&
K
h
a
aty
r
a
S
– and the –

Imagination Blankets

Written by

Illustrated by

Julie Stroebel Barichello

Hannah Jones

Streator, IL

-1-

Christmas Presents
“Take that, Uncle Kevin!”
With the press of a button, Katy sent a spiky blue shell
flying at her uncle. Wham! It slammed into his go-kart,
causing the vehicle to spin around and screech to a halt.
Other drivers zoomed past.
Her uncle wasn’t in first place anymore — now she was.
“Don’t worry, Uncle Kevin,” said Sarah, Katy’s big
sister. “She won’t be in first place for long.”
Zap! A bolt of lightning blasted all of the go-kart drivers
... except Sarah. She was the one who had zapped everyone.
She covered her mouth to stifle a giggle. The other gokarts were itty-bitty now. And slow. She passed them all to
cross the finish line and take first place.
She glanced over at Uncle Kevin — who until a moment
ago had been the defending Mario Kart champion — to

see if he was upset about losing.
Katy crossed the finish line seconds after Sarah. She
nudged her glasses up her nose and blinked at the screen
in disbelief. “No way. I can’t believe I didn’t win.”
Aunt Jenny, Mom, and Dad hovered nearby to watch
the game while Grandma cooked Christmas Eve dinner
in the next room. Grandpa was up to his usual mischief —
he was in the living room changing the gift tags on every
present to say “To Grandpa.” Sarah already caught him
earlier that night editing the sign Katy made for Santa’s
cookies. Where Katy had written “To Santa” in red crayon,
Grandpa had crossed it out and written “To Grandpa” in
green crayon. Boy, was he sure to be on the naughty list
this year!
“Hey everyone,” Grandpa called from the living room.
“A car just pulled in the driveway. I bet Aunt Julie and
Uncle Derek are here.”
“Finally,” Sarah said, abandoning the video game. “They
took forever.”
“Now that they’re here, we can eat,” Grandma said.
“Go wash your hands and find a seat at the table.”
Everyone was waiting at the dining room table by the
time Aunt Julie and Uncle Derek walked in with their arms
full of colorfully wrapped boxes. “Whoa,” said Aunt Julie.
“Looks like we’re just in time.”
“If by ‘just in time’ you mean ‘late,’ then you’re right,”
Aunt Jenny teased.
Aunt Julie hurried to put the presents under the tree.
Then she squeezed between Uncle Derek and Sarah at the
table.
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Sarah and Katy loved Christmas Eve at their
grandparents’ house. Every year the whole family gathered
for dinner, games, and best of all, presents. They were the
only kids in the family. Eight adults buying for only two
kids meant they got some great gifts. And a lot of gifts.
Dinner was loud and delicious. Loud because the adults
liked to tell stories and laugh at old memories. Delicious
because Grandma was an expert in the kitchen and made
the best turkey, ham, mashed potatoes, gravy, green beans,
sweet corn, and crescent rolls. Then there were the side
dishes Aunt Jenny brought and the desserts Mom made.
Sarah looked at all the food on the table. Then something occurred to her: Aunt Julie had forgotten to bring
a dish. As an eight-year-old, Sarah was super observant.
Nothing slipped past her attention. She was good at
spotting problems and even better at finding solutions.
“Psst, Aunt Julie,” she whispered, nudging her aunt.
“You didn’t bring anything.”
Aunt Julie winked. “I forgot to bring food, but I did
bring presents.”
“Speaking of presents,” Katy said, overhearing the
conversation, “Can we go open them now?”
Katy was already done eating dinner. Seven-year-old
Katy was energetic and always looking for adventure. She
never wanted to stay in one place too long. She hardly
finished her question before she was sliding out of her chair.
“Okay,” Grandma said. “Let’s go open presents.”
When everyone was gathered around the Christmas
tree, Grandma started handing out the boxes wrapped in
red and green paper.
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“Let’s see. This one says ‘To Grandpa.’” Grandma
handed it to Grandpa. “Here’s another one for Grandpa.
And another ... Now wait a minute.” Grandma put her
hands on her hips. “Grandpa, did you change all these
tags?” she scolded.
Grandpa only laughed.
It took a few minutes to get the gifts sorted. The only
two that were properly labeled “To Sarah” and “To Katy”
were the ones Aunt Julie brought, and only because she
arrived too late for Grandpa to tamper with them.
Sarah and Katy carefully piled up their gifts as they
unwrapped them. There were Barbie dolls and Monster
High dolls, the latest Disney movie, a stack of Ivy and Bean
books, ruffled skirts, shoes with sequins, and Batman and
Wonder Woman action figures. The only thing left to
unwrap were the gifts from Aunt Julie and Uncle Derek.
“Go ahead,” Aunt Julie urged, excited. “Open them.”
“On the count of three,” Katy said. “One ... two ...
THREE!”
The sisters ripped away the candy cane-striped paper.
Under the paper were blank white boxes. They lifted the
lids and peeled back layers of red and green tissue paper.
Inside each box was a large woven blanket with a tasseled
fringe on either end. The only difference between them
was Sarah’s blanket was blue and Katy’s was yellow.
“Oh. It’s a blanket,” Sarah said.
Katy held up her identical blanket. “Aunt Julie, this isn’t
a very fun present.”
Aunt Julie and Uncle Derek exchanged a secret smile.
“Why are you smiling?” Katy asked.
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“These aren’t ordinary blankets,” Aunt Julie explained.
“What makes them so special?” Sarah asked.
“These are imagination blankets,” Aunt Julie said.
“They have a special kind of magic. With just a little bit of
imagination, they can turn into anything you want them to
be and can take you anywhere you want to go. All you have
to do is set your imagination free.”
Sarah looked suspicious. “What do you think, Katy?” she
whispered. “Do you believe the blankets are magical?”
Katy narrowed her eyes and peered over the top of
her glasses at Sarah. “Nope. I think Aunt Julie has gone
cuckoo.”
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Sarah Gets an Idea
Sarah looked out the living room window of her
family’s upstairs apartment. Her chin was in her hands.
Every yard in the neighborhood had crisp, unbroken snow.
No footprints or shovels had ruined it yet. When the sun
peeked out from clouds, it made the snow so bright Sarah
had to squint. Only the street was plowed — it was a shiny,
dark line through a world of white.
She puffed her cheeks with air and then blew it out
slowly like a deflating balloon. Snow days were supposed
to be fun. But today was boring. Boring with a capital B.
School was canceled because of the snow and the cold.
Earlier that morning, they were still in their pajamas and
brushing their teeth when the radio said school was closed.
Katy shouted “Yippee!” and ran down the hall to get her
snow pants and boots. Sarah hurried to spit the last blob of

