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“A Thousand Cookies Later” seemed like the perfect name for a bakery, Gracie mused as she peered through the window. Freshly baked cookies lined a baker’s rack, each one delicately dusted with powdered sugar. She could almost taste them. The bakery—only a short walk from her house—had become part of Gracie’s daily routine. A cheerful sign, potted plants, and wooden café tables created a welcoming scene for patrons sipping coffee and indulging in sweet treats.

As Gracie sprinted home along Forest Lane, the street reminded her of Candy Cane Lane. Lampposts were wrapped in red-and-white stripes, and every house—like a row of cookie-cutter homes—sparkled with Christmas lights.

Gracie excitedly told her mother all about the cookies, carefully leaving out the part where she’d pressed her face—and possibly her tongue—against the glass while imagining gingerbread stars melting in her mouth. Ms. Blake, the housekeeper, teasingly asked if Gracie had licked the window, earning a horrified gasp from Mrs. Strand.

Quickly changing the subject, Gracie launched into a discussion about the school’s holiday bake-off. She suggested a student-only competition with representatives from each grade, hoping it would encourage kids to get involved instead of overly competitive parents taking over.

Duluth, Minnesota—often named one of the best Christmas towns in America—seemed like the perfect place for such an event. The town appeared on the news every year, celebrated Bentleyville, and hosted dazzling holiday parades. Mrs. Strand, an active member of the PTA, promised to bring Gracie’s idea to the next meeting.

Gracie’s enthusiasm came from last year’s bake-off, which had been spoiled by unsportsmanlike adults. She wanted this one to feel fun, fair, and festive.

That evening, Gracie called her best friend, Aaliyah—better known as Allie. The two fourth graders had been inseparable since second grade. Allie, whose family was Somali, hesitated at first but eventually agreed to help.

The Johnsons had moved to Duluth two Christmases earlier and were now woven into the fabric of the community. Though they’d faced early uncertainty, they had found their place.

With four weeks to prepare for the Sugar Bake-Off: Kids’ Edition, Gracie felt ready to conquer the culinary world.
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Aaliyah’s parents shared an interfaith marriage, navigating holidays through compromise. One year Christmas took center stage; the next, Eid. Allie didn’t mind. Christmas in Duluth felt like warm slipper socks—comforting and familiar. It reminded her of the s’mores she’d eaten while “glamping,” a term Mrs. Strand loved to use.

Gracie’s house transformed every December. Cranberry-scented plug-ins filled the air, poinsettias brightened the living room, and a wreath hung proudly above the fireplace. Inspired, Mrs. Johnson hoped to blend both holidays this year.

At Thanksgiving, Gracie’s grandfather complained that the holiday was being overshadowed by Christmas. While the adults debated, Gracie and Allie curled up in a reading nook, sampling pies and cakes and rating each one. By the end of the night
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