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 Chapter 1

The rain just made everything worse. Jamie
pressed his nose against the passenger window and peered into the
darkness. The car whizzed past house after house decorated with
colorful Christmas lights, but on this dismal night, the scene only
reminded him of those sidewalk chalk drawings that look blurry and
sad after a rainstorm.

It was five days before Christmas, and Jamie
Reynolds and his mom were headed to his grandparents’ house in
Bell’s Crossing, Vermont. They had been driving all day through
gloomy weather, stopping only for bathroom breaks and a greasy
hamburger with soggy fries at a place called Red’s Diner. Under
ordinary circumstances, Jamie would have been a lot more excited to
spend two weeks at Grandma and Grandpa Johnson’s. But these weren’t
ordinary circumstances, not by a long shot.

The overly warm car smelled like stale air
and leftover fries. Jamie’s eyes had grown weary from reading the
book that now lay face-down in his lap. The monotonous thunk
thunk thunk of the windshield wipers made him drowsy. To amuse
himself, Jamie squinted so that the lights whizzed past in a
kaleidoscope of streaks and swirls.

Mom said, “Penny for your thoughts.”

Jamie slumped deeper into his seat and
propped his stocking feet on the dashboard. “Save your money,” he
muttered, “I’m too tired to think.”

It wasn’t true, of course. Thoughts
ricocheted like pinballs inside his head. Everything seemed to have
happened so fast. A few weeks ago, Jamie was just an average
seventh grader at Emerson Junior High in Hardcastle, Virginia,
playing mid-fielder on the soccer team and hanging out with his
friends. Almost overnight, that had all changed. His dad was gone
and his mother cried all the time. Everybody talked about
them, but no one talked to them.

Yesterday, Jamie’s best friend Tommy dropped
the worst bombshell of all. “My parents say I can’t hang out with
you anymore.” Tommy lowered his eyes and dug the toe of his boot
into the sidewalk. “I mean, I know it’s not your fault … about what
your dad did, I mean. You … you know what I mean,” he stammered.
“I’m really sorry, Jamie.”

Jamie tried to speak, but his mind felt
frozen and his throat felt as though it had clamped shut. He
shrugged and thrust his hands deep into his pockets, blinking back
tears as he watched his best friend in the whole world turn and
walk away.

Back home, Jamie bolted up the stairs, his
body shaking with sobs. He slammed his bedroom door and hurled
himself onto the bed. Mom ran in after him. “What’s wrong, Jamie?”
she cried. “What’s wrong?”

“Everything’s wrong!” he screamed through
choking sobs. “Just leave me alone!”

Jamie’s mom sat on the bed and reached out
to stroke his hair. He pushed her hand away and propped himself on
his elbow. He swiped his sleeve beneath his runny nose. Salty tears
burned his lips as he spat out his words. “Everybody hates us. And
it’s all Dad’s fault! It’s not fair! I wish everything could go
back to the way it was before. I wish we could go someplace where
nobody knows us. Some place where people don’t talk behind our
backs.” Bitterly he added, “Or in front of our faces.”

The color drained from Mom’s face. “I know
it’s hard, honey. Believe me I know how hard it is. Your dad made
some serious mistakes and a lot of people are angry about what he
did. But everybody doesn’t hate us. Not everybody.”

“Name one person,” Jamie snarled.

Mom bit her bottom lip and tears pooled in
her hazel eyes. “We’ve got Grandma and Grandpa and Auntie Jess and
Uncle Dave –“

“They’re family! They don’t count!”

“Don’t you ever say that!” Mom cried.
“Family always counts!”

Jamie hung his head but pressed his lips
together and didn’t respond.

Mom took a deep breath and touched his
shoulder lightly. “Jamie, I know that everything seems confusing
right now. It’s confusing to me too. Things look bad, but a big
part of me still believes in Dad and is hoping that this is all
just a huge mistake. No matter what, we still have our family and
friends. We still have friends, Jamie, ones that won’t desert us.
We do.”

•

That morning, Jamie opened his eyes to see
his mother standing near his bureau, folding clothes and placing
them in a duffle bag. His favorite blue wool sweater from L.L.
Bean, a red t-shirt, blue jeans, gym socks and underwear hung
neatly over his desk chair. “What’s going on?”

Mom gave Jamie a bright smile, though
redness rimmed her eyes and dark circles showed beneath them.
“We,” she said, with a lilt in her voice, “are going to
Grandma and Grandpa Johnson’s house, and we are going to
spend the holidays with them.” She flipped her wavy brown hair
behind her shoulders and dropped an armload of rolled-up socks into
the duffle bag.

