CHAPTER ONE

The hallway was ablaze with the sound of laugher and the slamming of locker doors as Morgan Koda darted through another mass of students. She threw a troubled glance over her shoulder and her heart leaped. The gap between her and Owens twins had diminished since the hunt had begun. 

Morgan knew she should have been watching where she was going, but the sight of the boys shoving their way through the knot of backpacks and their fellow schoolmates distracted her. 
Her eyes widened as Mathew Owens spotted her and hurdled towards her. A young girl gave a terrified cry as he broadsided her, knocking her off her feet. The girl tumbled over backward and her shrilling cry slowed Morgan's flight down the corridor. She debated a few seconds over the child's welfare, and her need for a hiding place. Before she could come to a decision, another student had gone to the girl's aid and was helping to her feet. 

Morgan’s eyes flew back to the Owens twins. They had closed the distance to within a few feet bellowing in excitement. Unfortunately, several of their friends had joined them in their favorite sport - Morgan hunting. 
Morgan whipped her head around, but it was too late, her attention had been preoccupied too long. She never saw the boy bent down tying his shoe. She crashed into him, then sailed over his bent body. Her breath left her in a whoosh as she collided with the floor. She slid a few feet on her chest, finally coming to a sudden stop piled up against the wall of lockers. 
She shot to her feet and took off down the hallway. Forcing air into her lung, and more speed to her trembling legs, she darted, skirted, and shot between still more students. She didn't bother looking behind her. She could feel the twins and their friends breathing down the back of her neck. Morgan was livid with herself for allowed them get so close.
She sprinted into another corridor faster than she realized. She felt her feet sliding out from under her. How she managed to stay on her feet, she never knew. Her arms wind-milled as she skated along the highly waxed tile, a huge gasp of air was all she had time for, as she slammed into the lockers between two older students. 
She was gone before either girl could do more than stare at the huge dent in the locker door. 
Morgan knew her time was running out, with the girl’s restroom too far away to reach in time. She either had to find an unlocked classroom or make it out of the school before the teachers were alerted. The teachers had never been any help to her. Whenever she was caught running in the halls, hiding in the girl’s bathroom, or ducking into an empty classroom, - which was often, because Mathew and Steven Owens and their friends really enjoyed their daily sport. Morgan was sent to the principle’s office and cited for her refusing to obey the school rules. She thought this completely unfair. The Owens twins and their hunting party always seemed to fade into the background, or if caught, they or one of their friends would swear. “Morgan stole something one of them.”; “Morgan hit me.” Another would claim. But her all-time favorite, was time she was suspended for a day because Mathew had told the foremost of all his lies to date, “Morgan poured milk over his brother Steven's head in the lunchroom." And sure enough, Morgan wasn't surprised to see milk dripping from Steven's hair. It was always her word against them or their friends, and for whatever reason, the teachers always seemed to believe the Owens twins or their gang. She wished she had the courage to fight back, but the tiny voice in her head saying, ‘Why bother, no one will believe you anyway’ influenced her to keep her head down and mouth closed.
A classroom door loomed ahead and she shot glance over her shoulder, neither Mathew, Steven, or their gang had come around the corner. 
She slid to a stop before the door, grabbed the doorknob and turned. It didn’t budge. Didn’t anyone ever leave their classrooms unlocked, she thought furiously, as she jerked on the knob. The door rattling in its frame, but remained firmly locked. 
Morgan turned and headed for her only option - the double doors at end of the hall marked with the green ‘EXIT’ sign. 
Skidding to a stop before them, she reached for the door handle. The door, however, swung open and one of her teacher, Miss Tia Thornley, walked over the threshold. 
Morgan knew she was in trouble. Why can’t anything ever go right for me? She thundered silently, as she solemnly examined the melting snow around Miss Thornley’s boots.
Miss Thornley gave a small start of surprise as she nearly mauled Morgan down in her haste to get out of the blizzard. It took only a few seconds for her to note the sweat running down the girl's face and the sound of her panting for breath. 
Movement at the top of the hall drew the teacher’s eyes as the Hunting Party charged around the corner. The boys were shoving students out of their way. 
Steven slid to a shuddering halt, tried to grab his brother's arm to warn him Morgan was standing beside a teacher. The gang piled up behind Steven. They turned and flew back the way they’d come. But before they could round the corner and disappear. Miss Thornley called loudly over the echoing hall.
“Steven and Mathew Owens…” She couldn’t tell who was with them, so she added, “…And the rest of you.” She didn’t take her eyes off the boys as they stood glaring back at her. “Principle’s office, NOW…” She would deal with the boys for pushing the other students after she took Morgan to her classroom. “What’s going on Morgan?” She asked, but if she were to hazard a guess - The Owens twins were chasing her again. Miss Thornley knew there was a problem between Morgan and the boys. She waited for Morgan to confirm her suspicion. But Morgan remained routinely silent still staring at the floor. She knew from experience the child wasn't going to tell her. “Come on Morgan, you can walk me to class.” This wasn’t the first time Miss Thornley had come across this scene, she always seemed to arrive a few minutes too late. Somehow, she had to get Morgan to tell her why the Owens twins were always chasing her.
Miss Thornley slid a side-glance at the child as they walked down the hall. She thought how sad and lonely the Morgan looked. Her heart swelled with compassion, but she knew there wasn’t a darn thing she could do about it. Even though, this was a small school, even for Montana standards. The rules were the same, and she hated the policy about not touching the students. She wasn’t even allowed to offer a reassuring hand on the shoulder. 
Morgan refused to meet her eyes, and as soon as they arrived at her classroom, she went directly to her desk and sat down, watching as her fellow classmates file into the room. 
Miss Thornley went on to the principle’s office to deal with the Owens twins and their friends. 
Three hours later, Morgan was sitting at her desk in her English class listening to Tia Thornley give instructions for the day’s writing assignment. “You will write a Christmas letter...” Miss Thornley started, but didn’t get any further before her classroom erupted.
“There’s no way, I’m writing a letter to Santa Claus!” A boy said appalled at the very idea. 
“We’re too old to write to Santa Claus,” Another student shouted. 

