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Chapter One

Hang on

Reese had a feeling he wasn’t going to fall asleep so easily tonight, either. Dad sang him a couple of songs at bedtime, like he always did. Millie even stuck around after because she thought Reese looked “bouncy.” If she had seen him in bed last night, she would have realized this wasn’t a new thing. She sat with him and rubbed his back for a while, which felt really good, but when she got up and left, Reese didn’t feel any calmer.

He couldn’t imagine how anyone stayed calm this time of year. Of course, not everyone had a birthday around now (too bad for them), but Reese knew that even if he hadn’t just turned six, he would still be super excited all the time. How else were you supposed to feel when there were cool lights and decorations all over the place? Mr. Fleegle had put a set of reindeer on his roof yesterday. Yeah, they were fake – at least that’s what Millie said when Reese told her about them – but they were still reindeer. Reindeer meant Santa Claus, and Santa Claus meant presents, and presents meant all kinds of new things to play with. Except if someone got him a sweater. You couldn’t really play with a sweater (at least not without getting Dad angry), but Reese figured he’d be okay with a sweater, too.

Then, on top of everything else, they watched “Frosty the Snowman” on TV tonight. Frosty was no-doubt-about-it the coolest snow-dude ever and he got Reese even more revved up about Christmas. This was the time of year when snowmen came alive! That was almost better than getting presents. Well, at least it was better than some presents, like that sweater he was thinking about earlier.

Reese tried to make himself go to sleep. He thought about really boring things. Like when the news is on the radio or when Grandpa is talking about golf. Tanya had once told him that when she had trouble sleeping she counted backward from a hundred. Reese thought about doing that, but since he was still having a little trouble counting frontward to a hundred, it didn’t really work out.

Finally, he just sat up. He knew if he went into the living room that Dad or Millie or even both of them might sit with him for a while, maybe even until he fell asleep. But he didn’t want to do that. Since he was six, he was older now, and that meant he shouldn’t need his parents babying him. Maybe if he just played with something else, he could get his mind off Christmas, at least a little. Then he’d be able to fall asleep.

As he threw his legs over the side of the bed, he saw the picture of his mom on his dresser. He felt that goopy feeling he always got when he looked at Mom. Dad and Millie and Tanya were always telling him stories about her, but it all just felt slippery inside of him. It was like she was real and she was pretend at the same time. Reese sorta had the same feeling when he looked at her as he got when Tanya was away at college. But how could he miss someone he didn’t really know? It was his mom, that’s how. How could he not miss her. He knew she was around for the very, very beginning of his life, but he didn’t remember any of that. He just wished he had something he could hang on to. Anything.

He slid over to the picture and picked it up. In it, she was holding Reese close to her. All you could see of him was his tiny face because he was only a day old. Reese didn’t think the baby looked like him at all. Mom could’ve been holding any kid, really. Mom looked beautiful, though, and he liked knowing that she was holding him. There were only a couple other pictures of the two of them together because Mom died before Reese had gotten much older. Some kind of instant death thing where you’re okay one minute and gone the next. Dad tried to explain it to him a few times, but it just seemed weirder and scarier every time he did.

What would it have been like to spend Christmas with your mother? Millie was great and all – really, really great – but it had to be super special to have a mom at Christmas. Too bad he was never gonna get the chance. In the movies, people got big-time Christmas wishes all the time. Maybe he’d wish for that. Just a tiny little something with his mother. If he wished hard enough it could come true.

Touching Mom’s face once, Reese put the picture back on his dresser and then turned toward the window in his room.

It was snowing!

Excitedly, he got up to look outside. It was snowing very hard. Ginormous flakes. Could be great packing snow, which meant that Dad and Millie were going to be in for a serious snowball fight tomorrow.

Now he was never gonna get to sleep. Christmas coming and snow? There was just way too much to get freaked about.

Reese looked over at the streetlight to watch the snow as it was coming down like crazy. As he did, a single flake floated in this direction and landed on his window. It was weird, because all the rest of the snow seemed to be blowing the other way. He looked at the flake closely, trying to see the different lines coming from it. Millie told him that the lines were called “crystals” and that every single one was different from every other one. He figured she was exaggerating about that.

After he’d looked over the snowflake for a while, Reese put his finger up to the window, knowing that the heat in his finger would warm up the window and melt the snowflake like it had when he’d done that kind of thing before. He kept his finger there for a while, but when he pulled it back, the flake was still there, not looking melty at all.

What was that about? Maybe this was mutant snow, a kind that never melted. How cool would that be? They could have snow all year ’round. When they went to the beach in the summer, they could come out of the water and then jump around in the snowdrifts. That would be the best thing ever.

He touched his finger to the window again. When he pulled it away, the snowflake was still there. This was very interesting.

He continued to check out the flake for a while. As he did, another picture of his mother popped into his head. She looked a lot like she did in the picture that was next to the hall closet. That one of her on the ski slope where she had a gigantic smile on her face. Thinking about that picture while still staring at the snowflake, Reese got that goopy feeling all over again.

He put his finger to the flake one more time – it still didn’t melt – and then crawled back into bed. Once he lay down, he looked at the picture of his mom and then over to the snowflake again. Suddenly, he was getting very sleepy.

He scrunched down into his covers, still thinking about Christmas and snow, but really thinking about his mother more than anything else.

He yawned and snuggled his pillow, feeling very tucked in.






Chapter Two

A Frosty

Realtors should mention this when they show you a house with a long driveway, Gerry thought as he looked up to check his progress. They’re nice to have, except when you need to shovel a foot of snow off of them. He’d been out for forty-five minutes already, and he’d cleared less than a quarter of the driveway. Last year, he’d invested in a snow blower, but the thing didn’t work when the snow was this deep. Another thing not mentioned by the salesperson. “Yes, sir, this is an excellent piece of equipment. It’ll work whenever you need it – except when you need it the most.”

Gerry realized that he would have bought the snow blower anyway. There weren’t that many snowstorms like this on Long Island, and he couldn’t remember the last time it had snowed this much in December. He also realized that he would have bought the house even if the realtor had thought to tell him about the amount of work it took to clear the driveway after a blizzard. Maureen had fallen in love with the house within thirty seconds, marveling at the flow, the sun room, and the wainscoting in the living room. The size of the kitchen and the built-in bookcases in the study/guest room had done it for Gerry, though Maureen’s enthusiasm would have sold him anyway. And he had to admit that the length of the driveway had rarely been an issue in all the years he’d lived here.

He’d seriously considered moving after he and Ally had married. It didn’t seem fair to ask her to make a home in the place he’d lived for so long with his late wife. Ally wouldn’t hear of it, though, noting that the house had tremendous meaning to Tanya and was the only home Reese had known. She’d accepted, she said, that Maureen’s spirit was going to be with them forever, and that this would be true whether they changed addresses or not.

As Gerry began shoveling again, he thought about how graciously Ally had entered all of their lives. She’d been remarkably delicate with him, and she and Reese had bonded seemingly instantaneously. Her most impressive work had been with Tanya. On the eve of Gerry and Ally’s wedding, Tanya began to show signs of strain, clearly having more trouble with the idea of her father remarrying than she was willing to acknowledge or discuss. On the way to the rehearsal dinner, she snappishly said to Ally, “Am I supposed to call you ‘Mom’ now?” Gerry cringed, but Ally seemed unfazed, telling Tanya that she could call her anything she wanted, including a profanity if that made her feel better. Tanya didn’t respond immediately, but a few minutes later, she spoke again.

“It doesn’t seem right to call you ‘Ally’ anymore,” she said, all the cynicism gone from her voice. “I just can’t call you ‘Mom.’”

Ally smiled softly at the girl who was about to be her stepdaughter. “I get it, Tanya. Really.” She paused for a moment and then said, “How about calling me ‘Millie?’“

Tanya chuckled, a clear sign that the tension was easing. “Millie?”

