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Here Comes Santa Greg

[image: ]




“Cold out today!”  

“Really?  I hadn’t noticed.”  

Greg and Derek were walking home from school and surprisingly enough, the observation regarding the cold had come from Derek, not Greg.  Derek had to chuckle to himself.  When he had provided Greg with some winter survival tips, he had never expected Greg to take them to such an excess, but once Greg was on to an idea, he generally ran with it.  As a result, he was wearing thermal underwear over his regular underwear, lined flannel grey pants, a warm shirt, a wool vest, a wool pullover turtleneck, a cardigan, a bulky knit sweater and a warm winter coat.  On his feet he wore winter boots his mother had found for him rated as keeping the feet warm in arctic conditions.  Apparently, the technology had been developed by the Canadian military for troops needing to spend long periods of time out-of-doors under conditions of severe cold. On his hands, he had light wool mittens worn under heavy padded ones. They were a little awkward, but kept his hands reasonably warm.  In addition, he was wearing a light wool toque over which was a heavy wool ski-mask and over that a large hat with ear-flaps fastening under his chin.  Around his neck was a scarf.  A second scarf fitted under his chin and tied near the back of his head.  It served to keep all three hats firmly in place.  Lastly, a third scarf wrapped around his mouth.  The net effect of all this was to make Greg happy to get indoors and cool off a little once he shed much of his bulk.  Outside he rather hoped for a stiff breeze to cool things off even though the temperature was hovering around zero degrees Fahrenheit.  While it was true Greg hated the cold, he hadn’t felt any for the previous winter or at any time during the current one.  

Every morning when Greg got out of bed, the first thing he did was turn on the radio for the weather report.  Then he dressed, based on the forecast temperature.  On that particular day early in December, an arctic front had moved in, and the temperature was expected to drop well into the single digits. Possibly, it might even go minus.  Greg went all out.  By the time he reached school he was practically cooked; nevertheless, he wrapped himself in a similar manner for the trip home.

Derek, on the other hand, was wearing a ski-jacket over his school clothes.  He kept his hands in his pockets because he hadn’t bothered with mitts or gloves.  He was wearing normal walking shoes and no hat.  His ears and cheeks were a bright pink, but he rather prided himself on his ability to withstand the cold; however, on a day with the mercury so far below the freezing point, he wondered if perhaps he’d exceeded his own tolerance.  Still, he firmly believed being Canadian meant enduring, rather than fighting winter, so he endured.

There were a couple of inches of snow on the ground, and as the boys walked, it creaked underfoot.  Yes, Derek was correct.  It was cold, but fortunately, in Greg’s opinion, they were walking on the shady side of the street.  

“Derek, I’ve been thinking, ...”  

“Now there’s a surprise.”  

“I’ve been thinking about what to get Jennifer for Christmas.”  

“Ah, an easy riddle if there ever was one.”  

“Wait!  Easy?  You mean you know what she’d like?”  

“Of course, she’s a girl isn’t she?’  

“Of course she is.”  

“Then she’d like a yacht with a captain and crew for sailing about in the warm Mediterranean Sea.”  

“Be serious!”  

“I am serious.  Trust me, she’d like one.”  

“Well, anyone would, but I’ll never be able to afford something like that.”  

“Maybe she’d settle for a high-powered motor boat.”  

“I can’t afford that either.”  

“A canoe?”  

“No ... wait, do you think she’d like a canoe?”  

“Not particularly.”  

“Then there’s not much point in even looking around to see if I could somehow afford one is there?”  

“On the other hand, you could tell her it was just a newborn infant and would someday grow into a yacht.”  

Greg laughed, “She’s not that easy to fool.”

“If she can’t have a yacht, I think she’d settle for a diamond tiara – say with the Star of India as the center piece.”  

“That would cost as much as the yacht!”  

“Rubies and emeralds?”  

“Not a chance!”  

“Mink and sable?”  

“No way.”  

“Then you’re putting far too many restrictions on the question.  You wanted to know what she’d like for Christmas, and I’ve given you all sorts of good ideas you keep rejecting.  You don’t really want my input.”  

“I need some serious ideas about what I can get her she’d like, and I can afford.”  

“Ah, that last bit is the problem.  I can think of plenty of things she’d like, but since I don’t know your financial situation, I have no idea what you can afford.”  

“Well, I was thinking maybe ten dollars, ...”  

“Right, well for that amount of money, I’m not sure you can get her what she wants, but you could certainly get her what she needs.”  

“What does she need?”  

“She needs a boyfriend who can afford to spend more than ten dollars on her Christmas present.”  

“That’s not fair!”  

“Life is seldom fair.”  

“Look, can you think of anything in my price range she might like?”  

“Get her a dress.”  

“A dress?”  

“Girls generally like clothes, or at least so I’ve been told.  My mother may be an exception.  She hates shopping for clothes.  She’s convinced the retail stores are out to overcharge her, so she tries to make do as much as she can.  Still, I think younger girls like clothes.”  

“I don’t know her size.”  

“Get her extra-large.”  

“Extra-large?!  Jenny?!”  

“She’s good friends with Ellen and Carol.  The three of them can wear it together.”  

“Be serious!”  

“Okay then get her extra small.”  

Greg had the think about that for a moment. “Do they come in extra small?”  

Derek shrugged, “Probably, somewhere; but you can always shop in the children’s department.”  

Greg had more than a few doubts as to the merit of Derek’s advice, but he didn’t rule it out entirely.  “Last year I got her a sweater.”  

“Reasonable – conservative but reasonable.  Did it have pictures of cows on it?”  

“No, Ellen told me cows weren’t a good idea.  It had black and white cross stripes on it.”  

Derek looked at Greg, “Really?  I’d have thought cows would be appealing.”  

“Me too, but Ellen was pretty certain Jennifer would prefer the stripes.”  

“Girls are strange.”  

“You’ve got that right.”  

“The good news is, you’ve still got twenty-two days left to decide on what you want and then purchase it.”  

