Chapter 1

The One Who Didn’t Believe



SANTA CLAUS NEEDS HELP:



To apply for a job working with Santa Claus please send resume to:



Crystal Mills Mall Employment Office, 293 Crystal Mills Boulevard,



Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 19164



Attention: Elf Recruiter

Trapped at the very end of a very long holiday line 
stood eleven-year-old Patty Pringle and her younger brother Sean. Patty was a smart and honest girl, but . . . Patty had a secret. A secret she hadn’t even shared with her best friend Samantha Higgins. If anyone in the sixth grade found out about it, she’d be teased for the rest of her life: Patty believed in Santa Claus.

With the clipped newspaper ad clutched tightly in one hand and her resume in the other, Patty looked anxiously at the endless crowd of people lined up before her waiting to see Santa, and then at her cell phone to check the time.

3:15!

Her stomach did a nervous little flip. Her father and grandfather expected Sean and her to be home from school by three forty-five. That meant she had thirty minutes to get through this dreadful line, speak with Santa about a job, and walk home with Sean. That would be impossible. Except if she could fly, perhaps.

Ugh! Why did life have to be so difficult sometimes?

“How much longer do we have to wait?” Sean complained in a miserable, whiny voice.

Patty stiffened with anger. Argghh! How much longer? They had just arrived.

 The space between her eyebrows prickled a painful warning—not now! Another migraine was starting. She snapped her eyes shut, pinched the bridge of her nose, and took a nice, long, deep breath. The dreaded pain pressed heavily against her eyelids, but didn’t spread. If she could keep calm, maybe it would pass all together. The pressure slowly subsided to an annoying but tolerable ache, allowing her to collect her thoughts and her composure. She pasted a smile on her face. She had planned everything so perfectly for this meeting. Nothing was going to stop her from seeing Santa today. Nothing! Not even Sean!


He was essential to the whole thing—her cover story. She could never tell anyone she was here to see Santa, but taking her seven-year-old brother to see him would be understandable. She wasn’t ashamed of believing in Santa Claus. She just didn’t want to draw anymore attention to herself. She’d had enough of that ever since her mother died nine months ago in a car accident.


“Um, a couple more minutes,” she replied, with another anxious glance at the winding trail of rambunctious children and their exhausted parents.


The line hitched up and down red strung dividers, stretching on and on and on along one side of the Christmas platform where Santa sat on a gaudy, red, velvet throne posing for pictures with children. The line then turned and was lost from sight as it looped around to the other side, where it finally ended at two, red carpeted steps.


Patty sighed a deep sigh. This was going to take forever. Sean would never make it. But he had to. It was December 23. She wouldn’t get another chance to walk home from school again before Christmas Eve. Her mother’s death had crushed her father so badly that he was afraid to let Patty and Sean outside by themselves, especially if they were going to be around cars.


Today was just a trial run recommended by their family therapist, Dr. Moyer; a chance to prove to her father that she could safely walk the two blocks home from school with Sean. If Dad found out she’d snuck off to the mall with Sean without his permission . . . . Her stomach, already tight with nerves, clenched tighter when she thought of her betrayal. Another stabbing pain shot across her forehead. She shook it off. Doing this was the only way to prove to her father that Sean and her could make it home from school in one piece. It was also the only way she would be able to have her long-anticipated interview with Santa.


She didn’t know what else to do. She couldn’t speak with Santa about the position she wanted in front of her father or grandfather. She could still hear her grandfather’s soft chuckle when she’d told him she wanted to apply for a job with Santa.


“You’re too young honey,” he’d said fondly, his blue eyes twinkling with good-natured humor. It had been obvious that he thought she was being cute, just another tween who wanted to grow up before her time.


She had let him laugh. Although he meant well, he didn’t understand. If only her mother were here; she’d know Patty was serious about this, and she’d know what to do. She’d understand the strange compulsion Patty felt to meet with Santa before this Christmas was over. But her mother wasn’t here and Sean was, and he was going to have to help her. 



