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Chapter One
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“Oh, wow!” Jeffrey Becker shouted to his friends as he stepped outside. It was two weeks before Christmas. But this wasn’t just another gray, go-to-school December Monday. Overnight, the whole world had turned sparkling white. The trees, the houses, the cars, the streets—everything was covered with deep snow. And, best of all, there was so much snow that school was closed!

“Oh, wow,” he said again. Steam came out of his mouth. The snow was still falling fast. Fat flakes stuck to his brown hair.

“Give up, Jeffrey!” called Benjamin Hyde. “You’re about to become a snowman!”

Jeffrey laughed as he saw his friends scoop up handfuls of snow. There was no getting out of it. He was about to be zapped with snowballs from every direction.

“You guys couldn’t hit an elephant with a watermelon,” Jeffrey teased.

“We don’t want to hit an elephant. We want to hit you,” Kenny Thompsen said with a laugh. He threw a snowball that hit Jeffrey right in the chest.

“Missed me!” Jeffrey shouted.

“No way!” Kenny said in disbelief.

Melissa McKane used her very best pitcher’s windup. Her snowball tagged Jeffrey on the arm.

“Missed!” Jeffrey shouted.

“I did not!” Melissa shouted back.

Jeffrey stepped off his front steps. All at once, Ben and Melissa and Kenny and Ricky Reyes threw snowballs. Every one of them hit Jeffrey.

“Sorry. You lose, guys,” Jeffrey said. He unzipped his jacket. Underneath he was wearing a down vest. “This is a special ‘snowball-proof’ vest.”

They all groaned and blasted more snowballs at Jeffrey. Finally, he was laughing so hard he had to give up. He backed away fast and almost crashed into a snow wall.

“Hey, who made this?” Jeffrey asked.

“I did,” Melissa said proudly. She was Jeffrey’s next-door neighbor. “I got up early and started a fort in your yard.”

“Yeah. Because it’s been scientifically proven that you have the best yard,” Ben added. Ben was Jeffrey’s best friend. Almost everything he said was scientific. He wanted to be a scientist when he grew up.

“But the fort’s not done yet,” Ricky Reyes said.

For a moment, Jeffrey looked at the wall of hard-packed snow. It was in the perfect position. It stretched between two huge, snow-covered bushes. But it was only two feet high.

“It’s got to be higher. It’s got to be higher than anything we’ve built before,” Jeffrey said. Melissa agreed, and she snapped into action.

“Ricky,” she said, “you and I will make the snow blocks. Kenny and Ben can put them into place.”

The wall grew. After a while, it stopped being a wall and became a high-jump hurdle. They took turns leaping over the top headfirst. Jeffrey rolled in the soft, cold snow on the other side.

Finally, the wall was four feet high. Melissa declared that it was now done.

“Hey, slimeballs!” a kid shouted from down the street. Jeffrey recognized the mean voice and the nasty laugh. And that ugly yellow and green knit cap. It could only be one person: Melissa’s older brother, Gary.

Gary and a bunch of his fifth-grade buddies came into Jeffrey’s yard. They had ice skates hanging over their shoulders.

“Neat fort,” Gary said. “How long did it take to make it?” As he spoke, he chipped away at the wall with the toe of his boot.

“Get away from our fort, Gary!” Melissa shouted. “You’re wrecking it!”

“Ooops,” Gary said. He kicked at the top of the wall. A big chunk of snow broke off.

“Why don’t you just crawl back into your hole,” Jeffrey said to Gary. “Because it’s a long time until Groundhog Day.”

“How’d you like a mouth full of snow, slime-ball?” Gary answered.

Thwappp! Gary pushed a wet snowball right into Jeffrey’s face.

“Perfecto,” said one of Gary’s friends. They gave each other high-fives.

But then something excellent happened. Splat! A snowball suddenly hit Gary on the back of his head so hard it knocked his cap off. Gary turned around. “Who threw that?” Gary asked. But there was no one there—no one he could see.

Only Jeffrey could see the boy standing behind Gary. The boy was wearing an old-fashioned red-plaid wool coat and a brown leather hat with ear flaps that were pulled down. The boy’s name was Max. Max was a ghost.

“Great shot!” Jeffrey said. He gave Max the thumbs-up sign.

“Hey, Daddy-o, like, there’s a fungus among us,” Max said to Jeffrey. He was holding his nose and pointing at Gary. “Why don’t you tell this cat to make like the snow and flake off?”
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Jeffrey just smiled at his ghost friend. No one else could see or hear Max, so Jeffrey didn’t say anything else. He knew his friends would think he was talking to himself. But it was great to know that Max was there. Max always made funny things happen.

“You’ll be sorry you threw that snowball, slime-ball,” Gary said to Jeffrey. He raised his arm to throw another snowball.

“Big mistake, Gar,” Jeffrey said, shaking his head. “Haven’t you heard? This is a rare ‘echo’ snowfall. It only happens once every twenty-two years.”

“So what?” Gary said. He threw another snowball at Jeffrey, but Jeffrey ducked. Meanwhile, Max had sneaked up right behind Gary. He zapped Gary with a snowball that knocked his cap off again.

“See what I mean about the echo?” Jeffrey said. “You throw one at me—the echo throws it back!”

Instantly, Gary and his friends started to throw snowballs as fast as they could. So did Jeffrey, Ben, Kenny, Melissa, and Ricky. Jeffrey’s friends ducked behind the wall of their fort where Gary’s snowballs couldn’t hit them.

The battle raged on for several minutes. But Gary and his friends finally had to give up. They couldn’t figure out who was dumping snow down their necks and putting icicles in their boots. Of course it was Max—Jeffrey’s invisible friend. Finally, Gary and his friends took off.

“Run, chickens, run!” Ricky Reyes yelled.

“We won!” Kenny shouted. “This is excellent! We really won!”

Thanks to Max, Jeffrey thought happily to himself. But he didn’t say it out loud. He had practically given up trying to convince his friends that he knew a ghost. And Max was no help, either. Every time Jeffrey wanted to introduce them, Max would completely disappear—just like now.

Still, it didn’t matter if no one knew about Max. Max was a great friend. And this was a great snowstorm. With Max around, it was going to be the best Christmas ever.

Melissa found Gary’s ugly yellow and green striped cap on the ground. She put it on a stick, and they planted the stick like a victory flag in the wall of the fort. Then they all went into Jeffrey’s house to thaw out and celebrate. Inside, it smelled of hot chocolate and warm cookies.

“Who’s interested in an art project?” Mrs. Becker asked when everyone was out of their wet snow clothes.

“Uh-oh,” Jeffrey told his friends. “The last ‘art’ project Mom thought of was painting the basement steps.”

“This is different,” Jeffrey’s mother said with a smile. “I made some cutout gingerbread cookies. I wondered if your friends wanted to decorate them?”

“Great idea, Mrs. Becker,” said Ben.

In the kitchen, Jeffrey’s mother put one cookie for each kid on a piece of waxed paper. There were three kinds to choose from: gingerbread men, gingerbread women, and, for some reason, gingerbread crocodiles. Next, Mrs. Becker brought out a large bowl of icing. Then she handed out little bottles of food coloring and jars of sprinkles. Finally, she put aprons on each of the kids and then got out of the way.

“I’m going to turn this guy into one cool robot,” Ricky Reyes said. He put gold candy eyes on his cookie.

“You already have about two hundred toy robots, don’t you?” asked Jeffrey.

“Yeah, but I haven’t eaten one since I was a baby,” Ricky said with a laugh.

When they were done with all of the icing and the sprinkles, they put the cookies aside until after lunch. But when they came back, all of the cookie decorations had been changed.
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“What’s going on?” Melissa said. She had put a pink-icing ballet tutu on her gingerbread cookie. But now it had lots of chocolate sprinkles on it. Her ballerina looked like it had hairy arms and legs like a gorilla.

“And look at my doctor!” Ben said. Ben had given his cookie a white-icing doctor’s gown and mask. But now it was covered with red food coloring. It looked like blood.

“Jeffrey,” asked Mrs. Becker, “how could this happen?”

