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Dearest Readers,

It is with great joy that I welcome you to the city of R. 

In a few pages, you will discover this wondrous city 

for yourself, as you explore its snowy streets with the 

Greco-Aidens. But first, let’s talk, you and I. 

Christmas is my favorite time of year. I come from 

a very big family, and every year since I was born, we 

have celebrated the holidays together. As a child, I loved 

watching the families in Christmas movies on TV, then 

turning around and looking at my own family around me. 

However, as I grew up, I discovered that I wanted to 

build a family with another woman rather than a man; 

and in none of those Christmas stories could I find a 

family like the one that I hoped to start. I began to worry.
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I would have liked to have shared my concerns with 

someone, but I believed that there must be some kind of 

secret reason why families with two mothers weren’t in 

the stories I was reading, and I was too ashamed to ask 

any questions. I thought it was something I could do 

nothing about.

Today, I know there is a lot that each of us can do 

(yes, even kids!) to create a better world, a world where 

everyone is welcome and no one has to hide any parts of 

themselves. 

The characters in Elves on the Fifth Floor are far 

smarter than I was as a child! Just like the young ac-

tivists of our time, from Malala Yousafzai to Greta  

Thunberg, these children never stop asking, “Why?” 

They disobey adults’ senseless rules, and in doing so, 

they change the world. 

If I could go back in time, I would like to go back to 

my grandmother’s bedroom, snuggle up with my sister 

and cousins, and read Elves on the Fifth Floor while the 

adults play cards in a nearby room on a long, green-cloth-

covered table. 

My wish is that this magical adventure keeps you 

and your families company during the holiday season, 

and that the courage of this exceptional group of chil-

dren helps you be more accepting and feel more accepted.

With love,

Francesca Cavallo



For all the children 

who disobey; 

and, in doing so, 

change the world.
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It was three days before Christmas when the  

Greco-Aiden family arrived in the city of R. There 

were five of them: two moms, Isabella and Dominique, 

and their three children, Manuel, Camila, and Shonda. 

Tired from their long journey, the Greco-Aidens 

climbed down from the train car. They were about to 

head to the top of the platform when suddenly a little girl 

sped toward them—riding atop a suitcase that seemed 

to be motorized—until she crashed directly into the  

Greco-Aidens’ luggage. 

“Olivia!” A woman’s voice called from far off. 

Isabella and Dominique raced toward the little girl, 

Olivia. “Are you all right? Did you hurt yourself ?” they 

asked, worried.

ARRIVAL IN THE 
CITY OF R.
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“No, thank you! Everything is exactly where it 

should be!” Olivia said, cheerfully brushing the dust from 

her jacket.

Shonda was entranced by the strange suitcase that 

Oliva had ridden in on. “What is that?” she asked. 

“It’s a Motocase,” Olivia said proudly. “I built it my-

self.” She watched the Greco-Aidens for a moment, then 

asked, “You aren’t from around here, are you?”

“No,” Manuel said. “We just got here. We’re moving.” 

“And where are you going to live?” Olivia asked. 

“Ten Roomy Chimneys Road. Do you know it?”

“Sure,” Olivia said, whipping a map out of her 

pocket and pointing out a winding little road next to the  

station. “It’s very close to the station. See? There’s New 

Arrivals Square, and here’s Roomy Chimneys Road, just 

to the right.”

“Olivia!” It was the same woman who had called her 

before. “How many times do I have to tell you not to talk 

to strangers?” Without introducing herself, the woman 

grabbed Olivia by the arm and dragged her away. 

“Welcome!” Olivia called over her shoulder, as she 

disappeared after her mother into the crowd of trav-

elers. Still reeling from the strange encounter, the three  

Greco-Aiden kids and their mothers started walking  

toward the station exit. 

What they saw outside took their breath away.

The city of R. was beautiful!

Even though it was a cloudy winter day, the colors 

of the building facades sparkled like a rainbow after a 

thunderstorm: pink, canary yellow, blue, and aquama-

rine. The school holidays must have already started, for 

the streets were filled with children and their parents. 

The three siblings watched two dads chasing a little girl 

as she skated around an ice rink. Across the street, a 

mom, a dad, and their small twin children ran into a toy 

store.  A mom and her three daughters—all bundled up 

in wooly scarves—perched on a green bench munching 

on steaming roasted chestnuts.

On the wall behind the bench was a huge poster. It 

was the only thing in New Arrivals Square that was not 

colorful. On the poster was a giant portrait of a man. He 

was thin and grizzled, with a tight-lipped smirk. One 
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The Greco-Aidens counted 104 steps on the 

climb to their landing. The door opened with 

a squeak, and the children rushed in while the 

moms wrestled with the luggage. 