“Sean, look,” she said, hoping to distract him. She pointed at the red velvet throne that stood at the back of the enclosure. “I can see Santa.”


“Big deal,” he said, flopping down on the glossy floor. He yanked off his book bag, dropped it behind him, and reclined against it like a pillow. From his coat pocket he pulled out one of the candy bars she’d bought for him on the way to the mall, ripped it open, tossed the paper on the floor, and took a huge bite.


Patty pretended not to notice the discarded wrapper and turned to look once again at Santa’s Christmas platform. The platform was the most wonderful place in the whole mall, a tiny island of holiday fantasy brought to life. It was located in the mall’s largest court and surrounded by fast-food vendors, retail stores, and specialty carts. The court was as long and as wide as her school’s football field and just as crowded and noisy. 
Patty felt suffocated surrounded by all these people—not good for a girl on the verge of a full-blown migraine—but she wasn’t going to let a crowd of noisy shoppers stop her from doing what she knew she had to do. She closed her eyes again and took another deep breath, enjoying the delicious smells of pizza, egg rolls, and freshly popped popcorn. Feeling much calmer, she opened her eyes to gaze once again at the festive decorations of the holiday platform.


Silvery snowflakes and peppermint candy ornaments as big as hula hoops hovered and spun over the large square, where Santa’s helpers bustled about snapping pictures and collecting money. In each corner of the arena flanking Santa stood a towering Christmas tree. A trio of automated Christmas carolers wearing festive top hats and velvet bonnets smiled merrily in front of a nearby tree.


Patty stared up at the glittering evergreens wondering if they were as tall as the oak trees in her back yard. She thought of the tree house her father had built in one of them and remembered the happy hours that she had spent there with her mother. She remembered the games they had played, the old dollhouse they had redecorated, and the wild, wild stories her mother had told her about her job. The stories were the best part. They were so colorful and full of humor. Her father thought that her mother made up the stories; he thought that she worked for the CIA. Patty knew the stories were real and longed to be a part of them. Lost in her memories, Patty didn’t know her resume had slipped from her grasp until a rude voice shouted at her.


“Hey kid, wake up!”


Slightly stunned, Patty turned and blinked at the man in confusion. He was a big man with stained, denim jeans and a wrinkled shirt that was missing a bottom button. His oversized belly bulged through the ugly gap, exposing his belly button that protruded from his stomach like a giant, fleshy cork. In polite company Patty’s mother had referred to overweight people as “heavy set” or “big boned.”

She had told Patty and Sean more than once not to make fun of anyone’s appearance, but this guy, with his foot-long pizza steak and super-sized cola, would have challenged her mother’s ability to be polite. His mouth was hidden beneath a large, shaggy mustache that clung to his face like an overgrown cattail. His watery, blue eyes glared at her over cheeks plumped up like little, red pillows on his face. Before she could speak, he waved the beefy hand gripping the soda at the empty space in the line before her.


“Move it,” he growled. “And take him with ya,” he added, jerking his head at Sean who was still lying on the floor.


Several others behind Mr. Big-boned murmured their restless disapproval. Patty held the man’s gaze, then glanced at the little boy standing beside him who was obviously his son. The kid looked just like him except he did not have a pizza steak in his hand, nor wear a mustache. He looked up at Patty and slurped his juice box loudly.


“Come on, Sean,” Patty said, reaching for his school bag. “Heywhat are you doing with that?” she asked, noticing her resume in his hand. She strained to grab it.


“Nothing,” he replied, jumping to his feet and hiding the paper behind his back.


Patty threw him a withering look. He’d never give up the paper without a fight, and she didn’t have time for his stupid games right now. The line was growing steadily longer, and people were getting more impatient.


Mr. Big-boned took a big, angry bite out of his pizza steak. “The line is moving,” he growled, dribbling melted cheese down his chin.