Jeffrey immediately knew that the answer was one word: Max! But Jeffrey couldn’t tell the truth because no one would believe him.

“I don’t know, Mom,” Jeffrey said. “It must be a weird time warp caused by the snowstorm. Somehow I think we made Halloween cookies by mistake!”


Chapter Two
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The next morning the snowy roads were cleared and everyone went back to school. Everyone except Jeffrey. He had a bad cold and lay on the living-room couch sneezing and coughing. He was wrapped in a cocoon of blankets to keep warm.

At first, Jeffrey was miserable. Was there anything worse than being sick and not being able to play in the snow? On top of that, there was no one to keep him company. His friends were all in school. And his mom was busy with her work. She was writing an article for the newspaper. That meant Jeffrey couldn’t watch television because it was too noisy.

But at about ten A.M. Max appeared in the doorway. As usual, he was wearing an old-fashioned flannel plaid shirt. Max was from the 1950s. Everything about him was from another time.

Jeffrey smiled at his ghost friend.

“Max!” Jeffrey said. “Are you going to keep me company?”

“Sure, but not here,” Max said. “Let’s split this scene, Sleeping Beauty.”

“I’m not sleeping. I’m sick,” Jeffrey mumbled to Max.

Max came over and picked up the thermometer. He put it in his own mouth. “Daddy-o, like, once I had a temperature that was so high, they baked a pie right on my forehead.”

Jeffrey laughed and rolled his eyes. According to Max’s stories, everything had happened to him. Only it was better, or bigger, or worse than what happened to anyone else.

“What should we do for fun?” Jeffrey asked his friend.

“Are you kidding? This is fun,” Max said. “I mean, what could be more funsville than staying in bed and being waited on by your mom all day?” He immediately turned on the TV—loud.

“You’d better turn it off, Max,” Jeffrey said.

“But, like, this is medicine, Jeffrey,” explained the ghost.

“No TV. My mom needs quiet to write.”

“Why doesn’t she use a pencil like everyone else?” Max asked. Then he cracked up at his own joke.

“Jeffrey!” Mrs. Becker called. She walked into the living room a few seconds later. “Jeffrey, you know better than to turn on the TV while I’m working.”

“Uh, well, Mom,” Jeffrey said. “I had to turn it on. Im using TV to fight my cold.”

“This I’ve got to hear,” Mrs. Becker said. She turned off the TV, crossed her arms, and waited for an explanation. But before Jeffrey could answer, Max turned the TV back on again.

“Not funny, Jeffrey,” his mother said. “Let go of the remote.”

“But, Mom! I can’t! You know how you always tell me that too much TV will rot my brain?” Jeffrey said. “Well, I just read that the part of the brain that rots is the same part that makes you get colds. So I need to rot my brain to fight my cold.”

Mrs. Becker ran her fingers through her hair. “Keep the volume down, Jeffrey,” she said. “I’ve got to finish my work.”

“Whew. That was a close one,” Jeffrey said as his mother returned to the den.

“Naah,” Max said. “Like, she’s a mom, dig? That’s her job—cooking and cleaning and taking care of the kids.”

“Moms aren’t always like that anymore,” Jeffrey said. “Boy, are you living in the past.”

The ghost looked thoughtful. “I know how to make you feel better,” he said. “What dessert do you dig the most?”

“That’s easy,” Jeffrey answered. “Strawberry shortcake with ice cream and whipped cream.”

“All right,” Max said. “Now tell your old lady to get on the stick and make it for you.”

“Are you crazy, Max?” Jeffrey sputtered. “No way is my mom going to spend hours in the kitchen making me strawberry shortcake. Especially not when she’s got a deadline for the newspaper.”

“Hey, dig this, man. Like, when I was sick, I had my mom running around in circles doing special scenes for me. And it worked. Believe me, if you had strawberry shortcake, you’d get better in ten seconds,” Max said. “Go ahead. Just ask her. Be sure to tell her lots of whipped cream.”

“Forget it. I’m not calling her, Max,” Jeffrey said.

Max grabbed the remote and pointed it toward the TV. Once again, the volume blasted out. Mrs. Becker came charging back into the living room.

“What is it, Jeffrey?” she asked. “I know you’re trying to annoy me to get my attention.”

“No I’m not,” Jeffrey said. “I’m just hungry, Mom.”

“Oh. Well, that’s a good sign. You must be getting better,” Mrs. Becker said with a smile. “What would you like?”

“How about strawberry shortcake with ice cream and lots of whipped cream?”

“Jeffrey,” his mother said sternly. “If you’re well enough to drive me crazy, you’re well enough to get your own lunch.”

With that, she walked back to the den.

“Terrific idea, Max,” Jeffrey grumbled. “Now what do we do?”

“Now we fix lunch,” Max said cheerfully.

Jeffrey got off the couch and shuffled out to the kitchen. Max, floating several inches off the ground, followed behind.

Jeffrey sat down on a tall, yellow kitchen stool. “Well, what are you going to fix, Max?”

“Me?” asked the ghost. “I already told you, my mom did the cooking. I never dug the pots and pans scene.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not too good at it, either,” Jeffrey said with a sigh.

Finally, they decided to have cereal. Jeffrey got out two bowls and Max got out the milk and raisins. When Max poured the cereal, the free prize fell into his bowl. It was a small stamp pad with a cow’s face on it.

They ate their cereal and stamped each other’s hands with the toy. After that they played board games and watched old Abbott and Costello movies on the VCR until Jeffrey’s father came home. Then Max disappeared.
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Jeffrey was sick the next day, too. But it wasn’t as much fun on Wednesday as it had been on Tuesday.

For one thing, Melissa had brought Jeffrey’s homework over the night before. Jeffrey put it on his desk and tried his best to ignore it. But his eyes kept going back to it. Then Jeffrey and Max couldn’t agree on what games to play.

And Jeffrey missed his other friends. Ben and Kenny couldn’t possibly be getting along without him—or could they?

“I’ll bet right now Ben is explaining the structure of the atom to the entire class,” Jeffrey said.

“Hey, Daddy-o,” said Max. “Dig this plan. Like, maybe I’ll bop over to the little red schoolhouse and check out the scene. See who’s hip and who’s zip.”

That idea improved Jeffrey’s spirits immediately.

“Great,” Jeffrey said. “You could be my eyes and ears.”

“Yeah, but, like, I refuse to be your nose,” said Max. “It’s all red and drippy. I’ll be back in a flash after school. See you later, alligator.”

A full report about what was going on at school! That was going to be great! Jeffrey blew his nose and looked at the clock. He couldn’t wait for three-thirty to come.


Chapter Three
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Jeffrey waited all afternoon for Max to come back. He was dying to know what had happened at school. But three-thirty came and went, and still no Max. Pretty soon, Jeffrey began to wonder if something bad had happened. Maybe it was something Max didn’t want Jeffrey to know about.

But when Jeffrey went back to school the next day, he forgot all about Max. Because the minute he walked into the classroom, things started to happen.

“Hi, Santa!” said Kenny Thompsen.

“Who?” Jeffrey asked. He didn’t know what Kenny was talking about.

Then, as Jeffrey sat down at his desk, Ben called out, “Hey, Santa. How’s the big guy, Rudolph, doing?”

“What’s the joke?” Jeffrey asked Ben. But before Ben could answer, Ricky Reyes came by and slapped Jeffrey on the back. “Totally awesome Santa suit yesterday,” he said with a laugh.

Jeffrey smiled, but his mind was clicking in high gear. Someone had come to class yesterday wearing a Santa suit, and everyone thought it was him. But who was it? Maybe it was—Oh, brother! Of course! It had to be Max!

“It wasn’t me,” Jeffrey said.

“Yeah, yeah,” Ben said. “That’s what you said yesterday, too. ‘I’m not Jeffrey,’ you said. ‘I’m really Santa.’ ”

“But it wasn’t me,” Jeffrey insisted.

“Arvin Pubbler thought it was you,” Melissa said.

Jeffrey looked over at pudgy and unpopular Arvin Pubbler.