“Yeah, I guess so.”  

When he arrived home and managed to divest himself of the many layers of clothing, he placed his books on his desk and began his homework, but even as he did math problems, his mind was split between trigonometry and Christmas.  

The obvious and most simple answer was to get her a book.  Jennifer liked reading almost as much as Greg did; but books tended to be rather impersonal and he wanted to get something expressing his feelings better.  Of course, he didn’t fully understand his own feelings regarding Jennifer, but Christmas was no time for introspection.  He needed to express something, and even if he didn’t quite know what, he was fairly confident a book wasn’t the answer.  

On the other hand, his mother had once suggested a poetry book might work.  It was very unlikely for Greg to get less than a hundred percent in math.  His science marks might not be a hundred but they were certainly in the high nineties as were his history and geography marks.  English, however ... was a different subject.  His marks were good, there was no question about it, if for no other reason, than he took excellent notes in class and was fully capable of taking what the teacher said, reorganizing it, and returning it as a well thought out essay answer on an exam, but when it came to poetry, Greg avoided it as much as possible.  In Greg’s mind, poems were complicated entities involving deep hidden meanings best left alone.  Essays he could write.  Prose he could tolerate.  Science fiction he could even enjoy, but poetry?  Poetry stopped at limericks, and he was fairly confident a book of limericks wasn’t likely to be quite what his mother had intended when she suggested poetry.  He decided maybe something else would be better.

———————————  
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Jennifer stood in the doorway of Ellen’s bedroom with hands on hips.  

“Honestly Ellen!” she said.  

“What’s wrong?”  

“What do you mean ‘what’s wrong?!’ Look at that!”  

“Look at what?”  

“Your floor Ellen!”  

“What’s wrong with my floor!”  

“It’s covered with six inches of clothes!  That’s what?””  

Ellen picked up the stray pair of jeans that had made their way to the floor.  “It’s just a pair of jeans Jen.”  

“They were on the floor!  Haven’t you ever heard of hangers?”  

Ellen placed her index finger alongside her nose, “Yes, I believe I once heard of them somewhere ... history class maybe. Didn’t the ancient Sumerians or some such lost race of people make use of them in some sort of religious ceremony?”  

“They’re for your clothes Ellen!  You hang your clothes on them and then you put them in the closet.”  

“I’m not sure that would work.  There’s a lot less floor space in my closet than in my bedroom.”  

“Not on the floor of your closet!  You hang them on the bar!”  

“Ah, but I’m only sixteen, so I’m not allowed to go into bars.”  

“Not that kind of bar!  The bar in your closet!”  

“I don’t keep a bar in my closet, although my dad has a small one in the corner of the living room.  Frankly I’m not sure they’d approve of me drinking at my age.  Maybe your parents are different. Still, with your light build, you should probably limit your alcohol consumption.”

Jennifer ignored that. “I don’t know why you didn’t just hang them in the closet when you brought them upstairs.  It would have been almost as fast as just dropping them on the floor.”  

Ellen reached for a hanger and put the jeans over it.  

“Don’t you have any hangers for pants?” asked Jennifer.  

“You mean the kind with the spring?”  

“Right.”  

“These are just jeans.”  

“You can use them for jeans too.”  

Ellen shrugged, “I suppose you could, but there’s no real reason to.”  

“It keeps them from becoming wrinkled.”  

“These are jeans Jennifer.  Wrinkles are a way of life.”  

“Not necessarily.  If you hung them properly, they’d be nice and wrinkle free when you went to put them on.”  

“Hangers don’t make wrinkles go away, Jen.”  

“True, but they were wrinkle free when you brought them upstairs weren’t they?”  

“What do you mean ‘brought them upstairs’?”  

“Well look, when you finished the laundry, you ironed the jeans and brought them upstairs, right?”  

“No.”  

“What do you mean?”  

“I mean they didn’t come from the laundry.  I wore them yesterday, so I didn’t bring them upstairs.”  

Jennifer screamed.  “You’re putting worn jeans in your closet?!!”  

“Well, you told me to.”  

“I didn’t know they had been worn.  They’re supposed to go into the laundry basket after they’ve been worn.”  

“But I was thinking I’d probably put them on again tomorrow when I go for my run.”  

“You can’t put them on again.”  

“Why not?”  

“They have to be washed!”  

“Jen, I only wore them once when I was running yesterday.”  

“Well, you have ...”  

“And maybe the day before.”  

“What?”  

“And I guess I wore them on the weekend when I was running Saturday and Sunday and when I went to the mall, but I think that’s it.”  

“You wore, ...”  

“No, that’s not right, I started wearing this pair when my others got dirty from gardening.”  

“Gardening?”  

“Yeah, I was helping my dad put dirt around the roses to keep them good through the winter, and I got my other jeans dirty from kneeling by the roses and packing the dirt around them.”  

“Gardening?  You mean in the fall?”  

“Yeah, they really needed to go into the laundry, so I put this pair on.”  

“Way back in the fall?”  

“Well, it’s still Fall now ... technically.”  

“You’ve been wearing the same pair of jeans for ... weeks?”  

“I’ve worn other stuff too.  After all, you can’t wear jeans to school.”  

Jennifer sat down heavily on the bed.  She looked like she’d just witnessed a bank robbery – or maybe been part of one – and hadn’t quite recovered from the trauma. 

“Ellen, you have to wash your clothes every time you wear them.”  

Ellen looked surprised, “But they’re not dirty.”  

“Trust me they are.”  

“Now when I washed my jeans after digging in the mud, they were definitely dirty.”  

“These jeans are dirty.”  

Ellen picked them up and looked at them in the light, “Well if you say so.”  She dumped them in the corner of the room.

“Ellen!  You can’t just drop them there!”  

“Why not?  I won’t be doing a laundry until Sunday.”  

“Don’t you have a hamper or something for dirty clothes?”  

“Yeah, but it’s downstairs.”  

“Then you pick up your jeans, take them downstairs and put them in the clothes hamper.”  

