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      Catholic Teen Books is a collaborative website of authors who all write faith-based fiction for middle school and high school teens. In December of 2020, many of the Catholic Teen Books authors wrote a  collaborative story, “The Christmas Lights,” for Christmas that was read on Jedlie’s Reading with Your Kids Podcast, on Christmas Eve.

      In each subsequent year, Catholic Teen Books authors have collaborated on another Christmas story.  Jed gives us a prompt, and one by one each of us write a section as the story passes from author to author. Only the final author knows the entire story until we read it for the podcast.

      We’ve enjoyed these projects and want to share these fun, short stories with others. Proceeds from this e-book will be donated to Cross Catholic Outreach.

      We hope you enjoy!
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      CAROLYN ASTFALK

      Cal stooped and yanked the narrow aluminum posts from the ground then tossed the tenth and final yard sign onto a heap. Using the toe of his boot, he smoothed the soil back into place, stomping on the fallow grass for good measure.

      Cars, panel trucks, and tractor trailers whizzed by on the busy highway in front of him sending a fresh gust of frigid air Cal’s way. A chill ran across his neck and down his back.

      Dad had gotten a little over-zealous with the political signs this election season and then a little lazy in removing them once the election was over. That’s why Cal was out on Black Friday afternoon collecting them.

      He gathered the signs in his arms, shifting his weight and adjusting his grip to keep them from toppling in a heap on the lawn. He lifted his chin and hoisted them a little higher as his gaze snagged on a face across the road.

      Between a passing moving van and a Cybertruck, a figure sat staring out a plate glass window framed by long olive-colored curtains. Thin white hair, a wrinkled face. The old lady spent hours staring into traffic.

      Cal’s throat tightened and chest ached as he turned his back on the woman, the reminder of his own grandmother stirring emotions he’d rather not feel. Not now. Once he’d removed the signs and raked the dried leaves to the curb he’d need to hustle to get to the youth group meeting on time.

      He thought of his brand spankin’ new driver’s license in his rear pocket, grateful that his parents had left a car for him to use today. He hadn’t realized how dependent he’d been until he could come and go pretty much as he pleased. So far, he’d only made local solo trips in good weather, but the freedom was a heady thing.

      An hour later, Cal pulled into the church parking lot, holding his breath as he squeezed the family’s small SUV into a tight space. Could no one at this parish keep their vehicle within the white lines?

      Safely parked, Cal strode toward the school building, glancing toward the youth ministry room where, through the large windows, he glimpsed a handful of teens milling around, a few gathered on the side with the mini cornhole game setup.

      His chest tingled as he wondered if Michaela would be there this evening. His eagerness dissipated as he wondered if anyone besides the handful already there would show up. Especially the day after Thanksgiving. If youth ministry were a sports team, the coach would call this a rebuilding year.

      A large group of seniors had graduated last year with no new blood to replace them. To make matters worse, the remaining personalities clashed. Everything became a point of division between them: high school rivalries, favorite activities, even the recent election. Cal had strong opinions about things, too, including politics, but none of the youth group members were even eligible to vote yet. Christmas was weeks away and they hadn’t settled on a service project, one of the group’s few annual traditions. They needed to come up with something quick. It would need to be simple, local, and non-controversial. Maybe Erin, their leader, knew of some need in the community they could help with. Clean-up, hauling stuff—all the usual things people wanted able-bodied teens for.

      A whiff of vanilla caught Cal’s attention a second before two ice-cold hands covered his eyes, causing him to stumble forward a step before stopping.

      “Guess who?” Michaela’s sweet voice drew out the last word.

      Cal couldn’t stop the smile spreading across his face. He’d never felt this kind of excitement about a girl. Every interaction, no matter how insignificant, made him feel like the victim of a lightning strike. Well, that probably actually didn’t feel good at all, but the tingly, short-of-breath feeling he got in Michaela’s presence reminded him of an electrical jolt.