“Today? Now?” Jamie swung his feet over the
edge of the bed.

Mom faced him, hands on hips. “Yes. Now.
Right now. I just finished that big article about wind power for
the magazine, so Mr. Lowenstein said I could take off as much time
as I need. And I called the school to let Principal Norman know
that you’ll be missing a few days. So I want you to shower, and
we’ll have breakfast, and then we’ll get on the road. It’s a ten
hour drive.”

Jamie dressed quickly after showering and
inspected himself in the mirror. He used his fingers to comb
through his thick brown hair, which had a maddening tendency to
stick out around his ears and at the crown of his head. He noticed
that his face looked pale in contrast to his brown eyes and
straight dark brows. The light freckles that dotted his nose and
cheeks seemed to stand out more than usual too. He got the hair and
freckles from his mother, but everyone always said that he had his
dad’s smiling eyes. He made a sour face at himself in the mirror
and thought ruefully, but that was before, when we used to
smile.

Now they had been traveling for eight hours,
which to Jamie seemed like a lifetime. It didn’t help that he’d
slept badly, tossing and turning all last night. He’d had that
awful nightmare again – the one where a man was chasing him through
a dark, bone-chillingly cold building. He always managed to wake up
just as the man was about to catch him. Jamie shivered at the
memory.

They passed a sign that read BELL’S CROSSING
120 MILES. Two more hours to go. Jamie sighed heavily. It
was hard for him to imagine ever going back home and facing their
friends and neighbors again. After what his dad had done, after the
awful shame of it, how could they go back? No, he just didn’t see
how it was possible. Anger welled up and clamped hold of Jamie’s
heart. It’s so unfair! he thought for the millionth time.
I’ll never forgive Dad for ruining our lives. Never.
Jamie yanked on the lever that reclined his seat. His book slid to
the floor and landed with a thud. He lay back with his eyes closed
and let the hypnotic beat of the wipers drown out his thoughts as
he drifted off to sleep.

* * * * *

 Chapter 2

“Don’t come in here!” Grandma called from
behind the closed living room doors. “I want this to be a
surprise.”

“Okay, Grandma, but when are you going to be
done, for Pete’s sake? You’ve been in there all morning!” Jamie
backed away from the crack between the doors, through which he had
been trying to peek.

“Good things are worth the wait.”

Jamie sighed. That was the kind of thing
Grandma always said. He figured that he would just have to find
something to do until she was ready to reveal her big secret. He
tugged open the heavy wooden front door and gazed through the storm
door glass at the glistening golden fields that stretched to the
woods. The world outside seemed perfectly silent and still.

Just as he was about to shut the door and
head to the den to watch television, Jamie glimpsed movement where
the field met the trees. A graceful doe, almost the same golden
shade as the dead winter grass, stepped into the open. She looked
around as though making sure all was safe, then cautiously walked
further out. A second later, two fawns appeared behind her.
Delighted, Jamie opened the storm door and stepped onto the
porch.

The rain had stopped during the night and
the sun shone brightly in a clear blue sky. Jamie couldn’t even
remember driving up to the house last night, or bringing in the
luggage, or climbing into the soft bed with the warm quilts and
goose down pillows. He’d slept until almost nine o’clock, but
Grandma made him a huge breakfast of scrambled eggs, crisp bacon
and her famous gooey cinnamon-pecan rolls anyway.

He wrapped his arms around his body and
bounced up and down. His breath was like smoke in the crisp air,
but the sun felt strong and warm on his face. He watched the fawns
frolic in the sunny field while their mother kept a watchful eye.
Suddenly the doe stopped and looked toward the house. Jamie froze
and held his breath, not wanting to scare her off. She stared at
him for what seemed like a long time. Then using her nose, she
prodded her babies back toward the woods. A moment later, the three
deer disappeared into the trees.

Jamie went back inside and grabbed his navy
blue parka from its hook in the mudroom. He slipped out the back
door and trudged across the half-frozen, half-muddy field. At the
edge of the woods, he climbed onto a mossy stone wall and balanced
his way along it. The deer were nowhere to be seen.

After a while Jamie stopped and looked back
toward Grandma and Grandpa’s house. At this distance it looked as
tiny as a doll’s house, with a comforting stream of wood smoke
rising from the living room chimney. He loved the old place, with
its creaky wooden floors and cozy rooms warmed by clanky metal
radiators and wood burning fireplaces. It had a wide front porch
lined with five old wooden rockers that creaked, and a small red
barn that still smelled faintly of the horse and chickens they had
once kept there. Now Grandpa used the barn as a workshop where he
made benches that he sold in a shop in town.