Arvin gave Jeffrey a big wave. “Thanks, Santa. Thanks a lot,” he called from his desk in the corner.

“Thanks for what?” Jeffrey asked.

But Arvin couldn’t answer because just then Mrs. Merrin, their teacher, said, “Jeffrey, come with me.”

“Uh-oh,” Melissa whispered from the desk behind Jeffrey.

Jeffrey got up and slowly followed his teacher to the door.

“Nice to see you again,” Mrs. Merrin said. “Help me do an errand. I need to wheel the VCR and monitor down from the office. We’re going to see a movie later.”

When they were out in the hall and halfway to the office, Jeffrey said, “Mrs. Merrin, can we play a little game?”

“Another game, Jeffrey? Yesterday’s Santa Claus game was enough. But what did you have in mind?” His pretty teacher gave him a warm smile.

“Let’s pretend I don’t remember what happened yesterday. You tell me what I did,” Jeffrey said.

Mrs. Merrin stopped walking and leaned her back against the brightly painted hallway lockers. “Well, yesterday at about noon you walked into class dressed as Santa Claus. Red suit, pillow belly—the whole thing. You had so much cotton on your face, I could hardly recognize you.”

“How did you know it was me?” Jeffrey asked.

“Who else would be sitting at your desk?”

I’ll bet I can guess, Jeffrey thought to himself. “What else did I do?” he asked. “I honestly don’t remember.”

Mrs. Merrin’s eyes twinkled. “Well, you asked everyone in the class what they wanted for Christmas. You wrote it all down, but you didn’t ask me.”

Jeffrey was curious. “What do you want?”

“What I really want is a top-of-the-line mixer,” Mrs. Merrin answered. “It has a big bowl and all kinds of attachments.” She laughed and bit her lower lip at the same time. “And my husband doesn’t seem to be getting the hints I leave. Anyway, no more Santa Claus act, okay? Once is enough.”

Jeffrey wanted to say okay. But the truth was, it was out of his hands. Who knew what Max would do next? Max was out of control.

At lunch in the cafeteria, Jeffrey looked for Ben. He wanted the whole story of Max’s Santa stunt. Suddenly, he saw someone else. It was Arvin Pubbler. And he was carrying Jeffrey’s remote-control racing car!

“What are you doing with my car?” Jeffrey yelled. He tried to grab the car out of Arvin’s hands.

But Arvin held on tight. He looked at Melissa, who was sitting nearby. “Can you believe this guy? Pretending like he didn’t give me his car.”

“I didn’t give it to you,” Jeffrey said. “I had to earn the money for that car myself. Why would I give it away?”

“Because you were really Santa Claus yesterday,” Arvin said. “You asked me what I wanted for Christmas. I said a remote-control racing car. So you just reached into your desk and gave me yours.” Arvin looked at Jeffrey’s car and smiled. “No one has ever done anything like that for me, ever. Especially you, Jeffrey. I’ll never forget it. I can’t thank you enough.”
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“Yes you can,” Jeffrey grumbled, but he knew he couldn’t take back the car. Arvin looked too happy.

“Hey, cheer up, Jeffrey,” Melissa said. “You taught everyone a lesson about the Christmas spirit yesterday. And even though we can’t ever believe a word you say, because you make up so many stories, I want you to know you’re a wonderful human being.”

“Oh, go sit on your hairbrush, Melissa,” Jeffrey snapped. He stormed away angrily.

Jeffrey didn’t want to teach anyone a lesson about the Christmas spirit. But he did want to teach Max a lesson. Max—the ghost who thought it was a big laugh to give away his twenty-dollar remote-control racing car!

Max finally showed up on the way home from school. “Ho ho ho, Daddy-o,” Max said.

“Ha ha ha, you mean,” Jeffrey said angrily. “I guess you think you’re a real funny ghost.”

“Like, why are you so bent out of shape?” Max asked. “Too many pretzels at lunch today?”

“I’ll tell you why I’m mad,” Jeffrey said. “You lied to me. You said you were going to school yesterday. You didn’t say that you were going as Santa.”

“Like, I thought I’d give the class a thrill,” Max said with a smile.

“You gave them more than a thrill,” Jeffrey yelled. “You gave away my remote-control racing car!”

“So? That’s the Santa scene, dig? Someone asks for a toy and Santa comes through.”

“Santa doesn’t come through by giving away my stuff,” Jeffrey said. “I thought you were my friend.”

“No sweat,” Max said with a snap of his fingers. “Just ask Santa for another car.”

“Oh, sure,” Jeffrey said. “Maybe it’s that easy for Arvin Pubbler. But I had to earn the money for that car. Max, why don’t you just stop messing up my life, dig?”

“What I dig is that you are so square that your hat has corners,” Max said.

“Oh, why don’t you drop—”

Jeffrey stopped himself from saying the last angry word. But he knew by the look on Max’s face that it was too late. He had already hurt Max’s feelings.

“Drop dead? You don’t have to worry about that, Daddy-o,” Max said quietly. “I’m a ghost, remember? That’s already been taken care of.”

And then the ghost disappeared.

And this time Jeffrey knew he was gone for good.


Chapter Four
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Jeffrey stood in the snow for a moment without moving. He didn’t know what to feel. And worse, he didn’t know what to do. Jeffrey hadn’t meant to hurt Max’s feelings. But what the ghost had done wasn’t right, either.

So Jeffrey walked home alone. He went inside and headed for his room. He didn’t even notice that his father was home early. Mr. Becker was in the living room helping Mrs. Becker. They were trying to untangle strings of outdoor Christmas lights.

“Hi, guy,” his father called. “Bad day at the office?”

“The worst,” Jeffrey said.

“Well, good things are happening here,” Mr. Becker said. “Want to help put up the lights?”

Jeffrey shook his head.

“I have good news,” said his mother. “Someone is coming to see you.”

“Max?” Jeffrey blurted out.

“Max? Who’s Max?” asked Mr. Becker.

Mrs. Becker shrugged. “No, it’s your cousins. Your aunt and uncle were called out of town on an important business trip. So Wendy and Jonathan are coming to spend the holidays with us.”

“Are you kidding? How could you do this to me?” Jeffrey exploded. “Don’t you know I hate them? Last time Jonathan was here, he mangled my bike trying to do a wheelie! And Wendy is so spoiled. She threw out my pet lizard last time just because she said it watched her every time she came into the room.”

“Jeffrey, maybe you need a lesson about the Christmas spirit,” his mother said.

Jeffrey rolled his eyes. He had heard enough about the Christmas spirit already today.

“I’m at an impressionable age, Mom,” Jeffrey said. “Don’t let them come. If I have a bad shock to my system right now, I might grow up to be someone who makes fake rubber vomit for a living.”

“Wendy and Jonathan will be here this weekend,” Mrs. Becker said firmly.

“This weekend?” Jeffrey said. “That’s only two days. It doesn’t give me much time.”

“Time for what?” asked his father.

“Time to find someplace else to live!” Jeffrey said. He put his coat back on and ran out of the house.

First Jeffrey headed toward Melissa’s house. Melissa! Good old, dependable, next-door-neighbor buddy, Melissa, he thought. Wait! Jeffrey stopped in his tracks. Melissa couldn’t help him. She was spending the holidays at her grandmother’s house.

How about Kenny? Good old, dependable—forget it. Kenny was going to Florida for two weeks. Forget Ricky Reyes, too. His father was an airline pilot. He was taking the whole family to Hawaii.

Then Jeffrey thought of Ben. Good old, dependable, best-friend buddy, Ben! There was someone Jeffrey could count on. Someone who would understand Jeffrey’s problem. And, most important, someone who had a big house with plenty of room to hide in.

Jeffrey found Ben in the kitchen tying up a large plastic garbage bag. Taking out the garbage was Ben’s job. He hated it.

“Ben, how would you like an early Christmas present?” Jeffrey said. “You know how you always say you wish you had an older brother? Well, I’ve got a surprise for you.”

“You’re giving me a human being for Christmas? That’s kind of gross, isn’t it, Jeffrey?” Ben asked.