“Yeah, Millie. We’re going to be a fam-millie now. I guess you could call me ‘Fam,’ but I’d really prefer that you didn’t.”

Tanya tried the name out a couple of times and it stuck. By the time Reese was speaking in complete sentences, he was calling Ally ‘Millie’ as well.

The thought that Tanya would be traveling home from college soon made the snow feel suddenly heavier. Gerry hadn’t gone on line this morning to see what the weather was like in Milwaukee. When Tanya had decided to go to Marquette, he’d convinced himself that she wasn’t terribly far away because it was only a two-hour flight. However, it was a fifteen-hour drive, and, if conditions were bad enough that planes couldn’t get off the ground, driving wasn’t likely to be much of an option, either. Maybe it was a good thing that Tanya wasn’t returning for another six days. With any luck, the weather would warm up again before then.

Gerry tried to get into something of a shoveling rhythm, but the reality was that he really had no aptitude for this sort of thing. There were people who reveled in physical labor. Gerry was not one of those people. Maybe he’d see if one of the guys plowing the streets would finish the job for him.

An exclamation came from the front door, sounding something like a warrior cry if the warrior had sucked on helium first. Reese, barely visible inside a parka, snow pants, and a hat with thick ear flaps, came barreling out of the house, catapulting himself into the snow, and executing a full barrel roll before the drifts stopped him. He attempted a snow angel, but the snow was so deep that he was doing little more than creating mini-avalanches.

He popped up and beamed at Gerry. “It snowed last night!”

Gerry grinned. “Is that what this is?”

Reese took huge handfuls of snow and threw them up in the air to shower himself. While only his face was uncovered, it was already ruddy from his dive, and now this self-imposed storm. Reese didn’t seem perturbed by this in any way.

Reese glanced around himself quickly, as though he couldn’t comprehend the bounty that surrounded him. Then his eyes locked onto Gerry’s. “We gotta make a Frosty!”

Gerry stuck his shovel in the pile in front of him. “You want to make a snowman?”

“Not a snowman, Dad. A Frosty!”

Was this some kind of terminology all the cool kids were using in kindergarten? “A frosty?”

“You know, one that comes alive.”

“Umm….”

“A big one. Way bigger than me. Like he was in the show.”

Reese had fixated on the holiday special they’d watched on television last night. Fortunately, Gerry had thought to TiVo it, because Reese wanted to see it again as soon as it was over. He was still wired about it when he went to bed.

“I gotta get the stuff,” Reese said, looking back toward the house. “Where’s your corncob pipe?”

“Oh, man, it’s in the shop.”

“Okay, we’ll have to figure that one out.” Reese started ticking things off on his mittened hand. “We need buttons, coal, a big hat. You have one of those, right?”

“A Yankee cap?”

Reese glanced up at the sky. “Daaaaaaaaaad! He isn’t gonna come to life if we do it wrong.”

“Tell you what – let’s start building the snowman –”

“– Frosty.”

“Right, Frosty. Let’s start building it and we’ll figure out the details later.”

Gerry stepped around the wall of snow he’d been creating with his shoveling, and knelt down near his son to start gathering the base of the snowman. He took one look back at the driveway. He still had most of it to clear, and they had several errands to run today. It could wait, though. If he was lucky, one of the snow plows might come by before Frosty came to life.






Chapter Three

In stock

The mall was far more crowded than Gerry had expected it to be. Didn’t other people have trouble shoveling out of their driveways? Didn’t they realize they could buy everything they were shopping for online, and that they could probably spend less doing so? Over the past five years, Gerry had become fully committed to internet shopping, having launched an online specialty goods retailer that now did business in more than forty countries. Yet here he was, with seemingly the entirety of Suffolk County, buying presents for seemingly every person they’d ever met.

“Everything we needed really was just a mouse click away,” he said to Ally as they navigated through the crowds at Aeropostale to get shirts for two of her cousins.

“It’s not the same. Christmas shopping isn’t supposed to be mannered.”

As Gerry reached for a polo, another shopper snatched it away as though it were the last lifeboat on the Titanic. “I think I might have been okay with mannered.”

Ally kissed him on the cheek. “Don’t be ridiculous. This is fun. This is part of the whole getting-into-the-season thing. Besides, Reese wouldn’t have had nearly as much of a good time watching you buy everything on your computer.”

Gerry glanced over at his son who was, at this moment, engaged in an animated conversation with a cutout of Santa Claus. Earlier, he’d climbed on top of a huge Christmas tree ornament, sung along with a group of electronic elves, and exchanged high-fives with a guy in a reindeer suit. Going to the store at this time of year was like one extended Christmas morning for him.

“Yeah, I just wish he’d use his imagination a little more. I was really glad to see that he didn’t get too upset when the Frosty we built didn’t start moving around.”

“Resilient kid. I thought I timed the hot chocolate announcement particularly well there.”

“That was a master stroke. How did you know he thought we were building a living snowman?”

“Are you kidding? I think the people on the next block knew. Reese is not exactly quiet in his enthusiasms.”

The boy was now making swooping motions with his hands to the cardboard Santa. Gerry assumed they were discussing flight patterns. “No, he’s not. So, do you think he’s going to tell Santa what he wants for Christmas?”

Ally tipped her head in that direction. “If he does, then we should definitely eavesdrop. We’re running out of time.”

Over the past month, both Gerry and Ally had bought a variety of stocking stuffers for Reese – everything from packs of baseball cards to DVDs to action figures. A decision on his big present had eluded them, though. It wasn’t that they couldn’t figure out what Reese might like; it was that they needed to winnow down the choices from the great range of things that excited him. Did they address his growing love for sports (Gerry lobbied for a multi-game ticket plan to Yankee Stadium, but Ally suggested that the gift would be more appropriate for the other little boy in the household)? Did they try to encourage his interest in music? Of late, he’d been showing increasing fascination with crafts. Was it time to explore that further? Was he too young for a video game system? Even if he wasn’t, did they really want him to have one at this age? A remote controlled car? An e-reader? A silver tea set? Nearly anything could be a good choice, while at the same time nothing seemed to be the perfect choice.

Ally found some shirts she liked and managed to defend her turf against anyone seeking to grab them out of her hands. Now all they had to do was wait in a line that was at least fifteen people deep, so they could pay for the gifts. Reese was still chatting up Santa, so Gerry kept an eye on him while Ally went to the cash register.

Then they were on to EB Games to find presents for Zak and Sara, the kids of Gerry’s best friend, Tate. Tate had moved to Seattle more than five years ago, leaving his kids with his ex-wife for most of the year. It was something Gerry had never been able to reconcile, even after all this time, but Tate didn’t seem capable of dealing with it any other way. Gerry thought Zak and Sara were surprisingly mature for their ages and he’d had a number of thoughtful conversations with them when Tate brought them around. Still, they were twelve and ten, and they loved their games.

When Gerry asked Tate for a recommendation, Tate suggested a first-person shooter game for Zak and a role-playing fantasy for Sara. Neither of those seemed like great choices to Gerry, so he decided to do his own research. He found a dance game for Sara because she was in her third year of hip-hop lessons, and she was quite good. He found a copy of the game as soon as they got to EB.

He couldn’t find the monster truck driving game he’d decided on for Zak, though. When he finally got the attention of someone who worked at the store, he asked about it.

“We’re having a really tough time keeping that one in stock,” the clerk said. “You know what we can do, though? We can order it for you from our website and have it shipped directly to your house. It’ll definitely get there in time for Christmas.”

Gerry turned toward Ally with an expression that made it clear the irony of this was not lost on him.

“That’s not the point,” she said, giving him a soft shove.






Chapter Four

Maybe he was that kid

Reese woke up from the dream laughing. That was maybe the most amazing dream he’d ever had – and he’d had some pretty amazing ones. He was riding on this super fast train with snow on all sides. A bunch of kids were with him, and they were having this huge party. The train did all of these crazy loopy things – Reese was pretty sure they went upside down for a while, which turned out not to be as bad as he thought it was going to be – and everything outside became a blur.