“Seems like a lot of work when they’re perfectly fine where they are now.”  

“Ellen!”  

“Okay, okay, you sure are fussy.”  She picked up the jeans and headed for the door. 

“I am not fussy.  It’s just the way you’re supposed to do things.”  

“Really?  Where’s the rule book?”  

“There isn’t one, but everybody knows ...”  

“Not me, besides, if there isn’t a rule book then it’s probably perfectly alright to leave them in the corner of the room.”  

“It is not!” 

Ellen took the offending jeans downstairs and returned with a plate of cookies, “Here, help yourself.”  

Jenny studied them suspiciously, “Are you sure these are hygienic?”  

“Of course I’m sure, I made them with the cleanest mud.”  

Jennifer harrumphed. but she did have a fondness for cookies, and she was pretty sure these had actually been baked by Carol.  

“Just think, sixteen more days until the big day.”  

“Huh?  There’s twenty-three days until Christmas.”  

“I said the big day.  That’s the eighteenth when school ends for the Christmas holidays.”  

“Don’t worry,” said Jenny mischievously, “Between now and then we’ll have all sorts of marvelous exams for entertainment.”  

Ellen looked pained, “Must you remind me?”  

“Someone has to, so it might as well be me.”  

“You’re a cruel woman Jennifer Farkas.”

“My last name is Kimura,” replied Jennifer blushing furiously because Farkas was Greg’s last name.  

“Still?  You haven’t married him yet?”  

“No, I haven’t married him yet.  I’m still in high school.” 

“So, what are you going to get your future husband for Christmas.”  

“He’s not my future husband!  Well ... probably not ...I mean, these high-school things seldom work out.”  

“True, probably best you get pregnant now.”  

“Ellen!  I’d never!” 

“Never?”  

“Well, not now, I mean not while I’m still in high school ... uh, and not married.”  

“Oh ho!  You put marriage second.”  

“No! Well yes, but I mean it is important ... sort of.”  

“Has Greg been plying you with his manly charms?  Has he been coaxing you between the sheets?  Has the cad been trifling with your maidenly virtue?”  

“No, no and no!  Greg’s not like that.”  

“Oh, you poor thing!”  

Jennifer laughed, “Well, maybe ... anyway, Greg is Greg.”  

“True, so what are you getting lover boy for Christmas?”  

Jennifer flopped back on Ellen’s bed with her arms spread wide, “I don’t have the faintest idea.”  

“Last year you got him a scarf.”  

“True.”  

“Come to think of it, last year you got him girls’ panties.”  

“Don’t remind me of that.”  

There had been a package mix-up and Jennifer had spent considerable time agonizing over what Greg would think when he opened the wrong package.  

“So, you could get him another scarf.”  

“I can’t do that!”  

“Why not?  He customarily wears three of them.  You could get him a scarf and then he’d be wearing two scarves you gave him.  No matter which scarves he chooses he always wears the one you got him.” 

“Yeah, I’ve noticed that.  It’s sweet.”  

“So, you could progress from a one-third interest in his scarves to a two-thirds interest.”  

“Maybe I should get him two scarves and claim the lot.”  

“You could do that.”  

“Yeah, but I’m not going to.  He’d figure I was incapable of thought if I gave him another scarf, or even two.”  

“Perhaps, so what then?”  

“I don’t have the faintest idea.”  

“Shoes then.”  

“Why shoes?”  

“Why not?”  

“I don’t know his size.”  

“I could ask him for you.”  

“I suppose, but I don’t want to get him shoes.”  

“Why not?”  

“They’re too expensive for one thing.”  

“Pants then.”  

“I don’t know his size, and besides, pants seem, uh ... I don’t know.”  

“Good point, you don’t want to encourage him.”  

“Encourage him?”  

“To wear pants.  You want the pants off him.”  

“I do not!”  

“He can’t very well do what you want if he’s still wearing pants.” 

“I don’t want that!”  

“Are you sure?”  

“Well ... uh ... not now ... I mean not yet ... I mean ...”  

“Right, you don’t want to do that sort of thing.  Instead, you’d prefer to do just that sort of thing except much more quietly.”  

Jennifer laughed, “I guess you’ve more or less got it.”  

“Which is more than I can say for Greg.  Okay, you’ll leave his pants on.  How about a sweater?”  

“I was thinking that.  But then he got me a sweater last year, so it seems unoriginal.”  

“Well, after all, he’s planning to get you a scarf.”  

“Is he?  How do you know?”  

“Because you got him a scarf for last Christmas, and he knows it’s a safe, reasonably conservative present, and he’ll figure if you got him one, he can do the same sort of thing without embarrassing himself.”  

“Maybe, but I don’t think his mind works that way.”  

“Or maybe he’ll get you cute panties.”  

“Greg?  Never!”  

“He knows you like them.”  

“I don’t ... well not exactly ...” 

“Yeah right.  What panties are you wearing today?”  

“Never you mind.”  

“You’re probably wearing the pink panties with little roses on them I got for you last Christmas.”  

“I am not!”  

“Then the one with little penguins on them?”  

“No!”  

“Teddy bears?”  

“Uh ...”  

“Oh ho, you’ve forgotten what you put on this morning haven’t you?”  

“Well, it was early and I was still sort of asleep.”  

“Take your pants down and let’s have a look.”  

“I will not!”  

“Why, we’re both girls?”  

“That doesn’t matter. I’m not taking my pants down so you can tease me about whatever I’m wearing under them.”  

“Spoilsport.”  

“Maybe a book.”  

“Safe.  Boring, but safe.”  

“Actually, not all that safe.  Knowing what he hasn’t read is a problem.”  

“A poetry book then.”  

Jennifer giggled, “I can’t give him a poetry book!”  

“You’d be pretty safe he wouldn’t have read it.”  

“True, Greg isn’t exactly big on poetry, but that’s even more reason not to get him one.  I want to get him something he’d like.” 

Ellen thought for a moment, “Maybe a shirt.”  