Jamie inhaled deeply. The air smelled fresh
and clean after the rain. It felt good to be outside, and to be
here in Bell’s Crossing, where no one knew about his dad or what he
had done. Looking up at the cloudless sky, Jamie wondered if it
would snow in time for Christmas.

He spent the rest of the day wandering
around the field, balancing along the wall and throwing rocks into
the woods. It was almost suppertime when he pushed the back door
open. The warmth of the house and the smells of coffee and
freshly-baked biscuits instantly embraced him. He plunked down on
one of Grandpa’s handmade benches in the mud room and pulled off
his boots. Voices drifted from the kitchen.

“It’ll just take time,” Grandpa said.

“I know,” said Grandma, “but it’s a shame,
that’s all. It’s not right for a child to have to suffer for what a
parent’s done.”

“True enough. But Jamie’s a smart boy. He
knows that just because his father did wrong, it’s no reflection on
Lisa or him.”

“I don’t know, Bart. Seems to me that Lisa’s
not doing all that well herself. She puts up a good front for the
boy, but she’s worn down by this. You know she didn’t even get out
of bed until noontime, and then she went back to sleep around
three.”

“Well, a lot of people are mighty angry
about what Dale did. The worst part is that they wonder if Lisa
knew what he’d been up to. People can be hard when they feel like
their trust has been broken.”

“Nobody’s trust was broken any more than our
Lisa’s!” Grandma’s tone sounded sharp and Jamie heard a cupboard
door bang shut a little louder than necessary.

“I just wish that Dale would have come to us
for help, but he never did. He just kept everything to himself
until it was too late.”

Jamie reached over and turned the knob on
the back door. He opened it wide and then slammed it shut, as if
he’d just come inside. He called out, “Grandma, what’s that I smell
baking?” He banged his boots on the floor and waited another minute
before padding into the kitchen in his stocking feet.

Grandpa held a cup of steaming coffee in one
hand and a biscuit in the other. A plate of butter and an open jar
of strawberry jam sat on the table in front of him. “C’mon over
here and join me in one of Granny’s buttermilk biscuits,” he said,
pulling a chair away from the table. “These things just melt in
your mouth.”

“Wait, Bart,” said Grandma, “there’s
something I want to show Jamie first.” She took Jamie’s hand and
led him down the hall. “I finished that secret project I was
working on this morning.” They stopped in front of the living room
doors. “Now close your eyes,” Grandma ordered.

Jamie obeyed. He heard the doors creak
open.

“Okay, now you can look.”

The sweet scent of pine floated on the air.
A fire roared in the magnificent stone hearth and threw its heat
across the room. The mantel was decorated with evergreens and
holly. A ten-foot-tall Christmas tree shimmered with tinsel,
sparkling glass ornaments and twinkling white lights.

“It’s beautiful, Grandma,” Jamie said.

“Now over here is the piece de
resistance,” said Grandma, leading him across the room.

“What does that mean?”

“It’s a French expression that means, the
Star of the Show, the Belle of the Ball, the . . . the . . . the
Main Attraction!”

Grandma’s Main Attraction was a village of
miniature porcelain cottages nestled in a blanket of cotton-batting
snow on top of a long table. Perched on a knoll overlooking the
village was a white church. Below the church stood a regal pine
tree. A group of carolers gathered in a half-circle beneath the
tree, their heads thrown back and their mouths open in O’s of
song.

A sign on a brick building read Canterbury
Town Hall and another read Canterbury Post Office. Aunt Polly’s
Kitchen and The Canterbury Savings Bank rounded out Main Street,
which was lined with tiny streetlamps decorated with red bows. A
tiny statue of a soldier stood in the town square. Scattered about
the village were other buildings: Miss Ida’s Boarding House,
Vanderzee’s Welding & Ironworks and the Canterbury General
Store.

On a hill at the outskirts of the village, a
blue Victorian mansion with gables and two chimneys overlooked a
cluster of cozy cottages. At the very center of the village was a
glass pond on which two figures, a boy and girl, skated. Though
they were tiny – less than two inches tall – Jamie could make out
every detail of their clothing. The girl wore a red coat with
matching hat, a white scarf and gloves, red and white striped
stockings and white skates. The boy wore a blue jacket with gold
buttons, gray pants and hat, and a blue striped scarf and mittens.
In a clearing near the pond, a black Scottish terrier with a red
plaid bow around its neck sniffed at a snowman that sported a black
top hat and a bright orange scarf with a large black “P” on one
end.