“What do you think we are - eight year olds?” Another demanded.

Tia looked out over the twenty plus students, took a deep breath, smiled, then said, “Mr. Moore, this isn’t about writing a letter to Santa Claus. It’s a writing assignment… And for your information not all students find it offensive.” She paused and looked to her notes. “As I was saying, you are to write a Christmas letter. The theme can be anything you wish, and…" She added with a smile. "To whomever you wish.” She paused to see if anyone had any further objections. She received angry glares from must of her class. She shook her head slightly, and said, “The letter doesn’t have to be what you want for Christmas. It can be anything – maybe a wish, a letter to a grandparent, or some far away relative.” When no one moved, she added, “You may start.”

Morgan sat deep in thought for a few seconds, opened her notebook and started writing. 
She felt a jab in the middle of her back, but ignored the boy sitting behind her. 

“Must be your lucky day Koda, now you can ask Santa Claus for some new clothes,” Jordan Elliott whispered under her breath from the row of students across from Morgan. Jordan brushed her straight blond hair over her shoulder, staring at Morgan’s bent head. She knew what buttons to push to get a reaction from Morgan. Other students within hearing range cackled and added a few more whispered suggestions to Morgan about her clothing. Nevertheless, Morgan kept her head down, and her teeth clamped firmly on her lips, snubbing their comments. This was one time she refused be sent to the Principles Office for letting them get to her. 

This assignment was the answer to her prayers, with raising excitement. Her pencil flew over the page as she created her very first Christmas letter. Since, she had no one to address it to. She addressed it to Santa Claus. After a few minutes, she laid her pencil aside, reread her letter, then tore it from the spiral notebook, and carefully folded it. She slid it between the pages of her English textbook, then started another letter. 

Morgan was adding her signature to the bottom of the second letter when the classroom erupted again. She watched her fellow classmates rush to the front of the room, and hurl their Christmas letters onto the teacher’s desk. Letters went sliding across the scared surface, then dropped off the other side, littering the floor beneath the desk.

Morgan climbed to her feet as her classmates sprinted from the room. Packing her things slowly into her backpack, she waited until the last student cleared the doorway. 

With her second letter clinched in hand, she made her way to the front of the room and carefully placed her letter on top of the ones scattered over Miss Thornley’s desk. 

Cautiously she approached the classroom door and peeked around the doorframe searching for the Owens twins or their friends. She saw a hall full of students, but couldn't spot the Owens twins or their gang waiting for her.

Her body all but seized up as a voice spoke behind her, “Morgan, do you need something?” Tia asked, she had been watching the child since she’d left her desk, and was hopeful this time, Morgan was going to tell her what the problem was with the Mathew and Steven Owens.

“No, Miss Thornley,” Morgan said hurriedly, then gave her a guarded smile and disappeared around the door frame. 

CHAPTER TWO

She headed straight for the nearest exit, and was across the school grounds without running into the Hunting Party. 

She persistently checked her back, as she treaded her way over the icy sidewalks. The walks to and from school was always the worst part of her school days. No matter how hard she tried to keep away from the Owens twins or their gang, they always seemed to find her. They would pelt her with snowballs, rocks, or whatever else they could find to throw. She would run what was left of the three blocks with their crude songs hounding her.

Morgan gave a quick look around, then a sigh of relief. She'd reaching the back door of her house without having to endure their harassment. 

Quietly she let herself into the house and she hurried to her room. She was silently congratulating herself, as she climbed her third staircase, for coming up with a great idea for delivering her real Christmas letter. But she would need another letter to make it work. 

She softly closed her bedroom door, sat down on her bed, retrieved a pencil and paper from her backpack, and hastily drafted a third letter. 

She placed the third letter on her night stand for her snoopy foster mother to find. 

Morgan had her school books scattered over her bed doing her homework when her foster mother, Mrs. Maybelle Ryan, called from the narrow hallway outside her room.

“Girl, I want you in the kitchen… NOW!” 

Mrs. Ryan never called Morgan by name. It was always “Girl,” “Hey,” or “You.”. She was a widow, with close set, washed out, blue eyes, and a face like a shriveled prune. She was very tall, thin as a rail, and hated Morgan with a passion that Morgan never understood. 

When Morgan entered the kitchen a few minutes later, she spotted a pair of scissors and a comb within Mrs. Ryan’s reach. The older woman was pointing to the chair at her side.

Maybelle Ryan grandsons were both sitting at the table with huge smiles on their faces. 

“Sit down…” Maybelle snarled nastily.

Morgan remained by the door. She wasn’t going to make this easy for Mrs. Ryan.

When Morgan didn’t move, her foster mother crossed the room, grabbed her by the arm and pulling her towards the chair. 

Maybelle only managed to shuffle Morgan a few steps into the room, when she suddenly wrenched her hand off Morgan’s arm, electricity had suddenly shot through her arm. 

“Sit down…” She ordered again, rubbing her hand. “I told you, the next time you got hair in our food, I would cut it off.” The woman snarled spraying Morgan with spittle. 

