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EXT. HIGHTOWER NEIGHBORHOOD - MORNING

The week of Christmas in a modest, Midwestern suburb covered 
in light snow. The homes are decked out in Christmas lights, 
cheerful tidings and festive figurines.

Except one. It is dark, dreary and uninviting. Its driveway 
and porch have already been cleared.

INT. HIGHTOWER HOME - MORNING

Present day but the humble, dated furniture makes it feel 
like 20 years ago.

A poster hangs on one wall, titled CHORES. It’s a long list.

INT. HIGHTOWER HOME - KITCHEN - MORNING

Seated at the table is CLARINA HIGHTOWER (Black, 10), a 
dreamer whose wild, frizzy curls are a fraction of where her 
mind is.

Her FATHER (Black, 40, stern, dated haircut) measures exactly 
one cup of plain, prepared oatmeal into her bowl.

Clarina looks longingly at a tin of sugar. But knows better 
than to ask.

Staring into the unappetizing oatmeal, Clarina traces a 
snowflake with her spoon. She imagines little mountains, 
which turns into a winter wonderland and- 

LITTLE SISTER (O.S.)
Ahem.

Clarina looks across the table at her LITTLE SISTER (Black, 
5, pretentious). She hisses at Clarina with an air of 
bossiness.

LITTLE SISTER
No playing at the table.

Clarina sticks her tongue out. Her sister makes a face back.

Father sits down with a stack of envelopes labeled 
“Groceries,” “Gas,” “Pharmacy,” etc. He precisely adds money 
to each one.

He glances over at Clarina’s uneaten oatmeal.

FATHER
Waste not, want not.
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Clarina obediently nods. Forces herself to spoon the plain 
oatmeal into her mouth.

MOTHER (Black, 40, no-nonsense) enters holding a patched coat 
and sewing kit. Sets the coat on the back of Clarina’s chair.

MOTHER
See, Clarina, good as new!

Mother looks over as Father flips through the envelopes. He 
jots notes on a legal pad.

MOTHER
I’m going to let the hem out on 
Junior’s jeans. That will save a 
few months on buying new ones.

She sits down beside Father. Peers at his figures. Smiles.

MOTHER
$13 ahead of this month’s budget.

Clarina looks up hopefully as Father glances from his figures 
to a bank statement. The balance reads $32,976. 

CLARINA
So I can get books from the school 
fundraiser?

Her family swiftly shoots her disapproving looks. Her mother 
pats her arm. Compassionately. Firmly. Looks expectantly.

Clarina glumly recites the answer to her question.

CLARINA
There is oil in the wise man’s 
dwelling but a foolish man spendeth 
it up.

EXT. HIGHTOWER NEIGHBORHOOD - DAY

Clarina walks to school as CHRISTMAS MUSIC wafts out of 
several homes. She peers enviously as NEIGHBORS go about 
their day with shiny gifts and glorious fruit cakes.

One FAMILY building a snowman together captures her 
attention. She’s captivated as she goes by. 

EXT. ELEMENTARY/MIDDLE SCHOOL YARD - DAY

KIDS throw snowballs and play together in the snow. 
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A few POPULAR GIRLS (13) are staging a winter-themed live 
video shoot with their phones for social media. 

As they trade off doing trendy dances, Clarina trudges by. 
Her dated, patched coat sorely sticks out. Along with her 
frizzy hair.

The girls all turn their phones onto Clarina. GIGGLE while 
exchanging sneaky looks.

POPULAR GIRL 1
Hey Clarina! You wanna be in our 
video shoot? We’re doing the Sizzle 
Pop Christmas remix!

Clarina’s eyes light up as she gullibly comes over. Two of 
the girls show her the dance as they play the song. 

Clarina gleefully gives it her all. But she’s uncoordinated 
and off beat. The popular girls burst out LAUGHING as they 
record her with their phones.

POPULAR GIRL 2 (INTO PHONE)
Klutzy Clarina never disappoints!

Clarina realizes the setup. Her eyes stinging, she gets away 
as fast as she can.

POPULAR GIRL 3 (O.S.)
OMG did you see her coat of many 
colors! Hope Santa brings her a new-

INT. ELEMENTARY CLASSROOM - DAY

Seated at a desk, Clarina confidently speeds through an 
assignment. Finishes and turns it over. 

Staring at the blank back of the page, she imagines the 
snowman from earlier.

EXT. HIGHTOWER NEIGHBORHOOD - DAY (DAYDREAM)

Clarina is poised as she dances down her street. Over-the-top 
Christmas bells and Christmas cookies dance behind her.

She nails the Sizzle Pop dance. The snowman she saw that 
morning tips his hat at her and-

FRITZ (PRE-LAP)
(heavy German accent)

Clarina, we have to trade papers.

3.



4.

INT. ELEMENTARY CLASSROOM - DAY (BACK TO PRESENT)

Startled, Clarina jumps as FRITZ (Biracial Black/German, 10, 
glasses) holds out his paper to swap with her.

Looking around, Clarina also sees MARIA (Latina, 10, well-
dressed but awkward, braces) left out as everyone else swaps. 

Clarina gestures to Maria.

CLARINA
Okay Fritz, but there’s an odd 
number in class so we should switch 
with Maria, too.

Maria smiles gratefully at Clarina as the trio swaps.

Fritz notices that Clarina has jotted a bunch of words on the 
back of her paper - snowman, cookies, bells. He’s befuddled 
as he stares back at her.

Embarrassed, Clarina looks down as she grabs a red pencil 
from her backpack. Concentrates on grading.

INT. SCHOOL CAFETERIA - LUNCH LINE - DAY

Fritz waits for food as MEAN BOYS (13) walk by. They LAUGH as 
they surround him.

MEAN BOY 1
What’s up, Fritzy.

Fritz tries hard to ignore them. Gestures to the CAFETERIA 
WORKER behind the line.

FRITZ
I would like fries, please.

One of the mean boys poorly imitates Fritz’ German accent.

MEAN BOY 2
I would like fries, please.

MEAN BOY 1
Hey Fritzy, what is this?

He holds up a picture of a squirrel on his phone.

Fritz’ cheeks turn red as he moves his tray down the line.

MEAN BOY 2
Say it! Say it!
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Fritz’ mouth trembles. He sees Clarina going by. Hopes for 
help.

But she’s carrying a sad, brown bag with her own lunch. Lost 
in the clouds, she bypasses the lunch line.

Fritz figures he might as well get it over with.

FRITZ
Skew-wel.

The boys CRACK UP as Fritz hurries away to the CASHIER. 

INT. SCHOOL CAFETERIA - DAY

Fritz joins Maria, who’s alone at a table with a high-end, 
picnic lunch. Both stare over at the table of popular girls 
and mean boys.

Fritz’ eyes fall on Clarina, who’s seated at another table, 
on the far end by herself. He tries to get her attention.

But Clarina is engrossed in writing in a notebook. Doesn’t 
see Fritz as she daydreams while munching a plain sandwich.

INT. ELEMENTARY CLASSROOM - DAY

Quiet reading time. Clarina is totally immersed in a book.

But the other STUDENTS are excited. Some eagerly check the 
time on their phones, others look outside every few minutes. 

One kid's eyes are glued to the clock on the wall. Watches 
the seconds hand spin around.

Finally, the clock hits the hour. The BELL sounds. 

The TEACHER smiles warmly.

TEACHER
Okay, class, have a lovely winter 
vacation!

Everyone else bolts out. But Clarina reads until she’s the 
last one left. The teacher comes over to her.

TEACHER
Clarina, you can take it home if 
you like.

Clarina looks up. Then glances back down at the cover. It’s 
The Story of a Nutcracker by Alexandre Dumas.
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Clarina shakes her head wistfully.

CLARINA
No, I’d get in trouble. My parents 
say this kind of stuff is 
frivolous.

The teacher stares sympathetically as Clarina packs up.

TEACHER
Well, life is about balance. 
Sometimes a little frivolousness is 
good fun.

Clarina doesn't respond as she dejectedly puts her backpack 
on. Carefully slides the book across her desk toward her 
teacher.