“Maybe ... I really don’t know ... it’s a little ... well ...”  

“Intimate?”  

“Right.”  

“It’s not as intimate as the panties.”  

“Ellen!”

“He survived that.  Okay, then something not intimate, but still expresses your feelings.”  

“Right.  That’s what I want. Can you think of anything like that?”  

“No.”  

“Honestly you’re no help!”  

“Okay, then you could get him a pen.”  

“A pen?”  

“You know, a nice one, maybe one of those pen and pencil sets.”  

“Yeah, I suppose that would work.  It’s just ...”  

“Not quite intimate enough.”  

“Right.”  

“So, I guess we’re back to the panties.”  

“Forget about the panties.”  

“Well last year was an accident.  This year you could get him girls’ panties with a more manly touch.”  

“Ellen!  Be serious.”  

“Panties are out?”  

“Panties are definitely out.”  

“Socks?”  

“Boring.”  

“Mitts?”  

“Hmmm, you know that’s not a bad idea.  I could get him a nice pair of mitts.  I mean he’s already got a pair, but I think they’re fairly light.  I could shop around and see if I could find a really warm pair.”  

“Yes, if you can say anything about Greg, it’s that he likes to stay really warm.”  

Jennifer giggled, “He does, doesn’t he?”  

“Greg is an Olympian of warm clothes.”  

——————————————-
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In his room, Greg had put aside his books and was perusing a sales flyer found in the day’s mail.  He hadn’t completely ruled out a book, but it was something of a last resort should he be unable to select something else.  He paused briefly over the kitchen section, but then he remembered eating her cookies and moved on.  There was a section describing adventurous gifts, but they involved things like trips to far-off exotic places like Hawaii and were so far removed from Greg’s budget as to be unthinkable.  He hesitated over clothes but had no idea what to get her.  He’d had Ellen’s assistance the previous year and considered asking her again, but he wanted to try and get something using his own initiative.  Besides, even though Jennifer had said she liked the sweater he bought for her, Greg secretly suspected she’d have preferred the one with cows on it.  

He quickly skipped over the jewelry section figuring he could never afford anything there, and then flipped back as a pendant caught his eye.  It was a simple gold chain with a silver frog on the end.  The eyes of the frog were tiny gems of some sort ... probably not rubies he reflected, but red and pretty nonetheless.  He checked the price.  It was twenty-five dollars which was more than he wanted to spend but not impossible.  

The thing he liked best about it was the catchy line immediately popping into his head when he saw it.  ‘A frog today, but maybe a prince tomorrow.’  He was certain she’d like something along those lines.  He’d give her a normal card, but in the box, along with the pendant he’d include a slip of paper with the line on it.  It was perfect.  

The problem, of course, was the price.  He had twenty-five dollars, but if he spent it all on Jennifer’s present, he was going to have difficulty getting anything nice for his parents.  Even so, he knew he could manage, but should the girls decide to do something over the holidays involving money, he’d be in real trouble.  

Still considering the idea, he returned to his studies, but one thought kept slipping to the surface ... suppose he got himself a short-term part-time job.  The stores were busy at this time of year, and he was certain they’d need extra clerks, or even someone to stock shelves.  There was still twenty-two days and even if he could only earn a few dollars, it would be sufficient to tide him over the holidays.  

After supper, Greg picked up the employment section of the newspaper on his way to his room.  Sitting at his desk he examined the possibilities.  Someone needed a bookkeeper. The pay was good, but Greg didn’t know the first thing about keeping books, so he read on. There was a job for a billing clerk, one for someone to stock shelves and a job for a housekeeper.  The one to stock shelves would be perfect, but on reading closer, Greg discovered it was in Scarborough.  With exams coming up there was no way Greg could afford to take time for the long commute, so he passed it by with some reluctance.  There were a number of jobs for sales cashiers and they all looked good, but the locations were either in the east end of the city or downtown.  The latter was better than the former, but would still entail an hour commute.  Unfortunately, there didn’t appear to be any employment opportunities in the west end of Toronto.  

He was about to give up when an advertisement caught his eye.  One of the department stores located at a mall not far from Greg’s house was looking for a candidate to act as Santa Claus.  Under normal circumstances, Greg would never have considered such a job.  Following two Halloweens and one Easter, Greg never wanted to don a costume again in his life ... still, a job was a job, and there wasn’t anything else available in the west end.  He checked the requirements.  He would be needed for two hours each evening plus Saturday.  There were ten weekdays, and two Saturdays before Christmas assuming he started on the sixth which was what the add seemed to suggest.  That was a total of forty-four hours and even if they paid the minimum wage of just one dollar an hour, that would be forty-four dollars and would see Greg comfortably through the holiday season and probably well into the spring.  He considered.  He wouldn’t have as much time as normal for studying, but he’d been pretty thorough with his course work all semester, so he didn’t need much additional time. All he needed was a bit of a review and he’d still have Sundays entirely to himself.  Carefully he wrote down the name and address where he could leave his application.  

Thursday posed a bit of a problem.  The weather forecast indicated the temperature was thirty-seven degrees Fahrenheit ... chilly, but not excessively cold.  Such a temperature did not call for even one sweater.  In addition, only a single scarf was necessary and perhaps even one of the hats could go.  On the other hand, the temperature was forecasted to drop to seven degrees by nightfall.  That would require three sweaters and three scarves.  The question in Greg’s mind was when would the drop occur.  If it remained at thirty-seven during the entire day, then Greg would be fine.  On the other hand, if the temperature dropped before school ended for the day, he would freeze on his way home.  Wearing three sweaters and three scarves would guarantee he’d cook on his way to school, and if the temperature didn’t fall, cook again on the way home.  There was the possibility of carrying extra clothes in his pack, but by the time he had his books, notebooks, pens, pencils and lunch in the pack, there wasn’t a great deal of room for clothing.  

“Did you sleep well last night?” asked his mother over breakfast.  “You seem as if you aren’t entirely here.”  