Maybelle stared at the defiant look on the girl’s face. The chit’s attitude had been horrible for the past two weeks. She could see another lecture was needed. She felt it her duty to teach the girl. A life for a child like her - was to be an unhappy one. Mrs. Ryan always looked forward to their little tête-à-tête.

Morgan on the other hand, had finally had enough of the foul woman's mistreatment. With her amethyst eyes narrowed on her foster mother. Morgan clinched her teeth and remained where she was. But it did no good; her mouth always seemed to get the better of her. “You have no right to cut my hair...” poured from between her lips. She was so angry that her whole body shook and fire spitting from her eyes. Then her mouth ready got her into trouble. “…I haven’t gotten any hair in your food.” She said maliciously. At this very moment, Morgan didn’t care how much trouble she’d just gotten herself into. 

Maybelle reached into a neighboring chair and picked up a leather strap.

The woman’s grandsons straightened in their seats, their smiles grew wider. They were certain Morgan was going to get a beating. 

Mrs. Ryan pointed the strap menacing at Morgan. “You will show me the respect I deserve… you… you… ungrateful brat.” She said between clinched teeth, she was livid and her face had taken on a shriveled demonic look.

Morgan had no choice, with great winged beasts fluttering around inside her. She sat on the very edge of the chair.

Mrs. Ryan jerked the hood of Morgan's sweatshirt from her head, took a fistful of her waist length ponytail. Pulled her head back sharply so Morgan was staring at the ceiling. Then she grabbed the scissors from the table. 

Morgan struggled against the pain radiating from her scalp, then her whole body went rigid, she was so sure something strange was about to happen. She leaped from the chair, leaving a hand full of her long dark hair dangling from Mrs. Ryan’s closed fist. 

Morgan whirled around. 

Maybelle was trying to pry the scissors open. 

As Morgan watched, the old woman started pounding them against the table with such force, that they left impression marks on the wooden surface.

Mrs. Ryan slowly raised her eyes from the scissors to Morgan. Her penetrating stare clearly said, You did something to the scissors. Maybelle studied her with a knowing look. She was silent for so long Morgan felt the hairs at the base of her neck stand up. She never took her eyes off Mrs. Ryan. 

She could hear the woman's grandsons squirming around in their seats. She knew any second; one of them would egg their grandmother on.

 “Get out of my sight..." Mrs. Ryan screamed, then added. "Go to your room.” Her voice was so loud that Morgan’s feet momentarily left the floor. 

Without further encouragement Morgan flew from the room. She had just settled on the edge her bed, when she was back on her feet. She heard the clatter of her bedroom door's lock engage. Breathing hard, she crossed to the small window and stared out. She knew her foul foster mother would keep her locked in her room as punishment for another one of those odd things happening. It didn’t matter how many times Morgan denied causing them. Mrs. Ryan never believed her. 

Morgan knew there was no mystery to those scissors. She’d found them at school, brought them home, and placed them in the drawer, for the next time Mrs. Ryan threatened to cut her hair.

Before dawn two days later, Morgan came alive to the usual sound of the rattling of a key in the lock of her bedroom door. She’d heard that sound every morning for as long as she could remember. 

She shot out of bed, and flinched at a loud thump sounded against the door. 

Morgan was shivering by the time she exchanged her thin nightgown, for torn baggy jeans, thin sweater, raggedy tennis shoes, and her customary blue hooded sweatshirt. 

She pulled the hood over her head, made her bed, and waited for her foster mother to summon her. 

Morgan sat on her bed for a long time with her face in her hands, thinking about how to pull off her idea. She had to find a way to convince her foster mother to take her to the Mall. She had tried the truth, but the glare Mrs. Ryan had centered on her, told Morgan, she hadn't believed her.

Mrs. Ryan jerked the key from the lock on Morgan’s door. Hit the door once with her closed fist, then marched down the narrow stairs making as much noise as possible, until she came to the second floor of her home. She crept past the bedrooms lining both sides of the hallway.

She paused in the kitchen long enough to pour herself a cup of coffee. With the mug in hand, she seated herself at her formal oak dining room table, and keenly gazed around at the beautified room. 

She was studying the pictures covering the dining room walls, when she suddenly slammed her cup down on the table. Coffee sloshed over the sides, as she vaulted to her feet. Rushing to one of her luxurious paintings of mountain scenes enhancing the butter-colored walls; a fine coating of dust jumped out at her. 

“This certainly won’t do.” She muttered charging back to the table and scribbled dusting the paintings to the list of chores. She picked up her coffee cup; leaving the mess for the girl to clean up. 

She’d better find out what else the girl had neglected in her cleaning, she thought as she moved a few antique snowmen, reindeer, and angels from one of the small mahogany tables enriching the dining room. Finding no dust, she continued on. She nodded her head at the bamboo flooring, the oak hutches, and small tables; they were all polished to a rich shine.

As she walked past a plate glass window in the living room, she noticed a woman staring at her home from the sidewalk across the narrow street. The woman was dressed in a long emerald-green cloak, and had her hood pulled up to protect her from the rapidly falling snow. 
Mrs. Ryan watched the woman pull her cloak a little tighter, look both ways along the street, then back at her home. This wasn’t the first person Mrs. Ryan had seen outside her home in the past few months. She assumed her home had been added to one of those brochures listing the most beautiful homes in the city. However, every time she opened the front door to ask them inside - the person had always vanished. 