Jamie put his arm around Grandma’s ample
hips. “You’re right, Grandma. This is definitely a Piece of
Resistance. Definitely. I think I remember this village from when
we came here for Christmas when I was really small.”

“That’s right. I used to put it out every
Christmas when your mom and your Aunt Jess were children, and those
first few years when you were little and everyone came up here for
the holidays. But ever since we started coming down to spend
holidays with you in Virginia, I haven’t had much occasion to put
out my decorations. When I was poking around in the attic
yesterday, I saw the boxes and decided it was the perfect time to
bring the Christmas Village out again.”

They admired the village in silence, the
snapping of the wood fire and the ticking of the grandfather clock
the only sounds in the room. Then Grandma squeezed Jamie’s shoulder
and said, “Let’s go have our dinner, shall we?”

Later that evening, Jamie wandered into the
living room for a last look before bed. Crimson embers glowed in
the hearth. Grandpa snored loudly but peacefully in his chair.
Jamie tiptoed past him to peer at the Christmas Village. He
imagined the skaters trudging home, their skates thrown over their
shoulders and their cheeks rosy from wind and cold. He pictured the
banker closing up for the night and the welders returning to their
cozy cottages after a long day at work. He imagined a choir
practicing in the church and happy families eating pot roast and
biscuits smothered with honey in front of warm fireplaces.

Jamie imagined how perfect life would be in
a perfect little village like Canterbury. His heart ached to live
in such a place, where nothing ever changed. “I wish I could live
in Canterbury,” he whispered. Then he tiptoed past his snoring
grandpa and quietly closed the doors behind him.

* * * * *



 Chapter 3

“I wonder which house they live in.” Jamie
lay on the sofa with his head in his mother’s lap. He was close to
finishing his book, but his eyelids had begun to droop so he set it
aside for tomorrow. Grandma sat knitting in her red brocade
armchair to one side of the crackling fire, and Grandpa dozed in
his worn leather chair on the other side, his New Yorker
magazine resting in his lap. The flickering firelight cast a warm
glow over their faces. They had been at Grandma and Grandpa’s house
for two days now, and the awful events of the past few weeks were
beginning to slip into the background.

“Who?” Mom asked.

“The boy and girl on the skating pond. Do
you think they are friends, or brother and sister?”

Mom hesitated, then played along. “Oh! You
mean Kelly and Christopher! They’re brother and sister. He’s twelve
years old like you, and Kelly is ten. They live in that big house
up on the hill – the blue Victorian with the fancy porch and
gingerbread trim.”

Jamie cocked his head as if to say, Yeah,
right, Mom. Ignoring his expression, she continued. “Now, you
see that place over there? The white house with the red roof and
the cupola on top? That’s Miss Ida’s Boarding House. Miss Ida is a
widow – her husband died in the First World War. She runs the
boarding house to make ends meet.”

“What does she look like?”

“Oh, Miss Ida is as plump as a ripe pumpkin!
She has fiery red hair and green eyes that twinkle. And freckles.
Hundreds of freckles. Miss Ida loves to cook, and she loves
to eat what she cooks. She won the pie contest at the Canterbury
Summer Festival three years running. She makes chicken pot pie and
chicken with dumplings and apple pie that melts in your mouth. She
wears a red-checkered apron over her dress, and her cheeks are
always flushed from working near a hot stove. Miss Ida is very kind
and she’ll take anyone in if she thinks they’ve fallen on hard
times.”

“How does she make any money then?”

“Sometimes people trade work for room and
board. One fellow chops and hauls wood and another feeds the
chickens and milks the cow. Some will do handyman work, like fixing
a busted floorboard on the porch or patching leaks in the roof.
Things like that.”

“The people are dressed kind of
old-fashioned,” Jamie said.

“That’s because the year is 1932. It’s the
Great Depression. You know what that is, right?”

Jamie nodded. “We learned about it in
school. It’s after the stock market crashed and people lost all
their money and couldn’t find jobs.”

“That’s right. In fact, you see Vanderzee’s
over there? Before the Depression started, that place was going day
and night. Now it’s closed and most of the men have had to go to
other towns to find work.”

Jamie said, “But the boy and girl, Kelly and
Christopher, they look kind of rich, don’t they?”

“Yes, some people who didn’t have their
money in stocks did all right. Their father, Mr. Pennysworth, runs
the bank – the Canterbury Savings Bank there on Main Street.”

“That’s funny! The banker’s name is
Pennysworth!” Jamie pointed to the smallest cottage. “Who
lives over there, in the little white cottage with the gray
roof?”

“That’s Mrs. Gordon’s house. She lives there
with her baby Emilie.”

“Where is Mr. Gordon?”