Patty made another quick swipe for the paper. Cackling loudly, Sean dodged her and danced out of reach. He stuck out his tongue and waved the paper, taunting her to try and grab it again. Patty fumed silently. Sean’s eyes flashed with mischief, and he held the paper up like he was going to rip it in half.


“NO!” she shouted. “Don’t do it Sean, please.” Her insides burned. She hated being at his mercy. Just wait until they got home. She’d hide his blankey where he’d never find it, maybe she’d even use the kitchen sheers and cut it up into tiny pieces. The vengeful idea calmed her enough to keep cool.


“Hey kid,” Mr. Big-boned barked, jerking his head at the holiday platform, “Santa’s right over there and he can see everything your doin’.”


“Santa won’t bring you toys if you’re bad,” his son added solemnly. He took another loud sip from his juice box and burped.


Sean’s blue eyes darkened angrily. His arms dropped to his sides. He glared at the little boy and opened his mouth to speak.


“Don’t say it,” Patty pleaded, looking anxiously at all the children in line. “Not here in front of all these little kids.”


He’d been saying the-words-he-should-never-use ever since their mother had died and he found out Santa couldn’t bring her back. He’d shouted the-words-he-should-never-use so loud in class the day before that the kindergartners down the hall had heard him and started crying. Mrs. Tannenbaum, the principal, was furious. She had made Sean apologize to the entire school over the loud speaker and promise to never say the-words-he-should-never-use again in school. The school secretary called their grandfather and, as usual, he had to come to school to apologize for Sean’s unpredictable behavior.

As punishment for his behavior
, Sean had to stay in his room and he wasn’t allowed to play his favorite video games. He’d been so mad, though not nearly as mad as he was right now. Sean’s angry gaze slid to Patty, a silent challenge in his eyes.


She gulped, tears of frustration stinging her eyes. She hated him so much right now. The image of his blankey burning to ash in the fireplace at home flashed across her mind. She smiled inwardly, the horrible image inspiring her to promise, “I’ll get you anything you want.”


He paused, thinking it over for a moment. “Deal,” he said.


Patty sighed in relief, only to cry out in horror a second later as Sean held up her resume again and tore it in half.


“NO!” She leapt desperately from her spot in line.


“I’ve had enough of these games.” Mr. Big-boned grabbed his son’s jacket sleeve. “Come on,” he said.


Appalled
, Patty turned and watched Mr. Big-boned and his son
 take her spot. “Hey,” she cried, running back and jumping in front of them.


“That’s not fair,” the man’s little boy shouted. “Daddy she budged.”


“I did not,” Patty said aghast. “I was here first.”


“You got out of line, so it’s our spot now,” the little boy said.


Patty’s eyes slid from the son to the father.


“You heard him,” Mr. Big-boned said.


“Fine,” Patty muttered, sick of arguing with little kids. She moved behind them.


The family next in line, a frizzy-haired woman and her two frizzy-haired daughters, eyed her peevishly. “You need to go to the back of the line,” the mother scolded.


“Yeah,” her daughters chimed together in a nasally sing-song tone.


Patty’s cheeks burned so hot her eyes stung. “Where’s your Christmas spirit?” she growled.


The fizzy haired-woman pursed her lips and turned the other way. Patty threw Sean a murderous look and slunk to the very last spot in line. She was so angry she was shaking, which was making her head hurt again. She stomped her foot loudly on the floor. This was all Sean’s fault! She didn’t know what to do. How could she ask Santa for a job without a resume? Should she take Sean and leave the mall?


NO!