CLARINA
Merry Christmas.

TEACHER
And I hope you have a nice 
Christmas, Clarina.

Clarina waves goodbye as she trudges away. Mumbles.

CLARINA
Me, too.

EXT. HIGHTOWER HOME - DAY

Clarina walks up the driveway.

Sees her brother, JUNIOR (Black, tall, 16, oblivious), out 
with a shovel. Supposed to be shoveling the sidewalk. But 
doing air basketball moves.

Seeing Clarina, his eyes light up.

JUNIOR
Hey, sis. Check me out. 

He pretends to dribble around her. As she tries to get by, he 
stutter-steps, causing her to trip and fall.

CLARINA
Ow! Junior!

He doesn’t even notice as he takes the ball to an imaginary 
basketball goal.

Clarina shakes her head as she picks herself up. Goes inside.
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INT. HIGHTOWER HOME - DAY

Clarina immediately checks the chores board. Sees dishes, 
mopping and vacuuming by her name.

MONTAGE:

-Clarina washes dishes as her sister dries them. As she 
scrubs utensils, she imagines them as toy soldiers.

-As Clarina mops, she waltzes in time to imaginary music.

-Clarina pushes the vacuum across the carpet where she sees 
the cover of the book from school in the vacuum patterns.

INT. CLARINA AND LITTLE SISTER’S ROOM - NIGHT

Exhausted, Clarina buttons her nightgown for bed. Nearby, an 
antique wall clock tick-tick-ticks.

Glancing out of her window, Clarina sees CAROLERS festively 
coming down the street. Her eyes light up, then fall as the 
carolers pointedly skip her house.

Clarina kneels beside her bed for nighttime prayers. Looking 
over, she sees Little Sister is already asleep.

CLARINA
(praying)

I wish we could be like everyone 
else, with a happy life. Cakes to 
eat and music to dance to. And a 
real Christmas...

Clarina climbs into bed and quickly falls asleep. Outside her 
window, a twinkling star shoots across the sky.

In the other bed, her sister’s eyes open. Having overheard, 
she smiles deviously.

INT. HIGHTOWER HOME - DAY

Clarina, Junior and Little Sister eat a plain breakfast of 
rice. Father peers out of the window at heavily falling snow.

Mother enters holding a large weather radio. Turns to Father.

MOTHER
Forecast says four feet, now. The 
neighbors behind us didn’t trim 
their trees this fall. We’d better 
get the generator prepped. 
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Junior scoots away from the table.

JUNIOR
I’ll bring the spare firewood in 
from the shed.

LITTLE SISTER
And I’ll gather candles.

They race off. Clarina slowly spoons her rice. Looks around, 
trying to find a way to be helpful.

An ancient, rotary-style phone RINGS. Mother answers. Her 
eyes widen.

MOTHER
Oh, I’m sorry. No, it’s no trouble 
at all. I’ll send- 
Oh? A what? An Uu-ber? Okay, see 
you soon.

Clarina cranes her head toward Mother. Peers expectantly.

MOTHER
Clarina, go to the den. And make up 
the sofa bed for your Uncle Dross.

Clarina scrunches up her face.

CLARINA
Who?

CUT TO:

Clarina stares curiously at her UNCLE DROSS (Black, 50, 
handsomely eccentric). Her eyes go to a massive trunk he sets 
down beside him. 

Father loosely embraces him. Also peers at the trunk.

FATHER
Brother, welcome. We could have, 
er, picked you up.

Uncle Dross stares at the drab, barren, austere home. 
Horrified.

UNCLE DROSS
Tomorrow’s Christmas Eve. Where’s 
your tree? Your Christmas lights? 

(off stern looks)
A wreath? 

Father’s face tightens. 
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FATHER
We’re not spendthrifts. I’m raising 
my kids to be responsible. By 
setting a good example. Unlike...

He trails off as Uncle Dross stares at him with pity. Clarina 
watches as Mother smoothly jumps in. Gestures to the kids.

MOTHER
Dross, I don’t think you’ve met 
your nephew and nieces.

(to the kids)
Children, introduce yourselves to 
your Uncle Dross-

Uncle Dross smiles warmly-

MOTHER
-and tell him what you want to be 
when you grow up.

UNCLE DROSS
Oh, it’s also Career Day.

Clarina stifles a laugh. Uncle Dross winks at her.

Junior steps forward. Pretends to shoot a fadeaway jump shot.

JUNIOR
I'm Junior and I want to go to the 
NBA-

(off his parents’ looks)
-as a sports medicine doctor.

LITTLE SISTER
I'm Little Sister and I'm going to 
be president someday.

Everyone turns to Clarina. She smiles dreamily.

CLARINA
Clarina. I want to be a fancy 
dancer who only eats sweets.

Uncle Dross lights up. But Mother and Father are not pleased. 
Little Sister smirks devilishly.

LITTLE SISTER
It’s true. I heard Clarina praying 
to have cakes and music and dances 
like our neighbors.

FATHER
Clarina, is that true?
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Clarina keeps her eyes glued to the floor. Finally speaks.

CLARINA
Yes, Father.

MOTHER
To the kitchen. 250 lines.

INT. HIGHTOWER HOME - KITCHEN - DAY

Clarina writes “I WILL NOT COVET” over and over. Her paper is 
numbered to 250. Still a lot left to write.

But as she writes, she sees the letters turning into 
matchstick men. They stand up from the page and march across 
the table.

Enthralled, Clarina flips her paper over. Starts writing a 
short story.

Uncle Dross enters. Stops short seeing Clarina smiling as she 
writes. Furiously committing her daydream to paper. 

He eases forward and stares over her shoulder. His eyes light 
up at what she’s written.

UNCLE DROSS
Clarina.

She jumps. Quickly turns her papers back over to the lines. 
Looks up guiltily. Surprised to see Uncle Dross.

UNCLE DROSS
Don’t worry, you’re not in trouble. 
Come with me, I have something I 
think you’ll like to see.

INT. HIGHTOWER HOME - DEN - DAY

Clarina’s eyes light up as she enters with Uncle Dross.

His open trunk has dozens of antique toys. Dolls and 
soldiers, animals and board games.

But what stands out most is a Nutcracker.

Clarina is drawn to it right away. She starts to touch it but 
stops herself. Looks to Uncle Dross for permission.

He nods and she picks it up. She stares up at him with big, 
curious eyes.
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CLARINA
Why do you have so many toys?

Uncle Dross scoots a chair beside her.

UNCLE DROSS
I repair classic toys. 

Clarina peers at him with wonder and disbelief.

CLARINA
Your job is to fix toys?

Uncle Dross nods.

UNCLE DROSS
I was flying home after a toy 
convention when my plane diverted 
here because of the snowstorm.

Clarina looks again at the Nutcracker in her hands. She 
traces the painted buttons, its stiff hat.

CLARINA
What is this called?

UNCLE DROSS
It’s a Nutcracker. 

He demonstrates how it works.

CLARINA
Oh! I just started reading a book 
at school called The Nutcracker.

Her face falls.

CLARINA
But I didn’t get very far before 
school let out. And my parents 
don’t allow us to read those kinds 
of books at home.

Resolve washes over Uncle Dross’ face. He pats a chair beside 
him.

UNCLE DROSS
Well, lucky for you, I know all of 
the stories about toys.

Clarina stares up at him with big, wondrous eyes.
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UNCLE DROSS
Once upon a time there was an evil 
Mouse Queen who cursed a young 
Princess. And the only cure was to 
find a special nut who could only 
be cracked by a special person...

Clarina is spellbound as she listens.

INT. HIGHTOWER HOME - DEN - LATER

UNCLE DROSS
And they lived happily ever after 
in the Doll Kingdom. The end.

Clarina stares at the Nutcracker with awe. Holds it fondly.

UNCLE DROSS
Would you like to have him?

Clarina’s eyes light up. Then she quickly hands it back.

CLARINA
We’re not allowed to have presents.

Exasperation crosses Uncle Dross’s face. But he gets an idea.

UNCLE DROSS
How about you watch him for me 
until the airport reopens? Then 
I’ll take him with me when I leave?