“Not just any human being,” Jeffrey said. “The perfect human being. He qualifies as an older brother, but he’s only seven weeks older than you. He’d be more like a best friend.”

“Are we talking about someone specific?” Ben asked.

“Yes,” said Jeffrey. “Me! On a special, risk-free, two-week trial basis, I’ll be your older brother. I’ll take out the garbage for you. I’ll always be good and set an example for your little brother and sister. And I’ll take the blame for everything. At the end of Christmas vacation, if things aren’t working out, I’ll go home. How does that sound?”

“It sounds like your cousins, Wendy and Jonathan, are coming for a visit,” Ben said.

“How did you know?” Jeffrey asked.

“I just called your house looking for you,” Ben said, smiling. “Your mom told me.”

“Ben, you’ve got to let me stay here during Christmas vacation,” Jeffrey pleaded.

“Sounds great to me,” Ben said. “But it’s up to my mom and dad. You’ll have to talk them into it. My dad won’t be home from the office until dinner.”

Jeffrey looked at the clock. “That gives me exactly one hour and twenty minutes to think up a good story,” he said.

“Knowing you, that’s plenty of time,” Ben told him.

Jeffrey stayed for dinner so that he could talk to Ben’s parents. As soon as the meal started, he stared at his plate and tried to look sad.

“Jeffrey, you’re not eating much,” said Mrs. Hyde.

“I guess I’m thinking about my mom,” Jeffrey said quietly.

“She has malaria,” Ben whispered gravely.

“I thought you only got malaria in jungles,” said Mr. Hyde.

“My mom’s been eating a lot of bananas lately. Bananas grow in jungles,” Jeffrey explained. “I came home after school today and there was a big sign on my door. It said ‘Guaranteed.’ ”

“He means quarantined,” Ben said.

“Right,” Jeffrey quickly agreed. “Quarantined. And there was a policeman at the door who told me what it meant. I can’t go in until my mom gets well.”

“Malaria, huh,” Mr. Hyde said. He shook his head solemnly. “That’s a tough break, especially so close to Christmas. Your family sure has had a streak of bad luck, Jeffrey. I remember last spring when those killer bees kidnapped your parents.”

“Fortunately, it was just a case of mistaken identity. They let my mom and dad go as soon as they realized they weren’t famous movie actors,” Jeffrey said. “But you were really great to let me stay here then, Mr. Hyde,” he added politely. He hoped Mr. Hyde would get the hint.

“What do you think?” Ben said. “Can Jeffrey stay here?”

“Just until my mother is out of quarantine?” Jeffrey asked.

Ben’s parents looked at each other and smiled.

“Jeffrey, we’d like to help you out,” said Mr. Hyde. “But we decided this morning to take the family on a skiing vacation. We’re leaving tomorrow after school.”

“That’s okay. I love to ski!” Jeffrey said. “I’m secretly in training for the Olympics. I haven’t even told my parents yet.”

“That’s terrific,” said Mr. Hyde. “But if you came with us, you’d miss your two cousins who are coming to stay with you.”

Jeffrey’s mouth dropped open. “How did you know about that?” he asked.

“We called your parents to see if you could stay for dinner,” explained Mrs. Hyde. “They told us.”

“You mean my mom doesn’t have malaria?” Jeffrey said, pretending to be surprised. “I guess I really fell for their joke that time, huh? My parents sure have a great imagination, don’t they?”

“With you around, they’d have to,” said Mr. Hyde with a laugh.

Jeffrey walked home glumly that night. When he got to his front yard, he saw the snow fort. It was mostly melted. And someone had chopped away at the remains, leaving only crumbled ice.

Some holiday this is going to be, Jeffrey thought. Just three days ago it had seemed like it would be the best Christmas ever. But that was before the big fight with Max. Now Max was gone—and the rest of Jeffrey’s friends were leaving soon.

If only Max would come back, Jeffrey thought to himself. Max would know how to take care of Jonathan and Wendy. He smiled at the thought.

But without Max, Christmas was going to be dullsville for sure.


Chapter Five
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At lunch, Jeffrey’s bowl of alphabet soup kept giving him messages. B-A-D. R-U-N. E-X-I-T. Even his soup seemed to know that trouble was coming to his house. In fact, it would be there as soon as his father got back from the bus station. He was bringing Wendy and Jonathan.

“She’s bossy,” Jeffrey said out loud.

“Because she’s a girl?” his mother replied with a smile.

Jeffrey stirred his soup. It spelled H-A-T-E.

“And he’s always trying to get me into trouble,” Jeffrey said.

“Jonathan is just like his father,” Jeffrey’s mom said. “He always had a mischievous sense of humor.”

“Mischievous? Mom, you could say the same thing about Darth Vadar! Why do you always look on the bright side of everything?”

They heard a car horn beep outside. Jeffrey’s heart told him that it was too late for any more arguments.

His mother started for the front door, but she paused to say, “Jeffrey, you promised to make the best of this situation. I expect you to keep your word.”

Jonathan came in first. He was a tall seventh-grader with a black leather jacket and black hair in a bristly haircut.

“Hey, Aunt Betsy,” Jonathan shouted, giving his aunt a crushing hug.

“Hello, Jonathan,” Mrs. Becker said, laughing and gasping for breath. “I can’t believe how big you are!”

“Yeah,” Jonathan said. “I’ve been taking growing lessons. Ha ha ha.” He whirled and faced Jeffrey. He jerked his fists up to fighting position. Jeffrey jumped back in surprise.

“Two for flinching. Ha ha ha!” said Jonathan. He gave Jeffrey two quick, light punches on the arm.

Wendy came to the door more cautiously. She was Jeffrey’s age, but Jeffrey thought she was always trying to act older. Wendy had straight dark hair. Her brightly colored down jacket looked like it had never seen snow.

“Hello, Aunt Betsy,” Wendy said. She walked in without hugging Mrs. Becker and said to Jeffrey, “Why don’t you have a holly wreath on your door? We put ours up a week ago.”

“We don’t put a holly wreath on the door,” Jeffrey said.

Wendy looked at Jeffrey as though he were something she’d found at the bottom of a garbage can.

“Come on, Wendy,” said Mrs. Becker. “I’ll show you where you’re staying.”

“I know where I’m staying,” Jonathan said. He grabbed his suitcases and charged up the stairs to Jeffrey’s room.

By the time Jeffrey got there, Jonathan had already moved in. His clothes were lying all over the place. A heavy-metal tape was blasting out of Jeffrey’s cassette player. And Jonathan had his feet on Jeffrey’s bed.

“Get off my bed,” Jeffrey said. “You’re sleeping in the sleeping bag.”

Jonathan stood up and picked up a soft, beat-up brown leather baseball mitt. It was an old one that Max had given Jeffrey. The mitt had the autographs of famous ball players from the fifties. It also seemed to have magic, too.

“Where’d you get this?” Jonathan asked.

“Put that down,” Jeffrey snapped.

“Hey, there’s writing on it,” Jonathan said, grabbing a pen from Jeffrey’s desk. “Think I’ll sign my name, too. Ha ha ha ha!”

Jeffrey grabbed the mitt from his cousin.

“It was a joke,” Jonathan said. “Lighten up, okay?”

Jonathan pretended to play guitar along with the loud music. Jeffrey looked around his room for things he wanted to hide.

“Listen,” Jonathan said. “I want to be here about as much as you want me to. Who ever heard of parents leaving their kids on Christmas?”

Jeffrey didn’t know what to say.

Jonathan’s eyes suddenly focused on the empty box from Jeffrey’s remote-control racing car. It was on the floor in Jeffrey’s closet. “Hey! You’ve got a remote-control car! Totally awesome. Where is it?”

“I don’t have it anymore,” Jeffrey said.

“What kind of lame thing is that to say? Did you break it?” Jonathan asked.

“No, I didn’t break it,” Jeffrey said. “A friend of mine gave it to someone without my permission.”

Jonathan laughed. “You let someone give your racing car away?” he said. “Boy, Jeffrey, you’re a real wimp.”