 
A thought suddenly struck her: I’ll ask Santa if I can fill out an application. She found comfort in this and smiled a small smile, feeling hopeful once again. Besides, if she left now, she wouldn’t get another chance to apply for a job until next holiday season. The strange compulsion wouldn’t let her wait that long. This bizarre feeling had started in September, shortly after school began. One day in history class she realized it was five months until her twelfth birthday and this would be the first birthday she’d celebrate without her mother. At that moment, during this sad revelation, it felt as if an alarm clock had gone off somewhere inside her. She suddenly felt like she was running out of time, like an hourglass had been overturned and the tiny grains of sand were counting down the days until her twelfth birthday. When she’d tried to explain this almost-out-of-time feeling to her grandfather, he thought she was being ridiculous.


“You’re not even twelve years old yet,” he’d chided. “You’re not old enough to work at the mall.”


Patty didn’t talk about it again with anyone. She made her plans in private and had given herself until today to submit her resume in person. She’d never find the courage to do it again. Sure, she could mail her resume to the North Pole, but she wanted a face-to-face meeting. She wanted a chance to show Santa she wasn’t a little kid anymore. She wasn’t here to sit on his knee and ask for toys; she was here to shake his hand and apply for a job. And if she was going to be completely honest with herself, working for Santa was the only way she could still be close to her mother. Her mother had loved Christmas. Apart from Patty’s and Sean’s birthdays, it was her favorite day of the year.


Patty glanced back at her brother. He grinned, flashing his missing top teeth. Gloating, he waved the two pieces of her resume at her. The relief she’d felt seconds ago was gone. One look at Sean and her head pounded with frustration. Why did he always have to do this to her?


She tried softening her voice. Yelling at him would only make things worse—if that was possible. “Can you get in line again? You know how important this is to me.”


“Nope,” he said, popping his lips together on the letter P.


Patty grunted furiously at him. To stop herself from strangling him, she balled her hands into tight fists at her sides. She was so angry it felt like her head was ripping in half. Part of her wanted to scream, part of her wanted to cry, and the rest of her wanted Sean to be the little brother he used to be.


Before their mother’s car accident, Sean was adorable and funny. Before their mother’s car accident, Patty didn’t mind his weird nose-whistling habit. Before their mother’s car accident, Patty used to love brushing his long, blonde curls. Their mother hadn’t the heart to cut his beautiful waves. But as a compromise with Patty’s father, she had trimmed them to his collarbone. Now the sight of his devilish blue eyes and moon-round face irritated Patty.


“Brat,” she muttered under her breath.


Ten more people approached the line, and she decided not to pursue him. She was not going to lose her spot in line again. Sean stayed put out of reach and she shrugged.


“Whatever,” she said, turning away from him.


Looking more than a little smug, he skipped back to her side and gave her the torn paper. Patty snatched it back, wishing she had made another copy.


“Aren’t you two a little young to be at the mall by yourselves?” a nosey man said.

Patty shook her head and rolled her eyes to the white, metal rafters above. Why couldn’t the grown-ups at the mall leave her alone today?


“Excuse me.” The man persisted, “I asked you a question.” He sounded like a substitute teacher who thought he knew the answers to everything.

 
“What’s it to you, mister?” Sean said, throwing out his chin.


Patty turned and faced the man. He was skinny with mousey brown hair and bulging green eyes. A timid, little girl clutching a rag doll stood at his side.


“We’re not alone,” Patty replied flatly.


I’m not lying, she thought. We didn’t come here with a grown-up, but we're definitely surrounded by hundreds of them now. She spun back around and glanced at her cell phone again for the time.


 3:30.


If Patty and Sean left now, they would probably make it home with a few minutes to spare, except she suddenly had no intention of leaving. She knew it was wrong. She knew her father and grandfather would be worried, but this was something she had to do. She’d face their fury when she got home. She’d probably be grounded for the entire Christmas break, but she didn’t care. She smiled nervously at her audacity. This was the most reckless thing she’d done since she’d gone skateboarding down the big, silvery slide at the park.