He holds out his hand. Clarina smiles as she shakes it.

CLARINA
Deal!

INT. HIGHTOWER HOME - HALLWAY - DAY

Carefully clutching the Nutcracker, Clarina dashes toward her 
room. Collides with Junior as he does pretend-basketball spin 
moves with his eyes closed.

BAM! Clarina falls. Her head bangs into the wall. 

Junior helps her up, then continues air dribbling down the 
hallway. 

Clarina is dismayed to see the Nutcracker’s jaw is broken. 
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INT. CLARINA AND LITTLE SISTER’S ROOM - DAY

Clarina rummages through her dresser drawers. Finds a junior 
sewing kit.

MOTHER (O.S.)
Dinner time!

Clarina frantically patches the Nutcracker up. Bandages his 
jaw with a stocking. Gently sets him underneath her covers.

INT. HIGHTOWER HOME - KITCHEN - NIGHT

A simple dinner of porridge and vegetables. A drowsy Clarina 
can hardly keep her head up as Father passes the food around.

Uncle Dross takes one look at his plate and bowl and excuses 
himself. Returns with travel-sized Louisiana hot sauce. 
Generously sprinkles it on his food.

Father clenches his jaw. But Mother shakes her head at him to 
let it go. She notices Clarina hardly eating. Just pushing 
her food around.

Clarina peers up at her with heavy eyes. 

CLARINA
Mommy, my head hurts.

Little Sister peers skeptically at Clarina’s unfinished food. 
But Mother senses something is awry. 

MOTHER
Alright, let’s go upstairs and I’ll 
take your temperature.

Everyone watches as Clarina and Mother exit the table.

Concerned, Mother leans over to Father on her way out.

MOTHER
She hasn’t called me Mommy in 
years.

INT. CLARINA AND LITTLE SISTER’S ROOM - NIGHT

Mother helps Clarina change into her pajamas. Looking 
outside, she sees snow up to the mailbox. And still falling.

Clarina looks out of the window, too. At their next-door 
NEIGHBORS drinking around their fireplace in their home. 

13.



14.

Mother sees the envy on her face despite not feeling well.

She tenderly tucks Clarina into bed. Notices a small lump on 
Clarina’s head. Troubled, she probes it. Then takes out a 
small penlight.

Clarina tracks the penlight back and forth. Mother exhales, 
somewhat relieved.

MOTHER
Good girl.

Mother clicks the penlight off. Adjusts the covers around 
Clarina as she takes her temperature. Peers down at her 
daughter.

MOTHER
Clarina, our way of life may seem 
hard at times. But know that Father 
and I only want the best for you. 

She tucks away some of Clarina’s wild curls as Clarina’s eyes 
droop. Speaks more to herself than the now-asleep Clarina.

MOTHER
Commitment to self-discipline is 
the path to success.

On her way out, she looks back outside at the snowstorm.

INT. HIGHTOWER HOME - HALLWAY - NIGHT

Mother shuts the door to Clarina’s room. Turns to Father.

FATHER
How is she?

MOTHER
No fever but there's a bump on her 
head I don't like. I’ll check on 
her in a few hours but we may need 
to take her to the hospital.

Worry washes over Father’s face.

FATHER
Even with chains, I don’t think we 
can get through that snow.

MOTHER
Then we’ll call an ambulance.

Father starts to protest but sees Mother’s face. Lets it go.
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INT. CLARINA AND LITTLE SISTER’S ROOM - NIGHT

Both Little Sister and Clarina are fast asleep. The 
Nutcracker is snuggled into Clarina’s arms.

On the wall, the clock's hands tick-tick-tick. A bell outside 
faintly SOUNDS as the clock strikes midnight.

Clarina drowsily awakens. Realizes she's now out of bed and-

Beside the life-sized Nutcracker standing in front of her 
window.

Looking at her reflection in the window, Clarina sees she’s 
now dressed in a beautiful gown with tamed curls.

She GASPS with wonder and delight.

CLARINA
What... How...

The Nutcracker simply motions for her hand. She hesitates but 
then sees her neighbors’ party. Realizes he’s beckoning her 
to it.

Without another thought, she plunges her hand into his. They 
walk through the wall facing her neighbor’s home-

INT. NEIGHBOR’S HOME - CONTINUOUS

And into their party.

All of the SCHOOLKIDS are there, including the mean girls. 
But Clarina is the fanciest one of them all.

Before she knows it, she and the Nutcracker are effortlessly 
dancing over something like the Duke Ellington jazz version 
of The Nutcracker suite - Peanut Brittle Brigade (March).

As they dance, Clarina glances around at all eyes on her. Can 
hardly believe it. But soaks it all in as the Nutcracker 
twirls her around. The room CLAPS.

On the outskirts of the room, Fritz and Maria watch Clarina 
having a lovely time. They try to get her attention but she’s 
engrossed in her dancing.

The Nutcracker chivalrously bows as the song ends. Arm in 
arm, Clarina walks with him into the kitchen where-
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INT. NEIGHBOR’S HOME - KITCHEN - NIGHT

It’s full of cakes and pies and tantalizing sweet things. 
Bread pudding. Huge macaroons. German Chocolate cake. 

Her eyes shining, Clarina eagerly looks to the Nutcracker for 
approval.

CLARINA
Could I please, please, try one?

He nods.

Clarina gently touches a dab of icing to her tongue. Her eyes 
widen in joy. She grins as she tries another. Then another. 

Having the time of her life, she looks at the Nutcracker with 
such adoration as she races around. Tasting everything to her 
heart’s content.

Suddenly she stops as, across the room, she sees the crème-de-
la-crème: a life-sized, tiered, decadent, confetti layer cake 
centered in the middle of a punch bowl moat.

The moat has now magically taken up most of the room and is 
the only way to get to the cake.

A boat appears, which Clarina and the Nutcracker eagerly 
climb into. They row to the edge of the cake’s tiered steps.

Just as they step out of the boat, a giant, stylish RAT QUEEN 
wearing a masquerade mask appears with an army of rats.

Clarina is shocked as rats nibble and take off with bits of 
the cake.

Much is stripped before Clarina can even get a real piece.

CLARINA
Hey! No, no, go away!

Clarina hits and knocks several of the rats away.

Turning, she sees the Rat Queen battling the Nutcracker, both 
wielding swords. The cake becomes dangerously unstable. 

Clarina sees one corner of the cake intact. Dives for it. The 
Rat Queen goes for it as well. They clash.

Using the butte of the Rat Queen’s sword, Clarina thuds it 
into her stomach. The Rat Queen grimaces.

Losing her balance, the Rat Queen teeters over the edge of 
the cake platform. Afraid to fall into the punch.
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She peers desperately at Clarina.

RAT QUEEN
Help me!

Frightened, Clarina instead backs away. Looks for escape.

Turning, she sees the path back to her bedroom. Where she 
sees a vaguely familiar figure. Standing still, as if in a 
trance.

Clarina squints.

CLARINA
 Little Sister? 

RAT QUEEN (O.S.)
Please!

Clarina turns back. Sees the Rat Queen desperate for a hand.

Clarina zeroes in on the Rat Queen’s face. Something seems 
familiar but she can’t quite place it.

A twinkling ahead catches her eye. Clarina sees the 
Nutcracker beckoning her. A beautiful, frozen forest far in 
the distance behind him.

CLARINA
Oh, how beautiful!

Without another look at the Rat Queen, Clarina grasps the 
Nutcracker’s hand. They dash toward a hot air balloon shaped 
like a Christmas ornament. 

Behind, the Rat Queen plunges into the punch.

EXT. NEIGHBOR’S HOME - NIGHT

The hot air balloon carries Clarina and the Nutcracker toward 
the frozen forest.

Clarina looks back as her neighborhood grows smaller. A 
twinge of worry on her face.

But she shakes it off, excitedly grasping the Nutcracker’s 
hand as they float onward.

INT. HIGHTOWER HOME - PARENTS’ ROOM - MORNING

Faint, upbeat R&B Christmas MUSIC.
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Mother slowly awakens. Sits up, listening. Stirs Father 
awake.

