
THE SECRET OF

ANNE  L. WATSON

THE SECRET OF

ANNE  L. WATSON

THE SECRET OF





THE SECRET OF

Words and Pictures by
Anne L. Watson

Skyhook Press
Bellingham, Washington



On a cold winter day, Coco the mouse scampered along a forest 
trail. Snow had fallen that morning, and the heavy clouds told him that 
more would be coming soon.

“My last frolic before spring,” he told himself. 
He sniffed the air, enjoying the smells of winter. Then he sniffed 

again. Something was different.
Following his nose, he slipped under the low branches of a young 

spruce tree.







Coco came out in a small clearing. Suddenly, a dog dashed toward 
him, barking. But it wasn’t like any dog Coco had seen. It was tinier 
than Coco, it was flat, and it seemed to be made of gingerbread!

Behind the dog, a gingerbread man ran into the clearing, shaking 
his fist and shouting. “Get out, you . . . you . . . you . . . MOUSE!”

Coco blinked. He had seen gingerbread men before, and had even 
nibbled on some. But none had ever tried to chase him away! 



“Go home!” the gingerbread man bellowed. The dog stopped barking 
and trotted off obediently.

“Not you, Spice,” the man called after him. “The mouse!” He petted 
the dog as it came back.

“But why?” said Coco. “What did I do?”
“Don’t try to fool me,” said the man. “Everyone knows that mice eat 

gingerbread men!”
“I never ate one that walked!” said Coco.
“Well, maybe not,” the man said, “but you still don’t belong here! 

And how did you sneak past the Magic?”
“The Magic?” said Coco.
Now the man looked worried. “Oh dear. This has never happened 

before.”







A gingerbread woman ran up. “What’s going on? Who is this 
mouse?”

“He got in past the Magic,” the man said. The woman looked 
alarmed, and the man added quickly, “But he did say he wouldn’t 
nibble.”

“My name is Coco,” said the mouse, trying to sound as friendly as 
he could.

The gingerbread man and woman looked at each other, then the 
man sighed. 

“Pleased to meet you, Coco. I’m Leo, and this is my wife, Cassia.” 
They all shook hands—even Spice!

“We’re Gingers,” explained Cassia. “That’s what we call gingerbread 
people who come to life.”

Spice barked.
“Yes, and animals too,” said Cassia, petting him.
“But how did you come alive?” asked Coco in wonder.



“We don’t really know,” said Leo. “When Cassia and I woke up, we 
were in a batch of cookies cooling on a kitchen counter. But none of 
the others came alive.”

“Somehow, we knew we were going to be eaten,” said Cassia, “so we 
climbed down and ran away.”

“We didn’t know where to go,” Leo went on, “but the Magic led us to 
this forest. Then just like you, we came in under the Tree—the door to 
Gingerbread Village.”

“Gingerbread Village?” said Coco.
Cassia said to Leo, “We’d better take him to Bartol.” She told Coco, 

“He’s our mayor.”







Leo and Cassia led Coco along a trail through the trees. They came 
upon a house made of gingerbread, and Coco gasped.

“It’s so beautiful!” he said. “Do you build these yourselves?”
“They’re made by the Magic,” said Leo. “We don’t even see it happen.”
“They only come when we’re not looking,” said Cassia. “But every 

time a new Ginger arrives, a new house is here waiting.”
“How often is that?” asked Coco.
Leo frowned. “It’s been a long time now. We’re afraid the Magic is 

fading.”
“Why afraid?” Coco asked. “Does it protect you?”
“It always has,” said Cassia. “But now we’re not sure.” 



They came to Bartol’s house, but there was no answer to Leo’s knock. 
“Let’s try his workshop out back,” said Cassia. “Maybe he’s working 

on the Tower Clock.”
“The Tower Clock?” said Coco.
“From Town Hall,” said Leo. “It stopped, and we don’t know why.”
Cassia said, “We’re afraid it might be another sign of the Magic 

fading.”







When they entered the workshop, Bartol was working at a table 
covered with clock pieces. He looked up and glared. “A mouse!  
What’s he doing here?”

“This is Coco,” said Leo. “He came in under the Tree, and nothing 
stopped him. Maybe that means anyone could get in!”

“I don’t think we’re hidden anymore, either,” said Cassia. “Yesterday, 
I was sure a bird saw me. I was afraid he’d swoop down and eat me!”

Bartol frowned. “All that, and the Tower Clock stopping, too!”  
He looked down at the clock pieces on his table, then turned to Coco. 
“You’ll have to leave right away!”

“But I won’t do anything bad,” said Coco. “I want to be your friend!”
“He does seem nice, for a mouse,” said Cassia.
“Polite, too,” added Leo.
Spice barked once to agree.

“Gingers don’t need other friends,” said Bartol. He shouted at Coco, 
“You don’t belong here! Go on! Get out!”



Suddenly, they heard distant voices—big, human voices, coming 
closer. They heard a boy say, “Here’s a good tree, Dad.” 