“Yeah, and you’re a big jerk and your sister’s a toadface,” Jeffrey said.

Suddenly, Jeffrey’s father was standing in the doorway. “Jeffrey, could we have a private conversation in the hall?”
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Jonathan laughed as Jeffrey went with his father.

“Jeffrey, three things to remember,” Mr. Becker said. “First, Wendy and Jonathan are our guests, so no more sarcastic remarks. Second, the Alamo. Third, if you try, you might actually have fun with your cousins this week.”

Reluctantly, Jeffrey promised to try to get along with Jonathan. Then he walked back to his room.

When dinnertime came that night, Jeffrey hid in his room. He could hear Jonathan downstairs whining like a broken record. Jonathan kept saying over and over, “That’s not how we do it at Christmas.” But suddenly his whining voice was replaced by slow, quiet music. It came from the piano in the family room.

The melody was so beautiful and sad that it drew Jeffrey downstairs. Mr. and Mrs. Becker came out of the kitchen, too. They all found Wendy sitting at the piano. She swayed back and forth a little as she played. When she was done and the last long note died away, Mr. Becker said, “That was beautiful.”

“No way,” Wendy said. “Your piano’s out of tune a quarter tone in the midrange. It made my teeth clench.”

Mrs. Becker ignored the insult. “Dinner is ready,” she said pleasantly.

All through dinner, Jeffrey’s mom had a faraway look on her face. Finally, she told him what she was thinking. “Jeffrey,” she said, “I really wish you had stuck to your piano lessons. I’d give anything for you to be able to play as wonderfully as Wendy.”

“I will, Mom,” he said. “But not when I’m a kid. Everyone does that. I’m going to learn to play when I’m ninety years old. That’s when people will really be surprised.”

“Oh, gross, Jeffrey,” Wendy said. “Don’t eat your potato puffs with your fingers. It’s not good manners.”

Jeffrey looked at his hand and then at the potato puff in it. His parents and Wendy were looking at him. Jonathan laughed his big horse laugh. Jeffrey felt like a criminal who had been caught red-handed.

“Well, tomorrow’s going to be a fun day,” said Mr. Becker, trying to change the subject. “We’ve got to buy our Christmas tree and decorate it—”

“You mean you decorate your tree before Christmas Eve?” Wendy interrupted. She and her brother looked at each other in surprise.

“What do you do?” Jeffrey asked. “Build a little Christmas tree house in it?”

“We wait until it’s Christmas Eve to decorate our tree,” Wendy said.

“And at midnight we give each other one present,” Jonathan added.

“And then we have turkey for dinner the next day,” Wendy went on. “But my mom said you won’t have turkey. You always have roast beef.” She dropped her fork loudly on her plate. “Why do we have to do everything your way?”

Jeffrey’s parents didn’t have an answer ready.

Jonathan noisily scooted his chair back and left the table. “This Christmas is going to be no fun at all,” he grumbled on his way out of the dining room.

“Well,” Jeffrey said to Wendy, “for once your brother and I agree. This Christmas is no fun at all!”

With that, Jeffrey scooted out his chair and stomped out of the room, too.


Chapter Six
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“Hey, Jeffrey. Look outside!” said Mr. Becker. He was standing by Jeffrey’s bed early the next morning. His voice was excited, but he was whispering so that he wouldn’t wake up Jonathan.

Jeffrey sat up quickly and looked out his window. It had happened again. Another thick snowfall had covered the town during the night.

“Toboggan Sunday!” Jeffrey shouted. He gave his father a high-five.

Mr. Becker put a finger to his lips. “Shhh,” he told Jeffrey. He pointed to Jonathan, who was zipped up in the sleeping bag on the floor. “I’ll meet you downstairs.”

As Jeffrey hurried into his warmest clothes, there was a tug and a zip and then Jonathan poked his head out of the sleeping bag. Jeffrey was almost happy to see his cousin. He knew Jonathan would go bananas over what was going to happen.

“Get dressed, Jonathan. It’s Toboggan Sunday!” Jeffrey said.

“I don’t want to go to church,” Jonathan said sleepily.

“That’s not what it means,” Jeffrey said. “My dad has an old toboggan in the attic. It’s from when he was a kid. Once a year he gets it out and we take it down Number One Hill on the golf course.”

“So?” Jonathan mumbled as he stretched and yawned.

“But it has to be a Sunday, and only a Sunday in December, and only if there’s a brand-new snowstorm the night before. And this is it! Pretty neat, huh?”

Jonathan looked out the window and shrugged. “Doesn’t look like a very big snowstorm to me.”

“You don’t have to come if you don’t want to,” Jeffrey said.

Jonathan shrugged again. “What else is there to do around here?”

They ate breakfast while Mr. Becker carried the toboggan down from the attic and tied it to the rack on the roof of the car.

At the table, Wendy rested her cheek in her hand. She stirred and stirred her oatmeal.

“Don’t you like it, Wendy?” asked Mrs. Becker.

“It’s better with sliced peaches,” Wendy said. Then she scowled at Jeffrey. “Blow your nose, Jeffrey. Don’t sniff up!”

Beep! Beep!

“That’s the car,” Jeffrey said. “Dad’s ready to go.”

“I’m not going,” Wendy said. “Our mom and dad wouldn’t want us to do anything dangerous.”

“It’s not really dangerous, Wendy.” Mrs. Becker tried to explain. “Why don’t you go check it out and then decide?”

Wendy shook her head.

“Okay, stay home by yourself,” Jeffrey said, jumping up from the table and putting on his parka and scarf.

“She can’t do that,” said Mrs. Becker. “I’ll stay home.”

“But it’s Toboggan Sunday, Mom. You don’t want to miss it,” Jeffrey said. He looked angrily at Wendy.

“Your father’s waiting,” Mrs. Becker said in her “get going” tone of voice. “And don’t forget the Thermos of hot chocolate.”

Outside, Jonathan checked out the antique wooden toboggan. It was tied to the roof of the snowy car. It was almost eight feet long, varnished smooth on top, and waxed smooth on the bottom. The front end of the toboggan curved around like a backward C. Two ropes, one on each side, ran the length of the toboggan.

“The ropes are for holding on to,” Jeffrey explained.

“I know that,” Jonathan said quickly.

“I forgot. You know everything,” Jeffrey said.

“But I never hold on,” Jonathan said defiantly. “I ride ’em like a roller coaster. Holding on is for wimps.”

Jeffrey scrunched down in the front seat. He was getting tired of this. Every conversation with his cousin ended with the word wimp. Jonathan sounded like he was pointing a finger straight at Jeffrey.

“You’d hold on if you went down the Monster Smash,” Jeffrey muttered.

“What’s the Monster Smash?” Jonathan asked.

“It’s a really steep hill—that’s the monster part. Then at the bottom there are lots of trees real close together. That’s the smash. You can’t slow down,” Jeffrey said.

“Sounds great,” Jonathan said excitedly. “I dare you to go down it with me.”

“Forget it, guys,” said Mr. Becker, starting the car. “Neither one of you is going down that hill. And I mean it.”

When they arrived at the golf course, it was already crowded. The sledders and skiers stayed on Number Two and Number Three hills. But on the long Number One Hill, the snow had been packed down hard. It made a superslick run just for toboggans. Number Four, just in front of a thick woods, was the Monster Smash.

Jeffrey, Jonathan, and Mr. Becker waited their turn at the top of Number One and then rode the toboggan together. The ride was fast and the wind stung their cheeks. Jeffrey was so happy he yelled the whole way down. Everyone held on tightly to the ropes. They did it over and over until the hot chocolate was all gone and Mr. Becker was tired. Then he went to talk to another parent while Jeffrey and Jonathan rode some more.

As soon as Mr. Becker was gone, Jonathan looked over toward Number Four Hill, the Monster Smash. “Let’s go for it,” he said.

“My dad says no,” Jeffrey said.

Jonathan made a face. “Do you always do everything your daddy says?”

“Only on days when I’m supposed to get my allowance,” Jeffrey joked. “Do you know what would happen if we wrecked my dad’s toboggan? If we lived through the accident, we’d never see the outside world again. We’d be grounded for life.”

