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      Danielle tried not to put her face in her hands as Grandma Brown told her favorite Christmas Eve story for what must have been the one-millionth time. It wasn’t just any story. It was the one where Grandma claimed that when she stopped believing in Santa Clause as a kid on Christmas Eve, a train suddenly appeared outside and took her all the way to the North Pole to meet Kris Kringle himself.

      The problem was, Danielle had seen a movie just like that when she was a kid. Now she was eleven and she certainly didn’t believe in Santa Clause anymore.

      “And then, they gave us all the most delicious hot chocolate I’d ever tasted and candy cane spoons!” Grandma Brown’s voice broke gleefully through Danielle’s dark thoughts.

      “Then what Grammy?” Heath’s voice was filled with awe.

      Danielle stifled a sigh. Her little brother, Heath, who was only seven, still believed in all that Santa nonsense. Though she hated to go along with it and seem like a little kid, she wasn’t about to break her little brother’s heart by telling him that Santa didn’t exist.

      Grandma Brown opened her mouth to continue her story but stopped when she caught Danielle’s uninterested expression.

      “Am I boring you, young lady?”

      This time Danielle did sigh. “No, Grandma. I just… “ She looked around for an excuse to get Heath out of the room for a moment. “Heath, you spilled hot chocolate on your shirt.”

      He had, too. Chocolate dripped from his mouth, down his chin, and stained his nightshirt. He looked down, somewhat distressed. For a little kid, Danielle thought he sure did get worked up about getting dirty. And he was dirty all the time.

      Before Heath could panic that he’d gotten his new Christmas Eve nightshirt dirty, their grandma broke in. “Heath, run into the kitchen and have your Mama put cold water on your shirt.”

      Heath looked frantically between the kitchen doorway and his grandma, clearly not wanting to miss anything.

      Grandma Brown raised her right hand. “I swear on Saint Nick that I won’t finish the story without you. Now, off you go.”

      Heath clunked his mug down on the coffee table, very nearly spilling the rest of his cocoa onto the living room rug, then hurried off into the kitchen.

      Suddenly, Danielle was alone, facing the raised eyebrow of Grandma Brown. Uh oh. Maybe she should’ve just stayed quiet and pretended to like the story as she had in year’s past.

      “What’s going on, Danielle. You always liked this story before.”

      Too quiet to hear, Danielle said, “It’s not real. What’s the point?”

      “What’s that?” Grandma Brown turned her ear toward her oldest grandchild.

      “I said, I know it’s not real, Grandma.” She lowered her voice so Heath wouldn’t overhear what she said next. “I know Santa’s not real. He’s just a story parents tell their kids to make them be good before Christmas.”

      “What? Not real? You don’t believe my story?” Grandma Brown gave Danielle the look. It was a look that always made Danielle want to sink into the ground and disappear.

      Danielle squared her shoulders and forced herself to be honest with her grandma.

      “Grandma, I know Santa’s not real. Everyone says he’s made up. Besides, I’m getting too old to believe in him anymore.” She glanced at the doorway as Heath hurried back and quickly added, “I won’t tell Heath, though.”

      Heath stopped and put his hands on his hips. “You won’t tell me what?” He glared at Danielle then up at Grandma Brown where she was perched on the edge of a reading chair. “She won’t tell me what, Grandma?” Heath whined.

      Danielle smiled teasingly. “I won’t tell you the secret part of Grandma’s story. She says you’re not old enough to hear it yet.”

      “What? That’s not fair!” Heath whirled toward their grandma. “Grammy! That’s not fair! I want to hear the secret part of the story! I am too old enough!”

      This earned Danielle a dark look from her grandma. It took several minutes to calm Heath down again and get him situated on the couch with his mug of cocoa. Of course, by then his cocoa had gotten cold and needed to be heated up which gave Danielle an excuse to escape to the kitchen.

      She carried Heath’s cup in and put it in the microwave for a few seconds.

      Danielle’s mother stood at the kitchen counter as she finished baking two pies for their Christmas dinner tomorrow. The kitchen smelled heavenly now that the pumpkin pie was in the oven. Danielle took a deep breath, savoring her favorite holiday scent of pumpkin, cinnamon, and nutmeg.