      “Uh, Grandma?” The second it left his mouth, his mood plummeted, all the electrical sparks replaced by a dull head-to-toe ache. Where had that come from? He hadn’t even seen his grandma in a month. Didn’t know that she even missed him being that last time his family visited he’d needed to be introduced to her. Her oldest grandson, and she didn’t even recognize him.

      “Try younger.” Michaela giggled and scooted around beside him as they reached the double-door entrance to the parish center. “Do I look like an old lady to you?” The dimple in her right cheek caught Cal’s attention as she grinned at him.

      Nope. Everything about Michaela was young and lively. She was all light, spark, and beauty. She was very pretty, yes, but all the personality—that joy—bubbled up from inside and spilled out in every word, smile, and sparkle in her eyes. Already the ache over Grandma was fading.

      Cal jogged ahead a step and opened the door for her. Sometimes, girls refused to go ahead of him, insisting they’d open their own doors, but Michaela always walked ahead, thanking him each time.

      Once inside, noise traveled from the youth ministry room. A couple of cheers, some light pop/rock music Cal didn’t recognize, and an electronic beep that signaled the two-minute warning before the meeting began.

      He and Michaela climbed the ramp, and, again, he let her precede him into the room.

      Erin scooped a stack of papers from a table and waved them in with a greeting. Michaela dashed to two of her friends who sat flopped against the old, overstuffed couch. Cal headed toward the mini cornhole set, but the two sets of guys playing looked riled up over something. These guys even made a glorified game of bean bag toss contentious. He sighed and changed course, heading toward the circle of seats in the center of the room. The meeting would be starting soon anyhow.

      ANTONY BARONE KOLENC

      “Let’s gather round, everyone,” Erin said with a big smile, as if all was right with the world.

      They scrambled into the circle, with Michaela flopping into the seat at Cal’s side. After they said their usual opening prayer, Erin stood at the center of the gaggle of youth-groupers.

      “We’ve only got two things to accomplish tonight, guys, before we break out the snacks and games.” Erin smiled again. “In a little bit, we’ll hear a talk from Isabella about what it means to be a Christian in high school these days. But first, we’ve got to vote on our Advent service project.”

      The word “vote” brought a groan to the room, only half as miserable as the groan in Cal’s heart. Hadn’t they had enough voting to last a lifetime? Voting meant winners and losers. It meant disappointment and possibly the end of democracy as we know it—at least, that’s what Dad said about President-elect Sullivan’s win over Jackson a few weeks ago.

      “Yeah, let’s vote,” Nick said, a definite smirk on his face as he glanced in Cal’s direction. “Voting is how we stop stupid stuff from happening.” It was no secret that Nick was a Sullivan supporter. At the last youth group meeting, he’d practically started a fight with Cal over all the Jackson signs Dad had put up in Cal’s yard.

      Everyone knew that Sullivan supporters were obnoxious, rude, and generally bullies—except for Michaela, of course. She was the exception that proved the rule, as Cal’s grandma used to say when she could remember that kind of stuff.

      Sure enough, Michaela didn’t seem pleased with Nick’s comment, judging from the dirty look she threw Nick, who was sitting across the circle from her.

      “All right, then,” Erin said, oblivious to the adversity brewing under the surface of the teens sitting in front of her. “Let’s hear a few ideas.”

      When the silence seemed unbearable, Madison spoke up. “We could rake leaves on the church lawn—no one has done that for weeks.”

      “Okay. Good one. What else?” Erin’s gaze swept the circle.

      Several more awkward pauses led to other ideas: setting up Christmas lights at the home of a poor person in the parish; singing Christmas carols at the cerebral palsy center downtown; and repairing a fence outside the church’s middle school, which had blown down during a storm a few months ago.

      Cal’s heart had known the best project to suggest from the moment he’d walked into youth group that night. He just needed to find the courage to put his idea to a vote, with all the potential mockery that could come with such a process.

      When his grandma’s face filled his mind again, he blurted the idea out in a rapid string of words. “We should go to the
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