She swallowed her anxiety, using the energy to clarify what she was going to say to Santa: “Mr. Claus, I know we haven’t met since last year, but I’d like a job working at the North Pole. As you can see on my resume—I mean application—in February I entered in the State Junior Snowboarding Championship. I was also voted assistant captain of my neighborhood skateboarding team, and I got second honors on my last report card in school. I think all of these things show that I’m a hard worker and that I’d be an excellent candidate for a job at the North Pole.”


A sharp prod to the shoulder startled her.


“You better go get your brother,” Mr. Know-It-All ordered, pointing at a robotic letter carrier that stood half-way up the line. “He’s playing in the decorations.”


Patty followed the path of his bony finger and, sure enough, there was Sean digging in the fuzzy snow under the letter carrier’s feet. “Sean,” she yelled.


His shoulders stiffened.


“Sean, get back here!”


He shot her a quick, impatient glance then continued poking through the artificial snowfall.


“SEAN!”


“I’m coming!” he screamed, leaping to his feet and throwing his book bag on his shoulder.


“What were you doing over there?” Mr. Know-It-All asked, his buggy eyes narrowing in suspicion.


“Nothing,” Sean answered a bit too quickly.


Patty glared at him. She wanted to search his school bag, but decided to wait until they got home. If she tried now, Sean would go crazy.


“I want to go home,” Sean said.


“Not yet,” Patty replied, eyeing Santa. Through the tight knot of people she saw him pulling an overdressed toddler onto his knee.


With a long-suffering sigh, Sean plopped down on the floor. He tossed his Super Ninja hat and the matching scarf to the floor. The hat and scarf slid across the floor stopping at the feet of the frizzy-haired family who immediately stepped on them as they moved forward in line. Mr. Know-It-All crossed his arms, eyeing Sean with deep dislike. Patty glanced down at Sean. He sure could spread out. All three-feet-eleven inches of him took up the five spaces in line that had opened up before them.


“You know,” she said, picking up the hat and the scarf, “I used my allowance to buy these for you. Here put them in your book bag and move.”


He shoved the scarf into his coat pocket and tossed the hat up in the air.


“Move it, Sean,” Patty said, catching the hat and stepping up in line.


Sean dug his heels into the floor, dragging his bottom across it until he was next to her. He dug a finger into one nostril and wiped a gooey booger on his jeans. “Bratty, Ratty, Patty, can we go yet?”


Looking at Santa and a screaming baby, Patty sighed. “No.”


Sean blew through his nose until a high-pitched whistle came from his nostrils. He picked his nose again, then licked his finger clean. “Tastes like chicken,” he said, smacking his lips together in pleasure. He dug up his nose once more, concentrating hard. “Almost got it. Yes!” A hard, purple scab stuck to his finger. He held it up to the light admiring it. “Wow you don’t dig out one of those everyday.” Realizing he had an audience, he held his finger up in the air, a gesture suggesting he wanted to share the rare delicacy he had found. “Do you want some?”

Mr. Know-It-All and several other parents shot appalled looks at him.

Patty rolled her eyes and offered him a tissue. “You are so disgusting,” she hissed. “Wipe that thing off your finger, blow your nose, and stop grossing people out,” she snapped.


Sean wedged one end of the tissue up a nostril and shook his head back and forth. The tissue’s other end swayed from side to side in front of his face. After a few minutes he lost interest and threw the tissue on the floor.


“Pick it up,” Patty said, and Sean did so without complaint.


The line of people inched passed the robotic letter carrier. The robot was as tall as Patty and so lifelike. His peach-colored skin looked real, his dark blue eyes alive. He wore a blue, letter carrier uniform with a nametag that read Santa’s Postman. A jester’s hat with large festive tassels hung around the postman’s face. He leaned casually againsta mailbox, his right arm moving back and forth towards and away from the mail slot. Through his wide, toothy smile, a mechanical voice trilled.



“Step right up,





Slip your letter on through,



I’ll take your wish list,



To Santa Claus for you.”


Sean rolled his bright blue eyes when he saw this. He turned away from the jolly mailman and fiddled with the zipper on his book bag. “Are we almost there yet?”