“Oh,” replied Greg coming out of his reverie, “I was just trying to decide if the temperature was going to drop before end of school.  I’m not sure how many sweaters to wear.”  

His mother sighed.  She knew her son hated the cold, and had stumbled across a strategy for solving the problem, but she also knew he usually looked like a walking ball of yarn when he left the premises.  

“Don’t the other kids at school tease you when you wear so many clothes?”  

Greg looked surprised.  Then he thought for a moment and replied, “You know, I think they probably do.”  

Such a response could come only from Greg his mother thought.  Anyone else might or might not resent being teased, but only Greg would be unclear as to whether it was even happening.  

“Well,” she said, “I think I heard on the radio this morning the temperature isn’t supposed to drop until tonight.”  

“Yeah, I heard the same thing, but you know weather predictions are frequently off. It starts to get dark around four o’clock, and the forecaster might decide night starts when it gets dark.  It’s difficult to be sure.”  

“Perhaps you could carry some things,” his mother said tentatively.  

“I thought about that, but there isn’t a lot of room in my pack.”  

“Uh, couldn’t you just carry them in a bag?”  

“I suppose I could, but it would be rather awkward.”  

It was rather awkward, and sometime later, Greg was walking down the street carrying a bulky paper bag in front of him when he ran into Derek.  

“Big lunch,” said Derek.

“Ha, ha, nope, not lunch at all, just something extra in case it turns cold before school lets out.”  

“You’re carrying clothes?”  

“Right.”  

“Sweaters?”  

“And scarves.”  

Derek sighed, “You haven’t really caught on to Canadian winters have you Greg.”  

“Oh, I’ve caught on alright.  They’re cold and I don’t want to be.”  

“So ... the manly Canadian spirit of facing whatever nature throws at you isn’t in your make up?”  

“I can face whatever nature throws at me.  I just face it with plenty of scarves and sweaters.”  

“Uh...right.”  

“And,” added Greg cheerfully, “I owe it all to you.”  

“Don’t remind me.”  Derek shuddered, “I think I understand how Doctor Frankenstein felt.”  

They walked in silence for a few minutes.  The road was clear but there were still mounds of snow on the sides from a past snowfall although they were beginning to become a depressing grey.  

“So,” Derek said, “Did you decide what to get Jennifer?”  

“Oh, yeah, I’m getting her a gold pendant with a small frog on the end.”  

“A frog?”  

“Yes.”  

“Does she like frogs?”  

“I don’t know if she likes frogs specifically, but she does like cute things and this is definitely cute.”  

Derek nodded, “I’m surprised you were able to fund that on your budget.”  

“Ah, well, I’m afraid I had to blow the budget.  Today I’m going around to the mall to apply for a part-time job.”  

“Really?  That’s where I work sometimes with the security department.  I didn’t know they were hiring.  In fact, I haven’t been getting very many hours lately.”  

“I’m not applying to be a security guard.  I’m trying to be their mall-Santa.”  

Derek looked surprised, “The mall-Santa?”  

“That’s right.”  

“You?”  

“Uh huh.”  

“Interesting, I didn’t even know you liked kids.”  

And that was the moment it occurred to Greg, liking kids might be an asset for such a job.

“Well ... I, uh ... haven’t had very much experience with children, but I guess I like them just fine.”  

“Hmmm, okay.”  

“And I expect Carol could give me any specific pointers I might need.”  

Derek nodded, “I’m sure she could.”  

“So, I think I’ll at least put in my application. I may not get the job, but it can’t hurt to apply.”  

“No, I think it’s a great idea.”  

“You do?”  

“Absolutely, I’ll probably get a few more hours over the Christmas season because of the larger crowds, so we can meet together for our breaks.”

“Okay.”  

“... and you can give me some hints for the exams coming up.”  

Greg laughed, “I’ll give you all the hints I can.”  

It was four fifteen that same day when Greg knocked on the door of the hiring manager at the local mall.  

“Come in.”  

He opened the door and found himself in a small cluttered office.  Notices were stuck to every wall along with posters advertising mall events and sales flyers promoting the wares of any number of merchants who carried on business in the establishment.  Some of the posters had yellowed with age and were partially covered with new notices, new posters or new advertising.  

Behind the desk occupying the bulk of the office sat a middle-aged, plump gentleman wearing thick glasses.  He had a round face made rounder by a receding hairline.  Such hair as he had was dark brown and kept reasonably short although it could have used the benefit of a comb, and stuck out behind like the tail of a duck.  He wore a light and dark blue checked shirt and dark grey slacks.  In the pocket of the shirt was a day planner and a couple of ballpoint pens.  

The desk itself had long since lost its surface to a mass of papers, binders, more advertising and what appeared to be a rather ragged dictionary.  From the front and sides Greg could tell the desk was wooden and probably maple although he couldn’t be entirely certain.  In any event, no clues were to be had from the top.  In fact, the paper actually formed a mound in danger of toppling, although somehow it maintained its position.  

In one corner was a garbage can filled to overflowing with paper and Styrofoam cups.  It appeared the hiring manager had a fondness for fast food and coffee.  To Greg’s left as he came through the door was a clothes tree on which hung a faded black coat, and a hat having seen considerable wear.  On the floor were a pair of toe rubbers. In front of the desk was a chair that through some miracle had managed to avoid the clutter characteristic of the office and it was to this the manager waved Greg.  

Greg sat and waited politely while the man continued a phone conversation he’d been having when Greg arrived.  

“Yes, I’ve had twenty-five hundred of your flyers, advertising women’s shoes at twenty-five percent off printed.  They’ll be sent out as bulk mail to all the homes in the surrounding neighborhood... 

“No, I didn’t limit it to the east part of the community.

“No, trust me, there are as many women living to the west of us as there are to the east and they all need shoes ...

“Yes, and they do care about fashion.  They’re women. ...

“Are you sure?  At twenty-five percent off your margins are going to be pretty tight, and if we go with a radio ad, it’s really going to cut into your profits ...

“Yes, I realize it’s Christmas and I realize there’s competition all around us. ...