INT. HIGHTOWER HOME - KITCHEN - MORNING

Uncle Dross flips pancakes as he HUMS along to the music 
blaring from his iPhone. Junior drums to the beat with his 
hands on the table.

Even Little Sister rocks utensils as she sets the table.

Mother and Father enter. Junior and Little Sister immediately 
straighten up. But Uncle Dross casually greets Father.

UNCLE DROSS
Morning! Hope you like chocolate 
chips in your pancakes?

Father marches to the phone. Fiddles with the touchscreen, 
trying to turn off the music. Finally cuts it off.

FATHER
What in the world?

His mouth drops as he follows Uncle Dross to the table. Full 
of food - bacon, eggs, biscuits, potatoes, pancakes. With 
syrup and butter and jam.

UNCLE DROSS
I found your doomsday stash. Hope 
that’s okay. 

He tosses Father a look.

UNCLE DROSS
Since fallen tree limbs across the 
neighborhood means you can’t get to 
the grocery store for the nice 
Christmas Eve dinner I know you 
planned, I thought a cheery 
breakfast would be lovely.

Father rushes to a window. Sees downed tree limbs across 
yards and the street.

Mother turns as she sees Little Sister now angrily bossing 
the forks and spoons about.

LITTLE SISTER
No fun allowed!

A disturbed look flashes across Mother’s face. But she gently 
chastises Little Sister. 
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MOTHER
No playing at the table.

Something suddenly dawns on Mother.

MOTHER
Where’s Clarina?

INT. CLARINA AND LITTLE SISTER'S ROOM - DAY

Mother removes a thermometer from a still-sleeping Clarina’s 
mouth. Mother glances at it, deeply worried.

She turns to Father as he sets a cool cloth on Clarina’s 
forehead. Who moans but doesn’t wake up.

MOTHER
101 degrees. I’ll start her on 
Tylenol but with phone lines down 
and the roads blocked, this could 
be a nightmare.

Father paces anxiously. Peers out of the window at more 
falling snow.

Mother rubs her forehead.

MOTHER
I’ll check the HAM guide to see 
what frequency emergency services 
are on. Maybe Fire and Rescue will 
have a snowmobile.

(afterthought)
We should have purchased the Elby’s 
before they moved.

Father dismisses this.

FATHER
Was overpriced for a garage sale.

MOTHER
I know but better to be prepared-

Father is staunch and stern.

FATHER
If it comes to it, Junior and I 
will put her on a sled and trek her 
to the hospital.

Mother gives Father an exasperated look. Starts to reply but 
a KNOCK at the door interrupts her.
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Uncle Dross enters. Looks lovingly at Clarina.

UNCLE DROSS
Sorry to hear the little one’s ill.

Glances over at Father.

UNCLE DROSS
You know, when we were kids, a hot 
toddy always knocked out a cold 
like nobody’s business. 

Mother and Father give Uncle Dross a LOOK. He shrugs 
innocently.

UNCLE DROSS
You can make a non-alcoholic 
version!

MOTHER
Thank you but we’ve got it under 
control for now-

The sound of a massive tree CRASHING outside interrupts her.

ZAP. HUM. The room darkens as the power goes out.

UNCLE DROSS
What was that, now?

Father peers out of the window again. Sees other faces 
against windows up and down the street.

FATHER
Looks like it’s the whole 
neighborhood.

MOTHER
Let’s get the backup generator 
going.

As they all leave, Clarina tosses and turns in her bed.

INT. HOT AIR BALLOON - DAY

Clarina and the Nutcracker float above the Frozen Forest.

They wave to SNOWMEN and SNOWMAIDENS who dance among 
snowballs and life-sized snowflakes as they pass by.

Clarina is over the moon. Happy and carefree, she loosely 
pantomimes their dances.
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INT. HIGHTOWER HOME - DAY

The lights are dim while running on backup power. 

Sitting on the sofa, Uncle Dross repairs an antique clock. 
Beside him, Little Sister practices multiplication tables. 
Junior does jumping jacks.

The doorbell RINGS.

Little Sister rushes to a window and peers out. Sees the CRUZ 
FAMILY bundled up and holding several food dishes. More food 
on a sled.

LITTLE SISTER
There are people outside with food?

Mother peers out beside her. Calls to Father.

MOTHER
Oh, it’s the Cruz family, they 
moved in down the street last 
month. Asked me once about 
neighborhood potlucks.

Father raises his eyebrows as he and Mother open the door.

MOTHER
Mr. and Mrs. Cruz, what a surprise.

PETER (Latino, 45, a vibrant fast-talker) and CARMEN CRUZ 
(Latina, 45, tender-hearted) apologetically motion to the 
food they’re holding.

CARMEN
We were in the middle of making 
dinner for Noche Buena when the 
power went out.

Uncle Dross peeks over. Interested where this is going.

PETER
We saw the snow had tapered off, 
and you all had power, and we 
thought, we don’t want this food to 
go to waste... we have kids, you 
have kids-

CARMEN
So! Happy Latin Christmas!

Peter and Carmen bound inside followed by their kids: twins 
ISABELLA and DIEGO (6), JASON (20) and Maria (from Clarina’s 
school). And their dog, LOLA.
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Little Sister is mesmerized as Lola eagerly runs over and 
licks her hand.

Mother and Father stare, speechless. Uncle Dross quickly 
steps in. 

UNCLE DROSS
We’re happy to share our warmth! 
I’m Dross, here visiting my brother 
and his family.

He playfully begins to salsa dance and sing. 

UNCLE DROSS
Feliz Navidad.

Motions for Peter and Carmen to follow him into the kitchen.

PETER
Love this guy already!

Little Sister immediately takes charge of the twins and Lola. 
Leads them away. Now recovered, Mother catches up to Carmen.

MOTHER
I’ll help you with the wood stove. 
It can get hot really quickly.

As the women walk into the kitchen, Peter glances around. 
Notices the lack of Christmas spirit. He’s puzzled but 
doesn’t say anything.

Jason extends his hand toward Junior. 

JASON
What’s up, man. I’m Jason.

Junior takes in Jason’s college basketball letterman jacket. 
Shakes his hand.

JUNIOR
Junior. You play ball?

JASON
Yeah, I’m a walk-on at Marcy State. 
Just home for Christmas Break.

Junior and Jason wander away, chatting intensely.

All alone in the foyer, Maria awkwardly holds a poinsettia 
plant. Returning, Mother and Carmen see she’s been left out.
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MOTHER
Oh, how lovely. I know the perfect 
place for it.

Mother turns to Carmen.

MOTHER
I have another daughter about her 
age, but Clarina’s not feeling 
well.

Maria’s eyes light up.

MARIA
Clarina? She’s in my class at 
school. 

MOTHER
Oh really? How nice. I’m about to 
check on her. I’ll tell her you’re 
here, if she’s up. 

Carmen picks up on Mother’s worry.

CARMEN
What are her symptoms? I’m an ER 
pediatrician at St. Joseph’s. 

Mother’s interrupted as Peter returns. Puts his coat and snow 
boots back on. Briefly whispers to Carmen. She nods.

He turns to Maria.

PETER
Come on, kiddo. We’re going to get 
the rest of the food.

Mother’s eyes go wide - more food? But she focuses on Carmen.

MOTHER
Well, Clarina has a bump on her 
head. Been sleeping since last 
night.

(adding)
Light fever.

Carmen becomes all business.

CARMEN
I can check on her with you, if you 
like?

Mother nods appreciatively.
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INT. CLARINA AND LITTLE SISTER'S ROOM - DAY

Clarina sleeps fitfully as Mother and Carmen enter. 

Carmen holds Clarina’s wrist, taking her blood pressure while 
a thermometer again protrudes from Clarina’s mouth.

It BEEPS. Mother removes it. Looks grim.

MOTHER
Still 101 degrees. 

Carmen sets Clarina’s wrist back down. Tries to set Mother at 
ease.

CARMEN
It’s not going up so that’s good. 
And her BP is normal. Why don’t you 
and I stay with her a bit. Peter 
can handle all of the food when he 
gets back.

