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Introduction




Nicole Frail, Editor & Publisher




Young adult fiction books have always been among my favorites to read, edit, and publish. Despite being “kids,” the characters in young adult fiction are quite complex.


The main characters in this category are often in love for the first time; they’re dealing with issues at home and in school; they’re questioning the loyalty of their friends; they’re wanting to live BIG even when their world may feel quite small.  And they have their whole lives ahead of them to figure out.


Of course, we, as readers, see only a snippet of their lives, and whether we’re adults reading YA (#ireadya) or part of the intended audience of middle and high school students, we can relate to their journeys. We either remember what it feels like to be a teen, or we currently ARE teens and we’re right there with them through those first kisses and crushes, betrayals and hard losses.


The teens in The Gift Exchange have been challenged in one way or the other by the holiday season and the task of finding and giving a gift to someone special in their lives. On top of everything else going on in their lives, here comes the stress of the holidays—and we’re here for it. We’ll cheer them on, we’ll sigh and swoon, and sometimes we’ll sympathize. (All perfectly acceptable behaviors during the season of giving!)


I hope you enjoy this collection of young adult short stories. It’s the first for this age range for And You Press/Nicole Frail Books, and hopefully not the last!


Short Story Summaries

The Gift of Christmas Present

by Katie Fitzgerald

Lauren is haunted by the memory of last Christmas, when she gave her boyfriend a funny T-shirt, and he broke up with her, saying she was obviously not serious about their relationship. This year, Lauren is dating Ian, and she is determined to find an impressive, grown-up gift to prove her feelings for him are real.

Mad-Dashing Through the Snow

by Justine Gunn

When Adriana gets a personalized Secret Santa gift from Liam (the coworker she knows has a crush on her), it accidentally triggers a wild chase involving government agents and a mistaken identity. What starts as a sweet gesture spirals into a harrowing misadventure that brings these two teens into close contact that might just spark a Christmas romance.

Tater Tot

by Desi Stowe

Sometimes being fourteen years old is tough. But between a sweet kitten and a bit of hope found on a star-filled night, JoAnna just might have the best holiday ever.

When the Snow Settles

by Kate Ormand

After being away for two years, Ember returns to her hometown for the holiday season. The comfort of familiarity paired with a new Christmas tradition among friends makes her realize that she doesn't want to leave again. Can she convince Mom to let her stay?

The First Christmas

by Jessica Daniliuk

Becca and her entire family love Christmas, but without her dad, the holiday doesn't feel the same this year, and Becca is almost relieved when a snowstorm keeps her from making her flight home. But, as the grief and guilt begin to hit her, Becca's girlfriend, Lina, decides to give Becca a gift that will bring back some of the Christmas magic.

Cereal Thieves

by Gwen Cole

Living in the city is expensive, and newlyweds Alice and Jonah have resorted to a nontraditional type of work to afford it. While on the job on Christmas Eve, Alice wonders if it’s an appropriate time to ask for what she truly wants for Christmas.

One Perfect Gift

by Caroline Baccene

Will sixteen-year-old Emma’s Christmas gift be enough to get William’s attention, or will the holidays lead her heart in a completely different direction? Sometimes, love shows up when you least expect it.

Tinsel and Tangled Hearts

by Amy Kelly

Delilah and Sarah had the worst Christmas ever after losing their mom. This year, Del is determined to make it at least a little joyous, and a round of Secret Santa with her friends should do the trick.

Share the Love

by Katherine Rea

Harper lives in Pine Hollow, a town obsessed with Christmas, but she’s more cynical than festive, especially this year. During the annual Secret Snowflake exchange, Harper tries to coast with quick-and-easy gifts until a mysterious keychain appears and starts transforming her thoughtless gifts into thoughtful presents. Curious . . .

Snow People

By Lisa Freeman

A group of queer kids gather in an underground society where undesirable, often hateful, holiday gifts are exchanged and begin loving friendships—and maybe a little more.


The Gift of Christmas Present




Katie Fitzgerald




“Last Christmas, I gave you a shirt.” Waving an ornament, Lauren’s younger sister Chloe danced around the pre-lit tree, butchering a holiday pop classic. “But the very next day, you sent me away.”