“I’m really scared.” Jonathan sounded bored. He looked again at the steep hill. And so did Jeffrey. “Don’t you want to?” Jonathan asked.

Jeffrey shook his head.

“You and me—two cousins! We’ll go down it together.” Jonathan’s hand became a toboggan zipping down a hill and his mouth became the wind. “Zwoosh! Two cousins!”

Jeffrey liked the way Jonathan said “two cousins.” Maybe they could be friends after all. Besides, secretly he’d always wanted to ride the Monster Smash. He turned to check. His father was still talking.

“Come on,” Jonathan said with a big smile.

The two boys tugged on the toboggan and hurried to the top of the Monster Smash. They had the hill all to themselves. Down below, they saw the enormous pine trees. They also saw broken pieces of toboggans and smashed-up sleds. Jeffrey’s heart was pounding.

“I’ve got a plan,” Jonathan said. “You get on in front. I’ll give us a push and then hop on behind you.”

Jeffrey nodded his head quickly. He was breathing too fast to talk. He sat down on the toboggan.

“One… two… three!” Jonathan shouted, and then started to push.

Jeffrey felt the toboggan move slowly through the deep snow. At the edge of the hill, it tipped downward. Then it started to go faster.

“Hold on, Jonathan!” Jeffrey shouted. “Here we go!”

But Jonathan didn’t answer. As the toboggan raced down the hill, Jeffrey looked behind him. Jonathan wasn’t there! He was still at the top of the Monster Smash, waving and laughing as Jeffrey zoomed toward the trees.

Jeffrey should have been furious at his cousin, but there wasn’t time. There was only time to hold on tight. The wind rushed against Jeffrey’s face until he was numb.

The toboggan tilted and bumped, but Jeffrey held on to the ropes. Then he saw one of the big pine trees getting closer and closer. He was heading straight for it!

This is it, Jeffrey thought. The toboggan and I are both going to be smashed to toothpicks.

But a split second later, the toboggan veered to the side. It squeezed through the narrow space between two large pines. Then it slid straight into the side of a large snowdrift.

Jeffrey came to a stop with a jerk. He didn’t know whether to laugh or to cry. He couldn’t believe it. Somehow he was still alive—and he had done it! He had survived the Monster Smash! He tried to stand up, but his legs were shaking too much.

“Jeffrey!” a loud voice called to him from up the hill.

Then Jeffrey saw his father. He was half running and half sliding down the hill. Jonathan was following him.

Jeffrey knew he was in trouble now. “Dad,” Jeffrey said as his father helped him out of the snowdrift. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done it. It was Jonathan’s idea.”

“Jeffrey,” his father shouted. He grabbed him, hugged him, and pounded him on the back. “It was the most fantastic thing I’ve ever seen. You were fabulous. Totally, incredibly awesome!”

Jonathan stopped in his tracks about twenty feet away. He didn’t say anything for a second. He just looked at Jeffrey and his father hugging. Then, all of a sudden, he grabbed his wrist.

“Oooowwww,” he moaned. “I think I sprained my wrist when I gave Jeffrey that push. Owww! You’ve got to get me to a doctor fast, Uncle Bob. It really hurts.”

Mr. Becker stopped pounding Jeffrey and took a look at Jonathan’s arm. “I don’t see anything,” he said, “but we’d better get you to the emergency room right now.”
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“But he’s not really hurt,” Jeffrey said. “He’s just faking!”

“We’ve already taken enough chances today,” said Mr. Becker. “Let’s go.”

And that was the end of Toboggan Sunday.

The doctors at the hospital couldn’t find anything wrong with Jonathan’s wrist. But for the rest of the day, Jonathan babied it, anyway.

“I need something to drink,” Jonathan said as soon as they got home.

Immediately, Mrs. Becker got some cola for him.

“I need something to eat,” Jonathan said.

Mr. Becker made sandwiches for him.

And the pain seemed to get worse every time someone started to talk about how Jeffrey had gone down the Monster Smash.

That evening, when Mrs. Becker came up to Jeffrey’s room, Jeffrey was tossing a tennis ball in the air. He tossed it up and caught it in Max’s baseball glove.

“Hello, stranger,” said Mrs. Becker. “You’ve been up here forever. What are you doing?” She gave him a warm smile and sat down on his bed. “Let’s talk about Jonathan—”

“Don’t worry, Mom. I know what you’re going to say,” Jeffrey interrupted. “I know Jonathan almost got me killed on the Monster Smash. And from now on I won’t listen to anything else he says unless I have a lawyer with me.”

“Well—”

“You don’t have to say it, Mom. Really,” Jeffrey went on. “I know you’re trying to say you finally realized you’ve been giving Jonathan and Wendy all of your attention. It’s almost like I’ve been a ghost around here.”

“But—” his mother started to say.

“It’s okay, Mom. I know you’re trying to admit that you’ve made a mistake. You made all of their favorite foods and none of mine. And you’ve been giving me the smallest desserts after dinner. And you’ve said some things that hurt my feelings. But you didn’t really mean them. In fact, you’re so sorry that you’d like to put Jonathan and Wendy on a bus right now and send them back home. Then you can spend all of your time loving and adoring me just the way you used to. But you don’t have to say any of that, Mom, because I know.”

“Actually, Jeffrey,” Mrs. Becker said, “I came up here to tell you that from now on, Jonathan will be sleeping in your bed. And you will be sleeping in the sleeping bag. It’ll be much better for his wrist.”

“I told you not to say it, Mom,” Jeffrey said, covering his ears.


Chapter Seven
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The next day was Monday, the first day of Christmas vacation.

Jeffrey and his mother spent the morning dusting and vacuuming the living room while Jonathan lay on the couch, watching cartoons. Wendy read a book.

Then the doorbell rang.

“Would you answer the door, Jonathan?” Mrs. Becker shouted over the vacuum cleaner.

“Ooooowww, my wrist,” Jonathan moaned.

Jeffrey glared at his cousin. “I’ll get it,” he grumbled.

Jeffrey opened the front door and stared at the woman on the porch. It was Mrs. Merrin. But for a minute, Jeffrey didn’t recognize her. She was wrapped in scarves and wore big, furry earmuffs.

“Hi, Jeffrey,” she said, smiling.

“Hi,” Jeffrey said cautiously. “Isn’t it considered a hit-and-run violation to give a kid homework over Christmas vacation?”

“Very funny,” said Mrs. Merrin. “Come on out. I want to show you something.”

Jeffrey grabbed his parka and put on his boots. Then Mrs. Merrin led Jeffrey to a section of the Beckers’ front yard where the snow was fresh and white and without a single footprint. Written in the snow, right in front of the snowman Jeffrey had built, were the words:

Thanks, Jeffrey. Love, Mrs. M.

Jeffrey looked at the writing in the snow. Then he looked at his teacher.

“For what?” Jeffrey asked.

“For playing Santa Claus again. My husband told me you dropped by my house in your Santa Claus suit. He said you told him how ‘coolsville’ it would be for him to buy a mixer for me.”

“But, Mrs. Merrin…” Jeffrey didn’t know what to say. His teacher looked so happy. How could he tell her that it wasn’t him? It was Max.

“You don’t have to make up any stories,” Mrs. Merrin said. “And you don’t have to admit that it was you. But it was a very sweet thing to do. And I hope you have a great Christmas, too.”

She waved good-bye, then walked toward her little red car. It was parked in front of Jeffrey’s house. Jeffrey waved back.

He was happy for Mrs. Merrin. But he felt bad about getting the credit for something Max had done. Santa Max had given Jeffrey’s car to Arvin Pubbler. And now Santa Max had made sure that Mrs. Merrin got her mixer. It was Max, the third-grade ghost, who was keeping the Christmas spirit alive. Jeffrey wanted to see his friend again. Life wasn’t the same without him.

Jeffrey wrote a message in the snow right next to Mrs. Merrin’s.

Max. I’m sorry. Your friend, Jeffrey.