Cassia gasped. 
“That couldn’t be our Tree,” said Leo. “Could it?”
Spice whimpered. 
Coco said, “I’d better go see.” Before they could say anything,  

he dashed out of the workshop and back along the trail to the magic 
spruce. 

From his hiding place under the Tree, he could see only shoes— 
and there on the ground, a hatchet.

“It would make a good Christmas tree,” said a girl. “Can we cut it, 
Dad?”

“It’s pretty big for us,” said a man. “But I think we can handle it . . .”
Coco fled back to the workshop.







“It is your Tree,” he told the Gingers. “There’s a father and two 
children. They’re going to chop it down and take it away.” 

“But the Magic . . .” Cassia said.
“It must be almost gone,” said Leo. 
“Losing the Tree would be the end of Gingerbread Village,”  

said Bartol.
Spice whimpered again and hid his eyes with his paws.

“Could we ask them not to?” said Cassia.
“Gingerbread people talk to humans?” said Leo. 
“Not unless you want to be eaten!” said Bartol.
“Wait!” said Coco. “I have an idea. People don’t eat mice. Lend me 

one of the clock hands. Quick!” 
Bartol hesitated. But then he nodded and handed one over, and 

Coco scampered off with it.



Passing under the Tree, Coco danced out on the trail on his  
hind legs. 

“Look at the mouse!” the girl cried out. “What’s it doing?”
“It’s dancing!” said the boy.
“Don’t be silly,” the man told him. “Mice can’t dance.” 
As they stared, Coco frisked up the trail, pointing ahead of him 

with the clock hand. 
“It’s leading us to our own special Christmas tree!” said the boy.
“Let’s follow it!” called the girl. “Please, Dad!”
“Oh, all right,” said the man. “Just don’t get too close. It might bite.” 
Coco led them up the trail to a stand of young fir trees. Then he 

turned and made a little bow. 
“These trees are perfect!” said the girl, and the boy said, “That’s a 

really clever mouse!”
While they tried to decide on a tree, Coco slipped off, running all 

the way back to Bartol’s workshop. 







The Gingers were waiting outside, looking scared. Coco told them 
what happened.

“I was wrong about you, Coco,” said Bartol. “You really are a good 
friend. Will you forgive me?”

“Sure,” said Coco. “You were just worried about the Magic.”
“And I still am,” said Bartol. “With the Magic gone, anyone can find 

and eat us. Birds, bugs”—he shuddered—“even people.”
They took the clock hand back inside. The others watched as Bartol 

fastened both hands to the clock face. 
Suddenly he yelled, “What’s going on?” 
They all jumped back as the Clock seemed to come alive, jingling 

and tingling. Parts rose from the table and whirled and swirled into 
place on the Clock. When the pieces had all come together, the Clock 
began to tick.



“It’s working!” cried Bartol.
“Hurray!” shouted Leo, and Spice ran around their legs, barking.
“Has the Magic come back?” asked Cassia.
“Maybe!” said Bartol. “Let’s see what happens when we take the 

Clock back to the tower!”
As they headed for Town Hall, Bartol called to Gingers in the 

houses along the way. “The Tower Clock is working again! Come see!”







Gingers crowded happily around them on their way to Town Hall. 
As they got there, the Clock jumped out of Bartol’s and Leo’s hands.  
It flew up to the top of the tower, growing bigger and bigger, and finally 
settled into place. 

The Gingers cheered. “Hurray for Bartol!” 
Bartol climbed the Town Hall steps to speak. “It wasn’t me. It was 

this mouse,” he said, pointing. “Our friend Coco!”
The crowd murmured. A mouse! How could he have helped? And 

was he really a friend? What was he doing there at all?



Bartol waved Coco up beside him, then told everyone what Coco 
had done. “And when he came back, the Tower Clock fixed itself!”

“But why did it start working again?” asked a man. “And why did it 
stop in the first place?” asked a woman.

“I think the Magic was fading because we didn’t trust anyone but 
ourselves,” said Bartol. “I know I didn’t.”

The Gingers looked at each other and nodded in agreement. 
“We do need to be careful,” Bartol went on, “but that doesn’t mean 

everyone’s an enemy. When you stop being friendly, Magic goes away.”
He turned to Coco. “I hope you visit again soon. Even with the 

Magic back, I’m sure you can find us.”
“Thank you,” said Coco, bowing to the Gingers as they cheered.  

“I’m so happy to be your friend.”







Snow began falling as Coco made his way to the Tree. He told 
himself, “With the Magic back, I bet there will be more Gingers soon. 
Christmas is coming, and people will make lots of gingerbread cookies. 
Some of those cookies will wake up and come here.”

Just before he reached the clearing, he saw a whirling and swirling, 
just like in Bartol’s workshop. Then it happened, right in front of him! 
As Coco watched, a brand new gingerbread house put itself together, 
piece by piece.

Coco said, “Thank you, Magic, for letting me see.” 
As the Tower Clock chimed, he scrambled under the Tree and onto 

the forest trail toward home.
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