“Will you stop already?” Lauren had been hearing this version of Wham! all afternoon, and Chloe had yet to get the reaction she was hoping for, but a girl could only take so much. Middle school humor was bad enough when it wasn’t personal, but these song lyrics were a dig at Lauren’s dating history.

“What? I’m just singing the truth. You gave Ben a shirt for Christmas, and he dumped you.”

Lauren opened her mouth to protest but shut it again instantly. Not only was it stupid to care what had happened with her old boyfriend when she was happily dating Ian, but Chloe was also pretty much right.

When she and Ben had exchanged gifts after the choir concert last December, Lauren had been so excited to give him the perfect gift she’d found online. When they had started dating over the summer, one of their favorite things to do was drive through the ice cream shop, then ride around their small town licking their cones and singing along to the radio. When Lauren saw the ad for the “Scoop, there it is” T-shirt on social media, she knew instantly that it would make Ben laugh. Since Ben’s laugh was one of her favorite things, this felt like a no-brainer. She had pressed the Order button and gone to bed that night bursting with Christmas cheer.

Two weeks later, when Ben opened the wrapped package, the laughter that came out wasn’t the pleasant sound Lauren had heard in the car all summer, but a surprised, almost disdainful grunt. Then he’d said, “Oh. This is the actual gift. Wow. Um, thanks.”

Seeming like he wanted to be anywhere else, he’d handed Lauren the small, sparkly bag containing his gift for her. The contents of the little red jeweler’s box inside made her gasp. It was a beautiful necklace, a gold heart on a chain, and it looked like it cost a lot more than she’d spent on that silly shirt.

Despite not really being a jewelry girl, Lauren wore that necklace every day until the new year, but Ben never wore the shirt. When they went back to school at the end of break, he’d taken her aside before the homeroom bell.

As part of his break-up speech, he’d told her: “And honestly, it was pretty clear from your gift that we’re not on the same page. As my mom said, that's a gift you give your brother, not a serious boyfriend.” And that was the end of that.

“I hope you’re planning to do a better job shopping for Ian,” Chloe now warned as she hung her ornament and went to the box for another.


Lauren was already one step ahead of her sister. Scrolling through her texts, she revisited the one she had received from Ian last night. Presents after school Friday?



Underneath it was her response, bookended by smiling emojis presenting a holiday joy she did not feel. Sure! Can’t wait.


Tomorrow was Monday. In the next four days, Lauren had one mission: to choose a Christmas present so undeniably perfect, Ian would never question how she felt about him.
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The next day at lunch, Lauren went into full girl-detective mode, analyzing everything Ian was carrying, wearing, and talking about for clues to what he wanted for Christmas. Unfortunately, everything struck her as being in the same category as a T-shirt. He loved baseball caps, but he already had so many, and the odds of her choosing something he already had were high. He was walking around with a portrait he had done in art class, which he needed to put in his locker, and that made Lauren briefly consider art supplies, but then she remembered that’s what her aunt usually gave her for her birthday. Auntie vibes were not what she was going for.

“I’m thinking about your Christmas present,” she told him as they walked to the trash can to deposit their garbage. “Want to guess what it could be?” If he threw out some guesses, that would tell her what he really wanted, and then she could just go get one of those things.

But Ian kissed her cheek and said, “And ruin the surprise? No way! Christmas presents are sacred. You can’t just go blabbing about them ahead of time.” He lowered his voice to a stage whisper. “What would Santa think?”

Lauren laughed. She pressed him just once more. “Well, what do you hope it is, then?”

Ian gave her that warm grin that had won her over so easily at the back-to-school dance and said, “I hope it’s from you. That’s all. You’re amazing, and you’ll come up with something amazing.”


I won’t, though, Lauren thought. Instead of Wham!, a different pop hit from the eighties ran through her mind, ending with that lyric about spending Christmas by herself this year. She sighed. This was impossible.


That night, she scrolled endlessly through website after website, adding to her cart all the things that made her think of Ian: Mario Kart merch, an Eagles poster, a boxed set of dragon fantasy novels, bright-green earbuds, soccer stuff. A couple times she almost added a T-shirt or mug with a funny phrase, but then she realized she was backsliding into her old ways, and she deleted those. Then she deleted the contents of every cart, slammed down the laptop lid, and flopped onto her bed.
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During study hall the next day, Ian was at a band lesson, so Lauren was left with Troy, Ian’s best friend, for company. Mr. Haynes didn’t care if they talked as long as they kept their voices at a reasonable volume, so Lauren seized the opportunity.