The truth was, there wasn’t much to see: the apart-

ment was small and bare. The kitchen was on the left; 

to the right, there was a small dining room with an old 

table and five spindly-legged chairs. The only big thing 

in the house was the fireplace, in front of which sat an 

iron poker and a basket filled with wood on an old carpet. 

There were two windows in the dining room: a large one 

on the wall and a small dormer window between the big 

wooden beams of the ceiling. A layer of ice had formed 

on the dormer window. 

side of his mouth turned up as if to smile, while the other 

turned down into a frown. The man on the poster wore a 

dark gray suit, a light gray shirt, and a medium gray tie. 

Printed below the picture in enormous letters was, 

“NEW RECORD: NOTHING BAD HAS HAPPENED IN 

THE TOWN OF R. FOR FIVE YEARS!” The message was 

signed, “Merry Christmas from Mayor Dull.” 

“What a peculiar name!” Camila said with a laugh, 

as she hurried to catch up with her family. They’d found 

the winding road Olivia had pointed out on the map: 

Roomy Chimneys Road, where their new home awaited.

Trudging  under the mountain of luggage, bags, and 

backpacks, the Greco-Aidens found their way to Number 

10. The facade of the building curved around the street 

corner. It was painted a bright orange, but in many places 

the plaster had peeled back, revealing the red bricks 

below. The three kids looked up, counting the windows 

above until they reached the top row. Number 10 Roomy  

Chimneys Road had five floors, and the Greco-Aidens’ 

new home was on the top floor, the fifth. 

THE HOUSE
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Manuel blew air into his hands to warm them up and 

watched as his breath puffed into a little cloud.

“Let’s light the fire right away!” Camila, the most 

excited of the three, suggested. “I’ve always dreamed 

of having a house with a fireplace, and luckily we have 

plenty of wood!”

“Let’s finish bringing in the luggage, then we’ll light 

it,” said Mama Dominique, as she attempted to drag in a 

large powder blue suitcase with worn-out wheels. 

At the back of the dining room, a cream-colored door 

with a rust-spotted brass doorknob led to the only bed-

room. Squished inside were a double bed, two straw stools 

that served as bedside tables, a small wardrobe, and a three- 

story bunk bed. All the furniture was lopsided, and there 

were no sheets or blankets on the mattresses. 

“What do you say we all sleep together in the big 

bed?” Mommy Isabella asked. “That way, we’ll all stay 

toasty warm!”

“Hurray!” Shonda cheered. In their old house, she 

had loved to sneak out of her room at night to snuggle 

with her moms in their big bed.
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Isabella, Dominique, and the children came from 

a faraway country that had recently elected a new pres-

ident. He had declared that families like theirs—ones 

with two moms and three kids—were illegal. The Greco- 

Aidens had fled in a hurry: otherwise, Manuel, Camila, 

and Shonda would have been sent to an orphanage, and 

their moms to jail. 

“What does it mean that we are illegal now?” Camila 

had asked when they had read the news.

“I don’t want to go to a Forphanage!” At four years 

old, Shonda had never heard the word “orphanage” but she 

had sensed that it might be hiding something unpleasant. 

“Of course not,” Mommy Isabella had reassured her.

“Nobody’s going anywhere alone,” Mama Dominique 

had chimed in. “Wherever we go, we’ll be together.”

So, they had packed their bags, said goodbye to their 

city and friends, and left for R.

Now, in the apartment on Roomy Chimneys Road, 

Manuel looked out the window and worried: “It’s going 

to be hard at the beginning, not knowing anybody.”

“We just met Olivia!” Camila reminded him, as she 

helped Mama Dominique to light the fire in the fireplace. 

Camila could stay positive through anything. She was 

two years younger than Manuel, but she loved new chal-

lenges.

“She seemed nice…” added Shonda, a little doubt-

fully, as she pulled her teddy bear out of her backpack 

and tucked it carefully in a tiny, striped sleeping bag.

“And anyway,” Camila went on confidently, “you 

saw that poster in front of the station. Nothing bad ever 

happens here!”
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Nothing bad ever happened in the city of R. The 

city was world-famous for it. In fact, it was for 

that very reason that Isabella and Dominique 

had chosen R. as their family’s new home. 

What they didn’t know but would soon find out was 

that—much like Olivia’s mother—the inhabitants of the 

city were not very friendly. When Isabella, Dominique, 

and the children rang the neighbors’ doorbell to intro-

duce themselves, nobody opened the door. 