“Yes,” Patty lied watching Santa, who was doing his best to deal with two out-of-control little boys. One tugged Santa’s beard while the other bounced up and down on his lap.


Wrestling with his book bag’s zipper, Sean suddenly said the-words-he-should-never-use, loud and clear for all to hear. “I can’t believe I’m missing Ninja Avengers for this. EVERYBODY KNOWS THAT SANTA ISN’T REAL!”


Everyone in the area instantly stopped what they were doing. Shocked by what he had heard, the popcorn cart worker dropped the popcorn maker’s lid. It hit the floor with a loud CRASH! POP! POP! POP! Popcorn burst from the chrome pot. Fluffy, white kernels soared through the air like falling snow.

From his stall, an angry baker tossing pizza dough up in the air glared at Sean, not noticing the pizza dough sailing
 out of his hands until it was too late. The round, flat dough whizzed like a flying saucer across the main court and hit a bald man square in the face. After slapping him in the face, it flopped onto his wife’s head like a deflated sombrero.

Patty avoided the scowls of the outraged parents who were doing their best to console their children.


Mr. Know-It-All pointed a long, accusing finger at Sean and spoke like a TV evangelist preacher. “Don’t worry my friends,” he said. His voice rose with quivering conviction. “This BOY won’t be getting anything for Christmas this year!”


Patty froze where she stood, her cheeks burning brighter than a glowing red nose.


“What’s going on here?” a gruff voice demanded. “Step aside, please.”


The crowd parted and an unusual figure emerged. He was three-and-a-half-feet tall with a slick V-shaped hairline, a long, thick scar on one cheek, and a tiny tattoo of a bulldog in sunglasses on the other. Patty thought she saw little z-z-z’s buzzing from the dog’s mouth, but that was impossible because tattoos didn’t sleep. Or did they?

 
She looked again at the little buzzing z's. Were they inked onto the little man’s skin or really moving as the tiny dog snored? She couldn’t tell. She shook the thought aside. There was too much happening to worry about a silly tattoo. Patty eyed the little man’s black, leather trench coat and sunglasses with curiosity. She had never seen anyone like him before. He whipped off his glasses and glared at her.


His black, studded boots thundered against the floor. “You,” he boomed, stomping over to her and Sean.


Patty suddenly felt intimidated by the little man. Like a menacing storm cloud he came up, his beetle-black eyes flashing dangerously. Patty took a fearful step backward. Although he only reached Patty’s belly button, the anger that bubbled in the little man made him seem enormous.


He yanked a tissue from his sleeve, wiped his red nose, and then shoved the paper in his pocket. Then he looked at Patty. “You,” he whispered, and a curious expression softened his face for a moment. Quickly he shook himself and turned his attention back to Sean. “You,” he repeated, indignant once again, “are in violation of Law Number Twelve of the ordinance written in the year 1651 by the Council of the Firm Believers of Saint Nicholas aka Kris Kringle, Father Christmas, and Santa Claus.”


Patty was too stunned to speak.


Sean however, had plenty to say. “You’re the weirdest guy I’ve ever seen. Don’t you know Halloween’s over?”


The crowd buzzed with disapproval. “If that boy was my son . . . .” “He’s so fresh . . . .” “What that boy needs is a good smack on the . . . .”


The little man stood very still. His little hands clenched into fists as he glared at Sean. Sean stood his ground as the little man stared at him.


Realizing he was a head taller than the little man, he smirked and stood up straight. “I’m taller than you,” he said.


Without a moment’s hesitation the little man seized Sean’s jacket collar.


Patty gasped. This little man was stronger than he looked. “Please don’t hurt him,” she cried, dropping her torn resume and the help-wanted ad.


The little man glanced at her in wry amusement and paused as if choosing from a menu of mental options. Patty swallowed, imagining all the horrible things this little man might be planning to do to her brother.