“What are you getting Ian for Christmas?”

Troy gave her a weird look. “Nothing, I guess? We don’t really do gifts. Unless you count, like, video game gift cards. Why? Are you worried we’ll get him the same thing? That seems unlikely.”

Lauren rolled her eyes. “No, I’m just . . . brainstorming. Does he ever wear jewelry?”

Troy’s brow furrowed deeper. “Not that I can remember in my entire life.”

“But what if he dressed up, or went to a wedding or something?”

“I’ve never seen him dressed up. Are you guys going to a wedding?”

Lauren sighed. She was trying to understand what the male equivalent of the necklace Ben had given her would be so she could try to find it for Ian, but Troy was no help. “No, but I’m trying to think of a nice present. A serious one.”

“For Ian? Why? All you guys do together is laugh. Trust me, he likes that. Don’t mess with it.”


“But this is a Christmas present,” Lauren said, as though Troy was deliberately misunderstanding her. “It should be special.”


“Did you ask him what he wants?” Troy got out a notebook, clearly planning to do homework to get out of this conversation. 

“He said whatever I get will be amazing.”

“Well, there you go, then.” Then he popped in earbuds and started working on his trig.


Lauren took out her phone, wishing it was possible to Google personalized information. What’s a good gift to show Ian I’m serious about our relationship? Her phone didn’t have the answer, but it did have some new texts. One was Ian saying he couldn’t wait to kiss her goodbye at his locker after the last bell. That one made her smile. Another was her mom reminding her that she would be home later than usual because she was taking Chloe to the dentist. And the last one was from Ella, Lauren’s newest friend, inviting her to bake cookies after school. The perfect distraction.



I’m in, Lauren replied.
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“So, have you guys exchanged gifts yet?” Ella asked while the first batch of miniature shortbread trees was baking. “Palmer wants to wait until Friday, but the suspense is killing me!”

“We’re doing Friday, too,” Lauren said. “But I don’t actually have a gift yet.”

Ella gave her a thoughtful look. “Really? Well, you’d better hurry up. It’s probably too late to have something shipped.”

“Tell me about it,” Lauren said. “But everything just feels so . . .”

“Dumb?” Ella nodded. “I know. I saw a couple reels with gift ideas for guys, and they were all about shaving and playing video games.”

“Exactly!”  Lauren said, glad that at least another girl understood her dilemma. “Those are gifts you could give your brother, you know?”

“Yes!” Ella agreed. “It’s like if you gave your boyfriend pants or a shirt or something. So not romantic.” The oven timer beeped, and she bent to remove the tray from the oven.

Lauren was glad for the blast of heat because it meant there was a reason for her face to be red besides humiliation. “Right,” she said, trying to keep her tone light. “So, what are you giving Palmer?” Lauren had known Ella only a couple of months, but clearly she was extremely knowledgeable about girlfriend stuff. 

“Cuff links,” Ella said simply. Lauren picked up a spatula and scooped a cookie onto the cooling rack, then glanced at Ella, hoping she would explain a bit more. Lauren wasn’t sure what cuff links actually were. She had always associated them with golf for some reason.

“I mean, he’ll probably be prom king,” Ella continued. “So he’ll need them for that, and, I don’t know. It just seems more mature than what other girls give.”

Lauren cleared her throat, then allowed the most ridiculous lie to fall right out of her mouth. “It’s funny,” she said, keeping her eyes on the cookies as she spoke. “That’s just what I was thinking of getting for Ian.”

When Ella laughed—not mockingly, but good-naturedly, as though this coincidence was a sign of sisterhood—Lauren realized she had just come to a decision. She was going to join Ella among the ranks of good, serious girlfriends by making this lie come true.
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Because of the choir concert, Lauren couldn’t get to the mall on Wednesday afternoon or evening, but on Thursday, she, her mom, and Chloe took a ride over after dinner. While those two looked for a last-minute gift for Chloe’s piano teacher, Lauren headed to the men’s department of one of the mall’s anchor stores.

She really didn’t want help from a salesperson, but she also knew her mom would be in a hurry to leave once she finished her own shopping, so after a few minutes of awkward wandering, she gave in and went to the counter.