“Why aren’t they coming out, Mommy?” asked 

Shonda, confused.

“Maybe no one is home…” Isabella replied hesitantly.

“But I saw an eye peering through the peephole!” 

Shonda protested.

NEIGHBORS 
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“What if they don’t want us here?” Manuel asked, 

worried. 

“No way!” Camila protested. “They’re just busy get-

ting ready for the holidays!”

“Camila’s right,” Mommy Isabella cut in. “How 

about we get into the holiday spirit too? Who wants a 

nice hot chocolate?”

Excited, the Greco-Aidens hurried down the 104 

stairs and down the street to the nearest cafe.

Imagine their surprise when at a nearby table they 

saw an old lady, accompanied by the same little girl 

whose motorized suitcase had nearly run them over at the  

station: Olivia!

“Hi, Olivia!” Shonda smiled at her.

The girl twisted toward Shonda and broke into a 

wide grin. She was about to say hi in return when the old 

lady —her grandmother, perhaps—froze her with a glare.  

Olivia immediately turned away and stared down at her 

bottle of blueberry juice. 

Manuel, Camila, and Shonda looked at each other, 

puzzled. Perhaps the little girl was in trouble for the  
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business with the suitcase? Well, they didn’t want to get 

her into more trouble, so they went and sat down at an-

other table.

When the waiter came to take their order, Dominique 

told him, “Good evening!” The man did not respond. He 

didn’t even raise his eyes. He just kept staring down at 

the pen pointed at his notebook, waiting, until a confused 

Dominique ordered five hot chocolates. A few minutes  

later, the waiter placed the cups on the table and left 

without a word.

What was happening? Isabella and Dominique         

exchanged a look. Why wasn’t anybody talking to them?

Olivia’s grandmother got up to go and pay, but her 

granddaughter hung a few steps back. The little girl then 

casually swept past the kids, but as she passed by, she slipped 

her juice bottle onto their table. It was empty—except for 

a piece of rolled-up paper stuck carefully inside. 

As she joined her grandmother at the counter,  

Olivia turned and winked at the Greco-Aidens, who 

stared back, open-mouthed. 

“There’s a message in the bottle!” Shonda whispered 

to her siblings. Manuel and Camila exchanged a glance, 

and as soon as Olivia and her grandmother were out the 

door, Camila flipped the bottle upside down and fished 

the paper out with her finger. 

It was the size of a bus ticket, both sides covered in 

dense writing. After carefully smoothing it out on the table, 

all five Greco-Aidens—including Shonda, who still did not 

know how to read—craned their necks to see what it said. 

I’m so sorry for not saying hi! In R., the adults don’t 

talk to strangers, because when you meet a stranger, un-

expected things can happen, and  Doctor Dull says that the 

only way to keep anything bad from happening in R. is to 

be careful not to let anything happen at all. But I love sur-

prises, and you all seem very nice! I can’t talk to you when 

there are adults around, but you can find me and other kids 

on the citizens band radio, on channel 38B.

The note was signed with an O, below which Olivia 

had drawn two small circles that looked like wheels.

“Who on earth is Doctor Dull?” Mommy Isabella 

asked.

“The mayor of R.,” Camila replied, remembering 
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the huge poster she’d seen in the square that morning.

“What is the ‘citizens band radio?’” asked Shonda.

The children and Mommy Isabella shook their 

heads. They had no idea. 

Mama Dominique spoke up: “It’s a CB radio,” she 

said. “By choosing the same channel, two people can 

communicate with each other. My brothers and I used 

one years ago, when we were playing on opposite sides 

of a hill.”

“Like a telephone?” Manuel asked.

“Not really,” Dominique replied. “On the telephone, 

everyone can talk at once. On a CB radio, you have to 

be patient and wait until the other person has finished.”

After a moment she went on, “But I didn’t know 

that ‘B’ channels even existed. It must be an under-

ground channel.”

The children’s faces lit up. “Maybe we could change 

the letter we wrote to Santa Claus and ask if he could 

bring us a radio as a present,” said Shonda. Her siblings 

nodded. 

Indeed, that was the very first thing they all did as 

soon as they got back home. There were only two days 

until Christmas, and they didn’t know if the letter would 

arrive in time for Santa Claus to switch the present. Still, 

they decided it was worth a try, so they wrote their letter 

and handed the envelope to Mommy Isabella to mail. 