Then, all of a sudden, the train slowed way, way down and they were in this crazy city. It took Reese about three seconds to realize they were in the North Pole. The kids got off the train, and there were elves everywhere. The elves kept talking about “the Big Guy,” and Reese just knew he was going to get to meet Santa Claus. But just when it was about to happen, he woke up.

Still, that was about as much fun as Reese had ever had while sleeping, and the whole thing just made him laugh. How unbelievably amazing would it be to get on a train like that?

Now that he was up, Reese realized that the dream was an awful lot like the movie “The Polar Express,” that he’d watched with Dad and Millie tonight. Dad had read the book to him a couple of times, too, but the movie was just so real. He really wanted to be the kid in that movie.

Maybe he was that kid. Maybe that’s why he had the dream. Maybe the dream was telling him to get outside and wait for the train to come. Sure, it wasn’t Christmas Eve yet, but Reese was guessing that the train didn’t only run that one day a year. Why would you build a train that incredible and then only use it on Christmas Eve?

Now that he had that thought in his head, Reese couldn’t just lay around in his room. How horrible would it be if the train showed up in his front yard and he missed it because he was in his bed thinking about it instead of getting on it. That’s probably what happened to kids all the time. The train waited for you for a little while and then it went to some other kid’s house and you were out of luck forever.

That wasn’t going to happen to him.

Reese got out of bed and opened his door very, very quietly. Millie seemed to hear him whenever he got up in the middle of the night. That was great if he wasn’t feeling good, but he didn’t want her with him right now. He was pretty sure the train wouldn’t come if someone else went outside with him, especially a grown-up.

Taking super-huge care to make sure he didn’t step on any of the creaky boards on the stairs, he went down to the hall closet and put on his coat, hat, mittens, and boots. The front door could be noisy, too, so he had to open it mega-slowly.

He stepped onto the porch. The train wasn’t there yet, but it could show up at any minute. It was so quiet out here. It was never this quiet when he usually came outside to play. It was good that it was this quiet, because that meant he’d be able to hear the train coming from a long way away.

Reese walked out to the middle of the lawn, which wasn’t that easy to do because the snow was really high. He said hi to the snowman he made with Dad as he went by. He still wasn’t sure what they did wrong. He thought they were making a Frosty, but they just made a plain snowman. They’d have to give it another try after he got back from the North Pole.

He was standing there a couple of minutes when it started to snow. This wasn’t the crazy buckets-of-snow thing from last night, just a little sprinkle. One of the flakes drifted right in front of his eyes and he caught it with his mitten and then held it up close to his face. He stared at it for a long time, not sure why he found this so interesting, but also not wanting to take his eyes off of it. As it turned out, this was another one of those non-melting snowflakes. Even though his mitten was pretty warm from being in the house, the flake just sat there.

For some reason, the snowflake made him start thinking about his mom again. What was that about? He thought about her a lot, anyway, but snowflakes just made her jump into his head these days. It would have been cool to talk to her about snowflakes or Frosties or trains that took you to the North Pole. Dad had told him once that Mom was really into Christmas, so she probably would have been really excited about this stuff. Maybe even as excited as he was about it.

He got that goopy feeling again while he was thinking about his mom. It made him feel really warm, like he was sitting by a fireplace or something. Even if he was feeling warm inside, though, it wasn’t melting the snowflake. That just stayed the way it was on his mitten, which was really good, because he liked having the company.

Just then, he felt an arm around his shoulder, and, when he looked up, Millie was standing next to him. He hadn’t even heard her walking through the snow to get to him.

“What’cha got?” she said, nodding toward the mitten that he was still holding out in front of him.

Reese looked to where she was looking. “Very cool snowflake. The kind that doesn’t melt.”

Millie leaned closer to his mitten. “It doesn’t melt?”

“Nope? I’ve been holding it for a really long time.”

Millie tilted her head and nodded. “That’s quite a snowflake.”

Reese nodded along with her.

“You know,” she said, “it’s not the best idea in the world for a six-year-old to be standing out in the snow by himself in the middle of the night.”

Reese looked down the street. “I was waiting for the Polar Express.”

“Doesn’t that only come on Christmas Eve?”

“That’s what a lot of people think, but I don’t think so.”

“Hmm.”

Millie didn’t say anything after that, so Reese went back to looking at the snowflake.

“It’s still not really a good idea for you to be standing out here at one-thirty in the morning.”

Reese looked up at Millie again, and she gave him one of her understanding smiles. He shrugged.

“However,” she said, “we still have a couple of those apple cider donuts left. While it wouldn’t be very responsible of me to let you stand outside at one-thirty in the morning, I think it’s completely responsible of me to let you eat a donut before you go back to bed. What do you think?”

Reese looked down the street in both directions this time. For some reason, he’d been thinking that the train would come from the right, but it could definitely come from the left, too.

It probably wasn’t coming at all now, though. He was just guessing that part about the train coming on days other than Christmas Eve. And, anyway, it wasn’t going to show with an adult out here.

He offered Millie an understanding smile of his own. “Donut sounds good.”

She squeezed his shoulder and said, “Come on, let’s go inside.”

As they turned to go, Reese took one more look at the snowflake. Since it was a non-melting flake, he could take it into the house with him, but then it would be lonely. Instead, he blew it off his mitten and watched it flutter to join its friends on the ground.






Chapter Five

Some of my best friends are elves

Fortunately, the weather didn’t wind up impeding Tanya’s return from school. It hadn’t snowed hard in a couple of days, Tanya’s flight landed a few minutes early, and her roommate’s mother was there to bring the girls home. Tanya had been in the house for about a half hour, had unpacked (which likely meant dumping an enormous pile of dirty clothes of the floor of her room), and was now sitting in the kitchen with Gerry while he prepared a welcome-back paella.

“I’m sure I passed,” she said, describing her statistics final. Tanya was an excellent student – she’d gone into the semester with a 3.6 GPA – but math was not a strength. If she could have avoided that part of the curriculum entirely, she would have, but the school required her to complete at least one math class to graduate. “I’m just telling you it’s not gonna be pretty.”

Gerry sautéed onions and garlic in his eighteen-inch paella pan and prepared to toss in chunks of chicken thighs to brown. “You were essentially expecting that, right?”

“I just don’t understand why I couldn’t take the class pass-fail. It could wind up killing my chances of getting an honors diploma.”

“Well, if they only gave you grades on the classes you knew you could ace, the GPA wouldn’t have much value, would it?”

“Hey,” Tanya said, her voice rising, “you’re supposed to back me up on this stuff.”

Gerry walked over to where Tanya was sitting and gave her an over-the-top sympathetic hug. “My poor, poor baby! Do you want me to call the school and yell at them for you?”

“Sarcasm isn’t your most attractive trait, Dad.”

Gerry laughed and checked on the chicken before he started slicing linguiça. “So what are we talking about, a D?”

Tanya startled. “A D? No, jeez! I don’t know, maybe a B-minus. I had a B-plus average in the class going into the final.”

Gerry tipped his head toward his daughter. “You’re wringing your hands over a possible B-minus?”

“Are you telling me I should set the bar lower?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Then what’s your point?”

Gerry resumed slicing. “No point. Never mind.” He decided to switch tack and ask about Tanya’s roommate. “How’d Shauna think the semester went?”

“Are we talking classes or hookups?”

Gerry had always found the term “hookup” offensive, never having had any taste for casual sexual relationships. He and Maureen had started dating in their sophomore year of college and he hadn’t been a “player” before then. “Is she still, um, dating around?”

“She and Greg stayed together for three weeks. If they made it to a month, I was gonna get her a trophy.”

Gerry found it a little creepy to think about his daughter’s friends having sex. He supposed it was similar to the creepiness they felt if they ever thought about him and Ally together. At least in Shauna’s case, Gerry hadn’t met the girl until she and Tanya started rooming together a few semesters ago. Last summer, Laurel, a girl he’d known since she was a preschooler, came to a barbecue at the house with a boyfriend, and made out in the back yard for most of the party. Gerry was tempted to stay inside that day.