“Cuff links?” The guy behind the counter gave her a look similar to the one she’d gotten from Troy the other day, but he didn’t say anything else. Instead, he led her to the store’s selection, then left her there to make her own choice.

Judging from the photos on some of the packages, cuff links were worn on the cuffs of a dress shirt. Okay, well, Ella had mentioned prom. Ian would dress up for that. And maybe if he had cuff links from his girlfriend, he’d wear them to school. Who knew? They definitely had the sophisticated look she was going for, and she could just imagine his mom seeing them in his backpack and saying, “Wow, Lauren really likes you.”

Not fully confident in her decision, but ready to be done, she narrowed down her choices, eliminating colors and styles until she was left with one set of moderately priced, round, green cuff links with gold trim. “I’ll take these,” she told the sales clerk, paid, and went off to meet her mother.

It wasn’t until she smelled the hot coffee that she remembered she had not wanted to walk this way. The coffee kiosk reminded her of Ben, not just because he loved coffee, but also because he worked there. And . . . yup, there he was, handing a lady’s card back to her over the garland-covered cash register and now looking right at her.

Immediately, he stepped out from behind the counter, and Lauren found herself turning her shopping bag so he’d be sure to see the logo. Ben glanced at it briefly but didn’t seem to really take it in. Instead he said, “I just saw your mom go by. She went that way.” He pointed toward the center of the mall.

“Yeah, she’s shopping with my sister. I came to get something for Ian.”

“Oh, right,” Ben said. “How’s that going?”

“Great!” Lauren said, and she swung the bag again, really wanting him to notice that she was giving her boyfriend a real, grown-up gift that proved she knew how to be in a relationship. But Ben was oblivious. Determined to get him to see how much she had improved since their break-up, she continued: “By the way, you can totally get rid of that shirt I gave you last year.”

Ben furrowed his brow, then nodded as he understood what she meant. “Well, I already donated it to Goodwill.” He looked away, then back at Lauren.  “It was . . . you know, not my style.”

“Oh, right. Okay.” Nothing about this conversation was going the way Lauren had imagined. How was it that even after doing everything right, she still felt awkward and out of place?

Thankfully, her mom was now headed in her direction, so it would be easy to make her escape. “I really need to go,” she said. “Good seeing you.”

Ben raised a hand to wave goodbye. “Merry Christmas, Lauren,” he said, and she hustled away from him. 

“Wasn’t that Ben?” Chloe asked on the way to the exit. She started humming her little song again until their mom nudged her and told her to stop.

“Everything good?” her mom asked, giving Lauren a concerned look.


Lauren called to mind the image of the fancy-looking, mildly expensive men’s accessories tucked away in her bag. She considered the uncomfortable conversation she’d just had with her ex-boyfriend and how, even after making changes, she still felt insignificant and childish around him. Was everything good? Part of her still felt that a gift should be more personal, more specific to the recipient, and more fun than this. But Ella and Palmer seemed happy, and she knew she couldn’t endure another embarrassment like the one she’d had with Ben. So, she nodded.


“Yup. Fine,” she told her mom.

And if she couldn’t sleep that night, she told herself it was from anticipation and not anxiety over having gotten it wrong yet again.
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“I seriously cannot wait for this afternoon!” Ian said when they met in the hallway mid-morning. “I think you’re going to love what I got you.”

“You’re like a little kid.” Lauren laughed, enjoying how adorable he was when he got like this.

“And I finally get to know what you got me! And then we get to hang out during break. Seriously, this is the best day.”

He still had that same goofy, childlike grin on his face when they met at the picnic table in front of the school to finally open their gifts. Ian’s brown scarf brought out the creamy color of his eyes, and for a moment, Lauren just looked at him, enjoying how cute he was, and how tall, and how kind and sweet. He deserved a nice gift. So what if he hardly used it? That’s what would make it special.

“Here,” Ian said, presenting her with a somewhat squashed, sloppily wrapped rectangle decorated with snowflakes and glittery Santa hats. “Sorry,” he said. “It’s hard to find good elves to help wrap this time of year.”

Lauren giggled and slowly began to unwrap her gift. Inside the paper was a white box, the kind her mom usually used when she gave people clothes. With Ian’s dancing eyes looking on, Lauren slowly pulled the lid off the box. The item inside was made of blue cotton fabric, and she didn’t even have it fully unfolded before Ian read the front of the shirt aloud.

