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			CHAPTER ONE

			I’ve always loved everything about Christmas. For as long as I can remember, even without my mom, Christmas was the most magical time of year. Every holiday season, as Dad and I placed the angel on top of our Christmas tree, I admired her beauty and wondered what it would be like to meet a real angel. On the night of my thirteenth birthday, a beautiful spirit surprised me with her visit and changed my dad’s and my life forever. 

			That’s how I knew thirteen was my lucky number. My birthday, December 13th, shares the same date as another holiday, The Feast of St. Lucia. Being of Swedish heritage, Mom, knowing she was having a girl, decided that if I was born on that date, my name would be Lucia, after the saint. I’m proud of my name and spell Luci with an “i” to let people know I’m not a Lucy, short for Lucille. I’ve always introduced myself as “Luci with an i” to make sure that difference was extra clear. 

			Sadly, I never met Mom. She died giving birth to me, but Dad honored her wish for my name. Of course, I missed having Mom’s love and guidance in my life. I inherited her long blonde curly hair, green eyes, and, as Dad reminded me, her kind nature. From photos, I knew she was beautiful and must have been pretty special for Dad to love her so much. For as long as I can remember, he never dated or talked about meeting someone else, although I could sense how lonely he was without her. I love him more than anyone else in my life and hope someday to change his loneliness, as well as my own, into happiness.

			This year, my birthday fell on a Saturday, which was also the first day of our school’s holiday vacation. Dad, our local Oleander Island veterinarian, surprised me and prepared a special breakfast of all my favorites. After I finished eating, he shrugged. “Luci, I hate to leave you for part of your birthday, but I just received a text that one of my patients, a Beagle named Princess, fell on a thick branch and will need emergency surgery to remove an abscess in her upper leg. I’ll have to go in to help her, but not to worry, our birthday tradition of pizza and pink cupcakes will live on tonight.” 

			I smiled to let Dad know I understood. “It’s okay, go help Princess. I would be worried sick if that was Chester.” Dad hugged me and left.

			Dr. Kyle Mathews, my father, had my adorable three-year-old Labradoodle, Chester, as a patient since Chester was eight weeks old. Chester’s former owner had to move off our peaceful island to obtain a better job in town and couldn’t take him with her because her new landlord didn’t allow pets. She refused to leave Chester in a shelter, and, after telling Dad about her dilemma, he told me he responded, “If you’d let me, I know a young lady, my daughter Luci, who would love Chester to pieces. I’d love to take him home with me.” 

			The woman agreed, sad to lose her one-year-old best friend but happy Chester would have a good home and excellent vet care. Dad was so right. I do love Chester to pieces and knew from our first day together that we were a match made in doggy heaven. 

			After Chester licked his plate clean, I tidied up the kitchen, all the while looking forward to tonight. Besides my birthday celebration, we decorated our Christmas tree on St. Lucia’s Day to honor my mother’s family tradition. 

			Since Chester and I had the entire day free, we decided to visit our next door neighbor, Meta. Meta, in her eighties and from Sweden, has lived alone since her husband died five years ago, and her adult children with families of their own moved off our Gulf Coast Island to find better jobs. Chester and I tried to keep a watchful eye on her. Besides, she was so much fun telling me stories about the old country and loved to cook and bake. Her small island cottage always smelled so delicious.

			Chester and I walked over and knocked on her back door. “Hi, Meta, Luci and Chester are here.”

			I soon heard her sweet, cheerful voice answer. “Yes, my dears, please come in.” I liked helping Meta with small household chores whenever I could so she wouldn’t hurt herself, but I never expected to find what was waiting for me behind her kitchen door. When I opened it, a swirling white dust storm of flour surrounded me. I waved my hands in the air to move it away, but even so, the dust was so thick I couldn’t see anything. Chester rubbed his eyes with his paws and sneezed. It took a few minutes for the dust storm to settle before I saw Meta standing by her kitchen table covered in that same white dust and wearing, from what I could tell, an apron while holding a rolling pin. She made me smile because she looked more like a snowman than a baker. I coughed as some of that fine flour dust filled my throat while Chester sneezed again, trying to get the flour out of his nose.

			I think Meta shot me a smile through all that flour. She gushed, “I’m so glad you came. Happy birthday, sweetheart. Your mother would be so proud of the wonderful young lady you’ve become. Guess what? My youngest son, Andrew, his wife, and my two granddaughters, who are about your age, are arriving tomorrow to spend Christmas with me. There’s so much to do. I have to bake holiday cookies, put up the tree, and tidy up the house. I know this mess looks impossible to clean, but this is all just flour I slapped into the air while pounding the dough preparing to roll it out.” 

			Her already white hair appeared whiter, hidden by the soft baking ingredient that also covered her face and clothes. I looked at her and wondered how an eighty-two year old woman, though strong as an ox, could accomplish all that by tomorrow. Meta’s always treated me like an adopted granddaughter, so I knew I had to help. She once told me that when she lived in Sweden, she was good friends with my grandparents on Mom’s side before they all immigrated to the United States. Chester and I had nothing else planned, and we loved helping Meta. After we finished our chores, we would have treats while she told me about my Swedish heritage and traditions and stories about her as a little girl. I took another look at this human snowman and tried as hard as I could not to laugh. “Meta, we’d like to help. What would you like us to do first?”

			Meta paused to think as she shook some of the flour out of her hair and off her apron. “Luci, you’re my special angel. Please go into my garage and bring in my tabletop Christmas tree and the three boxes of decorations next to it. Once everything’s inside, please decorate my living room.”