“Okay, how’d her classes go?”

“Classes? Fabulous, of course. She’s a certifiable genius. She doesn’t have trouble with math.”

Gerry shook his head and went back to the pan to turn the chicken. “And Ron?”

“Wow, Dad, I’ve been home this long and this is the first time you’ve asked me about him. I should call Guinness.”

Tanya has been dating Ron, a senior at the University of Wisconsin, for nearly a year. He was her first serious boyfriend since her near-disastrous relationship with Mick that had led to her leaving home at sixteen and nearly disappearing from the family. Fortunately, Ron seemed nothing like Mick, as evidenced by Tanya’s being in the kitchen now.

“I’ll take that to mean that he’s still bringing you flowers every weekend.”

“He missed a weekend in early November. I nearly booted him out on his butt.”

“He has no idea how lucky he is.” Gerry tossed the linguiça into the pan and then turned back to Tanya. “Is he trying to line up a job?”

Tanya sat forward in her chair. “He has something like five networking interviews set up for the break. He even has one in Syosset at the end of December.”

Syosset was only a little more than a half-hour from their home. “Ron’s going to be around?” Gerry said.

Tanya grinned. “Well, there’s around and then there’s around.”

“Does around involve his finally shaking your father’s hand?”

Tanya fixed him with her eyes. “Will you be good?”

Gerry held up his hands. “When have I ever not been good?”

Tanya smirked. “Dad, really.”

Gerry had been openly contemptuous of Mick from the moment he’d met the older boy.

“I’ll be very good. Ron brings you flowers.”

Tanya’s expression softened. “Then maybe I’ll let you make him dinner.”

Just then, Reese walked into the kitchen and hugged his sister. It was the fourth time Gerry had seen him do that since Tanya had come home.

Reese sat in the chair next to her. “How much do you know about elves?”

Tanya turned to face him. “Quite a bit, actually. Some of my best friends are elves.”

The top of Reese’s head practically came off. “Really?”

Tanya seemed to realize that Reese was likely to take her seriously on this topic. “I might be exaggerating a little. But I know quite a bit about them.”

“So you know about the workshop?”

Tanya’s eyes grew large. “Definitely.”

Reese got up on his knees to get closer to her. “If I asked for a sleigh, could they make one for me?”

Gerry’s ears pricked up. He and Ally were still no closer to deciding on Reese’s big present.

“A sled?” Tanya said. “Yeah, sure.”

Reese shook his head briskly. “Not a sled, a sleigh. Like Santa’s sleigh.”

“You mean with reindeer and stuff?”

Reese scoffed. “You can’t make reindeer.”

Tanya pretended to slap herself on the side of the head. “Right, of course. Do you really want a sleigh?”

“Could be cool.”

“What would you do with one?”

Reese sat back. “I don’t know. Sit in it. Fly around.”

Gerry nearly burned the linguiça focusing on this conversation. Now he turned back to the pan and lowered the heat. He needed to get Tanya off the hook.

“You know, I was reading something about this online just the other day,” he said. “They were saying that if you wanted stuff like that you needed to get your letter to Santa in super-early. Right after Halloween, or something like that. It turns out that it’s a special order.”

Reese lowered his head. “Yeah, I had a feeling.”

Gerry glanced over at Tanya, who’d put a hand up to her heart. “You know what, though, Reese? The elves can make just about anything else, and there’s still plenty of time.”

Reese brightened. “You think?”

Tanya stood up. “No question about it. Let’s talk about it and put together a plan. Meanwhile, you know what? I haven’t seen your room since I got back. I’ll bet you have all kinds of new stuff in there.”

“Wanna see my new Uglydoll?”

Tanya gasped in feigned excitement. “You have a new Uglydoll?”

“Come on; I’ll show ya.”

They ran off to Reese’s room and Gerry tossed the rice in the paella pan, feeling supremely thankful that his two kids were in one place again.






Chapter Six

Marry Christmas

Reese and Tanya were huddled together on the couch watching “A Charlie Brown Christmas,” which Tanya called her “absolute favorite-ist, most epic Christmas show of all time.” She had the big bowl of popcorn in her lap, Reese had the giant bag of Sour Skittles in his, and the mega-tub of pretzels was on Reese’s other side, since that made it easy for both of them to reach. Tanya got the cup of root beer from the coffee table, took a sip, and then handed it to Reese for a drink. Reese was glad she did so, because it wasn’t really easy to move with all these snacks around him, and he was getting thirsty.

Dad and Millie were out at a party, and Tanya was Reese’s babysitter because she was home from school. She said she was going to a party after they got home, which seemed a little weird since Dad and Millie weren’t getting home until after Reese went to bed. He guessed college kids could go to sleep whenever they wanted, so if Tanya wanted to go to a party later, that was cool. He was glad she was staying with him now, though. Samantha was a totally good babysitter, but having your big sister watch you was definitely better. Especially when it came to snacks. Samantha would let him eat popcorn or Skittles or pretzels, but she never let him have everything at once.

“A Charlie Brown Christmas” was pretty great. Tanya said that they watched it together a few times last year, but Reese only sorta remembered it. That had happened before this Christmas. Now that he was older, he was remembering stuff way better. No chance he was gonna forget about this show again. He thought it was hilarious the way Linus could shoot snowballs out of his blanket, and he thought the kids looked cool bobbing their heads back and forth when they were dancing on the stage.

He didn’t like how hard everyone was on Charlie Brown, though. They didn’t talk to him in the Christmas spirit at all, and when Lucy called Charlie a blockhead, that was just mean. It made Reese feel the way he did when Tyler said he was better than Reese because he could build Legos faster.

Charlie had just picked out a tiny little tree and he and Linus were walking back to the school.

“This isn’t gonna be good,” Reese said to Tanya.

Tanya reached across him for another pretzel. “What do you mean?”

“They told him to get a huge tree and he’s coming back with this little thing. They’re not gonna be happy, and you know what they’re gonna do then.”

Tanya took a couple of Skittles and kissed him on top of the head. “It’s okay. Just watch.”

Reese wasn’t sure what Tanya meant by “okay,” because the kids were terrible to Charlie when he got back with the tree. That didn’t seem okay at all. Unless you thought it was okay to make other kids feel bad. Reese looked up at his sister. She didn’t think that was okay, did she?

Tanya looked down at him. “It’s okay. Watch.”

It took a few more minutes, but everything finally did turn out all right. Really all right, actually. It gave Reese that goopy feeling when Charlie came out and saw how everyone had decorated the tree and then they all started singing. When the movie ended, Reese just sat back against the couch, not even wanting some popcorn for a few seconds.

“Wow,” he said.

Tanya smiled at him. “Great, right?”

“Definitely great.”

“Best Christmas show ever. Know what I’m saying?”

“I loved it.” Reese wasn’t positive that it was the best Christmas show ever, but it was definitely up there.

Tanya got up to go to the bathroom and Reese stayed on the couch thinking about the show. He was so glad things turned out okay for Charlie. It would have been terrible if the kids just kept laughing at him. He never liked it when kids laughed at other kids.

“Hey, Tanya,” Reese said when she sat down next to him again, “does Charlie Brown have a mom?”

“Yeah, sure he does. She was one of those squawky voices.”

“How come she wasn’t on the TV?”

Tanya grabbed another pretzel. “Actually, you never see grown-ups in Charlie Brown cartoons. You never even hear them speak. You just hear that wah-wah sound.”

“How come?”

“Just one of those things.”

Reese stared at the TV screen, which was now blank. “Hmm. I thought maybe Charlie was like us.”

“What do you mean?”

Reese turned his head to look at his sister. “You know; no mom.”

Tanya leaned toward him and gave him a hug around the head. “Yeah, we haven’t talked about Mom since I came home. You thinking about her a lot?”

