

From that moment, my luck changed. The next day, my cakes were stolen out of my shop, and 
the thieves were never found. Then my bread refused to rise. For a week, every loaf of bread I 
made was so heavy that it fell right through the oven and into the fire. The next week, the bread 
rose so high that it actually floated up the chimney. I was frightened when I saw the loaves 
floating away across the rooftops. That was the first moment I realized I had been bewitched. It 
was then that I remembered the old woman who came to my shop, and I was afraid.  

I took myself to church and began to pray to Saint Nicholas, the patron Saint of merchants, to lift 
the witch’s curse from myself and my family. When I looked up, Sinterklaas (Saint Nicholas) was 
standing in front of me. 

Saint Nicholas said softly: “I spent my whole life giving money to those in need, helping the sick 
and suffering, and caring for little children, just as our Lord taught us. God, in his mercy, has 
been generous to us, and we should be generous to those around us.”  

I could not bear to look into his eyes, so I buried my face in my hands.  



“Is an extra cookie such a terrible price to pay for the generosity God has shown to us?” he 
asked gently, touching my head with his hand.  

Then he was gone. A moment later, I heard the shop door open, and footsteps approached the 
counter. I knew before I looked up that the ugly old woman had returned to asked me for a 
dozen Saint Nicholas cookies. I got up slowly, counted out thirteen cookies, and gave them to 
the old woman, free of charge.  

She nodded her head briskly. “The spell is broken,” she said. “From this time onward, a dozen is 
thirteen.”  

And from that day onward, I gave generously of my baking and of my money, and thirteen was 
always, for me, a baker’s dozen.  
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