			I laughed. “You’re giving me the fun job while you do all the work. We’re decorating our tree tonight to honor my mom and St. Lucia’s Day.”

			Meta smiled again. This time, I could tell for sure because her teeth were not as white as her face. “You can’t imagine how much I appreciate your help so I can keep baking special treats for the holiday.”

			“No problem. I’ll have Chester wait in the living room while I go into the garage. It’s a good thing his former owner sent him for obedience training. Since you’re near the sink, please hand me some wet paper towels, and I’ll wipe his paws to stop him from dragging flour into your living room. I’ll take off my shoes as well before I come back inside.”

			Chester cooperated as I took each one of his paws and wiped them clean before I took my shoes off. We entered her living room through her unlocked front door. Once Chester settled, I put my sneakers back on outside and went into Meta’s amazing garage. It was so organized, I wished my dad’s was like that, but he claimed he worked too much and had little time.

			I located her small tree covered by a white plastic bag and the boxes labeled lights, manger, and decorations. I carried everything to the front door, removed my sneakers, and took the tree and boxes inside, careful not to break anything. 

			Once everything was set, I pulled a rawhide chew from my shorts pocket and gave it to Chester so he would stay busy while I helped Meta. I took her pretty blue and white vase from Sweden off the small round side table she always used for her tree and placed it in her china cabinet. Finding a red tabletop lace scarf in the decorations box, I placed it on the table with her tree on top before wrapping the strings of white candle lights in honor of St. Lucia around its branches. I then hung all of her beautiful antique decorations of angels, toy soldiers, and china balls, many in blue and white, just like the china set my grandparents brought over from Sweden.

			I draped the fluffy white and silver tinsel garland around the tree before placing her beautiful antique angel with a white silky robe and delicate face on top. I have admired that angel every Christmas for as long as I could remember, and every year, her beauty and long, flowing blonde hair reminded me of photos of Mom. As my thoughts wandered, Meta called. “Luci, please come into the kitchen with Chester and sit with me. I want to show you something.”

			I walked in expecting to help her take the trash out and sweep up flour, but to my surprise, I found her sitting at her kitchen table. Meta had already swept the flour off the floor, changed her apron, and placed two trays of cookies I couldn’t identify behind her on her kitchen counter. The fact that I had never seen those cookies before was amazing because I thought I had tasted every single cookie variety Meta baked. 

			She placed a red and green pottery plate filled with sugar cookies, a glass of chocolate milk for me, and a box wrapped in silver holiday paper with a big pink bow in the center of the table. I just loved her. Meta knew I loved surprises, and pink was my favorite color. There was a second white box, but not decorated or wrapped. 

			When the tea kettle whistled, Meta got up and poured herself a cup. She shot me a kind smile. “Luci, I don’t know what I’d do without you. I love you like my own grandchild. Today is your birthday, and we must celebrate in style. What kind of adopted grandmother would I be if I forgot your special birthday? Today, you are thirteen and become a young lady.”

			She placed her cup of tea on the table and sat down. Meta, a strong-willed woman, was someone I would not dream of ignoring, so as instructed, Chester and I both sat next to her. She pushed the holiday dish filled with her traditional Christmas cookies of wreaths, reindeer, and angels, all frosted in white with red and green sprinkles, closer to me. “Please have some. We’ll celebrate your birthday and talk.” 

			I chose an angel, thinking about the one on the top of the tree that reminded me of Mom. As I took a quick sip of my chocolate milk and bit into my cookie, Meta continued. “Luci, you were born on a very special day. As a young girl in Sweden, my village celebrated St. Lucia’s Day as a very important holiday. December 13th was chosen because many believed the saint died on that date. All of us girls dressed in white robes with a red satin sash around our waists. We were about your age, wore a wreath made of branches on our heads, and all carried a lit candle. One of the young women wore a crown with lit candles. She was our St. Lucia. I remember how excited I was when I was selected to be that girl.” 

			Meta turned and removed an old photo album covered by a clear plastic bag out of a drawer in her counter. She opened it to reveal old black and white photos. Finding a specific page, Meta pointed to a photo of a young lady wearing the crown of lit candles. “That was me. My mother and grandmothers were so proud. They clapped their hands in joy as our processional passed their pew in church. After our service, we served sweet homemade saffron buns to the women of the village. The holiday, also called the Festival of Lights, honored St. Lucia and is in remembrance of her martyrdom. St. Lucia brought food and aid to the Christians hiding in the catacombs of Sicily. She lit her way down to them by wearing the crown of lit candles on her head. That’s why we continue to honor her with lit candles.” Meta then pushed the silver wrapped box closer to me. “Happy birthday, my wonderful young friend. Go ahead, please open it.” 

			I carefully opened the box, surprised to find a pewter bracelet with a large round charm attached. The etching on the charm was of a beautiful woman wearing the Crown of Lights. I held the bracelet in my hands to admire its details as Meta continued.

			“My church presented this bracelet to me on the day I received the crown. I want you to have it. I remember how, before you were born, your wonderful mother insisted that if you were a girl and born on the 13th, your name should be Lucia, just like our saint. I loved your mother very much, and know she’s smiling down at us, happy for you to receive this.”

			Meta put her hand over her heart and looked up at the sky. I didn’t know what to say. I loved her like a grandmother and was forever thankful for her motherly influence in my life. I never expected a gift. “Meta, thank you very much. I will treasure this always and think of you every time I wear it.”

			Meta, tears in her eyes, smiled. “I’m so happy you love it. Let’s get to my second box. It’s for you to take home and share with your father
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