Reese nodded, which was a little hard to do since Tanya was still squeezing his head. “A whole lot lately. Because of the snowflakes.”

“Snowflakes?”

“The non-melty ones.”

Tanya gave him another hug and then sat back on the couch. “I’ve been thinking about Mom a lot too. I think it’s Christmas and everything.”

“Mom really loved Christmas right?”

Tanya looked up at the ceiling and chuckled. “Are you kidding? Mom wanted to marry Christmas. Mom wanted to start a family with Christmas.” She looked at Reese with a serious expression. “You do realize that I’m not saying that Mom wanted to leave Dad for Christmas, right?”

“Huh?”

Tanya shook her head really fast. “Never mind. Yes, Mom was very, very, very into Christmas.”

That made Reese happy and sad at the same time. “I never got to spend Christmas with Mom.”

Reese thought Tanya was going to hug his head again, but she just put her hand on his shoulder instead. “Yeah, I guess you were just a tiny baby the only Christmas she was around with you. I’ll bet she dressed you up in elf pajamas, though.”

“Really?”

“Just a guess, but it’s probably a good guess. She had me wearing elf pajamas until I was something like seven.”

Reese thought of what Tanya would look like in elf pajamas now and he laughed. “Did she like Christmas music?”

“Yep. She had it on constantly. You know the music that was playing during ‘Charlie Brown Christmas?’ There’s a CD of that, and Mom used to play it all the time.”

“And decorations?”

“Crazy amounts of decorations. She’d buy all these new ornaments every year and she always got a special one for me and Dad.”

Tanya got a funny look on her face for a second. Then she turned away a little and then turned back to him. “Yes, decorations everywhere.”

Reese took a quick look down at his lap. The Skittles were still there, but he wasn’t in the mood for one right now. Still looking down, he said, “Mom must’ve been a lot of fun to have around at Christmas.”

Tanya got that funny look again and said, “Yeah, she was.”

They sat quietly for a little while. Since the DVD had stopped playing, it was really quiet.

Then Tanya gave him a little pat on the leg. “You know what? I think we should try to outdo Mom with decorations this year.”

Reese perked up. “Is that even possible?”

Tanya threw her arms out to the side. “I don’t know, Reesey-boy, but I think we gotta try.”

It sounded like a pretty great idea to Reese. He didn’t really want to out-do Mom, but it would be great if he could be a little more like her.






Chapter Seven

Not such a bad little tree

Now that Tanya was home, it was time to get a Christmas tree. The house had seemed a bit naked in mid-December without a tree in the living room, but this was a family thing, and they, therefore, couldn’t do it until the entire family was together. Gerry wondered what Maureen would have done in this situation. She almost certainly would have made the same decision Gerry did about getting a tree, but she would have decorated every other inch of the house while waiting for her daughter to come back from school.

They drove about a half-hour east to a farm that allowed you to cut down your own tree. As they got out of the car, Ally, Tanya, and Reese looked out at the vast expanse of pines and firs that awaited them. Gerry turned the other way, though. Through a snow-covered tangle of branches, was a clearing blanketed in white. In that clearing stood one majestic oak covered in snow and frost. It seemed to be watching over the farm. Or perhaps it was watching over those who visited. Gerry didn’t need to think too hard to imagine the ways in which this image spoke to those who’d gathered with him on this expedition.

Gerry felt a hand on his shoulder that he knew was Ally’s.

“Gorgeous, isn’t it?” she said.

“Yeah, just beautiful. It’s just standing there all by itself.”

“That’s because it’s too magnificent to cut down.”

Gerry leaned across and kissed his wife on the cheek. “And on that note, let’s go get a saw.”

They did so – Reese wanted to carry the saw, but Gerry explained to him that Santa’s elves couldn’t make new fingers – and headed deep into the mass of trees. Gerry was partial to Fraser firs, while Ally preferred Douglas firs and Tanya Scotch pines. Gerry assumed Reese would simply want the single biggest tree that would fit in the house.

It surprised him, then, when Reese ran over to a spindly little thing that barely came up to his chest. He knelt next to it and ran his fingers over the fragile-looking needles.

“What about this one?” he said.

Gerry chuckled. “We were thinking about going just a tiny bit bigger.”

Reese stood. His shrug was barely visible through his parka. “Looked nice to me.”

Ally walked ahead of them about twenty feet and approached a fat Douglas fir that had to be seven-and-a-half feet tall. “I could see this in the living room.”

Though it wasn’t a Fraser, Gerry thought the tree was impressive. He and Tanya started toward Ally, but, by the time they got there, she was waving them off.

“Never mind, big bald spot in the back.”

Gerry arched an eyebrow. “Are you going to say that about me some day?”

Ally wrinkled her nose. “You’re going to get a bald spot in the back?”

Gerry pretended to scowl at her and he turned to walk away.

Ally called after him. “I’m just saying, there was nothing in our wedding vows about balding.”

Tanya offered up another candidate in the next row. Gerry couldn’t tell what particular kind of tree this was, but its branches were tightly packed and sturdy. It wasn’t quite as tall as the tree Ally had suggested and then rejected, but it would certainly claim a prominent place in the house.

Once she had their attention, Tanya walked completely around the tree.

“No bald spots, Mill,” she said to Ally.

Ally approached the tree and smiled at Tanya. “Just like your Dad...at least so far.”

Reese’s voice rang out from about twenty yards away. “I found it!”

They turned toward him, finding him sitting next to a tree that, if anything, was smaller than the previous one he’d claimed. When they got close to him, he gestured toward the virtual seedling and said, “It’s not such a bad little tree.”

Gerry looked at Reese and then over at Tanya. From her expression, he could see that his daughter had just figured out something.

“He’s looking for a Charlie Brown tree,” she said.

Of course, Gerry thought. Now that Tanya had jogged his memory, he remembered the line from the show.

Tanya knelt next to her brother and touched the tree. “Maybe it just needs a little love,” she said, quoting “A Charlie Brown Christmas” back at him. Reese nodded enthusiastically.

“Hey, Reese,” Ally said, throwing a quick glance to Gerry, “how about this? We’ll get this tree for your room and then we’ll get another big tree for the living room.”

Reese nodded again, and Gerry approached with the saw, though he probably could have pulled the thing out of the ground with his hands. Making sure that Reese kept his fingers far away from the cutting edge of the blade, he helped his son take down the tree. He offered to carry it for the boy, but Reese wanted to do this himself – and, realistically, it wasn’t going to be much of a burden, even to a six-year-old.

Now that he had his Charlie Brown tree, Reese set his sights on something considerably larger for the living room. Gerry tried to explain why a twelve-footer would be problematic under an eight-foot ceiling, but even though he said he understood, Reese kept suggesting behemoths.

A few minutes later, Ally found a stately and full seven-footer, and everyone approved it, even Reese, who gave his okay although the tree was “a little shrimpy.” As was family tradition, Gerry wielded the saw while Ally and Tanya stood on either side to catch it as it fell. Reese coached.

“Don’t get too close to the blade, Dad,” Reese said, poking his head under the branches.

“Got that covered.”

“Don’t get any sawdust in your eyes.”

“Good advice, but I think I’m okay.”

“You might wanna saw faster.”

“Easier said than done.”

Gerry had worked up a good sweat by the time the tree came down and they’d carried it to be wrapped and tied to the car. He knew he’d feel a burn in his arms tonight from the sawing. It would make him feel like he’d participated in the process today, and there was a good chance that Ally would offer to massage the aches away once they were alone.

Reese’s tree could have easily fit in the trunk – maybe even the glove compartment – but he said he wanted to hold it in his lap. As was traditional, they stopped at a bakery a couple of miles away from the farm for cocoa and apple pie. Reese wanted to take the tree into the bakery with him, but Gerry thought it best that he not do so. It took a bit of negotiation before the boy finally agreed to “leave the tree alone” in the car.