“Okay, in that case I suggest we broadcast the ad during the daytime.  It will keep costs down. ...

“True, but the women who work probably don’t have a lot of time for shopping, so whatever they buy, they’ll be in and out somewhere. It will be pure luck as much as anything getting them into your store. ...

“Yes, they do have more disposable income, but the women at home have the time, and if you’re putting an ad on the radio, you need people who have time to shop, ...

“Look, will you listen, a single announcement isn’t going to do much good.  You need to run the ad once an hour for at least three days. ...”  

“You’re right.  That’s why I told you it would be expensive. ...

“That’s right, but the reason they don’t cost as much is because they don’t have large audiences. ...

“Look, Cooper and Hans are part of a franchise.  The reason they can put those kinds of ads on the air is because each member pays a small percent and they all push a generic product.  You’re an individual retailer so you have to be careful with your advertising. ...”  

“That was two weeks ago. ...

“You specifically told me you didn’t want to be a part of the campaign, so I left you off. ...

“Next Thursday.  

”Okay, I’ll make a note. 

“Yeah, right, you too.”  

He put down the phone, pulled the planner out of his pocket and made a note.  Before he had a chance to talk to Greg or even acknowledge his presence the phone rang again.  

“Mall Management, ...  

“Yeah, it’s the men’s washroom in the north-east corner.  Two of the urinals are broken. ...

“How do I know what’s wrong?  They don’t flush that’s all. ...

“Look, you’re the plumber.  Just get in here and have a look at them. ...

“Yeah, I know what it’s going to cost. ...

“What do you mean Monday?  Do you know how many people will be through this mall over the weekend?!  You get your butt in here first thing tomorrow and fix that thing. ...

“No, they couldn’t make do with the other two.  We’re headed into the Christmas rush. ...

“That’s not the point. Look, we have twelve hundred people pass through here every hour leading up to Christmas.  That’s like six hundred males and six hundred females.  If just one out of every hundred has to use the john, that’s six people per hour who will see two broken urinals and wonder if we can’t even keep our washrooms functional, what else are we letting slide.  Do you follow me? ...

“Yeah, well busy is busy and you have a contract to service our plumbing needs and we need a plumber right now. ... 

“Okay, I’ll see you tomorrow around noon. ...

“Yeah, right, good-bye.”  

He put down the phone and looked up at Greg. “Damn plumber.  They guy doesn’t mind collecting his fee, but he doesn’t want to make the trip out here.  Okay, what do you want?”  

“I saw your advertisement for a Santa Claus and I thought, ...”  

“Already filled.”  

“Oh, okay, do you have any other part-time jobs open at the moment?”  

“Wait, you said ‘Santa Claus’, no, wait, I don’t think that job has been filled.  Let me check.”  

He dug through the pile of papers on his desk, and although the mound trembled, it remained intact.  Finally, he pulled out a beige file folder and thumbed through a number of papers.  

“Santa Claus ... Santa Claus ... where did I see that? ... Oh, here we are, looking for a mall Santa, December seventh to the nineteenth ... That’s wrong.  We’ll need someone right up to the twenty-third.  Now did we get anybody?  I seem to remember we did, but I just can’t quite recall the specifics.”  

He rooted through more papers and finally said, “No, it looks like we don’t have anyone yet.  You’re applying?”  

“Yes I am.”  

“Okay, what experience do you have?”  

“None actually, but I’m a good hard worker and will put all my effort into performing my duties as required.”  

“No experience.  Right.  Let me hear you say ‘Ho, ho, ho.”  

“Ho, ho, ho,” replied Greg using his customary speaking voice.  

“No, I mean as if you were on the job.  Let me hear the Santa Ho, ho, ho.”  

As it happened, Greg had been using his Santa ‘Ho, ho, ho’.  Quickly he ran through his mind for memories of Santa.  He had few.  His parents had been highly practical in his youth and had dismissed Santa Claus out of hand, so he had never actually presented a wish list to the cheerful gentleman, nor, in fact, had he ever sat on Santa’s knee.  He had, however, heard the laugh on the radio.  There had been a children’s program at noon each day, and although his mother hadn’t turned the radio specifically to that program, she hadn’t bothered to turn it away, so Greg had some notion of how at least one Santa sounded.  It was a big rolling ‘Ho, ho, ho’ he needed with the emphasis on the first ‘Ho’.  He gave it is best shot.  

“Ah, HO, ho ho.”  

The store manager winced.  “Look kid, think of it as a role, like, you know, in a movie or something.  You’re standing in for the real Santa Claus and all the little children are going to be expecting you to live up to the part.  Now I think you’ve more or less got the idea but we really need more enthusiasm.  But lower your voice a bit.”  

Greg gave it another try.  Once again, the manager winced.  “Lower your voice a bit.  Don’t try to become a bass opera singer.  Again.”  

Once more Greg gave it his best and once more the manager winced.  “Okay, there’s a few days before we need someone, so you can practice a little.  Now, you say you haven’t had any experience as a Santa Claus.  How many brothers and sisters do you have?”  

“None.”  

“None?”  

“Well, ah, I had a sister, but she passed away.”  

“Oh, that’s too bad.”  

“It was a long time ago.  I was just little.”  

“Right, so no real experience in the home then.  Have you done much babysitting?”  

“No, not much ... well, um ... actually none.”  

“None?”  

“I’m afraid not.”  

“Then what makes you think you’ll be any good with kids?”  

“Well, I, uh, like children.” 

“That’s a start I suppose. Okay, how are you doing in school?”  

Greg brightened up, “I get excellent marks!”  

“No, I mean what extra-curricular activities do you participate in?”  

“Oh, I’m part of the stage crew making up the setting for school plays.”  

“I see, anything else?”  

“Uh, no.”  

“No team sports?”  

“No, I’m not really good at sports.”  

“But you like them, right?  You know, as a spectator.”  