Maybelle returned to her inspection, as the woman crossed the street and disappeared. Mrs. Ryan looked around the room; everything seemed to be in order, so she continued on through the house. She lovingly ran her fingers over the old things she had collected. Maybelle smiled at the memory of the weeks she’d spent visiting furniture stores, probing through old basement antique shops. She even traveled long distances to rummage through estate sales looking for treasures for her home, and she had found one in her dinning room table. She knew her home was the envy of her whole neighborhood and she couldn’t have been happier. 

The only room in the house to have missed the redecorating frenzy was the tiny bedroom in the attic. She shook her head and her face darkened at the thought of the room’s occupant. She was determined not to waste her time or money in decorating that room. 

She was mulling over her dilemma as she inspected the family room. The girl had asked to be taken to the mall to deliver a letter to Santa Claus. “The letter’s a class assignment,” The girl had stated. Mrs. Ryan, however, rejected the idea at once. No teacher in their right mind would ask a room full of twelve year olds to write a letter to Santa Claus. When she'd asked to see the letter, the little horror had informed her 'its private' and refused to hand it over. It didn’t stop Mrs. Ryan from finding the letter. She tore the girl’s room apart looking for it. She could have saved herself the trouble, the letter was on the night stand. Mrs. Ryan snatched it up and read. She couldn't believe the audacity of the girl, she had written a great long list of toys and new clothing, and the list went on and on. Mrs. Ryan had shaken her head violently from side to side. The nerve of the girl asking for things she didn’t need nor deserved. Then Maybelle stated laughing, "The girl's just plain stupid" She muttered gasping for air. "believing that Santa Claus is real." She crumbled up the letter and threw it onto the girls neatly made bed. 

Mrs. Ryan was chuckling from the memory as she stared down at the chore list. For good measure, she added decorating the Christmas tree, and cleaning her grandson’s bedrooms to the already long list. She knew the boys rooms were a mess with their clothing thrown about, and their beds would be left unmade. 

“They're such little men.” She said with a wide smile on her prune-like face as she left the room. 

One of the tall mirrors, residing along the sides of the huge river-rock fireplace, caught her reflection. Maybelle noticed a few strands of her rich - dyed - brown hair had escaped the pile on top of her head. She finger combed them back into place and left the living room. She needed to get ready for the day with her grandsons. She smiled as the happy imagine filled her mind. 

She tenderly trailed her fingers over their bedroom doors as she walked by heading for her bedroom. 

Her grandsons were Steven and Mathew Owens. Identical twins with blond haired, bright blue eyes, and fat pink faces; they were the children of Mrs. Ryan’s daughter, who had dropped her sons off one night when they were two years old, and had yet to come back for them.

Morgan stood at the window of her tiny attic bedroom, with her motionless hairbrush in hand, watching the rapidly falling snow as it covered the street. 
She turned from the window, brushed her hair into a ponytail, secured it with an elastic band, then covered the curly waist length mass with the hood of her sweatshirt.

She’d spent most of the night considering theory after theory, how to get Mrs. Ryan to take her to the mall, so far every idea that had occurred to her, had been discarded. Her foster mother was in no way enthusiastic about taking her anywhere, and today Morgan feared would be no different. She had to come up with a way to get her letter to him. Santa Claus would be at the Mall for only three more days.

She knew that he was a myth. But it didn't stop her from wondering if he could possibly answer any of the questions she had written in her letter. She picked up her real Christmas letter from the top of her small dresser. Shook it open and read…
Dear Santa Claus,

My name is Morgan Koda and I am twelve years old. Miss Thornley, my English teacher, gave us an assignment to write a Christmas letter to family, friends, or relatives, since, I have no family or friends, I addressed this letter to you. I hope its okay? … I know kids my age don’t believe in you, and I am not sure I do… 

Anyway; most kids ask you for toys or some other non-important thing. However, my letter isn’t about a list of toys, or even clothing, which, I could use some of, beings that, I don’t have very many. All I really want for Christmas is to have some questions answered… 

Why do I have to live with people who hate me? 

Why do I have to sleep in this tiny attic room with its bare wood walls, old twin bed, tiny dresser and an old wood box for a nightstand? 

Why is it always so cold in my room in the winter and boiling hot in the summer? 

Why am I all alone? Do I have any family? Do I have brothers or sisters? 

Do you know who my father is? What his name is? Is he alive?

Is my mother dead? Do you know what happened to her? Why did she let me in this horrible place? 

Mrs. Ryan (my foster mother) refuses to answer any of my questions, nor will she tell me about my parents. 

Santa Claus, there is something else… There was a man with kind grey eyes who was really nice to me. He went away one day and never came back. Was he real, or just a dream? I think he was a dream, because I have dreamed of him often. 

Something strange happened in school the other day. The Owens twins and some of their friends, I’m sure you already know who there are, anyway, they had me cornered in the hallway with no way to escape. But somehow I did. Do you know how I got away from them? Was it because of one of those strange things that keep happening to me? Do you know why these things keep occurring? 

Am I crazy like everyone believes? Am I the weirdo the kids at school call me?

Please, Santa Claus, help me, I have no one else.

Sincerely: 

Morgan Koda 

 That one incident with the Owens Twins bothered her more than any of her other escapes. Just thinking about it made her jittery. The Owens twins and their Hunting Party had herded her into an empty, dead-end hallway. The only way out was through one of the two locked classrooms, or an equally locked gym. She'd stood before the double doors of the gym looking back up the hallway. Panic rose within her chest like a snake. Morgan turned a few times on the spot by the double doors, frantically searching for a way out. But this time her luck had run out. Anger came to her rescue, and suddenly the fear racing through her was gone. She folded her arms across her chest, and marched back up the corridor to face whatever the Hunters had in mind. Her body gave a small involuntary jump as the twins and their gang came charging around the corner. They were looking everywhere. As their heads turned away from her, Morgan slipped by them, then she was sprinting madly down the hall to a set of double doors she knew was unlocked. She'd disappeared into the crowed lunch room. 

