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To Steven Curtis Chapman.

Thank you for the inspiration.











  
  
Content Warning




This book is written using Canadian English, spelling, and idiomatic or regional language. It also includes references to fostering, adoption, and some mild language. 

So be prepared, eh?

T. W.








  
  
Chapter 1




Dear Santa, 

I don’t mean to complain, but I’ve asked you for the same thing every year since I was four. And when you bring me anything, it’s only chocolates and oranges and cheap toys from China. I don’t need another fidget spinner this year, okay?

Anyway, I don’t know where else to turn. I’m twelve now and they just moved me to a group home. No one ever gets adopted from a group home. So you’re basically my last hope.

If I’m really REALLY good this year, would I finally deserve a new set of parents?



Trevor stared at the words. He couldn’t think what to write next. Not that it mattered. Maybe Byron was right—he was a bit babyish. A letter to Santa Claus? Really? What was he, six? He needed to grow up and face the realities of the world. The group home was where kids like him went when no one knew what to do with them anymore. When no foster family would take them in, or there were none left to try.

He lashes out. Can’t make a connection with him. We’ve tried everything. Don’t feel safe. We can’t handle him.

The overheard excuses in the voices of Foster Parents Past rang in his ears.

He folded the paper and stuffed it in his backpack along with his pencil, then grabbed his stuff and went downstairs for breakfast. A dish of eggs and a plate of toast sat on the table with one remaining clean place setting. Mrs. Wood, the day shift house supervisor, had just started unloading the dishwasher. When she saw him, she grabbed some snacks from the counter and stepped toward him.

“You’re late again, Trevor. The bus will be here in a few minutes. Here, take some food.” She handed him a granola bar and an orange.

He rolled his eyes. More oranges.

“Thanks,” he mumbled and dropped them in his pack. Grabbing a piece of toast, he held it by the corner with his teeth while he tucked his arms through the straps of his backpack, then jammed on sneakers and headed toward the door.

“Remember, your social worker is coming after school,” Mrs. Wood called after him.

“I’ll be here,” he said through the toast. He ripped off the bite in his mouth and jerked the door open, slamming it behind him and ignoring the subsequent shout of reprimand from Mrs. Wood.

The other kids were at the bus stop already—five other boys in all. They had all been at the home longer than Trevor. Most of them had been in foster care since they were young too. If Santa Claus was real, Trevor was probably on his naughty list—but he obviously wasn’t the only one.

He adjusted his Oilers ball cap and shrugged his backpack higher on his shoulder, hoping no one would notice him. That’s the only way he ever got through a day, by being invisible. Not an easy feat for a chubby boy like him who was tall for his age, but he managed okay most of the time.

Across the street, Mr. Harris was putting the finishing touches on a near-life-sized lawn nativity scene. The tall angular man’s footprints had completely disintegrated the fresh layer of snow that had fallen yesterday.

Lionel, a fourteen-year-old boy with a wide build, clumpy dark blond hair, and freckled ruddy cheeks, sneered and crossed his arms. “Who is he trying to impress? My dad would always decorate our lawn with a life-sized Santa balloon and a sleigh you can really sit in. Plus, all eight reindeer.“ His voice cracked, and he slammed his mouth shut.

Trevor wondered if that were true. Lionel talked about his dad a lot, but even though he’d seen Lionel get picked up for family visits, it hadn’t been often, and he was pretty sure Lionel only ever got to see his mom and an older sister. Lionel didn’t have any pictures of his dad among the photos on his dresser in the room they shared either. Trevor suspected Lionel’s stories about his dad were more wishful thinking than anything. Still, it was fun thinking of that beautiful lawn ornament, so he said nothing.

Byron, a fifteen-year-old kid with shaggy black hair and a lanky frame who’d been in the system since he was two and therefore had the most seniority of all of them, put his hands to his mouth to amplify his voice. “Mr. Harris! Mary’s boobs are showing!”

Mr. Harris straightened and cast an angry look at the group of waiting teens. He turned back to his project and tucked a blue blanket around the baby Jesus, then walked stiffly up his front steps and into the house. Lionel and Byron laughed so hard they started to cry.