A shadow crossed Mom’s face and she paused
before answering. “He’s one of the men who lost his job and had to
look for work somewhere else.”

Jamie was about to ask if Mr. Gordon was
coming back, but he stopped himself. Ever since he was small, Mom
had always made up wonderful stories for him. For a few minutes,
she had made Canterbury and the people in it sound so real that he
had almost forgotten that she was doing it again. He gazed for a
long time at the peaceful village. The smells of Christmas filled
the room, the piney aroma of the tree, the wood fire, the scent of
an apple-cranberry candle burning on the coffee table. Jamie closed
his eyes and made his wish again: I wish I could live in
Canterbury. I wish, I wish, I wish.

* * * * *

 Chapter 4

The next morning Jamie and Mom went into
town for groceries. Bell’s Crossing buzzed with the electric energy
of people hurrying to do their last minute Christmas shopping. In
spite of the fact that parking spaces were scarce and the stores
were crowded, people were in the holiday spirit, smiling and
calling out greetings across the busy street.

Jamie loved the Bell’s Crossing General
Store, with its wide pine floorboards that creaked and bounced a
little underfoot. An ancient mustiness lingered beneath the fresh
scent of lemony floor polish. Each aisle held surprises, like
packages of iced Petit Fours nestled on the shelf beside jars of
pickled herring. At the General Store, you could buy groceries, a
pair of warm wool socks, a wrench, a toboggan, a step-ladder or a
frying pan.

Mom gave Jamie the shopping list and let him
push the cart while she went in search of a muffin pan that Grandma
needed. Petit Fours weren’t on the list, but the picture of
thinly-sliced cake layered with jam and frosting made Jamie’s mouth
water, so he slid a box of them into the cart.

As he rounded the aisle near the register,
two women at the checkout counter blocked his way. The taller one
had stiffly-sprayed, orangey-red hair. She wore tight black stretch
pants that squished her large bottom into an odd assortment of
lumps and bulges. The woman whispered loudly, “That’s Bart and
Esther’s girl, Lisa.”

“Ooohhhhh,” replied the friend, a
short, skinny woman with closely-cropped black hair and a pinched
face. “She’s the one who’s husband ….”

Red-hair elbowed her friend, winked and
said, “Right. I heard that he ….” She cupped her hand around
her mouth and whispered the rest in her friend’s ear.

A scarlet flush crept up Jamie’s neck and
spread across his face. His cheeks burned and began to throb. His
heart raced. His mouth felt as dry as sandpaper. He clenched the
bar of the shopping cart so hard that his knuckles turned white.
The room spun away from him, and it seemed like his ironclad grip
on the cart was the only thing that kept him from spinning away
with it.

Through his daze, Jamie heard the man behind
the counter talking. “All right, Lydia, your total comes to $35.62.
Is there anything else you need today?” The man’s calm voice eased
Jamie’s mind back down to earth. The spinning slowed and his eyes
began to focus. The man had a pleasant face, light brown hair and
green eyes that twinkled. He caught Jamie’s eye and winked. The
women paid, gathered their bundles and headed for the door.

“Hello, son, I’m Sean O’Neill. You must be
Bart and Esther’s grandson.” Without waiting for Jamie’s reply, Mr.
O’Neill asked, “Is your mom here with you?”

“Ye – yes,” Jamie stammered, surprised that
he could speak. “She’s here somewhere.” He whipped his head left
and right, his eyes searching for her.

Mr. O’Neill closed the register drawer,
lifted a hinged portion of the wooden counter and stepped from
behind it. He squatted down until his gaze was level with Jamie’s
and put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “What’s your name,
son?”

“Jamie Reynolds, sir.”

“Well, Jamie. Don’t you be thinking what
you’re thinking.”

Jamie’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. How
could Mr. O’Neill possibly know what he was thinking?

“You’re thinking that you came here to
escape your troubles, but they’ve found you again. Am I right?”

Jamie nodded. A tear trickled down his cheek
and landed on his upper lip. Embarrassed, he licked it away with a
dart of his tongue.

“Well you’re wrong son. Sure, some people
like to talk. But most of the people here in Bell’s Crossing are
good-hearted. And those that aren’t, well, their opinions don’t
much matter anyway. You and your mom are welcome here, and no one
will treat you any different. At least not in my store.
Okay?”

Just then, Mom spotted them and came over.
Mr. O’Neill stood and held out his hand. “You must be Jamie’s mom.
I’m Sean O’Neill. I own the store.”

“Lisa Reynolds. Nice to meet you.” Her eyes
searched Sean and Jamie’s faces. “Is everything okay here?”