“Oh, right, yes I certainly do like them.”  It wasn’t entirely a lie.  He did periodically attend a track meet where Ellen was participating to help cheer her on provided Jennifer and Carol took the time to remind him when and where it was happening.  

“And you’re outgoing?”  

“Yes, I get along very well with people.”  That wasn’t exactly the same thing, but it was the best Greg could do considering the question.  ‘Outgoing’ was not exactly a characteristic one would normally associate with Greg.  

The mall manager sat back and considered. “Okay, suppose you’re Santa Claus and I’m a kid.  I come up to you.  What do you say?”  

“HO, ho, ho.  What’s your name little boy?”  

“Wrong.  Your elf assistant will have got the name from the boy and will be holding up a pad with the name written on it.  You look at the pad and read the name.  Now try again.”  

“HO, ho, ho. And how are you little Billy?”  

“Okay what next?”  

“And what do you want for Christmas?”  

“No, you sit him on your knee next and ask if he’s been a good little boy.”  

“But as Santa, shouldn’t I already know that from my naughty and nice list?”  

“Of course you do, but you’re testing him.  If he says he’s been good he’s a liar, and if he admits to being bad, he’s ineligible for presents.  Whatever the case you’ve got him where you want him, because the one thing you can’t afford to do is to guarantee anything.  That’s why you’ve got to control his expectations and asking him if he’s been good or bad will do that.”  

“I see.”  Greg had never really considered the intricacies of the Santa Claus job before.

“Okay, then what?”  

“I ask what he’d like for Christmas.”  

“Exactly, so he says he’d like a football what do you answer?”  

“Oh HO ho, a football.  Well, I’ll see what I can do.”  

“Wrong.  It’s ‘Oh, HO, ho, a football.  I’ll bet you’d like one just like the ones they have on sale at Eclipse sporting goods.’ Got it?”  

“But wouldn’t that mean I’d have to have a really good idea what goods were carried by which stores?”  

“Exactly, now you’re catching on.  I’ll provide you with a list of likely toys and where they can be purchased and you can memorize it.”  

“I see. But what if there’s more than one store selling a given item?”

“Don’t worry, I’ll handle that with the merchants.  We’ll negotiate to see which stores get which goods pushed via Santa.  Overall, it will be fair because I have to work with all these store managers, so I can’t afford to play favorites.  If a store signals they’ve run out of stock, then I’ll let you know of an alternate.  Okay, you’ve pushed the store.  Now what?”  

“Uh ... I’m not sure.”  

“You ease him off your lap, wish him a Merry Christmas and let him return to his mother.”  

“Oh, right.”  

“Okay that’s the drill.”  The store manager studied Greg for a moment. “You know, I’m really not sure you’re what we’re looking for in a Santa.  We really need someone older, someone with more maturity, someone, say, who’s been a father and had plenty of experience with children or maybe a coach or something like that.  I really don’t think a High School student can handle this job.  It seems easy, but it’s really important.  There’re thousands of people who will be doing their Christmas shopping over the next couple of weeks, and part of it involves buying toys for children.  There are malls all over the city, and Santa in every mall.  We need our Santa to be able to compete with the best.  I think I’ll have to wait for a better candidate.”  

Greg sighed.  It had all seemed so easy – get a job as a Santa and make enough money to solve his Christmas financial problems.  He was about to get up and leave when the phone rang.  The manager answered.  

“Mall management. 

“Thank-you Mr. Stevens and a Merry and Prosperous Christmas to you too. ...

“All our stores are fully stocked and ready to go sir, ...

“Yes, the decorations are up. ...

“The lights too, ...

“All done sir. ...”

“A Santa Claus?  Well ...uh ... no, I haven’t hired one yet.”  

“Yes sir, you’re absolutely right, time is running short.  As a matter of fact, I was just interviewing a candidate when you phoned. ...”  

“Well, uh ... that is, I guess you’d say he was promising....”  

“Well, uh ... he is a bit weak in terms of experience. ...”  

“What experience does he have?  Well, uh ...”  

The mall manager looked at Greg. Suddenly remembering, Greg said, “I played the Easter Bunny last Easter.”  

The mall manager’s eyes lit up, “To be perfectly frank he’s inexperienced with the Santa Claus role, but he did play the Easter Bunny last Easter and he’s good with children.”  

“Oh yes sir, I’m sure he can adapt ... 

“Yes, you’re absolutely right, a role caring for children is a role caring for children.  In fact, I’d match our Santa Claus up against any in the city. ...

“Right, well thank-you sir and you have a good day too.  Good-bye.”  

He turned to Greg, “Right kid you’ve got the job.  Be here Monday at six-thirty.  Your shift runs from seven to nine, but we need to get you into the Santa suit and ready.”  

“Thank-you sir!  I’ll do a really good job for you!”  

“You’d better.”  

“So do you know where you’re going?”  Greg had met Derek on his way to school and the two were walking together.  Greg had mentioned he’d landed the job as one of the mall Santas.  

“You mean the mall?”  

“Well, like, do you know where you’re going once you get to the mall?”  

“Uh, the manager’s office?”  

“Nope, Fat Freddy’s finished with you if you’ve already got the job.”  

“Fat Freddy?”  

“That’s what we call him ... but not to his face of course.”  

“I see.”  

“Anyway, if you go further down the hall past the manager’s office, there’s a door on your right labeled ‘Staff’.  That’s where you can leave your stuff and change into your Santa suit.”  

“Oh, okay.”  

“Do you know Jack Listerol?” 

“No.”  

“He’s our main Santa Claus.  He works the day shift from Monday to Friday and he’s the guy you have to see when you arrive.  Just introduce yourself to one of the elves and they’ll let him know his replacement has arrived.  Then you can get changed and wait for him.”  

“Uh, so does that mean they have two Santa Suits?”  

“Yeah, otherwise it would be too long for Santa to be away while Jack got out of his suit and you got into it.  You need to be dressed and ready when seven o’clock rolls around because Jack will have been working for ten hours with just a couple of breaks and he’ll want to get out of there as fast as he can.”  