She smiles conspiratorially.

CARMEN
He’s the better cook anyway.

Mother smiles as the women pull up chairs beside Clarina.

EXT. LAND OF SWEETS - DAY

The balloon descends onto the courtyard of an enchanted 
castle made of cotton candy.

Clarina waves to a dozen dancing, colorful BONBONS who greet 
them. A few carry flutes as something like Duke Ellington’s 
Toot Toot Tootic Toot (Dance Of The Reed-Pipes) plays.

She and the Nutcracker walk up a red carpet toward the 
castle. She squeals with delight as the Bonbons perform 
intricate ballet routines around them.

Overjoyed, Clarina breaks away from the Nutcracker and darts 
in among the Bonbons. She gracefully weaves around them, 
squealing as they bend and stretch. A few of the Bonbons flip 
and twirl. 

The Bonbons glide and jump as they continue to dance. 
Catching on, Clarina rises and turns with them.

As the song winds down, the Bonbons bow and part, revealing 
the SUGAR PLUM FAIRY (Black, 60s, regal but mischievous, 
fairy Godmother-like).
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Clarina sucks her breath in as her eyes run over the Sugar 
Plum Fairy's sparkling tiara and gold and white, lacey, 
ballet dress. Decorated with rows of delicate jewels -  
rubies, sapphires, emeralds and pearls.

CLARINA
Whoa... Wow.

Beside the Sugar Plum Fairy is a masked CHEVALIER. He 
dapperly nods toward Clarina.

The Sugar Plum Fairy grandly welcomes Clarina. 

SUGAR PLUM FAIRY
Clarina, we’re so happy to have you 
here. Wait until you see what we 
have for you! What would you like 
first-

Animated, Clarina answers rapidly and confidently.

CLARINA
I want it all.

The Sugar Plum Fairy pauses for a moment. A flicker of 
concern on her face. But she nods grandly. 

She crowns Clarina with a tiara. Gestures to the Chevalier 
who hands Clarina a bouquet of flowers. 

He escorts Clarina inside.

INT. CASTLE OF SWEETS - DAY

Decorated for an elegant ball. Clarina and the Chevalier are 
seated on a pair of thrones. 

The Sugar Plum Fairy addresses the CROWD.

SUGAR PLUM FAIRY
Hear ye, hear ye! Let us now honor 
our most fantastical, treasured 
guest, the young Clarina Hightower!

The Sugar Plum Fairy appears on a stage, flanked by DANCING 
FAIRIES.

They dance to Duke Ellington’s Sugar Rum Cherry (Dance Of The 
Sugar-Plum Fairy).

Clarina looks on excitedly. She plucks her fingers along with 
the cello before the wind instruments start the classic 
melody.
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Clarina is riveted to the Sugar Plum Fairy who gracefully 
leads the fairies in traditional ballet. She dances seemingly 
lighter than air as she smiles widely at Clarina.

As they finish, the lights dim. The hall fills with the 
sounds of a drummed, West African polyrhythm. 

A spotlight appears on a few WEST AFRICAN ENTERTAINERS.

The crowd parts as the entertainers approach Clarina. 
Carrying a silver chest.

WEST AFRICAN ENTERTAINER 1
(French accent)

From Cote d'Ivoire, cocoa.

They open the chest, revealing piles of chocolate powder. One 
of the entertainers hands Clarina a tray of chocolates. She 
immediately stuffs one into her mouth.

WEST AFRICAN ENTERTAINER 2
And now for you, mademoiselle, Le 
Masque Zaouri.

The West African dancers don Zaouli masks and perform a short 
dance for Clarina.

She claps and bounces along from her throne while gobbling 
the chocolates. Quickly finishes the tray.

As the dance ends, the hall erupts into applause. Clarina 
nods her thanks to the dancers.

The music changes to the uptempo sounds of a mamokhorong. 
KHOI DANCERS step forward. They unroll a golden satchel full 
of bright red, glorious leaves.

KHOI DANCER 1
From South Africa, we bring you 
rooibos to enjoy while we perform 
the Riel dance. 

They hand Clarina a steaming mug of hot tea. She excitedly 
slurps it as they dance.

Next, AFRO-BRAZILIAN DANCERS present Clarina with colorfully 
dyed, candied pineapples while dancing to Samba music. 

MONTAGE:

Clarina is presented with more gifts from the African 
diaspora around the world:

-Vanilla from Madagascar. She inhales fragrantly.
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-Peanut drops from Jamaica. She hardly tastes them as she 
plops them into her mouth one after another.

-Coconut qumbe from Somalia. Clarina pats her full tummy but 
determinedly stuffs the treats into her mouth.

END MONTAGE

INT. CASTLE OF SWEETS - DAY

Candy wrappers and half-eaten sweets dot the area around the 
throne. Clarina fidgets and bounces with the energy of a 
sugar high.

Struggles to focus as the Sugar Plum Fairy materializes 
before her.

SUGAR PLUM FAIRY
How are you, my dear?

Clarina smiles widely.

CLARINA
Ready for more, more, more!

The Sugar Plum Fairy winks. Motions for the crowd to turn up.

SUGAR PLUM FAIRY
And now, we dance!

Duke Ellington’s The Volga Vouty (Russia dance) plays.

The Sugar Plum Fairy leads Clarina into a waltz.

Throughout the dance floor are platters of food. Clarina 
can’t help but take a nibble each time she sees a platter.

The Sugar Plum Fairy spins Clarina off to the Nutcracker. She 
continues stuffing herself.

She dreamily faces the Nutcracker.

CLARINA
I could live here forever.

She frowns slightly.

CLARINA
Though I wish my brother and sister 
could see all of this. I’m sure 
they would love it, too.
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The Nutcracker thoughtfully tilts his head. Motions for the 
Chevalier. He swaps Clarina with the Chevalier for a new 
partner.

Clarina is dazzled as the Chevalier leads her in a more 
complicated dance. She easily follows his lead and the crowd 
parts to watch them.

As they dance, for Clarina, she no longer sees the citizens 
of the Land of Sweets, but rather the mean and popular kids 
at school. Cheering and admiring her.

Lost in the thrill, she dances harder as the music 
crescendos. Following her lead, the Chevalier twirls her 
faster and faster. 

He grows so enamored with his moves that he dances so fast 
Clarina loses sight of him. 

As she spins, the room becomes a disorienting blur. The music 
discordant and dizzying.

Clarina looks for escape but everything seems louder and more 
intense. Her face looks as sick as she’s becoming.

She barely makes out the open door to a balcony. Stumbles out 
toward the blur.

EXT. CASTLE OF SWEETS - BALCONY - DAY

Leaning over the railing, Clarina throws up. Then collapses.

The Nutcracker and Sugar Plum Fairy appear, standing over 
her. Clarina faintly peers up at them.

CLARINA
I don’t feel well; I think I want 
my mother. And I want Father to 
pick me up and carry me.

Together, the Sugar Plum Fairy and the Nutcracker gently lie 
Clarina onto a chaise. Prop her up with pillows.

INT. CLARINA AND LITTLE SISTER'S ROOM - DAY

Clarina sleeps fitfully as Mother and Carmen keep watch. 
Empty plates sit nearby. 

Mother anxiously glances out the window at the fallen snow 
and downed trees. Carmen checks her cell phone. No service.
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Carmen pats Mother’s hand reassuringly. Looks at a log she’s 
been keeping of Clarina’s blood pressure and temperature.

CARMEN
She’s still doing okay.

Mother nods. But still troubled.

KNOCK at the door. Maria enters. Looks at Clarina in concern.

MARIA
How is Clarina?

CARMEN
She’s okay, mija. Her mom and I are 
taking good care of her.

Mother invites her over.

MOTHER
She’s just sleeping, you can come 
closer if you like.

Maria edges up to Clarina’s bed.

MARIA
She’s so quiet at school. But nice, 
even though the other kids make fun 
of her clothes and stuff.

MOTHER
They make fun of her clothes?