toothpaste into the sink and chased after Katy. The sisters
were excited to spend a day building snowmen, throwing
snowballs, and waving their arms and legs to make snow
angels.
But Mom said everyone needed to stay inside. The
weather man on TV said the temperature was two degrees,
and the wind made it feel even colder. “You’ll catch a
cold if you play outside,” Mom said. “You’ll have to find
something to do inside.”
There were no cartoons on TV, only the news and
boring talk shows for adults. They had watched all of their
DVDs a million bazillion times. There were no new books
to read, and it was too chilly to walk to the library.
So Sarah stared out the window and sighed.
“I’m so bored, I wish we could just go to school,” she
said.
Katy sprawled next to Sarah on the couch. She flung
her arm over her eyes and gave a dramatic groan. “I’m so
bored, I wish we could go anywhere.”
Mom overheard them from the kitchen. “If you’re really
bored, you can go to your room and clean it,” she said.
With exaggerated frowns and a few grumbles, Sarah
and Katy crossed the apartment to their bedroom. If they
were going to be bored, they might as well do a boring
chore.
Sarah picked up stuffed animals and tossed them into
a toy net, which hung in the corner of the room like a
hammock. Katy stacked dolls in a plastic box. Dirty clothes
were stuffed into the hamper and clean clothes were folded
into drawers. Katy found a worn pair of sandals that were
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covered in playground gravel dust and left on the floor
since summer’s end. She flung them into the closet. Both
girls made their beds and folded their pajamas under their
pillows.
Katy flopped onto her freshly tidied bed. “Cleaning
made me more bored.” She pulled a blanket over her head
and pounded her pillow with her fists.
There was still an entire day ahead. Sarah knew their
boredom would be a problem. It was time to put her
problem-solving skills to work. She scrunched her forehead
to think. What could they do while they were cooped up in
the house all day? If only they could go somewhere more
fun.
Sarah thought and thought. What could they do?
She looked around the room at the hammock of stuffed
animals, the box of dolls, and Katy with the blanket over
her head.
Sarah snapped her fingers. Bingo!
“Katy, let’s try using the imagination blankets!”
The sisters had forgotten about the blankets after
Christmas, distracted by the armload of other gifts they
brought home. When Christmas break ended and they
went back to school, the blankets were shuffled into the
pile of other sheets and quilts on the bed, where they
remained until found in the cleaning spree.
Katy slowly tugged the blanket off her face. She lifted
it up and tilted her head to the side, studying it carefully.
Then she nodded.
“Okay. Let’s give it a try.”
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Magic Carpet Ride
Sarah spread her blanket flat on the bed. She smoothed
the wrinkles and climbed on top. She sat cross-legged and
waited.
“Nothing’s happening,” Katy said.
Sarah grabbed two corners of the blanket, bunching
the fabric in her fists. She shook the blanket like a rider
would shake the reins of a horse. “Um, giddyup,” she said.
Nothing happened. If only Aunt Julie had told them
how to make the imagination blankets work. That is, if
they even worked at all. Sarah had strong suspicions that
her aunt was wrong.
But it was still worth a try. She shook the blanket
again.
Katy rolled onto her belly and laughed. “That’s not
going to work.”