      “How’s it going, Mama?”

      “Why are you riling up your brother, Danny?”

      Danielle wrinkled her nose at her mother’s nickname. It made her feel like a little kid and she’d decided that this year she was too old for it.

      “I’m not.”

      At her mother’s look, she relented with a sigh. “Okay. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s Christmas Eve. Be nice to your brother.” Her mother walked over and kissed Danielle on the head. Just then the microwave beeped and Danielle retrieved Heath’s mug of warm cocoa.

      “Now bring that to your brother and go listen to your Grandma’s Christmas story.”

      Danielle tried not to roll her eyes. “C’mon Mama. You know I don’t believe in that stuff anymore.” She kept her voice low so as not to let Heath in on the real secret: Santa Clause wasn’t real.

      “You shouldn’t be too sure of yourself on that one, young lady.” Her mother had retreated back to the kitchen counter where she was whipping up a strawberry cheesecake. “Some people stop believing and then they don’t see the magic anymore, even though it’s still there.”

      Now Danielle did roll her eyes as she turned away from her mother and said, “Okay, Mama.”

      After she brought Heath his cocoa, Grandma Brown finished her story about how she came back on the magic train and had believed in Santa ever since. Heath, as usual, was awed by the story and Danielle pretended to enjoy it too.

      It was time for bed after that. Heath and Danielle brushed their teeth, received a kiss on the forehead from their mother and Grandma Brown, then climbed into their separate twin beds in their shared room.

      Danielle lay awake staring at the ceiling, wondering how long it would take to fall asleep.

      “Do you think it’s real?” Heath’s quiet voice broke the silence, startling Danielle just as her eyes had fluttered shut.

      “What?”

      “Santa and Grandma Brown’s story. Do you think it’s real, Danny?” He paused. “You don’t, do you.” His tone had shifted and held a note of sadness that made Danielle’s heart ache.

      “It doesn’t matter what I believe, Heath. If you believe that Santa’s real, then he is. Okay?”

      “Okay.” Then, so quietly that Danielle almost didn’t hear it, Heath whispered to himself, “I still believe in Santa Clause.” Then turned over on his side and fell asleep.

      Danielle breathed a sigh of relief. She did NOT want to be the one to break her little brother’s heart.

      She fell asleep not long after Heath. Danielle didn’t dream of sugar plums, but of giant mugs of cocoa being filled in a large factory. For some reason she was trying to find the off switch but didn’t know where it was. Panic filled her as red and green lights began flashing on and off around the factory. A weird alarm that sounded like tapping made her jump—

      —and suddenly she was back in her bed. Danielle’s first thought was that it was nothing but a dream, but then she realized that there were red and green lights flashing in her room.

      The weird tapping alarm from her dream came again, startling her. Only, it wasn’t an alarm. It sounded like something tapping on the window. Was it just a tree branch hitting the window in a breeze?

      She sat up, wondering about the noise and where the lights were coming from, then saw Heath sitting up in his own bed. His knees were pulled up to his chest as he stared down at his bed in open-mouthed wonder.

      The flashing red and green lights were coming from under the bed!

      “Am I dreaming, Danielle?” Heath whispered without looking at his sister.

      His gaze shifted and Danielle’s eyes followed her brother’s to the window as the tapping came again. Only it wasn’t something tapping on the window—it was the window itself, rattling in its frame against the lock. The window was trying to open itself!

      “What’s happening?” Heath asked.

      Danielle opened her mouth to answer, but suddenly her bed began to vibrate.

      “Mom!” She yelled but before she could leap off the bed and drag Heath out of the room with her, several things happened at once: The lock on the window snapped open and Danielle and Heath’s beds shook hard then lifted into the air.

      “Danielle!” Heath yelled, looking wide-eyed at his sister.

      “Hang on, Heath!”

      The words were out of her mouth just seconds before the window flew open. Their beds lifted up another few inches and then zoomed toward the window.