MARIA
Yeah, they pick on Fritz, too, 
‘cause he's from Germany and has an 
accent. But Clarina’s nice to him. 
And me.

(beat)
I hope she gets well, soon.

Maria spots the empty dishes.

MARIA
I can take those downstairs.

MOTHER
Oh no, don’t worry about it, I’ll 
take them down later. I don’t want 
to leave Clarina’s side.

Carmen pats her hand.
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CARMEN
It’s okay, I can stay with her.

INT. HIGHTOWER HOME - DAY

Mother and Maria carry the plates down the stairs.

Mother stops suddenly. Sees a small Christmas tree, lights 
and a few decorations.

These touches have transformed the space into warmth and 
kindness.

MOTHER
Wow.

Maria grins.

MARIA
Christmas is kind of a big deal in 
our family. We literally have six 
Christmas trees; we each get to 
pick our own out. So more than 
enough to share.

Maria smiles shyly at Mother.

MARIA
 I brought mine over.

MOTHER
That’s very thoughtful of you, 
dear.

Mother smiles, peering around. Sees Uncle Dross holding court 
with everyone else. She sets the plates down. Creeps closer. 

UNCLE DROSS
And that’s the real story of 
Pinocchio.

The Cruz twins eagerly clap. Little Sister inches closer, 
petting their dog, Lola, eagerly.

LITTLE SISTER
Another one!

Mother sees Father rub his neck, slightly annoyed. She eases 
beside him. Pats his leg to let it be.

Peter stands. Clears his throat.
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PETER
We just want to thank you all for 
letting us crash your Christmas 
Eve. This is our first Noche Buena 
without the kids’ abuela, my mom, 
and, uh-

(gets choked up)
We wanted it to be special. And 
then the snowstorm came. So, uh, 
thanks for letting us crash.

Jason hands an envelope to his father. Peter holds it out.

PETER
So here’s a gift for you, from us.

Mother and Father are really shocked. Exchange looks. 

MOTHER
Oh, you didn’t have to do that. 
You’ve been so kind already, with 
the food and decorations and-

FATHER
We really can’t accept anything 
more.

AWKWARD silence. Uncle Dross slips away.

LITTLE SISTER
Yes, we don’t have anything for you 
all because we don’t do gifts. They 
distract from future self-
sufficiency.

The awkward silence worsens.

Junior looks like he wants to crawl under a rock. Little 
Sister is pretentiously unaware. She smiles sweetly.

Peter looks down. But his kids peer at Little Sister, 
confused. One of his twins speaks up.

DIEGO
Gifts are an expression of love.

Father tries to smooth things over.

FATHER
We have an apple tree, we’d be 
happy to trade next fall. My wife 
makes some lovely jams and-
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UNCLE DROSS (O.S.)
Did someone say gifts?

Uncle Dross returns wearing a Santa Claus hat and carrying a 
big red bag. The faces of the Cruz kids light up.

UNCLE DROSS
You can’t barter for apples on 
Christmas Eve! Gather round, 
everyone! 

As the kids flock to Uncle Dross, Mother watches Peter slip 
the envelope onto the fireplace mantle.

She turns to Father.

MOTHER
I’m going to check back on Clarina. 

She watches the joy on all of the kids’ faces as they play 
with toys from Uncle Dross.

MOTHER
And then we need to talk.

Uncle Dross glances up from the kids. Sees Mother hurry back 
upstairs as Father goes into the kitchen. 

INT. HIGHTOWER HOME - KITCHEN - DAY

Rubbing his temples, Father takes out an old whiskey glass. 
Pours himself a glass of... milk. Swirls it before drinking a 
couple of sips.

He turns as Dross enters. 

Dross rests his back on the counter across from Father. Tries 
to keep his voice down as he motions around. 

UNCLE DROSS
Earlier I was trying to help Junior 
and his new friend Jason watch 
today's game on my phone but the 
NBA app wasn't working, so then 
Junior found an old radio and we 
tried to hook up rabbit ears, that 
didn't work so then we tried foil 
like it's 1969 and...

In between sips of milk, Father clenches his jaw. 
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UNCLE DROSS
Help me understand what you're 
doing here. For the love of God, 
what's so bad about enjoying sports 
or nice food or holidays or fairy 
tale books... or accepting 
generosity from others. Help me 
understand how you got to a place 
where life is just about existing.

Trying hard not to let Dross get a rise out of him, Father 
takes another long, slow sip of milk.

Dross presses more.

UNCLE DROSS
Is this some kind of religious 
thing?

Father frowns, quickly dismissing this as an absurd 
suggestion.

FATHER
No, no. Not at all.

The silence is heavy. Dross shifts. 

UNCLE DROSS
Then why are you all living like 
this? You made good money as an 
electrical engineer and Renee was a 
big deal at Pepsi. And I saw your 
doomsday stash so I know you all 
aren't hard up for money.

Father sets his milk down. It CLANGS against the counter top 
more harshly than he intended. He meets Dross' gaze.

FATHER
You're right, Renee and I did make 
good money coming out of school. 
And promptly found ourselves in 
tens of thousands of dollars of 
debt. Can't even tell you where all 
the money went. 

Father slumps as he recalls a memory.

FATHER
Things got so bad that when Renee 
was pregnant with Junior, a debt 
collector waited for us to leave 
the doctor's office. 

(MORE)

33.



FATHER (CONT'D)

34.

Lied and said the hospital would 
kick us out if we couldn't pay for 
the delivery in cash. At that 
point, we knew we had to make some 
changes.

Father drains the rest of the milk. Immediately rinses the 
glass out as he peers over at Dross.

FATHER
So we found a financial literacy 
program, started budgeting in cash-

UNCLE DROSS
Ohhh, that's what the envelopes are 
about-

FATHER
-and paid off every penny of that 
debt. By the time Clarina came 
along, we had enough for Renee to 
stay home. And then enough for me 
to retire when the youngest was 
born.

Dross is still trying to follow.

UNCLE DROSS
Okay, but-

Father cuts him off with a hand.

FATHER
We decided to raise our kids with 
three principles of responsibility: 
education, hard work and self-
sufficiency. 

Father hardens his face.

FATHER
We had to break this generational 
cycle of materialism and gluttony, 
man. I won't apologize for how we 
live. Nope. Won't do it. 
Call me old-fashioned, I don’t 
care.

Dross folds his arms.

UNCLE DROSS
And that's all good; quite 
admirable, actually.
But what about some balance-

FATHER (CONT'D)
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They're interrupted as Junior anxiously bursts in. 

JUNIOR
Mom needs the HAM radio! And ice 
for Clarina.

INT. CLARINA AND LITTLE SISTER'S ROOM - DAY

Clarina tosses and mumbles feverishly. Her pillow and sheets 
are drenched in sweat.

Mother dabs Clarina’s forehead with a cool washcloth.

Carmen looks up at Mother. Professionally calm but worried as 
she takes Clarina's temperature again.

CARMEN
103 degrees. We need that ice, 
stat. 

Her face pale, Mother rushes out of the room.

EXT. CASTLE OF SWEETS - BALCONY - NIGHT

Clarina slowly sits up. Peers around.

The Sugar Plum Fairy checks on her. Clarina looks much 
better.

SUGAR PLUM FAIRY
Ah! I see you’ve perked up. Shall 
we return to your banquet?

Clarina nods excitedly.

INT. CASTLE OF SWEETS - NIGHT

The banquet is still in full swing.

But Clarina’s face falls as she and the Sugar Plum Fairy 
reenter. 

The music is now flat and hollow. The gobs of sweets now 
sickly and unappetizing.  

The Sugar Plum Fairy turns to her.

SUGAR PLUM FAIRY
It’s your show now. The dancers, 
the food, the music. 

(MORE)
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The Land of Sweets is yours. What 
would you have us do?

Clarina peers around uncertainly. Her view falls on an open 
window. Where something catches her sight.

She rushes to it. 

The balloon is back. And in it are the Rat Queen and the 
Chevalier.

As they begin to remove their masks, Clarina realizes their 
true identities. GASPS.