Sarah glared at her little sister. Then she closed her eyes
and pictured a magic carpet in her mind. She imagined
rising up, up, up into the air. She imagined the window
opening and a cold draft of air against her face. The picture
in her mind became so clear that she could feel the wind
whipping her hair and stinging her cheeks.
She opened her eyes. The wind and waving hair
weren’t her imagination — the window was open, and she
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was hovering in the air. The ceiling was an inch from her
head. She reached up and touched it — she had to feel it
to believe this was real. She was flying!
She looked down. Katy was staring up with her mouth
wide open in surprise.
They could hardly believe this was happening. The
imagination blanket had turned into a blue and silver
magic carpet.
“How did you do that?” Katy asked.
“I just pictured it in my head,” Sarah said.
“Let me try!” Katy scrambled onto her own blanket,
bunched it into her fists, and squeezed her eyes closed.
The tip of her tongue poked out from the corner of her lips
as she concentrated extra hard. As Sarah watched, Katy’s
blanket slowly rose into the air. Sarah blinked, and in a
flash Katy’s blanket turned into a gold and scarlet magic
carpet.
When Katy finally looked around, her eyes shone
with delight. Fearlessness filled her — she wanted to go
on an adventure! Katy was brave and sometimes too bold.
Nothing scared her, except the ugly opossum that lived in
Grandma’s backyard and sometimes hissed when people
got too close to it.
Seeing the open window, Katy leaned forward on
her blanket and zoomed outside. Sarah followed. Once
they were outside, they saw how high they were. They
floated next to the rooftops. Katy didn’t think they were
high enough — she wanted to be higher than the trees
and buildings. She tugged back on the carpet and started
climbing higher.
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“We’re just like Aladdin and Jasmine,” Katy shouted.
Sarah thought about the movie Aladdin. “Maybe we
should fly to an Arabian desert on our magic carpets.”
“Let’s do it!” Katy agreed.
Sarah rose as high as Katy, and they both leaned forward
and zoomed away.
At first they were nervous about how high they were
flying. Everything below looked tiny. Buildings looked like
doll houses. Cars looked no bigger than Hot Wheels toys.
People and animals looked like little ants. They had never
been so high. Even when they rode the tallest Ferris wheel
at the Harvest Days carnival downtown each September,
they didn’t go this high.
They weren’t nervous for long, though. Everything was
too interesting to be scary. They could see rivers stretch
across the countryside, swerving like the letter S. They
could see cities, and between the cities they saw miles and
miles of fields, each one like a square in a patchwork quilt.
The sisters flew east, and soon they saw mountains, but
even the mountaintops were far below. After the mountains
they saw the Atlantic Ocean. Everything was blue — no
land was in sight. It was like looking at the endless blue of
the sky, upside down.
“Look, Sarah, whales!” Katy pointed at dark specks in
the ocean.
Sure enough, a family of whales was gliding through
the water. The sisters flew lower so they could watch the
kings of the ocean. One broke the surface of the water,
jumping and then sinking back into the waves, splashing
with a slap of its tail. Another rolled under the water,
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flashing his white belly at them. A third whale blasted
water into the air, spraying the girls’ faces.
“Blech. Whale spit,” Katy said. The sisters pulled their
carpets out of reach of future whale splashes and blasts.
Not long after they left the whales behind, they saw
islands with sandy beaches and green palm trees and
mountains. The air was warmer here than at home. They
rolled their sweater sleeves up to their elbows and their
pants legs up to their knees, then tugged off their shoes
and socks.
A gust of wind made Katy’s carpet tip sideways. She
had to hold on tight to steady it. With her hands on the
carpet, she couldn’t hang onto her shoes and socks. One
of her shoes tumbled over the side and fell into the ocean
with a splash.
“Oh no! What am I going to do?” she wailed.
“It’s okay, we’ll find you new shoes,” Sarah replied.
Soon the ocean was gone, and they were flying over
a sandy desert. The sand stretched for miles and miles
and miles. Hot wind blasted them in the face, and gritty
dust swirled into the air around them. The sand was
getting into their eyes, noses, and mouths. It was terribly
uncomfortable.
“We need to find somewhere to get out of this wind,”
Sarah shouted.
A tiny strip of green and blue became visible in the
desert ahead. They steered their carpets toward the strip.
As they flew closer, they could see the blue was a river,
and the green was a tiny valley of trees and grass in the
middle of the desert. The strip of green started to get
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wider, and then they saw a beautiful city beside a sea.
“Let’s land here,” Sarah said.