 Less than an hour later, they were heading home with Barenaked Ladies “Barenaked for the Holidays” album playing on the car stereo. Gerry had more than five hundred Christmas songs on his iPod from artists as wide ranging as Rosemary Clooney, James Brown, and Death Cab for Cutie, but this Barenaked Ladies recording became one of his favorites the minute he downloaded it, as it was equal parts good-naturedly irreverent and surprisingly respectful.

“Another snowflake that doesn’t melt,” Reese said between songs.

Gerry glanced at him through the rear view mirror. “What are you talking about?”

“On my tree. It’s like the one on my window and the one on my mitten.”

Gerry had no idea what Reese meant by this. “You see a snowflake?”

Reese’s voice grew more insistent. “Right here on my tree. It was there when we bought it and it’s still there. It’s that snow that doesn’t melt.”

Gerry turned briefly to Ally, who now leaned toward the back.

“There’s a snowflake on your tree?” she said.

Gerry needed to keep his eyes on the road, so he could only listen to the conversation. Even with Barenaked Ladies singing about Chanukah, he could hear both Ally and Tanya questioning Reese about the snowflake that neither seemed to be able to see and Reese getting more agitated as he tried to explain that it was right there.

Gerry simply smiled at his son’s imagination.






Chapter Eight

The entire transaction

When they got home, Tanya agreed to take care of Reese so Gerry and Ally could go shopping. The night before they’d finally decided on a present they thought he’d love: a pocket-sized video camera. Gerry understood that, to some degree, this was a stretch. Reese had never expressed any interest in taking videos and he was, after all, only six years old. However, Reese’s seemingly endless curiosity combined with his outsized imagination made it likely that he’d love the gift and use it often. Yes, there would certainly be times when he simply left the camera on accidentally, performing a half-hour study of his bedside lamp, and surely there would be a learning curve, but now that they’d come up with the idea, Gerry was enthusiastic about what his son might create. Maybe he’d stage a live-action remake of “A Charlie Brown Christmas.” Maybe he’d capture his incisive multi-part interview with Cardboard Santa. Without question, Reese would do something unexpected and Gerry couldn’t wait to see what that was.

The good news was that they didn’t need to go to the mall for this particular purchase. The bad news was that they needed to go to one of the big box stores whose parking lot was stuffed and whose aisles were filled with people who’d waited far too long to buy things they could have gotten with a couple of clicks.

“This amazes me,” Gerry said as they crammed their way toward the cameras. “Why does anyone buy electronics in a store? You don’t want to buy produce online? That I understand. You’d rather not get a Christmas tree from Buy.com? I get it. But this? You read some online reviews, you compare prices, and you place your order. Why would you do this instead?”

“We’re doing it instead.”

Gerry nudged around a cluster of people looking at stand mixers. He could see the video department from here, but it still seemed like a huge uphill journey. “We’re doing it because you prefer doing it.”

Ally glanced at him, amused. “Ah, so that little rant just now was directed at me.”

“No it wasn’t. Well, not specifically. Remind me why we’re doing this.”

Ally seemed surprisingly relaxed in this huge crowd. “It’s the human factor.”

“This is something you haven’t revealed to me up until now, isn’t it? You like rubbing up against strangers. I’m not sure how to feel about this.”

Ally’s expression had less amusement in it this time, which made Gerry feel that he’d perhaps taken this a bit further than he’d intended since he wasn’t feeling particularly put out at all.

“You caught me, Gerry. I might as well admit now that I far prefer anonymously brushing my forearm against a stranger’s protruding belly than my husband’s touch.”

There was an opening in the crowd, and Gerry reached for Ally’s hand so they could work their way through it. When they were on the other side, he brought her hand to his lips and kissed it. “Sorry. I guess I was crusading again. I need to learn when to turn the promotion machine off.”

Ally kissed his hand back. “You’re winning, Gerry. By all indications, you’ve already won. Have you seen the numbers for online shopping this season? Have you looked at your numbers for this quarter?” She looked around at the crowd. “This isn’t a bad thing, though.”

“You’re right. What I said was stupid. I’m glad these guys are doing well. Let’s go get Reese his camera.”

Of course, Gerry knew exactly which camera he wanted, having researched it online. The entire transaction took less than three minutes – after the twenty-five minute wait to get a salesperson’s attention. He had to admit that he liked the clerk’s nod of approval at his selection and the surprise in his eyes when Gerry mentioned that the camera was for a little boy. That was something you couldn’t get on the internet, at least not now. Maybe he could find a way to approximate it on his company’s site.

After checking in with Tanya, Gerry and Ally detoured to a nearby coffee bar before heading home. Reese was glad to have his daughter back from school for many reasons, but among them was her ready willingness to take care of Reese. The relationship between siblings had started out in the worst possible way – Tanya had disappeared at sixteen, seemingly motivated in equal parts by her criminal of a boyfriend and by her mother’s becoming pregnant – but that was the most distant of memories now.

“So did you buy my present online?” Ally said once they’d gotten their coffee.

Gerry pretended a look of consternation. “Didn’t we agree that we weren’t buying each other presents anymore?”

Ally’s eyes narrowed. On many people this caused them to seem fiercer. In Ally’s case, though, it drew attention to how beautiful her eyes were. “I don’t remember having that conversation.”

Gerry looked toward the ceiling. “Are you sure? I really think I remember talking about this. You were adamant. Something about not overly commercializing the experience between us.”

“I’m not sure who fantasizes more, you or Reese.”

Gerry shook his head slowly. “Wow, a present for you. I guess I’d better get to work on that, huh?”

Gerry had already bought Ally a suite of presents, all thematically linked by cashmere. He’d gotten none of it online, actually, preferring to patronize some of the local boutiques. In truth, though he made his living through internet retail, he had nothing against shopping in physical retail stores, and he especially liked supporting nearby merchants, though he truly did find it difficult to understand why anyone would buy from a huge national chain rather than a website.

“You know what?” Ally said. “You have a really good point. We shouldn’t be buying each other presents. After all, it’s not as though there’s anything special about having the person you love select something exclusively with you in mind. I’ve just been buying into the whole overly commercial thing. Why don’t I just return what I picked out for you?”

Gerry threw up his hands. “No, no, really, I’ve come around to your thinking on this. It’ll be no trouble, really.”

Ally took a sip of her coffee. “That’s very thoughtful of you.”

When they got home, it was Gerry’s job to create a diversion while Ally sneaked the present into the walk-in closet in the guest bedroom where they kept all the presents. The package wasn’t particularly large, so that wasn’t the issue. The diversion was necessary, though, because they’d so far been able to keep Reese from knowing the closet’s function at all.

Gerry’s diversion involved a challenge to a snowball fight. He hadn’t anticipated that the snow had turned powdery in the past day, making it impossible to pack into balls. Ultimately, this didn’t matter. Reese and he merely threw wafts of snow at each other for a few minutes, which was easily long enough for Ally to take care of things. Then, they wound up staying outside until their fingers were numb.






Chapter Nine

Sticking out from a tangle of garland

It was getting harder and harder and harder for Reese to decide which Christmas show was his absolute favorite. He didn’t know how Tanya could be so sure that “Charlie Brown Christmas” was hers. When he asked Dad, he just came right out and said, “The Santa Clause,” and when he asked Millie, she took about a second to say that she loved “The Nutcracker,” whatever that was. How could people be so sure of this stuff? Reese thought Frosty was great, and Charlie Brown was very cool, and he liked “The Santa Clause,” though it was kinda long. But tonight, after watching “How the Grinch Stole Christmas,” he thought that one might be his favorite...but he wasn’t really sure.

Reese didn’t like the Grinch himself very much, at least not until the end. He loved his dog, though. Reese thought he would like to have a dog like that. Really, he would have liked to have any kind of dog. He was sorta hoping that Dad and Millie read his mind and got him a dog for Christmas, though he’d only decided recently that he really wanted one. It didn’t even make it into his Santa Claus letter, so he knew he wasn’t going to get one from the North Pole.