The first day in R. had brought more surprises than 

they could ever have imagined, yet the events of the day 

were nothing compared to what would soon take place 

on the fifth floor of Number 10 Roomy Chimneys Road.
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On the morning of December 23rd, Isabella 

went to the central post office in R. for her 

first day of work. She’d been hired as a mail 

carrier. When she got there, she found a heavy, brown 

leather bag bulging with mail to be delivered by bicycle 

around the city. With a map in one hand, and the handle-

bars in the other, Isabella rode around R., neighborhood 

by neighborhood, delivering greeting cards, magazines 

with shiny covers, small packages, invitations, books, 

and envelopes of every kind. 

Isabella had been delighted to find this job. “I will 

meet lots of people, for sure!” she had told Dominique. 

But her first day was a disappointment: every time 

she rang a doorbell to deliver the mail, the recipient 

THE NEW JOB
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would appear in the window and motion nervously for 

her to leave it on the doorstep or the mailbox, or to slip 

it under the door. 

“It’s exactly like Olivia wrote in her note,” Isabella 

said to herself. “They must be avoiding me because I’m 

a stranger.”

At seven o’clock in the evening, she had finally 

reached the end of her route when she was dismayed to dis-

cover one last envelope in the bottom of her mailbag. The 

envelope was pink, addressed in blue ink, with old-fash-

ioned handwriting, elegant and full of flourishes. One 

corner bore a golden stamp and an illegible postmark.  

Isabella was exhausted; it had been a long day, and she 

was past ready to get home. She read the address, hoping 

that it wasn’t too far, and was surprised to read the name 

of her very own street—indeed, her very own building! 

How lucky! 

And the recipient? She squinted to make out the 

three names on the envelope: Manuel… Camila… and 

Shonda?! Her own children!

Stunned, Isabella looked for the sender, but the  

return address was too faded to read.

Who could have sent it? They had only just moved—

their friends and family didn’t yet know their new  

address. Even though she was burning with curiosity, 

Isabella decided that the right thing to do was to let the 

recipients open the letter themselves.

When she got home, she was greeted by the deli-

ciously familiar smell of her wife’s vegetable soup.

“My love!” Dominique lit up as she saw Isabella walk in.

“Hi, Mommy!” The children called out, hugging her.

“Hello, darlings!” Isabella said. “What have you 

been up to today?”

“We went grocery shopping at the market, hooked 

up the new phone, and helped Mama make dinner!” 

Camila said. “Manuel squashed a tomato on his face!” 

She giggled.

“Everyone to the table!” Dominique said, dishing 

the soup into the bowls.

“The dining car is about to depart!” Isabella called 

out and the children all hopped aboard. Manuel hung from 

her shoulder, Camila from her arm, and Shonda clung to 



38 39

her leg as she huffed and puffed like a 

steam train loaded up with precious 

cargo. This was a favorite game of the  

Greco-Aiden family—and one that 

ensured that everyone reached the 

table at the same time, while dinner 

was still hot.

“Kids,” Isabella announced as she sat, “I have a  

surprise for you!”

Dominique smiled and shook her head. Every so 

often, Isabella forgot that dinner time was not the best 

time to share surprises with the children— they would 

get distracted and not finish eating.

“What is it?” they all demanded, food forgotten. 

“First, we’ll finish our dinner,” Dominique said, 

with a wink at Isabella, “then we’ll hear what this is all 

about, okay?”

The children all picked up their spoons and wolfed 

down the hot soup as fast as they could. “Finished!” they 

announced a few minutes later, showing their empty 

bowls to their moms. 

Mommy Isabella nodded in approval. “Now you just 

have to wait until we’ve finished, too!”

“Hurry up, Mommies!” the kids protested.

As soon as everyone had finished, Dominique  

solemnly declared, “Drumroll, please!” Each member 

of the family began to drum their hands against the  

tabletop. Mommy Isabella slowly wiped her mouth with 

her napkin. She loved drawing out the suspense.

“Today,” she began, “after delivering all the mail,  

I found a letter addressed to some very special recipients. 

It was stuck to the bottom of my bag—hidden.”

“Who was it for, Mommy?” Little Shonda asked, 

her eyes sparkling. 

“Well…” Isabella pulled the envelope out of her 

jacket pocket and cleared her throat. “This letter is for… 

Manuel, Camila, and Shonda Greco-Aiden! Do you know 

them, by any chance?”

“That’s us!” Manuel shouted, yanking the pink  

envelope from Isabella’s hands.

He had begun to clumsily tear open the edge of the 

envelope when Camila plucked it out of his grip.
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“Careful, don’t rip it!” she protested.