“Everything is just fine here, Ma’am. Is
there anything else I can help you find?”

Jamie pushed the cart behind his mother as
they finished gathering the items on the list. When Mr. O’Neill
rang up the order, Mom spotted the box of Petit Fours. “Those
weren’t on the list,” she said, pretending to be annoyed.

Jamie looked sheepish. “I know Mom, but they
look sooooo good. I thought Grandma would like them.”

Sean and Lisa laughed. “You thought Grandma
would like them, eh, son? Well, I’ll bet you’re right. And if
you’re lucky, maybe she’ll share them with you.”

During the drive home, Jamie stared out the
window, lost in thought about what those women had said, about his
father, and about how much he wished that everything could just go
back to the way it had been before. At last Mom broke the silence.
“Mr. O’Neill seemed like a nice man.”

Jamie slouched far down in his seat.
“Yep.”

“Did something happen in the store?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.” Jamie
crossed his arms tightly over his chest and stared out the window.
The sky had turned gray and overcast again. Dark storm clouds
gathered in the distance.

Mom sighed. “Okay. But if you decide you
want to talk, I’m here to listen.” They drove the rest of the way
home in silence.

* * * * *

 Chapter 5

Bong … Bong … Bong ….

Jamie stirred from a deep sleep. The
church, he thought dreamily, the church bells are
chiming. He bolted upright.

Bong.

His brain felt foggy. He wasn’t in his bed.
This wasn’t his house. Where am I?

Bong.

Oh! He remembered now. He was at
Grandma and Grandpa’s house. He was lying on the living room couch,
covered with one of Grandma’s colorful patchwork quilts. The fire
had burned down to embers and the air smelled of charred pine. The
full moon peeked between the curtains and beamed one slender ray of
light across the floor.

Bong.

He finally realized that it was the
grandfather clock over by the living room doors that was
chiming.

Bong.

How many was that?

Bong.

Jamie peered at the clock and vaguely made
out the hands pointing straight up.

Bong.

Still groggy, he realized that he must have
fallen asleep on the couch. He’d had a bad day and it had exhausted
him. Hearing those women talking in the General Store had put him
in a foul mood. After he got home, Jamie had moped around his room
until suppertime. Guiltily, he remembered snapping at his mother
and doing little more than grunting at his grandparents while
barely tasting the hearty beef stew that Grandma had labored over
all day.

Bong.

Later, he’d come into the living room,
hoping to regain some of the good feelings that had disappeared at
the store. The last thing he remembered was sinking into the plush
forest-green velvet cushions of the couch and escaping into the
final chapters of his book.

Bong.

Jamie noticed that he still had on the dark
blue corduroy pants and red and green flannel shirt he’d worn all
day. He realized that his mother probably hadn’t had the heart to
wake him up, so she must have covered him with the quilt and let
him sleep on the couch. He felt even guiltier knowing that she had
taken care of him even though he had been in such a surly mood.

Bong.

Midnight. Jamie hadn’t been awake at
midnight since the time he slept over at Tommy’s and they had tried
to stay awake all night by telling ghosts stories and making scary
faces over the flashlight.

Suddenly Jamie heard whispers. He froze,
listening hard. There they were again! His heart beat faster. Was
there someone else in the room?

He heard laughter – a girl’s laughter. The
hair on the back of his neck prickled. His eyes searched the room,
but he saw no one. More laughter, this time a boy’s. Jamie pulled
the quilt aside and placed his stocking feet on the worn Oriental
rug. Maybe Grandma and Grandpa’s house has ghosts.

The sounds seemed to come from the direction
of the Christmas Village. Jamie tiptoed toward the table, his way
lit only by the twinkling lights from the Christmas tree. He
studied the scene laid out before him, with its tiny cottages
nestled in the snow. Something seemed different, but he couldn’t
quite put his finger on what it was. Then he heard the voices
again, much louder this time.

“Christopher! If you do that again, I’ll …
I’ll … I’ll!”

“You’ll what? Tell on me? Tattletale,
tattletale, Kelly is a tattletale!”

Jamie’s jaw dropped and his eyes bulged. He
knelt down and brought his face level with the top of the table.
The girl skater sat on the ice, her tiny red and white striped legs
and white skates protruding beneath her tangled red skirt. The boy
skated around her, skidded to a stop and extended a hand. The girl
grabbed it and pulled herself to her feet. She brushed bits of snow
and ice off her skirt. Shaking a white-gloved finger at the boy,
she scolded, “I’ll get even with you, Christopher Franklin
Pennysworth, if it’s the last thing I do!”