He thought the people in Whoville were great. Cindy Lou seemed like an okay girl and Reese was very impressed with the way the town decided to sing on Christmas morning instead of complaining about how their presents were stolen. Reese thought he would have done a lot of complaining and not very much singing at all.

Tanya kissed him on the head and said she was going out as soon as the show was over. Reese had a bunch of questions about the whole Grinch thing, though, so as soon as Tanya finished saying goodbye to Dad and Millie, he started asking away.

“How’d he do it?” he said as Dad got up to get the disc out of the DVD player.

“How’d who do what?” Dad said.

“The Grinch. How’d he get all that stuff out of people’s houses?”

Dad sat on the coffee table across from him. “Well, you know, he went down the chimneys and slithered around. That sort of thing. Then he threw stuff up the chimneys and onto the roofs.”

“I know that part, but how’d he do it without anyone noticing?”

Dad put out one of his hands, which was something he liked to do when he was explaining things. “Cindy Lou heard him.”

Reese tipped his head forward. “I thought she just wanted a drink.”

Dad thought about this for a second. “Yeah, I guess that might be true. I guess the Grinch was just super, super quiet like Santa is.”

“That’s another good question,” Reese said, getting a little more concerned about all of this. “How come he didn’t run into Santa while he was stealing all this stuff?”

Dad seemed very confused by this. Reese thought it was a little weird that his dad was a grown-up but obviously hadn’t thought about this stuff before.

“That’s an interesting question,” Dad said. “I’m guessing they were on different schedules.”

“But Santa must have come first, because the Whos didn’t have any presents, and they would have had Santa’s presents if he’d come after the Grinch.”

Dad wrinkled his face like he was thinking very hard. “I guess that’s the way it went.”

Reese thought about this for a second. “So he managed to steal every present in Whoville just by being super quiet?”

Millie moved next to him on the couch at this point. Maybe she had better answers. “You’re not worried about people being able to get in our house, are you? We live in a very safe area, and we also have an alarm system.”

Reese wasn’t worrying about that at all, though now that she brought it up, it was a little creepy thinking about all these guys just going into people’s houses.

“So if the Grinch came into our house, the alarm would go off?”

“Yes, it would,” Millie said.

“Does that mean it goes off when Santa comes in, too?”

Millie looked at Dad. That made Reese look at Dad, and he saw that Dad was looking back at Millie. That’s what they did whenever Reese said something they didn’t want to talk about. Parents were so predictable.

“We set the alarm to recognize Santa,” Dad said, “so it doesn’t go off when he comes. Our alarm has special facial recognition software.”

“Huh?”

“It’s all good, Reesey. This isn’t something you need to worry about.”

But Reese was worried about it, and he stayed worried about it right past bedtime. He kept thinking of all the presents in the guest room closet (Dad and Millie didn’t know he knew about them, but he’d seen Millie sneaking packages in there a few times) and how the Grinch could just slither in and get them whenever he wanted.

The more Reese thought about this, the more nervous he got. There were some great presents in there, like the giant stuffed dog they got Millie’s niece and the video game they got for Sara. Even the jacket and cocktail dress (whatever that was) that they got Tanya would probably be great if you liked that kind of thing.

Dad and Millie were great about almost everything, but they really weren’t taking this Grinch situation as seriously as they should. Maybe when you got older you forgot how dangerous the world could be. Sure, it was Whoville in the show, but it could be Port Jefferson next – maybe even tonight. He looked over at the picture of his mom. Reese had a feeling she would understand. She would have kept their presents safe from the Grinch because she really, really loved Christmas and she knew how important it was to other people. He really wished she were around right now to help him.

But she wasn’t, something had to be done, and Reese was the guy to do it. He had a plan, and he knew it was going to work.

The first challenge was sneaking out of his room. That wasn’t the easiest thing to do with Millie and her super-hearing. He wasn’t worried about waking up Tanya because he heard her get home a while ago, and she slept through anything. He tiptoed as quietly as he’d ever tiptoed in his life, opened his door without a noise, and then went down the stairs really, really, really slowly. Once he got downstairs, he could move a little faster. The floor in the foyer wasn’t creaky.

He headed for the pantry. He knew just where the duct tape was, because he and Dad had used it to fix the fender on Reese’s Batmobile after Reese had accidentally dropped it from the top of the big cabinet in the living room. Making sure he didn’t make anything fall off the shelves and wake up Dad and Millie, Reese got the tape and then headed down the hall to the guest room.

The door to that room was closed, which meant more possibilities of creakiness. Reese really had no idea how the Grinch got away with doing what he did when houses could be so noisy. Maybe he put the people in the house under a spell. They didn’t say anything about it in the show.

It took him something like an hour to open the guest room door and not make a sound. Finally, he was in. Now he had to open the closet door without waking anyone up.

Man, this was tough. But Reese wasn’t going to give up. He was going to Grinch-proof the presents if it was the last thing he did.



* * *



“Did you hear that?” Gerry said, waking up with a start.

Ally mumbled. She’d obviously been fast asleep. The fact that the sound had awakened him but not her was surprising because the opposite was usually true. Maybe it had only been in his dreams. He turned over and tried to get back to sleep when he heard the unmistakable sound of feet padding across the downstairs hall. He checked the alarm keypad on the bedroom wall. He was fairly lax about activating the alarm system, but he knew Tanya liked to turn it on when she came home at night. The system was working fine and showed no indication of intrusion.

“Something’s going on,” Gerry said.

Ally rolled in his direction. “Maybe Santa’s come early.”

“I’m going down to check.”

“Say hi for me if you see him. Remind him that I really need a new scarf.”

Gerry climbed out of bed and put on a pair of pants, feeling less vulnerable that way than he would have if he’d gone down in his underwear. From the hall, he could see that Tanya’s door was closed. However, Reese’s was open, and when he went into the boy’s room, he saw that the bed was empty.

Okay, Gerry thought, no intruder. But what’s he up to now?

Gerry hoped Reese wasn’t doing the Polar Express thing again. It wouldn’t be fun if they regularly had to retrieve him from the front lawn. When Gerry got to the bottom of the stairs, he saw that the front door was locked, and flipping on the porch light, he saw that the boy was not outside waiting for a train. When he looked down the hall, though, he noticed that the door to the guest room was open and that there were definitely sounds coming from there.

Reese had figured out where they kept the presents. He was probably rummaging around in there right now trying to find his stuff. Had Ally wrapped the camera before putting it in the closet?

Just then, he heard what was without question the sound of duct tape being pulled from a roll. What was going on in there? He moved quickly to the guest room. As he assumed, the closet door was open and the light was on.

“Reese, what –”

His son startled, dropping the scissor he had been holding in his right hand, but still holding a strip of duct tape in his left. Even for Reese, this was an improbable sight.

Gerry just barely stifled a chuckle. “What are you doing in here?”

Reese turned toward the packages. “I’m saving our presents from the Grinch.”

Gerry followed his son’s motion and saw that the boy had duct-taped three packages to the floor. One of them had Reese’s name on the tag, so the boy clearly wasn’t trying to find out what was inside.

“Wow,” Gerry said. “I never would have thought of that.”

Reese turned back to him with a look of determination. “I know, Dad. That’s why I had to think of it.”

The boy laid the strip of duct tape he had in his hand across another package and Gerry sat down next to him, realizing he was going to have to curtail Reese’s mission. It was already going to be necessary to rewrap the four presents Reese had “saved.”

“This is a genius move, Reese, really, but I’m wondering if there might be another way to keep the Grinch out.”

Reese went for the roll of tape and then retrieved the scissor that had flown from his hand. “I don’t think so, Dad. I gave this a lot of thought.”

Reese went for another package and Gerry put up a hand to stop him. “I’m sure you have, but how about this? Tomorrow, we’ll put a latch on the door. Way up high where the Grinch can’t reach it. He’s pretty short, you know.”

The boy seemed to think about this for a moment. “What if he comes tonight, though?”

“But it’s not Christmas Eve yet.”

