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Dedication

 


This book is dedicated to people
everywhere

as a reminder of the beauty of
Christmas

when we count our blessings and
help those in need.
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A WET NOSE tickled Christopher’s cheek. He wrapped
his arms around the beagle and whispered, “Did you know today’s a
special day? It’s Christmas! I get presents and can eat cookies and
Grandma Nona’s fortune bread.”

He jumped out of bed, ran to the frosty window, and
breathed on it until the warmth melted a peephole. The ground was a
blanket of white, and decorated homes covered with fluffy snow
looked like sugar-coated gingerbread houses.

“Skipper, it’s
snowing!”

“Woof, woof.” The dog nudged his
pajama bottoms and thumped his tail against the floor, looking up
with pleading brown eyes.

“Wanna go outside? I want to make
snowmen and have snowball fights.”

Christopher turned away from the window, but frowned
when he caught a glimpse of himself in the dresser mirror. “I look
like a girl in these pajamas, but Mom says I have to wear them
because Grandma Nona bought them.”

The dog sniffed the pink bunny slippers, turned up
his nose, and nodded in agreement.

The smell of freshly baked cookies and apple pie
floated into his room. Christopher shouted, “Race you!” He dashed
toward the stairs, with Skipper nipping at his heels.

“Wait!” Christopher stopped and
grabbed hold of Skipper’s collar. He gazed at the railing decorated
with pine branches. “I wanted to slide down so I could
win.”

With a quick look at Skipper, he said, “Ready, go!”
He released the dog and bunny-hopped from one step to the next. The
floppy slipper ears tripped him, and he slid down the rest of the
way. Christopher lay in a heap on the floor with Skipper licking
his face.

Christopher sat up, and wiped off doggie drool with
his sleeve. “I know. You won.”

He dashed into the living room and skidded to a
stop. The Christmas tree glittered with golden bows and glass
ornaments, and a star on top twinkled. Christopher lowered his gaze
to the gifts wrapped in shiny paper. He poked a few with mysterious
shapes, then his breath caught and his heart throbbed.

The blue bicycle he had dreamed about leaned against
the wall.

He raced toward it and traced his fingers over the
shiny wheels and rims, lingering a moment on the seat. “Rrrmmm,
rrrmmm.” He twisted the handlebars.

“Mooooom!” He burst into the
kitchen. “Mom, Mom, Santa brought me the bike I wanted!”

“Good morning, my love. Merry
Christmas.” She turned from the hot stove to face him. “What an
infectious smile! Just like your father’s. You even have his
sparkling blue eyes and dimples.”

Her face, hair, and apron powdered with flour and
her fingers covered with dough didn’t prevent Christopher from
wrapping his arms around her and cuddling close. Skipper scampered
around, wagging his tail so fast they could hardly see it. He
almost knocked Christopher and his mother off-balance.

She laughed. “I’m sure you got a lot of nice
presents because Santa knows you’ve been a good boy this year.”

“Can I open them now?” He squeezed
his mother tighter.

“Not until after supper, when your
father returns with Grandma Nona.”

“Ohhh.” Christopher released his
mother and eyed the towering plate of chocolate-chip pancakes on
the counter. He stuck his nose close to them. “Mmmm. Can I have
one?” He dipped his finger into a bowl filled with warm
chocolate.

“It might be Christmas, but you
know the rules. First brush your teeth, wash, and get
dressed.”

Christopher hurried to his room, quickly got dressed
and cleaned up, then rushed back to the kitchen. He gobbled his
pancakes.

“Can I go outside and play with
Ania, now?” he said after swallowing the last bite. “I want to show
her my new bike.”

“Help me get food ready
first.”
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He shook his head, ran to the living room, and clung
to the bike. “I want to go outside.”

“Christopher ...” His mother
followed. “I know you’re excited, but I have so much to do
still—roasting turkeys, baking pies ... and Grandma Nona’s special
fortune bread.”

She sat in a chair next to him and tilted his face
so he looked into her warm, hazel eyes.

“Sorry, Mom. I’ll help.” With a
lingering look at his bike, he sighed, then returned to the
kitchen.

 


AFTER FINISHING HIS chores, Christopher scrambled
into his jacket, pulled on warm gloves, and dragged his bicycle to
the door.

“Christopher, you can’t take the
bike out right now.” His mother put her hand on his shoulder. “It’s
too icy. When the roads are clearer, you can, but not
now.”

“But—”

His mother held a finger up. “You can ride it in the
house later on, but go tell Ania about it now.”

He shuffled as he returned the bike, then went
outside. Skipper trotted behind, his leash making a trail through
the snow. Christopher’s breath puffed out in misty clouds as he ran
down the street, and his cheeks tingled in the chilly air. He waved
to Ania, who was making a snowman with her younger brother,
Robbie.

She waved back. “Do you like our snowman? Look at
his pointy carrot nose, and Mom gave me two lumps of coal for his
eyes.” She removed her tattered red scarf and wrapped it around the
snowman’s neck. “There, that’s better.”

“It’s awesome!”

“Wanna help me with his buttons?”
She cupped her hands, breathing on her red fingers and held them to
her rosy cheeks.

“Don’t you have
gloves?”
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She put her hands inside the pockets of her worn
brown coat. “I’m okay. I love to play in the snow without
gloves.”

“Ania, guess what?” Christopher
broke into a wide grin. “Santa brought me a bike! I’ve wanted one
for so long.”

Her mouth quivered and her eyes filled with tears.
“I don’t think Santa got our letters. Robbie and I were good all
year, but we didn’t get any gifts.”

Robbie hit the snowman. “He musta put us on his
naughty list.”

“Um.” Christopher shrugged and
looked away. Ania couldn’t have been bad. Robbie maybe, but not
Ania.

She wiped a tear with the back of her hand. “But
Dad’s not so sick. That’s a better Christmas gift than toys.” She
grabbed Robbie’s hand when her mother called to her. “Well, we
gotta go. Bye.” She dragged her brother into their house.

Christopher picked up Skipper’s leash and walked
farther down the street toward another group of children who were
pelting each other with snowballs from behind snowbanks. He ducked
as one flew past him. He toppled behind the snowbank and joined the
fun, while Skipper chased after the snowy missiles.

All too quickly his mother called to him from the
doorway. “Christopher, come inside now for lunch.”

 


CHRISTOPHER BREATHED IN deeply after he entered the
kitchen, where his mother sang while she dashed around. “It smells
delicious.”

A turkey roasted in the oven, while another cooled
on the counter, along with two pies. Trays of cookies sat on the
counter ready for baking.

“Can I have a piece of
pie?”

“For dessert. Right now you can
have hot chicken soup after you wash your hands.”

“Do you think the Winter Monster
will steal the extra turkey, pie, and cookies?”
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The previous year they had disappeared from the
porch while they were cooling off.

“I’m seven now. I can keep the
Monster away and make sure he doesn
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