The sound of Mrs. Ryan moving around in her bedroom, located below Morgan's room, drew her thoughts from the escape. This was her signal to leave her room. Taking a deep breath, she released it, and watched her misty breath disappear into the cold room. She folded her letter, hid it again under the loose floorboard along the wall next to her dresser. Morgan checked twice to make sure the board fit perfectly back into place, before she left her room. Her fake letter to Santa Claus was on wood box by her bed. She knew Mrs. Ryan had read the letter, for Morgan had found it wadded up and laying on her bed.  

She pushed the hood from her head as she opened her bedroom door. Then crept down the narrow stairs to the second floor hallway, she tiptoed passed the boys' bedroom doors.  

She continued down the hall to the back stairway, descended to the first floor. She followed along the hallway leading into the kitchen. 

Morgan reentered the kitchen from arranging their breakfast, and mopping up the spilled coffee from the dining room table. She avoided Mrs. Ryan’s mean little eyes as they following her to the coat rack. 

Her foster mother sat at the small kitchen table. She spoke, before Morgan's out reached hand could collect her coat. “Before eating, you will clean the kitchen; shovel the snow from the walks and the driveway.” She paused, waiting for Morgan to argue. “If I find one speck of grime in this kitchen, or snow that hasn’t been removed. You will find yourself locked in your room until after Christmas.” Mrs. Ryan smiled, knowing she would find or invent something the girl had missed. She shot out of the chair and made her way into the dining room where her grandsons had just arrived. 

Morgan's hand dropped inches from her coat. She turned back to the kitchen. While they were eating breakfast in the dining room. She would be eating a very small bowl of cold cereal at the kitchen counter. Mrs. Ryan had every bit of food counted, and if Morgan ate anything more than what her foster mother had provided, or pilfered something to her room. She’d be caught, locked in her room, and given no meals for days. Mrs. Ryan gave her just enough food to keep her alive - but nothing more. 

Morgan listened to Steven and Matthew Owens laughing and chatting with their grandmother about the coming trip to the mall to visit - Santa Claus.

She pushed the dining room door open an inch and listened to Steven go on and on about the new game he wanted for his game box. He described in detail the big screen television that would go great in his bedroom. He knew he would be the envy of all his friends. 

Mathew interrupted his brother, reminding his grandmother about the big screen laptop computer he wanted. "My friends will think we're poor, and I will be laughed at, If I didn’t get one." He whined with his head in his hands faking a sob. 

Morgan knew the computer and the television would be under the tree come Christmas Morning. Mrs. Ryan made sure her grandsons had better than anyone else.

With an angry shake of her head, Morgan moved away from the dining room door and quickly put the kitchen back in order. 

A sudden cough took her breath away, as she was placing the food into the refrigerator. She had developed the cough during the night, and knew if Mrs. Ryan heard her coughing, there would be no trip to deliver her letter. 

Morgan held her breath, choking on the cough as she wrapped her old raggedy coat, which was a mile too big, around her, then pulled on her stocking hat, scarf, and mittens. 

She was inside the small shed before she took a breath and coughed until she thought she would never get her breath back. She grabbed the snow shovel as she left the shed.

Twenty cold minutes later she reentered the house. Stomping her feet on the mat to get the feeling back into them. She stared down at her feet disgustedly, studying the holes around the toes of her sneakers. "Now my socks were wet, that’s all I needed," She muttered furiously, "to spend the day in wet socks." Morgan knew Mrs. Ryan checked her clothing every day and would never allow her a second pair of socks. Forcing the wet socks from her mind, she hurried into the empty dining room. Cleared the table, then stacked the dirty dishes on the countertop. She wolfed down her soggy cold cereal, then shoved the dishes into dishwasher. She had just pushed the 'on' button when she heard Mrs. Ryan and her grandsons leaving the house. 

Morgan hurried into her coat and went outside to where they were piling into the car. 

“What, do you think - you’re doing?” Mrs. Ryan snarled when she saw Morgan standing on the other side of the open car door. A fiendish smile ripened her furrowed face. 

“I am done with my chores, and I want to go to the mall.” Morgan answered bravely; she swallowed the cough hanging at the back of her throat.

“You’re going nowhere. This walk hasn’t been shoveled” Mrs. Ryan snapped.  She knew Morgan had already shoveled it. She’d been watching from the dining room window.

 Maybelle thrust the list of chores into Morgan’s reluctant hands. 

Morgan glanced at the list, then shot Mrs. Ryan a livid glare, for a few seconds she bravely stared into her foster mother's, washed out, blue eyes. 

Mrs. Ryan flashed Morgan another nasty smile, then said, “That list had better be completed by the time we return.” She turned her back on Morgan, and joined the boys in the car. 

Morgan watched the car drive away along the snowy street with the twins waving and laughing at her from the back seat. 

Her heart fell as she looked back at the list in her hand. She whispered into the silently falling snow. "There’s no way, I can have all these chores done by the time they returned." She sniffled trying to stifle the tears filling her eyes as she walked back into the house. 

It never occluded her to ignore her foster mother, and go to the mall anyway.

Morgan made it no further than the kitchen. She stared in disbelief at the highly polished kitchen floor tiles. Polishing them was on the list. 

She walked through the kitchen door into the dinning room. It looked as though a cleaning service had just finished up and departed. 