“I thought about that, too. Maybe he’s started coming earlier. I wish you guys would think about this. Just because the shows all talk about stuff happening on Christmas Eve doesn’t mean that’s the way it is in real life.”

Gerry couldn’t help but marvel at how seriously Reese had taken to this task. “But I thought his heart was big now and he didn’t hate Christmas anymore.”

Reese shook his head very slowly. “Dad, do you really want to take a chance on that?”

Not wanting Reese to see his grin, Gerry turned away from the boy for a few seconds. Then he looked back at him, his eyes wide. “OK, here’s the plan. You and I will sleep here in the guest room tonight. We’ll take turns guarding the presents. I’ll take the first shift while you sleep. Then we’ll put a latch on the door tomorrow right after we finish decorating the tree.”

Reese, who’d been kneeling by the presents, sat on the floor of the closet. “That’s pretty smart, Dad.”

“I have to admit that I impressed myself with that one. Hey, when did you figure out that we kept the presents in here?”

Reese looked at him as though he’d just asked the most obvious question ever. “Not a lot gets past me, Dad.”

Gerry supposed it didn’t. That should make his teen years fascinating.

“Have you been keeping presents in here a long time?” Reese said.

“Since Tanya was your age.”

“She know about this?”

“For a few years now.”

Reese looked around the closet. All the Christmas decorations were in here as well, but those boxes didn’t seem to capture his attention.

“Don’t worry, Dad,” he said. “I like being surprised Christmas morning. You can keep putting my stuff in here if you want.”

Gerry nodded. “It really is better that way.”

Just then, Reese pointed to a corner of the closet.

“What’s that?”

Gerry followed his hand to a silvery point on the floor sticking out from a tangle of garland they hadn’t used in recent memory.

Reese went over and pulled the item from where it was buried. It turned out to be a ceramic snowflake, about seven inches in diameter and glazed silvery blue. Though they’d been storing Christmas decorations in here since they owned the house, Gerry couldn’t recall ever seeing this ornament before.

“Nice,” Reese said.

“Yeah, it’s beautiful.”

Reese looked at the flip side. “Hey, there’s some writing on it.”

Reese handed the ornament to Gerry to read. When Gerry turned over the snowflake and saw the note that had been taped to it, his face warmed.

“It’s for you from your mom,” he said.

Reese nearly gasped his response. “For me?” He moved quickly next to Gerry. “What does it say?”

Gerry took a deep breath before he read. “It says, ‘For my little boy. I made this for you just before you were born and I’m going to give it to you when you’re old enough to understand. I hope that you love Christmas as much as I do. You’re my greatest Christmas present ever. I love you, Mommy.’“

Gerry’s eyes were clouding, but he smiled at Reese and pulled him close. “That’s a heck of a thing your mom made for you, huh?”

Reese took the snowflake from Gerry and examined the note as though he was reading it, though Gerry knew he wouldn’t be able to sound-out all the words just yet.

“Mom really loved Christmas, huh?” he said eventually.

Gerry flashed on Maureen’s child-like face as she filled the house with decorations every year. Even before they had Tanya, she’d insisted on getting up at dawn on Christmas morning to exchange presents. “Your mom loved Christmas.”

Reese’s voice got softer. “And she loved me?”

Gerry hugged Reese tighter. “Way, way more than Christmas.”

“But she didn’t know me.”

“She carried you inside of her, so she probably knew you better than anyone. And she had a little time with you after you were born and she cherished every second of that, believe me.”

Reese brought the snowflake to his chest. “We did have one Christmas together, right?”

“You did. I think that might have been Mom’s favorite Christmas.” Gerry knew that wasn’t the case because that was the year Tanya was gone, but there was no need for Reese to know this now.

“Dad?”

“Yeah?”

“Did she dress me up in elf pajamas?”

Gerry laughed out loud. “How’d you know about that?”

Reese glanced up at him and Gerry could see that his son’s eyes were misty as well. “Tanya told me she had ’em.”

“Yeah, you had them, too.”

Reese giggled and Gerry hugged him closer. Reese held up the snowflake. “I’m really glad we found this.”

Gerry kissed the boy on the head. “Me too. And I know your mom is really glad you made this discovery.”






Chapter Ten

A deep breath

Dad asked Reese if they should sleep in the guest room, but Reese decided it was okay to sleep upstairs. He even told Dad to forget about the latch. Something told him that the Grinch wasn’t going to be coming to the house. He took the snowflake with him and lay it on his pillow.

The next morning, after Dad made pancakes and Millie made her hot chocolate – which Reese thought was the best hot chocolate in the entire world – they decorated the giant tree that they cut down yesterday. They had this whole thing in the family about decorating trees. First Dad had to put on his Christmas music. Then Reese got to put on the first ornament because he was the youngest. He picked one with Santa Claus riding a surfboard, which was definitely one of his favorites. As others came out of the boxes, though, he kept thinking that maybe he should have put up something else first, like the snowman playing guitar or the reindeer with a football helmet.

After Reese put up the first ornament, Tanya put up the next one because she was next youngest. Millie made a big deal about how her turn was next because she was younger than Dad, and Dad made believe he was offended by this. Reese had no idea why anyone would be offended by being older. He couldn’t wait to be older.

It took a while – they had a lot of ornaments – but they finally filled up the tree. The decorations boxes weren’t totally empty, but everyone agreed that the tree looked like it didn’t want anything more on it. The final thing was Tanya putting on the big Santa tree topper. She got to do that because she was the oldest kid. When they were finished, Dad plugged in the lights and everyone made noises about how great the tree looked.

After that, everyone ran around the house putting up more decorations. Reese and Millie wrapped garland around the banister going upstairs, while Dad put Christmas lights around the windows and Tanya put out all the little statues and stuff, including some things that she’d made when she was in kindergarten that Mom had kept.

By the time everyone was finished, Reese thought the place looked pretty festive. Everyone else seemed to think so, too.

But the decorating wasn’t finished. At least not for Reese.

“I’m gonna go do my tree,” he said, going up the stairs to his room with the others following behind him. Yesterday, they put the tree in his room and put a blanket around the bottom, but he didn’t want to put anything on it until the big tree was done. After what he discovered in the guest room closet last night, he was especially glad he had waited.

He went to his pillow and picked up the snowflake his mother had made for him, getting that goopy feeling he got whenever he held the thing. He’d put it back there after he brought it downstairs before breakfast to show Millie and Tanya. They both started crying when they saw it, but he figured they weren’t going to do that again now. It would be pretty weird if they started crying every time they looked at it. There was a tiny hole in the top for a hanger, and Reese put in one that he’d taken from downstairs.

“Um, you’re not gonna try to put that on the tree, are you?” Tanya said.

Reese looked at her. “Yeah, of course I am. It’s got a hangy-thing, right?”

Tanya scrunched up her face. “But it’s big and your tree is so...not big.”

Reese shrugged at her. “It’s good.”

Then he walked over to the tree and bent down to it, since the very top only came up to his shoulders. He picked out a good strong branch and hung the snowflake from there. For a second, it looked like the branch he picked was gonna sag. But then the tree took a deep breath – or whatever trees do – and held on to the ornament.

“Wow,” Dad said. “It worked.”

Millie stood next to him and put a hand on his arm. “It’s beautiful, Reese.”

Reese smiled up at her.

“I’ll go get you some of the leftover ornaments,” Tanya said. “I think we have a string of lights left, too.”

Reese turned toward his sister and then turned back to the tree. “No, that’s okay. I think this is all I need.”

Reese thought his Christmas tree looked perfect. The best thing about it was that his mom had made the ornament for him, so they would always get to share this part of Christmas. The second best thing about it was that she’d made the ornament from non-melty snow. It was never, ever gonna go away.

“Yep, this is definitely all I need.”



OEBPS/images/title.jpg
A
Winter
Discovery

A story by

Michael

Baron





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
A Winter
Dlscovery

A Holids










OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