      The beds won’t fit through the window! Danielle thought and pictured the beds slamming into the wall. Yet somehow, her bed shrank down so that Danielle’s bed slipped easily through the open window and out into the cold night air.

      Danielle whipped her head around and watched as Heath’s bed did the same thing. She also noticed that, not only did the bed shrink down, but Heath shrank with it! As soon as her brother was through the window, he seemed to pop back to normal size.

      What’s happening? Danielle’s mind raced to understand as Heath’s bed pulled up beside hers.

      “We’re flying, Danielle!” He put his arms out to his sides and shouted, “Woo hoo!”

      Leave it to her little brother to think this was some sort of adventure.

      “Keep your hands on the bed, Heath!” She yelled. She had a death grip on the sheets. “What if they start vibrating again? You’ll fall off!”

      “They won’t!” He giddily laughed.

      Danielle would have shaken her head, but just then her bed angled up like an airplane and started climbing into the sky. Heath let out a whoop of joy while Danielle gritted her teeth and switched her grip from the sheets to the wooden foot of the bed.

      As the beds got higher and higher, the air grew colder and colder. Danielle watched the ground grow farther and farther away until Heath squealed and pointed.

      “Look, Danielle! We’re gonna go through clouds!”

      Danielle jerked her head to face forward again mere seconds before the beds plunged them into cold, wet, fluffy clouds.

      “I’m eating clouds, Danielle!” Heath yelled over at his sister who he couldn’t see.

      Danielle opened her mouth to tell him not to eat clouds and then stopped as she thought how silly she’d sound. She broke into a smile as she realized that by opening her mouth, she was eating clouds.

      A brief moment later, Danielle and Heath’s beds popped out of the clouds into the clear, starry night sky. The beds leveled out, no longer climbing steeply. And Danielle could see why.

      Up ahead was a long, long line of beds, flying in the air. Each bed had a child on it and they were lined up two by two. At the front of the line were eight reindeer floating in the air as if pulling the train of beds.

      As Danielle and Heath’s beds flew closer, the other children waved at them. Some shouted over to them.

      “Welcome!”

      “Come join us!”

      “We’re on our way to the North Pole!”

      Danielle’s eyes widened at that last statement and she looked over at Heath.

      “Danielle!” Her brother said, eyes wide as saucers. “We’re going to the North Pole to see Santa! Just like Grandma Brown did when she was a kid!”

      Danielle was so shocked she couldn’t speak. She must be dreaming, right? She quickly pinched herself and was surprised that she could feel the pain of the pinch—and didn’t wake up.

      That meant… she wasn’t dreaming!

      Their beds floated right up to the middle of line. The beds in front and behind them moved apart to make room for Heath and Danielle’s beds. Like clockwork, their beds snicked right into place so that Danielle and Heath were beside each other in the line. Once their beds were in place, like magic, outer walls appeared around them and the air became much warmer. There was even an aisle now running between Heath and Danielle’s beds.

      It was as if they were on a real train. Only instead of seats, they sat in their own beds.

      “Hot chocolate?”

      Danielle jumped as a short man all dressed in green walked between her and Heath’s bed. His ears were pointy like his green hat and he had bells where he should have had buttons on his shirt. There were bells on his shoes, too.

      He held out a tray and Danielle automatically took a mug of steaming hot chocolate.

      “Th-thank you…?” Danielle stammered.

      “My pleasure!” The man—or was he an elf?—said. Then he dropped a peppermint spoon into her hot chocolate before turning to offer Heath a mug.

      There was a loud sound of jangling bells.

      “Hang on, kiddos!” The elf cried with a joyous grin. “Next stop, the North Pole!”

      Danielle’s mouth opened in awe and she smiled for the first time that Christmas Eve, happy she’d been wrong all along and that her Grandma had been right.

      Santa was real! And she and Heath were going to meet him!

      The train moved off with the speed of a jet, shooting across the night sky.

      Down below the clouds, back in the house that Heath and Danielle had left behind, Grandma Brown leaned out her grandchildren’s open window and shouted up at the night sky, “Have fun and tell Santa, ‘Merry Christmas’ for me!”
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