Before she could react to her morbid fantasy and defend Sean, the little man’s sardonic smile deepened as he said, “Don’t worry I won’t.”


Patty breathed a sigh of relief, taking note of the curious shoppers, who catching sight of the oddly placed interaction, had joined the throng of bad-tempered parents in the holiday arena. A quiet murmur circled through the crowd as the new arrivals were given an explanation as to what was going on. Once the collective shock and outrage had passed, everyone grew silent, eyes glued to the short, dark figure who commanded the scene and the naughty little boy responsible for all the hoopla.


Scarlet, Patty ducked her head. She fervently hoped no one she knew was among the crowd of round-eyed onlookers. Wanting nothing more than to escape the onslaught of witnesses, she whispered, “He didn’t mean it.”


The little man wasn’t convinced. His gaze slid back to Sean’s face. “I would be careful if I were you,” he growled.


In that instant, Sean’s courage deflated. 
Sean let the little man tug him over to the holiday platform.


The little man turned to Patty. “Follow me,” he said.


Forgetting her fallen papers, Patty picked up Sean’s hat once again and shuffled after them, grateful to be moving away from the watchful eyes of the crowd.


They marched up red-carpeted steps and came to stand before the big red chair. Patty’s footsteps faltered, her mind was spinning so fast that she felt dizzy. Everything was going wrong. This was not how she had planned on speaking to the great man.


“Excellent work Agent 12‑25,” Santa Claus said, as the little man released Sean. Patty was a little surprised when she heard Santa speak. Instead of the typical hearty bellow that bounced off the walls, his voice sounded gravelly and calm.


Agent 12‑25 sniffled. “Thank you Mr. C.”


Santa watched Sean, whose hands were deep in his pants’ pockets. Eyes downcast, Sean shifted nervously. Santa wore a peculiar expression, an expression Patty never expected, an expression that conveyed an emotion one never associated with red, velvety suits and fluffy, white beards. Santa looked sad.


This confused her. She was used to seeing him chuckling merrily and rubbing his big, round belly with a hearty “ho, ho, ho!” How could he not be happy? After all, he owned the world’s biggest toy factory, and dozens of gaily-dressed elves sang and danced around him all day.


There was something else about him—something different—and it wasn’t just his unusual voice and mood. Had the mall hired a new Santa Claus? Patty searched her memory. Every year her mother had brought Patty and Sean to this mall to see the same Santa Claus. During all that time, she didn't remember seeing any substitute Santa Clauses.


Patty remembered begging her mother to take her to see the real Santa. Her mother had told her that Santa’s helpers were just as good for now. When the time was right, she’d meet the real Santa Claus. Patty never understood what her mother meant by that.


Patty watched Santa lean forward in his chair and speak to Sean. “So you don’t believe in me?”


Patty blinked. As Santa spoke, the most unusual thing happened. The air around him trembled and his appearance wavered like a hologram. One second he looked round and rosy with a fluffy, white beard, and the next second he looked . . . . Patty squinted hard at him to get a better look, but his image shifted back. She shook her head, worried her headache was playing tricks with her mind.


Raising his head, Sean peered at Santa and shook his head. Agent 12‑25 frowned and cracked his knuckles. Sean paled at the sound.


Agent 12‑25’s frown deepened and he sneezed. “Blasted Non-Believer Allergies,” he muttered. He mopped his nose, with a furtive side-glance at Patty.


She felt extremely self-conscious. Do I have a booger? She rubbed her nose. Why does he keep staring at me?


Santa sighed. “Very well.” He picked up a scroll that unrolled until there was several feet of paper rippling across the floor. He smoothed the paper with his fingertips, 

concentrating on the words on the paper. “A-ha.” He pulled out a long, white feather quill. “Sean Christopher Pringle. Second grader. Born on April first. The youngest of two children. Lives with his grandfather, Chick Pringle; sister, Patty Pringle; and father, Daniel Pringle. Can whistle through his nose, collects Monster cards, wants to snowboard as well as his older sister and,” he added, with a quick wink, “he thinks his teacher Miss Garcia is pretty.”