The boy laughed and skated away. “You’ll
have to catch me first!” He took two smooth strides and launched
into an impressive double axle that carried him halfway across the
pond.

Kelly leaned in and sped after him, her arms
swinging from side to side with the aggressiveness of an angry
hockey player. Christopher paused to let her catch up. Then, when
she was just inches away, he peeled off again. She chased him,
huffing and puffing and grabbing at his jacket, never quite able to
catch up.

Jamie realized that he was holding his
breath. It occurred to him that if he reached out, he could pick up
the pocket-sized Kelly and Christopher with his fingers, dangling
them like King Kong did in the movies. But he didn’t dare, because
something told him not to cross the invisible boundary that
separated his world from theirs. So Jamie stayed perfectly still,
barely even breathing, afraid that if he moved or made a sound, he
would break what seemed to be a spell that had made the village of
Canterbury magically come to life.

* * * * *

 Chapter 6

Movement at the far corner of the table
caught Jamie’s eye. He crawled along the floor until he knelt in
front of Miss Ida’s Boarding House. A man with a bushy red beard
carried an armload of firewood across the front porch. He struggled
to free a hand so that he could turn the doorknob, then kicked the
door wide and stomped inside.

Jamie peered through the frosted windowpanes
and watched as the man placed the logs on a brick hearth beside a
roaring fire. Although the windows were smaller than his pinky
fingernail, Jamie could see inside just as clearly as if he were
looking through the windows of Grandma’s house.

Six men sat on picnic style benches at a
long wooden table in the center of the room. All had full bushy
beards of various colors and lengths, and all were slurping soup
from large bowls. The man with the red beard squeezed between two
other men and ladled soup from a steaming pot into his own bowl.
Jamie thought he could actually smell the beef barley soup and
freshly-baked bread on their table.

In the kitchen, Miss Ida rolled dough with a
wooden rolling pin. Her plump freckled hands stretched out the
dough and laid it over a pie plate. She ladled filling into the
crust and placed a second crust on top. She wiped her hands on her
red-checked apron and said, “This apple pie will be done in one
hour, gents. Them what’s done their chores is sure to get a piece.
Them what hasn’t, well, I don’t think we’ll have to answer that
question, now, will we?”

The man with the red beard said, “No, Ma’am,
I reckon not.” He wiped his hands on a napkin, stood up, and let
out a belch loud enough for the neighbors to hear. “Compliments to
the chef!” he shouted. The rest of the men roared with
laughter.

“Rusty!” Ida turned to face the man, hands
on hips. “Mind your manners!”

A man with a long gray beard spoke. “Can’t
blame him Ida. This soup of yours is fit for a king.”

Ida sniffed and turned back to her pie.
“Well you boys sure don’t act like kings, or even princes, that’s
for sure.”

Rusty wriggled from between his mates on the
bench and headed for the kitchen. “I’m on clean-up tonight, so line
up your dishes here to my left,” he called to the others. He rolled
up the sleeves of his red plaid work shirt and began washing pots
and pans in the farmhouse style sink. One by one the men finished
their soup, rose, and delivered their dishes to be washed. Then
they each went off in different directions, presumably to do the
chores that would later earn them pie.

“Hey! That hurt!” Jamie’s head swiveled
toward the pond, where he saw Kelly and Christopher engaged in an
all-out snowball fight. He slid back across the floor for a closer
look.

Kelly furiously scooped up snow and formed
it into a snowball that she lobbed at Christopher’s head. He ducked
in the nick of time and skated away, laughing. “You missed me, you
missed me,” he taunted in a sing-song voice.

Kelly raced after him, her blades spitting
ice chips. Christopher braked to a stop and scrambled to make
another snowball. He pitched it side-arm and caught Kelly on the
sleeve. Then he raced off again, with Kelly in hot pursuit.

Crrrraaak! Kelly skidded to a stop.
“What was that?” she yelled. CRRRAAAACK! A crevice formed in
the ice beneath Kelly’s feet. A heartbeat later, thousands of small
cracks zigzagged outward like shattering glass, until Kelly looked
like a fly standing in the center of a spider’s web. “Christopher!”
she cried, “The ice is breaking!”

On the far side of the pond, Christopher
turned just as the ice beneath Kelly’s feet caved.

“Help me, Christopher, help me!” she
shrieked.

Jamie watched with horror as the ice gave
way and Kelly plummeted feet first into the pond.

Christopher raced across the ice. “Kelly!
Kelly! Help us someone! Please help us!” he yelled, his voice
shrill and shaky. Kelly’s head popped up in the water. She thrashed
around, trying to swim to the edge of the hole. She tried to crawl
onto the ice, but her weight just made more ice break away. She
disappeared underwater again.