INT. CLARINA AND LITTLE SISTER'S ROOM - NIGHT

Mother and Father keep watch over Clarina. Carmen holds the 
radio receiver.

CARMEN (INTO RADIO)
Fever reducers are failing. Fever 
now at 104 degrees. Child is hard 
to rouse. 24 hours since concussion 
occurred. Over.

DISPATCH (V.O.)
Copy. Due to snow pack and downed 
tree limbs, Fire and EMS can only 
get within four blocks. Over.

Father rushes over.

FATHER (INTO RADIO)
We have winter gear and will meet 
them. Over.

DISPATCH (V.O.)
EMS advises to wrap the child in 
foil blankets and keep her above 
the snow at all times. Please 
advise when you’re in route. Over.

Mother and Father hold hands as they peer down at Clarina.

MOTHER (INTO RADIO)
We will. Thank you.

INT. HIGHTOWER HOME - NIGHT

Wrapped tightly in a foil blanket, Clarina is bundled up on a 
sled.

SUGAR PLUM FAIRY (CONT'D)
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Mother and Father are now in heavy snowsuits and snow boots. 
Mother stuffs a handheld CB radio into her pocket.

Father gives Junior a solemn look.

FATHER
Look after Little Sister, you hear?

Junior nods.

Her eyes wide, Little Sister clings to Uncle Dross.

Mother turns to Carmen.

MOTHER
We stop every block. Check her 
breathing, try to wake her. 
Anything else?

Carmen shakes her head.

CARMEN
No, you got it. We’ll be praying 
for you all.

Peter steps up.

PETER
Are you sure Jason and I can’t help 
somehow... another pair of hands, 
you know?

The determined looks on Mother and Father’s faces let him 
know they’ve got it.

Mother looks over at Junior and Little Sister. Motions for 
them to come over. She pulls them close.

MOTHER
I love you all and we’ll be back 
with your sister for Christmas, 
okay?

The kids look up with a hint of amazement at this 
acknowledgement of Christmas. They nod.

EXT. HIGHTOWER NEIGHBORHOOD - NIGHT

Mother shines a flashlight as she and Father navigate down 
the street through waist deep snow. Pulling Clarina behind 
them on the sled.
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They reach an intersection where she peers up at a street 
sign. Tosses Father the radio before checking on Clarina.

His breath on the cold air makes little clouds.

FATHER (INTO RADIO)
EMS, this is Hightower. We are 
three blocks out. Over.

Mother wipes sweat away from Clarina’s brow as she observes 
her breathing.

MOTHER
Clarina?

Clarina just tosses and moans.

Father looks at Mother hopefully. But Mother shakes her head.

FATHER (INTO RADIO)
No change. Over.

DISPATCH (V.O.)
Copy. EMS and Fire are standing by 
three blocks ahead. Over.

Mother covers Clarina back up. She and Father resume trudging 
through the snow.

MOTHER
I’m really happy the Cruz’s came 
over. I’m not sure what I would 
have done without Carmen.

Father stays focused on the road ahead.

FATHER
I can’t believe they take vacations 
every year. If they saved their 
money, they could have a backup 
generator like us. 

Mother gives him a sidelong glance as they crunch through the 
snow. Stop to lift the sled over a fallen tree.

MOTHER
I do find their thoughtfulness in 
picking out their gifts for each 
other... endearing.

The toll of the trek is starting to appear. Mother and Father 
breathe hard as the next street sign comes into view. 
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MOTHER
Your thoughtfulness impressed me 
back in college. Remember that 
backpack I had that was falling 
apart?

Father can’t help but chuckle at this memory.

FATHER
Whew. It looked like someone had 
run it over, then set it on fire.

MOTHER
Without asking, you found a way to 
make me a new one in your 
industrial engineering class.

Mother gives him a shining look as they stop at the street 
sign.

MOTHER
From custom leather.

Father blushes. 

FATHER
A lot of special memories from that 
time.

Mother peers over at him as they carefully pull the sled 
around a snow-covered car.

MOTHER
Isn’t that what life is about? 
Finding ways to create special 
memories?

Silence as they stop to check on Clarina.

Mother checks her eyes with the flashlight. Listens to her 
breathing.

Gently tries to wake her. Cannot.

She shakes her head at Father. He steps aside and speaks into 
the radio.

As he turns back, Mother peers at him with worry.

She looks down at Clarina. Strokes her hair.
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MOTHER
I don’t want the last memory of my 
baby to be her writing “I WILL NOT 
COVET” all because she wanted a 
real Christmas.

His eyes moist, Father nods as they resume the trek.

INT. HIGHTOWER HOUSE - NIGHT

Uncle Dross bids farewell to the Cruz family as they head 
back across the street. He calls after them.

UNCLE DROSS
I’ll come over the minute I hear 
any news.

Peter waves as they enter their home.

Uncle Dross shuts the door.

Turning, he sees Junior and Little Sister have dozed off in 
front of the fireplace. Junior protectively holding her.

Uncle Dross smiles to himself.

EXT. CASTLE OF SWEETS - NIGHT

Clarina races up to the balloon where she sees her sister, 
now revealed as the Rat Queen, and her brother, now revealed 
as the Chevalier.

They step out and hug her.

CHEVALIER/JUNIOR
I miss you, Sis.

RAT QUEEN/LITTLE SISTER
With you gone, I don’t have anyone 
to boss.

Happily reunited, Clarina turns back to the Sugar Plum Fairy.

CLARINA
You asked what I want from the Land 
of Sweets. 

(beat)
I think I’d like to go home now.

The Sugar Plum Fairy nods.
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SUGAR PLUM FAIRY
Allow us to bid you all farewell.

The Sugar Plum Fairy CLAPS her hands. Yells out.

SUGAR PLUM FAIRY
Flowers, please!

Ten CHILDREN dressed as pastel flowers appear.

Clarina, Junior and Little Sister look on grandly as the 
children dance to Duke Ellington’s Dance Of The Floreadores 
(Waltz Of The Flowers).

The Sugar Plum Fairy reappears, now in a lovely, floral 
ensemble. She leads the dancing flowers in a delicate, 
traditional routine as the group splits into dueling duets.

Clarina smiles as she follows along. Points out the Sugar 
Plum Fairy's graceful athleticism to her siblings.

The flowers dance en pointe into a synchronized circle which 
turns into the pattern of a flower blossom.

They swirl out and surround Clarina and her siblings.

The Sugar Plum Fairy bows and motions for Clarina. With a 
wave of her hand, Clarina is now dressed as a lovely 
ballerina in a silver frosted dress.

Surrounded by the dancing flowers, Clarina and the Sugar Plum 
Fairy dance a rousing pas de deux.

As the music crescendos, the flowers go onto a knee, giving 
the spotlight to Clarina and the Sugar Plum Fairy.

Junior and Little Sister are elated as Clarina dances with 
the sweeping flourishes and hand movements of pure joy.

Clarina and the Sugar Plum Fairy end on a series of dramatic 
ballet steps.

Clarina grins widely.

EXT. CASTLE OF SWEETS - NIGHT

From the balloon, Clarina waves goodbye to the Nutcracker and 
Sugar Plum Fairy.

MOTHER (PRE-LAP)
Clarina, please baby, wake up...
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EXT. HIGHTOWER NEIGHBORHOOD - NIGHT

Both panting hard, Mother and Father peer over Clarina’s 
face.

Father struggles to hold onto the radio with numb hands.

Mother clumsily sweeps a sweat-drenched curl from Clarina’s 
face. 

MOTHER
Wake up, Clarina.

Clarina’s eyes flutter.

Then open a tiny crack. She speaks softly.

CLARINA
Mommy?

Relieved, Clarina’s parents hug her tightly.

EXT. HIGHTOWER NEIGHBORHOOD - NIGHT

Trudging hard, Mother and Father round a bend in the street.

Where they see the flashing lights of a waiting ambulance and 
fire truck. 

An excited SHOUT goes up among the PARAMEDICS and FIREMEN as 
a very exhausted Mother and Father come into view. 

The first responders rush to meet them. They quickly scoop 
Clarina off the sled and onto a stretcher.