Trevor stared at the nativity scene, admiring the small details like the light in the star above the manger and the real baby blanket wrapped around the baby Jesus doll. He thought the scene was nice, but he didn’t want to draw the wrath of the other boys by saying so. Besides, he was from the same band as Byron. That made them brothers, and brothers should stick together, shouldn’t they?

On the other hand, it did seem a little mean to put a happy family scene right across the street from a house for kids whose prayers didn’t usually get answered. Trevor pulled his ball cap down further over his forehead and turned away from the Harris’ yard to wait for the bus.


      [image: ]Gary Harris took off his gloves and hung up his coat in the entrance closet. When he climbed the stairs to the main floor of their split-level home, his wife, Louise, stood at the living room picture window, admiring the nativity scene and holding a mug of steaming coffee.

“Did you hear what that kid said?” Gary put a hand on the small of his wife’s back and looked across the street. The school bus had stopped at the curb, obstructing the view of the offending teen.

Lou shook her head, her dark brown hair bouncing near her chin as she did. “I saw him yelling but didn’t hear what. What was it?”

Gary thought better of giving a verbatim quote. “Let’s just say he didn’t seem impressed by the nativity this year. Is there more of that coffee left?”

“Mm-hmm.” Lou pointed absently at a mug on the kitchen counter, her attention still fixed on the boys across the street. “Already doctored how you like it.”

Gary grinned, his bruised ego mollified by his wife’s thoughtfulness. He grabbed the mug and came to stand next to Lou once more. “Have I told you today how amazing you are?” He kissed her cheek.

She smiled back, her dark eyes sparkling. “You have now.”

She glanced out the window. He followed her gaze as the final teen disappeared behind the bus, a chunky brown-skinned boy with uncombed black hair covering his ears that was mostly hidden beneath a blue Oilers ball cap. Lou seemed deep in thought.

“What are you thinking about?” he asked, then took a sip of his coffee. He hoped she wouldn’t bring up the idea of fostering again.

“I was just thinking about how much you love Christmas, and sharing the joy of Christmas,” she said, putting an arm around him.

“And . . . ?” he prompted, dreading the answer. He knew that look in her eye.

“And, I was thinking that those boys over there probably don’t know a lot about the joy of Christmas. Maybe that’s why they don’t really get the whole nativity thing.”

Gary stopped cold. There were moments in life when you knew a truth bomb had just landed on your head and changed your world. This was one of those moments. He sat slowly on their overstuffed black leather armchair.

“I have never thought about it that way before. I’m a complete idiot. Here I was, all upset that a teenage boy didn’t like my nativity scene. But why would he?” Gary glanced up at Lou, meeting her compassionate brown eyes. “What should I do? How should I show them what Christmas is all about? Short of fostering, of course,” he added quickly, in case she’d been leading up to that.

A look of sadness flashed over her face, then changed to an amused smile. She ran her hand down his arm and took his hand as she sat down on the coffee table beside him.

“I was thinking that maybe you could try bringing them a little Christmas spirit. And what’s the best way to do that?” She smiled at him as though she were confident he already knew the answer.

He stared at her blankly. “Forgive me for being an even bigger idiot, but can you help me out here, Lou?”

Her smile brightened and she raised her eyebrows to prompt him. “Bring them presents.”

He grinned back. That he could do.








  
  
Chapter 2




Gary knocked tentatively on the door of the group home. While he waited for someone to answer, he glanced up and down the street as though someone might see him and judge him for standing on the stoop. 

Inside the house, steps grew louder, and a few moments later the door opened to reveal a middle-aged woman who stood approximately to his shoulder. The lines on her face indicated a sense of humour and a few stories to tell.

“Can I help you?”

Gary cleared his throat, unsure how to begin. “Yeah. I, uh, live across the street. May I come in?”

The woman’s eyes widened. “Have the kids been bothering you? I was told you had some problems with them before. That Byron, he’s a wild one. Sometimes I don’t know what to do with him.”
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All he wants for Christmas is a family.
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