Christopher lay flat on his stomach, his arm
outstretched so that Kelly could grab his hand when she resurfaced.
She popped up, gasping for breath. “Take my hand!” Christopher
shouted. Kelly reached for it, but he was too far away. She went
under for the third time.

Jamie couldn’t believe his eyes. His heart
pounded and his mind raced. I’ve got to do something! I’ve got
to help. If I don’t do something, she’ll drown!

Kelly came up once more, her white-gloved
hand stretched toward the sky as though she were reaching for
someone – anyone – to grab hold of it and pull her out. Without
thinking, Jamie reached his own hand across the table, and with his
thumb and index finger he grasped Kelly’s tiny up-stretched
hand.

WHOOOOOSH! The moment Jamie’s hand
touched Kelly’s, he catapulted into a swirling vortex that pulled
him down, down, down, his arm outstretched and his hand clamped in
the steely grip of an invisible force. His body felt as powerless
as a flimsy paperclip being sucked toward a powerful magnet.

Suddenly he plunged head first into ice-cold
water. Within seconds, his clothes were soaked through to his skin.
Artic cold stung him like a thousand pin pricks and putrid water
filled his nostrils. Deeper and deeper he plummeted. Slimy reeds
grabbed at his legs. The pressure in his chest felt as though it
would crush his lungs.

At last his descent began to slow. He tried
to wriggle free, but whatever gripped his hand held it like a vise.
Summoning his courage, Jamie opened his eyes. To his astonishment,
a pair of terrified blue eyes in a ghostly pale face stared back at
him. Long blond hair floated out in every direction, like pictures
he had seen of mermaids under the sea. With shock and amazement,
Jamie realized that he was looking into the eyes of Kelly
Pennysworth, whose pretty face was turning blue, and whose
white-gloved hand clutched his own for dear life.

* * * * *

 Chapter 7

Jamie’s throat and lungs burned as though he
had swallowed dry ice. He knew he needed to get air – and fast. He
signaled thumbs-up, wordlessly letting Kelly know that they needed
to swim toward the surface. Gripping each others’ hands, they
kicked hard and shot upward.

Up, up, up they rose, murky water engulfing
them like a ghoulish fog. Jamie kicked with everything he had.
Where’s the light? Where’s the light? The words pounded in
his brain.

At last he glimpsed a flicker overhead.
Thank heavens! Jamie squeezed Kelly’s hand for
encouragement. Hope fueled him as he kicked even harder, until at
last they burst through the surface, gagging on bitter pond water
and gulping for oxygen.

The cold air pricked his wet face like
thumbtacks. He looped an arm around Kelly’s shoulders and
side-stroked toward Christopher, who still lay on his belly on the
ice. “I’m going to try to lift her up to you, okay?”

Christopher’s eyes bulged. “Wh – wh – where
did you come from? I didn’t even see you go into the water!”

“Never mind that now! Just grab hold of
her!” Jamie shouted.

“Yes, yes, all right!”

Jamie told Kelly, “I’m going to lift you up
and Christopher will pull you out.” She nodded. Her eyelashes had
clumped into tiny icicles and her teeth chattered.

Furiously treading water, Jamie put his arms
around Kelly’s hips. He said, “On three then. One. Two. Three!” and
hoisted her up. Her water-logged clothes and skates weighed her
down so that only her head and shoulders cleared the ice.
Christopher stretched his arm toward her, but her fingertips were
still just beyond his reach.

Jamie realized that he needed to get Kelly
further out onto the ice. He gulped a mouthful of air and dove
underwater again. He wrapped his arms around her legs and shoved
her upward with all his might. This time, her body lifted up and
out of the water as if she had wings.

He surfaced again, gasping for air.

Christopher shouted, “I’ve got her!”

Jamie treaded water again as he watched
Christopher skate backward, dragging Kelly by her arms. He grabbed
hold of the jagged edge of the ice and tried to haul himself out,
but his arms felt stiff and heavy. He could barely feel his legs
and feet. His mind felt numb and all he wanted to do was sleep. His
grip on the ice slipped, jolting him momentarily back to
consciousness. “Help me! Please help me!” he called, but his voice
came out a weak croak.

“Grab hold of this rope, son!” a deep voice
boomed. Jamie squinted through frozen eyelashes. He saw Rusty, the
red-bearded man from Miss Ida’s, lying on his belly on the ice
about twenty feet away. Rusty tied a large loop in one end of a
rope and tossed it toward Jamie. The rope skidded and danced across
the ice, landing just within his reach.
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