Patty’s mouth fell open. This guy is good, she thought. The other Santa never did that . . . .


Unless . . . .


Unless the time had finally come to meet the real Santa Claus.

Patty swallowed hard trying to comprehend what this meeting meant. Why was 

now the right time to finally meet him? Did it have something to do with the weird feeling she’d been having about running out of time? Agent 12‑25’s anxious gaze slid sideways at her again. He looked almost like a kid at a spelling bee who was dying to give the answer to the winning question. This confused her. What was he so hyped up for?


“Oh, and by the way,” Santa whispered, “I know all about the garden snake you put in the girls’ bathroom. Your principal, Mrs. Tannenbaum, told me all about it.”


Patty looked at her brother. His face was blank, but he was clearly affected by what he was hearing because Patty heard a nervous hum coming from his nose.


Santa looked at Patty and smiled. “So you’ve come at last.”


What was he talking about? She’d been coming to the same mall to see Santa’s helper every year since she was born. She nodded, her grip tightening on her book bag’s shoulder straps.


The sadness in his dark eyes deepened. “I knew you’d come before long. Your mother was the same age when she came.” He searched her face, and the same soft expression she had seen on Agent 12‑25’s face flickered across Santa’s face. “You look just like her.”


Patty stiffened. She did that when people mentioned her mother. Although she didn’t believe it, Patty was a pretty girl. She had an oval face, long, brown hair waving gently down her back, and dark, brown eyes.


Santa extended his hand to her. “Come here, child.”


Patty walked up to him. The closer she got to him, the more she knew this was the man she had waited her whole life to meet. The light surrounding him shimmered and his image shifted again, revealing his true appearance. Instead of the jolly face she had seen a second ago, his face was full of ancient wisdom and looked as wrinkled and careworn as her grandfather’s old leather wallet. There were black circles around his eyes. Patty thought they made him look like he’d been up all night worrying about a sick child. His cheeks were a little hallowed out, his nose was crooked, and his jaw heavy beneath his gray beard.


He wasn’t dimpled and plump. He was thin and looked as out of place in the bright red suit as a giraffe in boxer shorts. A wizard’s cloak or a holy man’s robes would suit him much better. At first Patty wondered why she wasn’t freaked out by any of this, then she realized it was because she was ready for the truth. She finally understood why her mother had made her wait to meet the real Santa Claus. Patty hadn’t been ready to handle the truth. Like everyone else, she had blindly accepted the image that Santa was a jolly old elf. After looking into his eyes, Patty knew Santa was much more than the carefree, cartoon character the world made him out to be. He was a man who had suffered and lost like everyone else, a man who had witnessed countless years of human history, and a man who seemed to have strong power within him.


He took her hand in his own. His palm was warm like soothing bath water, but rough and calloused. His fingers were dry, tough-looking, and very strong. They were a toy maker’s hands.


“I know you believe in me. Of course you do. That’s why you’re here. The daughter of Lucille Nicole Pringle will always believe in Santa Claus, but I wonder . . . .” He placed his other hand on top of hers. “Will she find the courage to believe in herself?” He gazed thoughtfully at her. After several long moments, he whispered, “Until you do believe in yourself, I can’t give you what you want.”
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�I think it reads just a tad better without "at the mall," but it is certainly grammatically fine with it. 


�"When the three of them �got home"-- I was not confused. But the last three people mentioned are grandfather, Sean, and the school secretary. 


�Five lines above, Patty cries out in horror...


�Is Him Mr. Big-boned? Or do both take her spot?


�Do you want to use a form of "soar" again? Kernels soared in the previous line. Perhaps replace with "sailing" or "rocketing"


�Is Sean the one thinking this? Suggest deleting the sentence, to keep in Patty's POV. 