“Scoop, there it is!” he said. “Get it? Because you always eat ice cream when we watch movies, and you love listening to old pop music with your mom!”

Lauren was completely stunned. Incredulous, she looked back and forth between Ian and the T-shirt lying limp in her hands on the tabletop. “I saw it at Goodwill,” Ian continued. “And I just knew, instantly, it was perfect for you.”

Suddenly, Lauren couldn’t stop laughing. Gasping for air, she kept trying to stop and explain what was so funny, but the whole thing was just too much.

“You went to—That shirt was—” she sputtered. “I can’t believe—”

“Okay,” Ian said. “It’s funny, but not that funny.” He nudged her with his elbow. “But I’m glad you like it.”

Taking a few deep breaths, Lauren said, “I’ll tell you a story in a minute, but first . . . you’d better open this.”

That good, hearty laugh had pulled all the nervous energy from her body, and now Lauren felt steady and calm. She handed over the little box from the mall wrapped in reindeer paper.

Ian made a big show of shaking it, trying to peek through the paper, and gently squeezing the box. Finally, with an exaggeratedly mysterious look on his face, he tore the paper to shreds, tossing it aside as he made his way toward the gift.

When Lauren saw the look on his face, she knew instinctively that she had done it again.

“Cool,” Ian said, rolling the cuff links around in his palm. “Um, is this like what Ella got Palmer?” He looked over at Lauren, his expression turning thoughtful. “Sorry, but I don’t actually know what they are.” He held them to his ears. “Not earrings, I’m guessing.”

Lauren had never felt her mood swing as violently as it had in that moment. Her laughter of moments ago was now turning to tears, and she had to blink to keep them from blotting out her vision entirely. “They’re cuff links,” she whispered. “Stupid cuff links.”

“I don’t think they’re stupid,” Ian said gently, clearly confused by the sudden shift in mood.

“I’m stupid,” Lauren said. “I don’t know what I was thinking.”

“Apparently that I need to step up my wardrobe.”

Ian was clearly teasing, but Lauren couldn’t find her sense of humor.

“It’s happening again,” she said, shaking her head in disbelief. “I did it again.”

“If you want me to wear them, Lauren, I will. I just have to figure out how.”

Lauren took a deep breath. “I almost got you bright-green earbuds,” she told him. “And a soccer sticker for your water bottle.” Ian’s face lit up, and Lauren inwardly kicked herself. Her instincts had been right.

“But this is also cool,” Ian said, still trying to make her feel at ease.

“That shirt you got me?” Lauren said. “That’s what I gave Ben last year.” That exact shirt, she was pretty sure, but there was no sense in getting into that now. “And he broke up with me over it.”

Ian’s eyes widened. “What? Why?”

“Because I obviously wasn’t that serious about our relationship,” Lauren muttered. “I didn’t even think about an expensive, romantic gift.”

Ian started to nod, and Lauren saw realization dawn on his face. “You bought me the gift Ben would have wanted.”


Lauren couldn’t object. That was exactly what she had done. She had taken Ben’s criticism so fully to heart that she hadn’t thought about what Ian wanted. She had sought advice from Troy and Ella, and approval from Ben, but none of them had been able to express Lauren’s feelings for Ian. Those were hers alone, and by trying to fit someone else’s mold, she had been denying Ian the opportunity to receive a meaningful gift that came from her heart, instead of someone else’s mind.


“You know what I like about you, Lauren?” Ian asked suddenly.

She shrugged. “Troy says it’s that we laugh together.”

“He’s right. I love that.” He reached for Lauren’s hand and held it between both of his. “But it’s also the way you remember all the little things about people. You know my favorite color, and my favorite book, and when I mention a song, you go listen to it, and when we have an inside joke, you keep cracking up over it for weeks and weeks. You’re not like anyone else. You’re different. And it’s awesome.”

Lauren leaned against Ian, her puffy winter coat snuggling against his leather one. “I should have gotten you a baseball cap,” she said. “Or a Mario Kart shirt. I’m sorry.” 

“That’s definitely more my thing,” Ian said. “But no apology needed. The real gift is having you as my girlfriend.” He gave her a noisy smack of a kiss on the top of her head and then grinned broadly. “I know, so cheesy, but also so true.”
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