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This book is dedicated to the many people who’ve shaped some of my most wonderful holiday memories. To name them all would be impossible, but here are a few standouts:


Mom, who bought the red and green paper for paper chains, and then more paper for more paper chains, and more paper . . .


Kevin, who took me to cut down my first tree.


Happy, for “Thank you, dear Santa” in response to a Hannah Montana microphone, a phrase that now lives in infamy.


Evan, who nearly got coal one year . . . it was too close to be funny.


Ellie, who gleefully opened tickets to “Jaquille and Hydett.”


Finn, who for one month loves nothing more than sleeping under the tree, and Bergen, who cherished a month of batting ornaments off the bottom limbs.


Grandma, who let me put my thumbprint in the dough of her thumbprint cookies.


PopPop, who risked his life to hold the pinata way overhead so we kids could whack it every year.


Rache, who taught me about the Feast of the Seven Fishes.


Chris, with whom I celebrated that lesser-known holiday of Christmas Eve Eve.


Traci, whose birthday is the 26th and adored our rendition of Happy Birthday, which was purposely sung as badly as we could muster . . . I mean, baaaaad.


Don, who cut intricate paper snowflakes to tape on the red wall in their basement.


Aunt Vene and Uncle Roy, who hid Mom’s gift of a puppy (Gyzmo) until the big day.


Aunt Helga, who always, without fail, got me “that one last present” that I opened late Christmas afternoon.


Joe and Missy, who hid the Yeti cooler, among other things, from Kevin.


Mel and Jen, with whom Ellie and I were stranded in NYC during a snowstorm that crippled all transportation.


Marini’s Produce Stand, who make the holidays special for our whole community with their Christmas trees and gorgeous handmade decorations, and in many ways inspired the fictitious Schneider’s Tree Farm in this book.


Dad, who read aloud in front of the fireplace, and all parents who read aloud to their children. And to Theodore Geisel for The Grinch and Clement C. Moore for ’Twas the Night Before Christmas.


And to all readers, wishing you and yours a happy and safe holiday season.
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If you search for images of “teen locked in Harper Hollow Falls jail,” you’d see a picture of thirteen-year-old Brady Bancroft in soaked Chuck Taylors and frozen Hello Kitty socks. The expression on her face would say, “This whole town hates me.”


That girl would be me.


I’m Brady Bancroft.
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A week earlier: November 27


Me and my best friend Lou Lou sip bubble tea and scope out the best place to plant ourselves on the beach.


“Here?” I ask and point to a spot near a group of sandcastle builders.


Lou Lou faces toward the sun as if “trying on” this spot, because it might somehow feel different than another spot. “Yup. Good.” She spreads her blanket and notices me eying the struggling castle sculptors.


I ask her, “Should I?”


“They do look like they need you.”


I drop my beach bag and hand Lou Lou my tea. I approach the castle makers and offer, “I could give you a hand . . .”


When the man nods I help myself to a nearby icing spatula, and in a few flicks of my wrist I’ve smoothed and rounded the turret perfectly into shape.


I accept his thanks and return to my towel and tea.


Lou says, “You’re like a superhero.”


Taking my position to bask in the warm southern California sun, I brag, “One of my many talents.”


Before closing my eyes to catch a snooze so that my vocal cords will be well rested for a cappella group practice later, I see Allie Moskowitz—Orange County Junior High’s “it girl”—leave the Venice Beach sidewalk and head in our direction.


She’s holding a remote-controlled gadget in one hand, while a second gadget flies overhead.


“Hi, Allie,” I say.


“Hi, girls.” She flashes her bright smile. As far as It Girls go, Allie is one of the good ones.


“What’s that?” Lou asks.


“Oh my gosh, the latest. Isn’t it amaze? It can take aerial pictures and send them right to my phone.”


Lou asks, “Lemme see.”


“Oh, I’m not taking pictures right now, silly. But I could, if I wanted to.”


I ask, “What do you want to take pictures of?”


Allie sighs. “I’m not really into taking pictures.”


Me and Lou Lou exchange a look of confusion.


“Then what’s it for?” I ask.


Allie says, as if the answer is totally obvious, “To have.”


My pause tells her that I don’t understand.


“Just to have. You know what they say, the one who dies with the most toys wins.”


I sort of nod. And notice Allie salivating over the sight of my purple-green drink a quarter of the way filled with popping boba.


“Don’t even tell me that’s the new lavender flavor.”


“It is. Want to try?”


Allie takes the cup and sips. “Mmm. Best. Invention. Ever.”


“Better than that?” I indicate her remote thing.


“Tough call. Luckily, we don’t have to choose. We can have them both, right?” Then Allie says, “See you tonight at practice,” and we watch her walk back toward the sidewalk.


“She took your drink,” Lou Lou says.


“I know.”


Lou Lou hands me her drink. “I woulda done the same thing.”


I sip Lou’s chocolate tea-based drink and set it between us in the sand.


Our eyes follow Allie as she walks along staring at her phone, drinking my drink, her hover camera over her head, oblivious that she’s stepping on people’s towels and into kids’ sand projects.


“Is she horrible?” I ask.


“Only mildly.” Lou tilts her head. “And not on purpose, I think.”


“I’m so jelly of her,” I confess.


“Me too,” Lou says.


We share a laugh at how stupid it is to be jealous of Allie, and then Lou asks, “So, New York State?