FIRST RESPONDER 1
We’ve got her, ma’am.

Emotional, Mother and Father climb into the ambulance after 
her.

INT. HOSPITAL - CHILDRENS WARD - DAY

BLACK.

The sounds of CHRISTMAS BELLS. SNOW PLOWS. UTILITY CREWS.

Clarina slowly opens her eyes. Looks over at an IV hooked up 
to her arm.

MOTHER (O.S.)
She’s up!
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Clarina focuses on Mother and Father hovering over her. Peers 
around with wide eyes at her well-decorated hospital room. 

CLARINA
What happened?

The DOCTOR pops into the room.

DOCTOR
You had a concussion and gave your 
parents quite a scare. You were 
really out of it for awhile...

Clarina blinks rapidly, remembering.

CLARINA
The Nutcracker, the Sugar Plum 
Fairy and there was a Rat Queen and-

Mother and Father’s faces change to concern. But the doctor 
smiles. This is just normal talk for Christmas.

DOCTOR
Yes, and now someone special is 
here, just for you!

The hospital’s SANTA CLAUS pokes his head in.

SANTA CLAUS
Ho-ho-ho, Merry Christmas, young 
lady! Do you have any Christmas 
wishes?

Clarina lights up. Quickly looks to her parents for approval. 

Father hesitates. He struggles as a swirl of emotions cross 
his face.

Santa pauses, sensing he may not be welcome. He holds up an 
apologetic hand and starts to back out when-

Father relents and beckons him in.

FATHER
This is Clarina and I'm sure she'd 
love to tell you her Christmas 
wishes.

Father watches as Clarina explodes in excitement and waves 
Santa over to her.

As Clarina excitedly whispers in his ear, Mother gives father 
a proud look. Squeezes his hand.
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Santa looks at Clarina admiringly. Winks.

SANTA CLAUS
That’s a good one.

He pats her hand before leaving.

The doctor types some notes into the hospital room’s 
computer. Smiles at the Hightower family.

DOCTOR
Another six hours without a fever 
and we’ll discharge Clarina. What a 
Christmas blessing for your family.

Mother and Father smile as they squeeze Clarina’s hands.

EXT. HIGHTOWER NEIGHBORHOOD - DAY

The street has been plowed. Utility crews clear downed trees 
and repair utility poles.

INT. HIGHTOWER HOME - NIGHT

The power is back on. Mother and Father enter with Clarina. 
Junior and Little Sister immediately race over. Hug her 
tightly.

Looking up, Clarina freezes in wonder as she peers around at 
all of the decorations the Cruz family left behind. But most 
of all, the Christmas tree captures her attention.

Her face lights up in delight as she rushes up to it.

She runs her fingers along the garland. Tinkles some of the 
ornament bells.

Mother and Father motion for everyone to gather near the 
fireplace.

Uncle Dross ruffles Clarina’s hair as she sits down.

FATHER
Over the past day, our family faced 
a real scare with Clarina. A time 
that should be joyous was filled 
with fear and anxiety.

Uncle Dross looks on curiously.
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MOTHER
Today is Christmas and while we 
normally don’t celebrate the 
holidays, we’ve decided to make 
some changes going forward.

Father takes a deep breath. Glances briefly at Uncle Dross.

FATHER
I haven’t shared a lot about how I 
grew up. My family struggled 
because, my parents- your 
grandmother and grandfather who 
have since passed away- weren’t 
good with money. 

(beat)
But in our zeal as parents, to make 
sure you all knew the value of hard 
work and being responsible, your 
mother and I realize we’ve gone too 
far.

The kids all exchange curious looks. Clarina raises her 
eyebrows.

Mother steps forward. Touches each of her children.

MOTHER
Expressions of love are equally as 
important as responsibility. So, 
going forward, everyone will 
receive a group gift on their 
birthdays-

Clarina excitedly clasps hands with Little Sister.

FATHER
-and one handmade gift from each 
family member for Christmas.

Mother’s eyes light up in excitement.

MOTHER
And, to make up for past 
Christmases, this year’s Christmas 
gift from your father and me is... 
a family vacation!

Everyone CHEERS. Uncle Dross smiles to himself as the 
Hightower family does a big group hug.
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INT. HIGHTOWER HOME - KITCHEN - DAY

Clarina approaches her mother who's looking up travel 
agencies in a Yellow Pages. 

CLARINA
Mom, what... happened while I was 
sick?

She gestures around in amazement:

-Outside, Father is helping Junior put up a basketball hoop.  
-Nearby, Little Sister puts the finishing touches on a 
handcrafted Christmas card. Hands it to Uncle Dross.

Mother pats the chair beside her. Clarina sits down.

MOTHER
You remember how I told you I 
worked in advertising? That my team 
would put up those ads and 
billboards you see whenever we go 
to the grocery store?

Clarina nods.

MOTHER
Well, those ads convince people to 
spend a lot of money they often 
don't have, on things they really 
don't need.

CLARINA
Like frivolous stuff?

Mother nods.

MOTHER
But... sometimes it's okay to 
indulge a little bit. And your 
father and I have decided it's time 
for you all to learn temperance. 
How to be responsible AND still 
have joy. That feeling when you 
hear a good song for the first 
time, or someone you like gives you 
the perfect present.

CLARINA
Or you read a good book!

MOTHER
Exactly.
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Clarina gives her mother a tight, happy hug.

Mother peers out of the window. Sees Father and Junior waving 
at Peter and the twins as they walk Lola.

Mother smiles as she continues hugging Clarina tightly.

INT. HIGHTOWER HOME - DEN - DAY

Clarina watches as Uncle Dross packs up.

CLARINA
Do you really have to go so soon?

Uncle Dross nods.

UNCLE DROSS
The airport has reopened and I’m 
rebooked on the first flight out.

Suddenly, Clarina remembers something.

CLARINA
Uncle Dross! I promised to give you 
back your Nutcracker. I’ll go get 
it right no-

Uncle Dross stops her.

UNCLE DROSS
Keep it. Christmas gifts are cool 
now.

Clarina throws her arms around him. He smiles.

UNCLE DROSS
(to himself)

My work here is done.

EXT. HIGHTOWER HOME - DAY

Clarina watches from the porch as Uncle Dross sets his trunk 
and other luggage into the taxi’s trunk.

As he gets inside, he waves at her. For a minute, he’s in a 
Nutcracker uniform. Clarina blinks in surprise.

But Uncle Dross is quickly back to his regular self as the 
taxi pulls off.

A look of wonder on Clarina’s face.
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EXT. ELEMENTARY/MIDDLE SCHOOL YARD - DAY

Clarina passes KIDS who excitedly show off their Christmas 
clothes and new electronics.

As usual, the popular girls whisper and giggle as Clarina 
walks by in her patched-up coat.

POPULAR GIRL 1
Hey Clarina-

But now Clarina simply ignores them. 

For the first time, she notices some of the other NERDY KIDS. 
A couple are playing chess, others are drawing.

She walks up to a table where Fritz is reading and Maria is 
playing checkers with herself. 

Maria lights up when she sees Clarina.

MARIA
Clarina! I’m so glad you’re better.

Clarina nods and smiles. 

CLARINA
Me, too.

She hesitates for a moment. Overcome by nervousness.

Fritz gives her an encouraging smile.

FRITZ
Hi Clarina. It’s nice of you to 
come over.

Clarina takes a deep breath. She pulls out a stack of papers.

It’s the story she wrote on the back of her “I WILL NOT 
COVET” lines.

She speaks haltingly, uncertainly.

CLARINA
Would you guys like to be in a play 
I wrote about...

Maria and Fritz politely wait for Clarina to go on. She 
gathers her confidence.

CLARINA
About a magical world of mice and 
fairies and sweets.
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Clarina animatedly illustrates her vision. Slowly other nerdy 
kids come over and listen.

Finally comfortable in her own skin, Clarina even shows off 
dances from the Land of Sweets. She’s radiant and happy.

Poking out from her backpack, the Nutcracker winks.

FADE OUT.

CAPTION: For any kid who's ever been bullied but still dares 
to dream
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