They touched down at the edge of the city. The sisters
rolled up their magic carpets and tucked them under their
arms. They walked toward the sound of people chattering.
Rounding a street corner, they found themselves in a
bustling marketplace. It was hard for Katy to walk with
one shoe. She tried to hop on one foot but couldn’t keep
her balance for more than nine hops.
“Maybe we can find a pair of shoes here,” Katy said,
hopping every few steps.
The marketplace was full of tables under giant
umbrellas. The tables were full of things merchants were
selling: colorful lanterns, bronze and silver plates, glass
vases, woven rugs, and blankets. One man even had a lamp
that looked just like Aladdin’s genie lamp.
They stopped at a table with a large display of shoes.
Katy picked up a pair with open backs and a pointy, closed
tip. The sandals were as red as a cardinal’s feathers with
gold threads stitched in diamond patterns. They even had
a gold tassel on each toe.
“They’re beautiful,” Katy breathed.
“Do you want to barter for the shoes?” asked the
merchant behind the table.
“What does ‘barter’ mean?” Sarah asked.
“It means to trade,” the merchant answered.
“I don’t have anything to trade,” Katy replied.
The merchant pointed to Katy’s carpet. “How about
that? I will trade you the shoes for the rug.”
“Definitely not,” Sarah interrupted before Katy could
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reply. She took the shoes from her sister and placed them
back on the table, then hooked her arm around Katy’s
elbow to lead her away. “Come on. We’ll find another way
to get shoes.”
A crowd had gathered around another table, where a
merchant with a round belly was waving chubby fingers
and telling angry guards a thief had stolen his goods. Sarah
and Katy pushed their way through the throng of people
to continue their search.
At another table, a man with a curly black beard was
hastily stuffing all of his merchandise into a wooden crate.
He looked around nervously and his hands were shaking.
Sarah started to walk in the other direction, but a pair of
sandals on the man’s table caught Katy’s eye.
Katy ran to the table and picked up the sandals. They
were tan on the bottom with colorful beads woven into
the straps. Golden threads wove all around the sandals in
elaborate designs. Like Cinderella’s slipper, they were just
the right size.
When the man with the curly beard saw Katy holding
the sandals, he stopped stuffing things into the crate.
“Would you like to buy those?”
Katy started to say yes, but then she shook her head
sadly. “I don’t have any money.” As an afterthought, she
added, “And I don’t have anything to barter.”
The man with the curly beard snatched them back and
said, “No money, no shoes.”
He kept stuffing his wares into a wooden crate.
Everything he was selling seemed random. The box was
disorganized and nothing was stacked neatly. The crate
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was full of odds and ends: a woven tunic, candlesticks, a
dirty old book, a pair of pearl earrings and another pair of
golden hoops, a smooth wooden bowl, carvings of camels
and elephants and tigers, a turquoise necklace. The thing
that stood out most of all was a wooden carving of a cat,
polished smooth and shiny until it reflected Katy’s face like
a mirror. The only part that wasn’t made of wood were the
eyes. Each eye was a glittering yellow jewel with a white
streak through the middle, just like a cat’s pupil.
“Wow, this is really pretty,” Katy said, picking up the
cat statue.
“Don’t touch that, insolent little child!” the man with
the curly beard shouted, snatching the cat away. “It is worth
more than your weight in gold!” He laid it tenderly on top
of the crate.
The man’s shout attracted the attention of the crowd
down the street. The round-bellied merchant saw the cat
lying on top of the crate, and his eyes bulged like a bullfrog.
“That man over there! Stop him!” the merchant told the
crowd, pointing a sausage-like finger at the man with the
curly beard.
The guards elbowed their way through the crowd.
“Out of our way!” they bellowed like enraged bulls.
People scattered in all directions, trying to avoid the angry
guards.
The man with the curly beard joined the scattering
crowd. He hugged the treasures to his chest, shoved Katy
out of the way, and started to run down the street, weaving
through confused onlookers who stopped to watch the
scene.
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As he ran, the sandals fell out of the crate. Katy picked
them up and waved them in the air.
“Wait, mister, you dropped these!”
The man with the curly beard paused and glanced back,
first at Katy, then at the guards forcing their way through
the marketplace.
“I have changed my mind,” he said. “They are yours
now. Free of charge.”
Sarah joined Katy where she stood in the street. They
watched him run around a corner, then looked at the
sandals in Katy’s hands.
“What a weird guy,” Sarah said.
“Yeah, weird,” Katy agreed as she kicked off her lone
shoe and slid the sandals onto her feet.
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