It didn't matter where she went in the house. Every single item on the list was complete. There were even presents for Mathew and Steven under the newly decorated Christmas tree. 

She couldn't help herself, she had to check. 

Morgan took the stairs two at a time as she hurried to the boys' bedrooms.

Morgan stood in Mathew’s room staring at his perfectly made bed. The absence of his clothing littering the carpeting was a little unnerving. But for the first time in years, she didn’t question the hows or whys of it. 

She turned, flew back down the stairs, and out the kitchen door to re-shovel the sidewalks. However, they looked as though someone had just shoveled them. 

She dashed back into the house, and all but flew up the stairs to her bedroom. 

She pried up the loose floorboard and tossed it onto her bed. Pulled out her letter and an envelope with the few dollars she had made from mowing lawns, raking leaves, or shoveling snow for the people in her neighborhood. Mrs. Ryan would have taken the money in a heartbeat if she’d known about it. Morgan tucked the letter and money into the back pocket of her jeans and raced from her room. 

She gave the house another once over as she darted through it toward the double front doors.

She was sprinting down the icy sidewalk, when Mrs. Ryan’s car suddenly turned the corner and headed straight for her.

CHAPTER THREE

Morgan changed directions so fast her feet had no way of keeping up. She felt herself falling, and was sliding along the sidewalk on her back. She came to rest against the rough bark of a huge Douglas fir. She grabbed a hand full of the bark and pulled her body around the tree. The trunk was so large it hid her small frame with ease. 
Peeking around the solid wall of bark, she watched anxiously as the car stopped in front of the house. One of the twins shot out of the backseat like a rocket and sprinted for the front doors slipping and sliding on the icy walkway. He was inside only a moment, then he back, slamming the front door. 
Morgan clamped her teeth firmly down on her lips as the boy went sprawling face first as he stepped onto the walkway. He shot to his feet and climbed back into the car. 

Morgan scrambled her feet, and with her hand braced against the tree. She willed the car to keep going as it pulled away from the house and disappeared into the next block. 

She stood debating. Should she return to the house or continue with her plans? The combined weight of the letter in her pocket and the need to have her questions answered, convinced her to deliver her letter.

 She studied the street, not seeing any sign of Mrs. Ryan’s car. She continued to the next intersection. 

She sat inside the enclosure for only a few minutes before the silver and blue public transportation bus arrived. With raising excitement, she climbed aboard, dropped the correct change into the receptacle, and flashed the driver a warm smile, then dropped down in the first vacant seat she came to. She gazed out the window as the bus made its way down the snowy street. Houses decorated for the Christmas season lined the streets. She loved the twinkle of all the lights and would lie awake for hours watching the flicker of multicolored lights dancing across her bedroom ceiling. 

When the bus stopped in front of the Mall and the driver opened the doors. Morgan’s excitement grew as she jumped from her seat. She was the first one down the steps. 

However, caution forced her to slow down. She scanned the parking lot, then the area in front of the glass doors leading into the two-story maze-like Mall for Mrs. Ryan and the twins. Not seeing them. She sprinted for the glass doors and joined the horde of people crossing over the threshold and into Mall.

She studied the milling crowd and knew it would be miracle if she found her foster family, before they found her. Luck was with her, she found Mrs. Ryan halfway up the long line leading to Santa’s Magical Wonderland. The boys were standing before her concentrating on the scene before them. 

Morgan on the other hand, did a very stupid thing. She completely forgot about her foster family, as she stood frozen in place staring in awe at the tiny elf houses. Santa’s workshop and the tiny elves dressed in green with their red and white stockings, and pointy little green shoes. Miniature bells tied to the pointed ends of the shoe rang merrily with each step as the elves went about their business handing out candy canes to the waiting children. 

Morgan giggled as a little boy, about three-years-old, grabbed the jingle bell dancing from the elf’s green hat, as the elf bent over to hand him a candy cane. The child tore it from the elf’s head, then waved the hat madly in the air. The elf retrieved his red trimmed hat and shoved it back on his head. The child’s mother said something to the elf that Morgan couldn’t hear. The elf smiled, then continued down the line handing out his candy canes. 

Morgan could feel her whole body drawn to the very center of it all. To the old man dressed in red. He was sitting on a throne-like chair and held a small boy on his lap. The boy was talking fast and his arms where moving everywhere.

Morgan’s brain slid back into gear, when she heard the shrill laugher of one of the Owens twins. She could have kicked herself for forgetting Mrs. Ryan stood no more than fifty feet from her. Her lack of caution could have cost her a lot more than a visit to Santa Claus.

 Her eyes flew to her foster mother. She couldn’t remain in the line for fear of Mrs. Ryan or the twins spotting her in the midst of the crowded line of children.

 “I need a place to hide.” Morgan mumbled. Someplace close, so she could keep an eye on Mrs. Ryan and the twins. 

Perfect, she thought as she spotted a door marked with a yellow 'Private' sign. She rushed in front of an older man, slipped in behind a girl about her own age, and followed her towards the door. The girl never turned around, so Morgan didn’t have to pretend she had a reason for being there. When the family reached the door, Morgan glanced around, assuming no one was looking in her direction. She cautiously reached for the door handle. 

She expected a locked door. But when she pushed down, she felt, rather then heard the soft click of the lock. She eased the door open an inch, waiting for an alarm to go off. No warning sound came. So she hurried over the sill and prayed there was no silent alarm connected to the door. She gave a passing look at Mrs. Ryan and the twins. They were still standing in line eating huge ice cream cones with one hand, and holding enormous candy canes with the other. She noted they had moved a little closer to Santa Claus.