With the authoritative air of a specialist, Camila 

delicately teased open the corner of the envelope, and 

pulled out an ivory-colored sheet of paper. She handed 

it to her brother. Of the three of them, he was the best 

reader. 

“Whose is it? Who sent it to us?” Shonda asked  

excitedly.

Manuel began to read out loud:

“Dear Manuel, Camila and Shonda, This is…”

He paused and his eyes widened:

“This is SANTA CLAUS!”

“Did Santa Claus answer our letter?” Shonda 

asked breathlessly.

Manuel read on: “I received your 

letter, even though it was sent last-minute. I’m proud 

to report that the North Pole Postal Service (NPPS) has 

greatly advanced in the last few years. 

“Thank you for the kind things that you wrote in 

your letter, both Mrs. Claus and I appreciate it very much. 

I cannot tell you whether or not you will get the gift you 

asked for—that must remain a surprise! 

“From your letter, I have come to understand that 

you recently moved to the city of R. Mrs. Claus and I 

would therefore like to ask a favor of you: Would you be 

so kind as to lend us a hand in wrapping the presents for 

THE FLYING 
ENVELOPE©
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the children in your new city?”

“Every single one?” Dominique wondered, ex-

changing a concerned look with Isabella.

Manuel went on, never taking his eyes off the letter: 

“If you and your mothers agree, tomorrow I will send 

ten elves to your house so you can get straight to work.”

“Tomorrow?” Isabella was alarmed.

“Ten?” Shonda was thrilled. 

Manuel read calmly on: “The envelope in which I 

sent your letter is a Flying Envelope©, the latest and 

most advanced invention to come out of the NPPS, de-

signed for the most urgent of correspondence. You may 

reply by writing your response and inserting the sheet 

back into the same envelope you received. 

“Warm Regards, Santa Claus.”

As soon as Manuel finished reading, he put down the 

letter and looked up at his family, who stood speechless.

Had they really received a letter from Santa Claus? 

the children wondered. Or was it some kind of prank? 

How could Santa have answered so quickly during what 

were surely the busiest days of his year? 

The moms, on the other hand, were thinking: How 

can we possibly wrap so many gifts, in a house this small, 

in so little time? 

Little Shonda was the only one who wasn’t con-

cerned. She picked up Santa’s letter and clasped it tightly 

to her heart. 

In the meantime, Manuel and Camila were passing 

the pink envelope back and forth. Santa Claus had called 

it a ‘Flying Envelope©’. They examined it carefully, but 

it didn’t seem to be particularly special. When gently 

tossed in the air, it didn’t take flight, but instead landed 

softly on the tabletop, just as any other envelope might 

have done. 

Shonda was the first to break the silence. “Shall I 

get a sheet of paper so we can write back?”

“What do you want to say?” Dominique asked.

“That we agree! You can’t possibly say no to Santa 

Claus!” Camila replied in a rush.

“Of course you can say no to Santa Claus,” Isabella 

replied.

“You can say no to anybody when you don’t want to 
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do something,” Mama Dominique added. 

“But I want to see the elves!” Shonda said.

“But where will we put them?” 

Manuel said, looking around with 

concern.

“Santa Claus knows where 

we live,” Camila cut him off  

decisively. “If he asked us, he surely 

has a solution in mind.” 

Meanwhile, Shonda came back to 

the table with a sheet of paper and a pen.

“Write,” she ordered Manuel, handing him the pen. 

“Dear Santa Claus,” she dictated, “we thank you very 

much for responding to us so quickly. If we get the radio 

for Christmas we’ll be very happy, but either way we want 

to help you wrap the presents for the children of R. Our 

home is small, but if you would like to send us your elves, 

I promise that we will do our very best to help.” 

The three children signed the letter—Shonda had 

only just learned to write her name—then Camila folded 

up the sheet of paper, stuck it in the envelope, and sealed it.  

As soon as she had finished running her forefinger along 

the top edge, the envelope came to life. It lifted up in 

the air, hovered above the old table, and turned around. 

On the back of the envelope, the return address, which 

until that point had been too faded to make out, sud-

denly darkened:

Santa Claus - North Pole - HO HO HO

Before everyone’s astonished gaze, the letter flew 

even higher in the air, reared back as though gathering 

force, then swiftly slid out through the bottom of the big 

window. It headed north, leaving the cold attic behind.

For a moment, the Greco-Aiden children were too 

stunned to do anything. Then, they rushed toward the 

window, but the speedy letter was already out of sight. 
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