No sooner had Jeffrey finished the message than something invisible suddenly made a snow angel in the snow. It brushed up the loose snow and erased Jeffrey’s words. Then Max appeared in the snow angel, lying on his back, moving his arms and legs.

“Max!” Jeffrey shouted happily. “You’re back!”

“Hey, hey, hey, and a one-horse open sleigh, Daddy-o,” Max said. “I dig your letter. Heartsville.”

“I really missed you,” Jeffrey said.

“Like, I know, Daddy-o. Who wouldn’t miss cool, little old me?” Max said. “Jeffrey, I really blew it with your racing car, too. Like, something weirdsville happened when I put on the Jingle Bell man’s costume. Sorry, cat.”

“That’s okay, Max,” Jeffrey said. “I know you were just trying to make sure Arvin had a happy Christmas—and Mrs. Merrin, too. But I’ve been having a terrible Christmas without you.”
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“Like, owww,” Max said. “My wrist is hurtsville from making that snow angel. We’d better make the emergency-room scene.”

“Max!” Jeffrey grinned. “You know about Jonathan? Don’t tell me you were there at the Monster Smash!”

“Hey, Daddy-o, just because you can’t see me doesn’t mean I’m not eyeballing you,” Max said with a laugh. “Besides, I do the Monster Smash all the time. Since I’m already in ghosts ville, what do I have to worry about?”

“Did you see me? I made it down the hill! I was going to plow right into a tree, but I didn’t,” Jeffrey said proudly.

“I’m hip, Daddy-o,” Max said. “That’s because I pushed you out of the way.”

Jeffrey couldn’t believe what Max was saying. “You pushed the toboggan away from the tree?”

“It was easier than pushing the tree out of the way.”

“You saved my life, Max,” Jeffrey said, smiling at his friend.

“No sweat. Like, I don’t know what to lay on you for a Christmas present, anyway,” Max said.

The two friends went inside and then straight to the kitchen to make some hot chocolate.

“Jeffrey,” his mother said. “You forgot to take your boots off.”

“Sorry, Mom,” Jeffrey said.

His mother was looking at the kitchen floor with a puzzled look. “Jeffrey, why are there two different boot tracks on the floor?”

“Uh, I was in such a hurry to get some hot chocolate, I was marching double time, Mom,” Jeffrey said.

Mrs. Becker laughed and tears formed in her eyes.

“It wasn’t that funny, Mom,” Jeffrey said.

“Like, you can say that a few more times,” whispered the invisible Max.

“I know, Jeffrey,” said his mother. “But I haven’t seen you look so happy in days. It just made me a little teary.” She sniffled a couple of times.

“Mom, don’t sniff up. Blow your nose,” Jeffrey said, imitating his cousin, Wendy. Then he and Max left with their hot chocolate.

For the rest of the day, Jeffrey and Max played tricks on Jeffrey’s cousins.

When Jonathan wanted to get off the couch—which wasn’t very often—he couldn’t.

“It feels like someone’s sitting on my chest,” Jonathan explained. “Honest, Aunt Betsy.”

“Hmm,” Mrs. Becker said, sounding less than convinced. “Maybe you’re a couch potato who has taken root.”

Of course she couldn’t see what Jeffrey could see—that Max was sitting on Jonathan’s chest and keeping him pinned to the couch.

At lunchtime, Max stood behind Wendy and made fun of her Miss Perfect Manners act. Jeffrey couldn’t help laughing.

“Don’t laugh with your mouth full,” Wendy said to Jeffrey.

Then she took a bite of her grilled cheese sandwich.

Suddenly, Miss Perfect Manners spit out the bite of sandwich. It went flying across the table and landed right in Jonathan’s soup.

“Great shot, Wendy,” Jeffrey said, laughing. “But wouldn’t it be more polite to play this game after lunch?”

Wendy turned red with embarrassment. “It felt like someone slapped me on the back and made me spit,” she said.

“Oh, sure,” Jeffrey said, winking in Max’s direction. “Probably the same person who was sitting on Jonathan’s chest.”

Late that night, Jeffrey was splashing around in the bathtub. Max was squirting mounds of white shaving cream from a can into his hand. He spread it on his face. Then, using a comb, he pretended to shave.

“I’ve got a totally dynamite plan,” Jeffrey said to Max. “Don’t you want to hear it?”

“Like the corn plant said to the crow, I’m all ears, Daddy-o,” Max said.

“Christmas morning, real early, we sneak downstairs,” Jeffrey began. “Then we steal all the presents that are for Wendy and Jonathan. And then we wrap up our presents for them and put them under the tree instead. You know, things like old rotten food—”

“Boxes of dirt,” said Max.

“A slimy plastic snake in doll clothes,” said Jeffrey.

“A rubber hula hoop,” Max said.

“What’s a hula hoop?” asked Jeffrey.

“Like, forget it,” Max said. He shook his head and flipped shaving cream at Jeffrey. “This trick is strictly from meansville.”

Jeffrey’s face grew serious. And he listened while his conscience talked to him. “You’re right, Max,” he said quietly. “It’s a mean and cruel and rotten thing to do, especially on Christmas.” Jeffrey dived under water again and then came up. “In other words, it’s just what Wendy and Jonathan deserve!”


Chapter Eight
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Jeffrey closed the door to his bedroom quickly and locked it. “Let’s get to work,” he said to Max.

“Like, where is everybody?” Max asked.

“Wendy and Jonathan are in the den with the door closed,” Jeffrey said. He sat down on his bed. It was piled with junk. “And my mom and dad are Christmas shopping for each other. They always wait until the day before Christmas.”

“Well, tutti-frutti, all rootie! Like, the coast is clear,” said the ghost. “I’m splitting for the kitchen.”

“The kitchen?” Jeffrey said. “Hey, aren’t you going to help me? We have to wrap Wendy’s and Jonathan’s presents.”

“I’d rather wrap my mouth around a banana and bologna sandwich,” said Max.

“How would you like to do me a favor?” Jeffrey said. “Sneak into the den. All day Wendy and Jonathan have been acting like they’ve got a secret. I want you to find out what it is.”

“Like, maybe, Daddy-o,” Max said.

That’s the way it was with Max. Everything got a definite maybe.

“Close the door when you go,” Jeffrey reminded his friend.

“No sweat,” Max said. He floated through the door to Jeffrey’s bedroom without opening it.

Jeffrey got to work immediately. He was going to make this Christmas unforgettable for his cousins. First, he filled a medium-sized box with stones and twigs from his backyard. It rattles too much, Jeffrey decided. So he poured in some glue. Then he wrapped the package in shiny red Santa Claus paper. And he put Wendy’s name on it.

Next, he took another empty box and carefully poured a five-pound bag of flour into it. Just for a dash of color, he added a smelly, moldy stalk of celery. It had been left in the bottom of the refrigerator much too long. Jeffrey wrapped that package quickly. He put it as far away from his nose as possible.

“ ’Tis the season to be jolly,” he sang as he worked.

Gift number three was his favorite. It was going to be an exciting combination of creamed corn and potato chips on an old, torn T-shirt. But before Jeffrey got the can of creamed corn open, Max came back. He was munching a sandwich and laughing.
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“What’s so funny?” Jeffrey asked.

“Daddy-o, like, you’d be ho-ho-ing too if you dug what I just dug.”

“What was it?”

“Like, while you’re up here doing the package-wrapping scene, Wendy and Jonathan are doing the same thing. They’re in the den wrapping a present, too,” Max said.

“So what?” Jeffrey said. “They probably got some cheap perfume for my mom. Is that the secret?”

Max shook his head. “Daddy-o, that package is a special delivery to you.”

Jeffrey stopped and looked at Max. He thought about the kind of present his cousins would get for him. “They probably bought me exploding cupcakes,” Jeffrey guessed. “Well, no thanks. Don’t even tell me what it is, Max.”

“My lips are Fort Knox, Daddy-o,” Max said. He ate his sandwich without another word.

But the secret was driving Jeffrey crazy. “Okay, tell me what it is. Wendy’s going to give me a book on table manners, right?”

Max shrugged.