Morgan edged the door open every few minutes checking on Mrs. Ryan. Finally, she opened the door and found her foster family gone. 

She took her place with the other children, and slowly made her way to Santa. However, she was terrified any second Mrs. Ryan would come charging up to her and force to return home without speaking to the man in the red suit. 

Morgan shuffled her way along the red carpet closer and closer to the man sitting in the throne-like chair. Finally, she moved through the enormous red and white candy canes. She was three kids away from the old man in red, when a voice spoke so close to her it almost made her heart seize in terror.

“Merry Christmas,” An elf said handing Morgan the biggest red and white peppermint candy cane she had ever seen. 

“Thank you,” She said as her eyes made contact with the elf. Her anxiety must have shown on her face, because the elf gave her a concerned look. Morgan returned the elf's warm smile, then followed the elf with her eyes, as she went about handing out candy canes to the children standing behind Morgan. 

Morgan stared down at the candy cane in her hand, then tucked it into her back pocket. She would hide it under the loose floorboard and save it for one of those times she was locked in her room. Oh, no, she thought suddenly, in her haste to leave the house, she had forgotten to replace the floorboard. 

Morgan’s eyes did another scan of the milling crowd of shoppers, so far her foster family hadn’t returned to the vicinity of Santa’s Magical Wonderland. 

Just two more children in front of her now, and she forgot all about the missing floorboard. Her heartbeat jumped as the girl in front of her sailed across the short distance, and leaped upon Santa’s lap. The girl took so long telling him everything she wanted for Christmas that Morgan became annoyed. She wanted to shout “Hurry up”.

At last, the girl slid from Santa’s lap and raced away. 

It was her turn. Morgan had to restrain herself from rushing to him, and leap upon his red lap like the other children had done. 

She calmly approached him and climbed on his lap. 

The first thing she noticed, besides his big white beard, was his deep blue eyes. 

Morgan stared into them for a few seconds. Then told him why she didn’t have a lot of time for their conversation. Her heart throbbing in her chest as she handed him her letter, she sat motionless as he read. But the slight trembling of her body should have told him how worried she was that he would say he was sorry, but he had no way to answer her questions. 

Santa Claus read the letter. Then something incredible happened. He spread his arms wide and the entire Mall fell silent. 

Morgan became aware of the stillness and looked around. Everywhere she looked, people were - motionless. 

Morgan couldn’t believe what she was seeing, and her eyes flew back to him. For reasons she couldn’t explain, she felt no fear. Even though that tiny voice in her head was screaming, “This isn’t possible.” Morgan ignored the irritating voice. 

Santa Claus stared back at her with a colossal smile on his face. He had witnessed the disbelief shinning behind her wide amethyst gaze. He placed his arms back around her, and said. “Take your time Morgan… We have all the time in the world for our conversation.” The beam of his smile warmed her heart. 

For someone who had waited a lifetime to have her questions answered. Morgan’s brain froze. She couldn’t make even one coherent thought. Like how he knew her name? When she opened her mouth “why do I have to live with people who hate me?” flew out. She hadn't meant that to be her first question.

“Morgan, I don’t know why those people treat you the way they do. But I’m sure you didn’t come here to ask questions about them.” His raised his eyebrows as he stared down into her tantalizing face.

“No, that’s not why I came… I wanted to ask you… if…if you know why all these strange things keep happening to me?” Morgan hadn’t meant to ask either. Again her mouth opened and it poured out. She decided, it was as good a place as any to start, plus she needed answers to those bizarre events. She took a deep breath and told him about the list of chores being completed while she was outside with Mrs. Ryan. He gave a soft chuckle as he looked into her plum colored eyes. 

“Morgan, the events that are happening around you - are…Well, magic.”

“What…” Of all the things he could have said, this wasn’t one she would have thought of. “Who’s doing it?” She demanded at once. “They need to stop… they’re getting me into trouble.” She thought of all the times she had been locked in her room, and the meals she’d gone without. All of a sudden, she was furious, very furious. Someone was deliberately getting her into trouble. 
Seeing the outraged look on Morgan’s face, Santa suppressed his roar of laughter. “Morgan, you’re the one doing the magic.” He watched as her expression hardened, then added. “You're…” he paused trying to phrase his answer in a way she would understand. There really was no way, other than straight out. He smiled and said, “…You're a witch.”

Morgan’s hackles shot up. It was one thing for her foster family to insult her. But she’d be damned if a stranger was going to do it too. Tears spilled over her eyes and down her face, before she thought of wrenching herself off his lap. 

His arms tightened around her, foreseeing her reaction. “Settle down Morgan. Think about it…” He waited until she stopped struggling, then continued, “…Think about it, when those strange events happened to you, were you upset, angry, or frightened?” He studied her face as he waited for her answer. 

Morgan thought back to everyone of those mysterious things, which had gotten her in so much trouble, and also to the ones no on else knew about.

She took a deep breath, opened her mouth to answer, and a coughing fit overcame her. Her eyes widen as she gasped for air.

Santa Claus waved is left hand over her chest and the cough disappeared as fast as it had emerged.

“Thanks…" Morgan said as she took several calming breaths. Then she revealed "I was always angry”. Another thought occurred to her and she asked. “If I am a witch,” She added as an image soared in her mind. “Why couldn’t I turn Mrs. Ryan’s grandsons into bugs, then step on them.” Morgan smiled at the amusing thought.

This time, Santa Claus let his roar of laughter escape him, and it echoed around the silent room. “Morgan, we try not to turn humans into bugs.”