“Yeah. Just two days. My dad has to meet some businesspeople. Me and Mom are tagging along. A little pre-Christmas fam time.”


“I’m sure your posts will look fab, and Allie will be jelly of you.”


“I’ll do my best.”





CHAPTER 3


[image: Image]


The airport smells like a pine tree forest. There must be twenty fresh trees. A group of children dressed in matching elf outfits stand in three neat rows and belt out “We Wish You a Merry Christmas.” Overhead, a man scales the wall in a safety harness, changing the date on a giant calendar to November 28.


My dad collects our suitcases from the baggage carousel while my mom paces around, hugging herself to keep warm.


“I thought Christmas countdown calendars started in December,” I say, watching the Spiderman do his job.


“It gets pushed earlier every year,” Mom says. “You know they wanted to start the bazaar this weekend, but I insisted they wait until I get back. I mean, after all, I am the chairwoman this year.”


In a few minutes, Dad has not only loaded a luggage cart but also obtained the keys to a rental car. He says, “All set,” just in time to rescue me from Mom telling me again about the honor of being head of the Christmas bazaar.


The SUV is right out front of the airport. I sit in the car with the heat blasting and watch Dad load the luggage while Mom opens her bags to layer herself with sweater after sweater . . . adding a scarf, a coat, another scarf, and, finally, mittens and earmuffs.


She tries to get into the front seat, but she can’t fit because she’s bundled herself up so much. “Rob,” she calls to my dad, who has added the address into the GPS. “A little help.”


Dad comes around the car, moves Mom’s seat all the way back and tilts it so that she’s practically in my lap.


“Thanks, honey,” she says as she lies in the passenger seat.


Not five minutes later, we pass a sign that says


HARPER HOLLOW FALLS, NEW YORK,
POPULATION 1,101.


“Tell me again why we’re here?” I ask.


“This is your father’s biggest deal ever, Brady. It could change his career.” Mom takes off her earmuffs and one of the many scarves.


“I thought you already had a great career,” I say. “Aren’t you Mr. Real Estate?”


Mom answers for him (she always answers for him), “He is, but now he could be the King of Real Estate. Couldn’t you, honey?” Before Dad can speak, she says, “He totally can.” She unzips her coat and reaches for the temperature control, but she’s too constrained by her outfit for her hand to reach the knob. “Rob, can you lower this a bit? It’s stifling.”


Dad turns the knob.


I point to the windshield, which is being splatted by tiny white particles falling from the sky. “What the heck?” The particles connect into bigger, fluffier white flakes. “I’ve never seen snow!”


“We’re about as far north as New York goes, practically in Canada,” she says. “Lots of snow here.”


“Awesome. It’s so pretty.”


“Brady, maybe you don’t truly understand snow,” she says. “Why do you think so many people live in California?”


“I don’t know how anyone could hate something so white and fluffy.”


“You say that now.” Then Mom adds, “But, don’t worry, we’ll be back in the Golden State in a few days for the Christmas bazaar. Being the chairwoman? Sure, it’s a lot of work, but it’s an honor, really. Are you going to help? We could use it. And maybe Lou Lou too?”


“I’ll ask her,” I say, but I know Lou Lou won’t want to. Last year we helped out with the bazaar by setting up a row of twenty pink artificial Christmas trees in the school gym. They were aluminum and gave us little cuts on our hands.


Dad stops the rental SUV outside of the Yuletide Bed & Breakfast, a big stone Colonial house with a Christmas wreath already hung on every window.


I step out of the toasty car, look up, and open my mouth to let flakes in. “I love snow!”


Mom puts her earmuffs back on. “Come on. Let’s go inside.” She hustles to the front door and calls back to Dad, “Rob, can you get our bags, honey?”


I fling my backpack on my shoulder and follow.


The smell of chocolate chip cookies permeates the walls of the B&B and sails right up my nose. Mmmmm. Meanwhile, snowflakes accumulate into a dust-like layer on the ground and on the holly bushes that stand on either side of the front door.


Before Mom can knock, the door flies open.


“Come in. Come in. You must be the Bancrofts,” says a short woman with rosy cheeks and a spotted apron. She holds the door open for my dad, who’s struggling with our luggage.


“You need a hand with that?” asks a man in a neon-green tracksuit, walking vigorously up a driveway lined with lantern lights. His arms swing in synch with his giant strides, speed-walking style. “Let me.” He takes a leather duffel bag off my dad’s shoulder and a briefcase out of his hand. “I’m Kenny, Kenny Crispin. My wife Carmella and I own this here B&B. You’ve picked the best time of year to come to Harper Hollow Falls. We’re all about Christmas. The mistletoe gets hung before Thanksgiving.”


The woman, Carmella Crispin, closes the door behind us once Kenny, Dad, and the luggage are inside. She wraps her arms around herself, and excitedly says, “Oooo, it’s starting to get cold.”


“Dreadfully cold,” Mom adds, less enthusiastically.


“I love it,” Kenny says. “The colder, the better. That’s what I say.”


Mom finds the fireplace and positions her butt a few inches away from it without making it appear as though she’s toasting her buns.


I look around the house. Kenny Crispin wasn’t kidding about Christmas. We still had leftover Thanksgiving turkey in the fridge at home—I mean, it was two days ago—but the Crispins’ tree is up and fully trimmed. White lights twinkle in every built-in bookshelf and nook of the B&B.
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