“Come on, Max. Tell me. Is it animal, mineral, or combustible?” Jeffrey asked.

Max shook his head and started whistling.

“Tell me, Max! I can’t take it anymore. What are they giving me?”

“Boy, will you do a red-faced scene,” Max said to Jeffrey. “Because they are preparing to lay on you a totally cool gift. It’s a brand-new, in-the-box, remote-control racing car.”

Jeffrey was speechless. He remembered telling Jonathan how he had lost his car.

“For real?” Jeffrey asked Max finally. Max nodded.

“Believe it or not, those two cats downstairs feel sadsville about you losing your car. And they didn’t even see how cool I was when I gave it to Arvin Pubbler,” Max said. “They’re saying that if this year’s Christmas is a real dragsville, it wasn’t your fault. It was theirs. They even said the big sorry word about giving your life the once-over with sandpaper.”

Jeffrey looked at Max. And then he looked at the packages of garbage he had just wrapped.

“I feel like a total geek. A weasel. A dweeb. A jerk,” Jeffrey said.

“Speak English, Jeffrey,” Max said. “What’s a geek?”

“Never mind,” Jeffrey said, laughing. “I’ll get you a 1980s slang book for your birthday.” Then Jeffrey’s face got serious again. “I guess Wendy and Jonathan aren’t having such a terrific Christmas, are they?”

“Like, who wouldn’t want to go visit a cousin you hated?” Max teased.

“Yeah, I see what you mean,” Jeffrey said.

He unwrapped the boxes of junk and threw them into the trash. “I guess I got so mad I got carried away. Well, I wasn’t really going to give these things to them,” Jeffrey said. He looked up at the ghost. “What am I going to do, Max? There isn’t time for me to buy them anything now. The stores are almost closed.”

Jeffrey heard a car pull into the driveway. A few moments later, he heard his parents walk into the kitchen.

“Come on, Max, think!” Jeffrey said. “What am I going to do?”

“Maybe you could lay some bread on them,” Max said.

“Bread?”

“Yeah, you know. Money. Cash. Moola,” Max explained.

“No. It has to be something good. Something with the Christmas spirit,” Jeffrey said. Jeffrey thought for a minute. “I know!” he said. Then he ran downstairs.

In the kitchen, his parents were unpacking groceries.

“Mom and Dad, we’ve got to talk,” Jeffrey said. “I was thinking. We have roast beef for Christmas dinner every year. Year after year. Don’t you think we’re in a rut?”

“I thought it was called a family tradition,” said his father, kicking off his boots.

“Yeah, but traditions are made to be broken, aren’t they?” Jeffrey said. “Now I know this is going to sound crazy. But just give your minds a minute to take in this idea. Turkey for Christmas dinner.”

Mrs. Becker turned to her son. “Jeffrey, remember two nights ago at the dinner table? Wendy said again that her family always had turkey for Christmas. And you said to me, ‘Mom, if you roast a turkey for Christmas, I’ll jump out of my bedroom window.’ ”

Jeffrey laughed. “Come on, Mom. You know I can’t open my bedroom windows. Not since the last time Dad painted them.”

Just then Jonathan and Wendy came into the kitchen.

“Yo, cousins,” Jeffrey said. “You’re just in time! We’re going to pop some corn!”

“What for?” Jonathan asked.

“Popcorn balls for the Christmas tree, of course,” said Jeffrey.

“I thought you said we couldn’t do that,” Wendy said. “You said popcorn balls would make the tree look like it had warts.”

“Not warts—smarts. I said it takes smarts to think of putting popcorn balls on a tree,” said Jeffrey. “Let’s get busy. Isn’t it officially Christmas Eve?”

Jeffrey’s cousins looked at each other for a moment. Then they smiled.

“Thanks, Jeffrey,” Wendy said. “That’s really nice of you.”

Then they all made caramel corn. While it was still hot, they molded it into fat balls. And then Wendy played Christmas carols on the piano, which was not really out of tune. Mr. Becker built a fire. And everyone sang as they tied the popcorn balls onto the tree, which was already filled with ornaments, small white lights, and ribbon bows.
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When the tree was decorated, everyone left the room to bring their presents to put under the tree. Jeffrey came back first, carrying a package for his parents and another small special package.

“Daddy-o, Daddy-o, Daddy-o,” Max said excitedly, appearing out of nowhere. “Like, I’m trying to be cool, but this little package does say ‘To Max, From Jeffrey,’ doesn’t it?”

“It does,” Jeffrey answered.

“Absolutely presentsville,” said the ghost. “Too much.”

Max tore open the package quickly and pulled out a bright red sweatband and two wristbands. He looked puzzled at first, but then he smiled. “Like, I’m hip that the small ones go on my knees, but isn’t this big one smallsville for a belt?”

Jeffrey laughed. “Where have you been for thirty years, Max?” he teased his friend. Then he slid the wristbands onto Max’s wrists and put the sweat-band on Max’s forehead.

“Cooler than cool, Daddy-o,” Max said, looking in the mirror. “I mean, totally fresh, for sure, dude.”

“Merry Christmas, Max.”

“Like, the merriest to you, too, Jeffrey,” said the ghost.

Then Max disappeared just as Wendy and Jonathan and Jeffrey’s parents came back with their presents.

“I didn’t really get you guys anything,” Jeffrey told Wendy and Jonathan.

“Sure you did,” Jonathan said. “You got us a turkey dinner, didn’t you?”

“Ho ho ho,” said Max. He was sitting on the back of the couch. Of course, no one but Jeffrey could see him. But for a change, somebody heard him!

“Who said that?” said Mr. Becker.

“Who said what?” Jeffrey asked.

“Who said ‘ho ho ho’?”

“You just said it, Dad,” Jeffrey said.

“I meant, before me,” argued Mr. Becker.

“I think the Jolly Green Giant said it first, Dad.”

“Hey, Aunt Betsy, maybe your house is haunted,” Jonathan said with a laugh.

“It is haunted,” Wendy agreed. “I can feel it. I think there’s a ghost in here right now.”

Jeffrey tried not to look in Max’s direction.

“Everyone thinks I’m bananas, but I believe in ghosts,” Wendy said.

“I don’t think you’re bananas, Wendy,” Jeffrey said. “And you know what? I think if you keep believing in ghosts, I’ll bet you’ll see one one day. Maybe next time you come for a visit. How about New Year’s? We’re having a baked ham.”

“You mean you don’t have macaroni and cheese on New Year’s Day?” asked Jonathan.

Jeffrey’s stomach did a quick flip-flop. Macaroni on New Year’s? “Uh, well, it’s a possibility,” Jeffrey said. “Anything can happen around here—even macaroni and ghosts!”



Here’s a peek at Jeffrey’s next adventure with Max, the third-grade ghost!

PET DAY SURPRISE

That afternoon, after lunch, it was Ben’s turn to give his science report. He picked up his shoe box and note cards and walked up to the front of the class. Then he wrote the word SNAKE on the chalkboard in wavy snakelike letters.

“People don’t understand a lot of things about snakes,” Ben began. “But now its time to come face to face with the truth.” With that, Ben dramatically ripped off the top of the shoe box and pulled out Miranda—his long, dark, garden snake. Miranda was a foot and a half long and thin. She curled around Ben’s arm, her tongue darting in and out.

“Pass her around,” said Melissa.

“Don’t do it!” shouted Arvin Pubbler. “Put it back in the box!”

Ben started to show the snake around. But Arvin Pubbler kept yelling.

“It’s on me! I can feel it!” Arvin shouted.

Everyone looked over at Arvin.

“It’s crawling on my neck!” Arvin said, afraid to move.

No one could see a snake on Arvin. And no one could understand why he was so upset. Only Jeffrey knew.

Standing next to Arvin was Max, the third-grade ghost. He was running his finger up and down Arvin Pubbler’s back, giving him the chills. He made himself visible only to Jeffrey for just a second. Then he disappeared again.

“Arvin,” said Mrs. Merrin, trying to comfort her frightened student, “it’s just your imagination.”

No it’s not, Jeffrey thought. But he kept the truth to himself.
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