 “Who’s my father?” she demanded, then realizing how rude she sounded. She added “Sir” in a whisper.

Santa Claus was silent for a few seconds, and Morgan thought he might not know. 

“Your father was from England…” He paused debating on, how much to tell her. 

“How did he meet my mom?” Morgan asked interrupting his thoughts. 

“They met while your mother was on vacation in the Bahamas.” He said cautiously.

 Morgan took a deep breath, steadying herself for the next question she was about to ask. She despised admitting, even to Santa Claus, she didn’t even know her own father’s name. “D… Do you know his name?” She asked with her chin tucked into her chest. 

Santa Claus swallowed the lump in his throat and blinked his watery eyes. “Yes Morgan, I know your father’s name.” He hesitated. “But, I think we should leave it for another discussion.” 

Morgan wasn’t about to be put off or delayed, and she would beg if she had too. Somehow she would get the answers she so badly needed. At this very moment, she felt like her life depended on it. 

Morgan stared into Santa’s face, but he refused to meet her eyes, and she knew there was something about her father. He didn’t want to tell her. She could think of only one reason. “Was he wanted by the police?” Morgan asked apprehensively, she was afraid her father was a criminal. Santa Claus took so long in answering, Morgan knew she was right. 

 “Well, in a way, but it’s not what you think… You are so young, and I don’t know if you will understand. I will try to explain.” Santa Claus told her. “Your father was accused of doing something horrible… It turned out he was innocent…” Santa faltered, then continued. “He was sent to the Punishment Department of our Magic Control and Regulation Board. The department siphons off the guilty wizard’s magical powers, then the wizard or witch is forced to live as a non-magical person…”

“What? You can take someone’s magic? How?” She didn’t think she liked this idea. 

“A potion is used.” He answered cautiously “However, your father escaped before the Punishment Department could render their verdict. He disappeared and tried to clear his name, but he was unable to do so. Your father had to trust in other people to uncover the truth. He was killed while trying to save others. Your father was a good man Morgan, never doubt that.” 

“Did he know about me?” Morgan asked softly with tears stinging her eyes. 

“No… he didn’t.” Santa said in a watery voice.
He answered her next question before she could ask. “A few of us learned after his death that your mother was expecting you, then a few months later she gave birth.” 
Morgan yearned for the father she would never know.

“Can you tell me, sir, why didn’t my mom want me? Why did she give me up? Or did something happen to her?" Her voice was small and she was very afraid to hear the answers. 

“Your mother died in child birth.” He wondered why she didn’t already know this. “We arrived at the hospital too late. The state agency had already taken you away.” He told her regrettably.

“I don’t understand. Why couldn’t you find me?” Morgan said bewildered. He could make the whole mall go motionless with a wave of his hands, but he couldn’t find her? Montana was big, but it wasn’t that big. 

“We had to wait until you were old enough to use magic before we could locate you. That’s how we finally found you.” 

“You know where I live?” Morgan asked surprised.

“Of course,” He answered.

“Have you been to Mrs. Ryan’s house?” Morgan could feel her anger starting to climb again. They had been to the house and no one had thought to liberate her.

“Yes, we have been keeping a close watch over you.” 

“Then it was you who cleaned the house?” She still had doubts about being a witch, and she was a little annoyed no one had come to get her.

“No Morgan that was you.” He chuckled under his breath. He thought her a delightful child.

“Then why didn’t someone come and take me away from there? Why hasn’t anyone explained all this before?” Morgan was thunderstruck and rage was flowing through her slim body. She had to force herself not to take her temper out at this caring man.

“We have rules Morgan. We could not approach you until you were ready to hear the truth.” 

Morgan didn’t like these rules - not one bit. She thought they were unreasonable, leaving her to live in misery in Mrs. Ryan household longer than was needed. She wished they had retrieved her before those people had taken her from the hospital. She forced down her anger. 

“Your name’s not really Santa Claus, is it?” Morgan asked.

“No… you may call me Santa Claus if you wish.” He told her.

Morgan nodded. His name wasn’t really important anyway. 

When Morgan remained silent, deep in thought, Santa Claus looked back at her letter, and said, “Let’s see…you wanted to know how you got away from some boys.”

Morgan told him all about the incident at school, when the Owens twins and their friends had trapped her in that hallway. How they had acted like they couldn’t see her as she slipped past them and disappeared into the crowed lunch room.

“I believe what happened was… you faded.” He paused when Morgan interrupted him with a loud, 

“I…What?” her eyes were all but popping from her head.

“You faded. You became invisible. Some witches and wizards have the ability to disappear, although, it is very, very rare.” He stared at Morgan in amazement, wondering what other unusual magic she could perform. However, he decided not to ask. He knew her head must be spinning with what he had already revealed. 

Of all the things he had told her, being a witch was foremost on her mind, but at this very minute, she didn’t see how it would matter very much - But if it could get her away from Mrs. Ryan… “Do I have to go back to live with Mrs. Ryan?” Morgan asked hesitantly. She never wanted to return there. She had no idea what being a witch entailed, but with a little luck it might include a new family.

“I need to make some arrangements, but someone will be along soon to call on you.” He smiled at the happiness he saw shinning on her face. Then he asked, “Morgan, what do you want for Christmas?”

Morgan beamed her answer, “You have already given me all I could ever dream of.” Morgan said contently.
 Almost an hour had gone by while they talked. When Morgan could think of nothing more to ask, she said, “Thank You,” and leaped from his lap. She gave him a parting wave as she made her way out of Santa’s Magical Wonderland. 

Santa Claus watched her go with a delightful expression on his face.