“Ten straight hours?  That’s a long shift.”  

“Wait until the weekend.  On Saturday you’ll be working fourteen hours and I guarantee you’ll be exhausted when it’s over.  

“Fourteen?”  

“Christmas hours.  The mall opens at eight in the morning and closes at ten at night. Santa has to be around during the entire period.  You get a couple of fifteen-minute breaks and a half-hour for lunch, but that’s it.  By the way, I suggest you eat a late lunch.  Otherwise, you’ll be starved by the time ten o’clock comes around.”  

“Right.”  

“And you’re going to need those breaks.  Remember, you can’t leave your post unless it’s a real emergency, meaning no bathroom breaks unless the alternative is doing it right where you are, so you need to pace yourself and not drink too much water.”  

Greg nodded, “Thanks for the tips.”  

“I’ll be around some of the time because they’re giving me some hours now we’re getting close to Christmas, but I doubt I’ll be in the Santa area much.  Normally I spend time in the big department stores.  That’s where the crooks like to lift the stock because they don’t think anyone can spot them.”  

“Right.”  

“Oh, and by the way, if Jack is delayed for any reason, don’t go looking for him.  The last thing we want is for the kids to see two Santa’s.  It would mess up their entire psyches ... not that they probably aren’t messed up anyway, but at least they can’t blame it on us.”  

“Okay.”  

It was six twenty-nine when Greg walked into the mall.  He’d finished his homework, had supper and was all ready for work.  Stopping off at Santa’s station he introduced himself to an elf as Derek had suggested and then went to change.  

He was a little worried when he entered the room, he might not be able to find the second Santa suit, but he saw it hanging from a peg as soon as he opened the door.  

The employee room was twenty feet long and ten wide.  Along the walls were pegs where people had hung their coats and a bench below.  It looked a little like the Phys Ed change room at school ... a place Greg had to go periodically, but certainly not one he cared for.  

Selecting an empty peg, he hung his coat and put his boots underneath the bench.  He was carrying a packsack with his shoes in it, so he put the shoes on and hung the packsack just below his coat.  Having got rid of the extraneous clothing, he set to work on donning the Santa suit.  

Starting with the pants he pulled them up over his street clothes.  He knew the suit was going to be hot, and he would have preferred to take off his shirt and pants, but judging by the boots left under the bench, some of the employees who used this room were girls and he certainly didn’t feel like being caught in his underwear should an elf or security guard happen to walk in.  He didn’t have any difficulty getting the pants on.  The trick was to keep them on.  They were huge.  Well, Greg reflected, Santa was supposed to be fat and cheerful, so presumably a large pair of pants were required, but how was he going to fill them out?  Then his eye fell on a piece of plastic in the corner.  It looked like a bag and he wondered if it might contain a cushion or padding of some sort.  He checked it and found a couple of pillows inside.  

First, he put one in his pants, but that wasn’t enough so he added the second.  That filled him out considerably but it was a bit too much.  With one pillow the pants were in danger of falling off, but with two he could barely get them to fasten.  Finally, with a mighty heave he got the ends together and snapped the button into place.  Then he put the coat on and fastened the traditional black belt around his middle.  There was a mirror in one corner so he had a look at himself and didn’t like what he saw.  True, he was fat, and true he was red, but he looked more pregnant than rotund. 

He removed the jacket and extracted one pillow from the pants.  That left the pants dangerously loose but he figured he could live with loose pants for a while, because he needed to attach his beard and wig.  Such hair as Santa had left was white, and not all of it was covered by the Santa hat, so both a wig and beard were essential.  In addition, Santa was always shown with a white mustache so it needed to be added.  Greg found all the parts plus some spirit gum, but he wasn’t exactly certain in what order they needed to be applied.  In fact, he couldn’t even tell why the spirit gum might be necessary because he quickly figured out the beard came with an elastic strap fitting over the back of his head. 

The door opened and an elf entered.

“Hi,” she said, “Do you need any help?”  

“Uh ... yeah, I think I might.  I’m not sure just what order I should put these on.”  

She laughed, “Jack said he thought you were a rookie.  Okay, the first thing you do is put a little makeup on your eyes.”  

“On my eyes?”  

“Well, your eyebrows specifically.  Where’s your clown white?”  

Greg looked around, “Uh, I think I saw it ...”  

“Oh, here it is,” she said scooping it out from under the clutter of his red coat. “Okay, put a little of this on each eyebrow.”  

“Oh right,” said Greg, “I hadn’t thought of that.”  

“Not too much!” she said as he smeared it on. “Here, let me wipe some off.”  

She pulled out a tissue and proceeded to wipe a bit of white from Greg’s face.  

“Now,” she said, “Some lipstick.”  

“Pardon?”  

She laughed, “For your cheeks.  Just a little round dot will do.”  

“Oh, I see.”  He put a little on his finger and transferred it to his cheek.  

“Rub it around a little more.”  

Greg rubbed

She nodded, “Okay, now the other cheek.”  

Greg put it on the other cheek.  

“Right, now are you going with one pillow or two in your pants?”  

“It’s hard to button them with two.”  

She nodded. “Try putting the bottom half of the pillows down your pants and let the top half rise above your belt.  Your coat will cover them and you’ll look chubby all over instead of just your abdomen.” 

It seemed like a good idea, so Greg stuffed the two pillows end-ways down his pants and then fastened them.  The pillows flopped over, but stayed where they belonged once he got his coat in place and his belt around it.  

“Not bad,” she said, “Okay now the beard.”  

Greg pulled the beard up to his face and positioned the elastic strap at the back of his head.”  

Jane nodded, “Good, okay here’s a trick I learned from Jack.  Most Santa’s leave the beard just like that, but whenever a little kid tugs it – and they will tug it – the beard comes away and the kid sees it’s fake, so Jack puts a little spirit gum on a piece of plastic fastened to the back of the beard and that holds things in place better.  Lift your beard.”  

Greg pulled the beard up and, sure enough, he could feel the plastic.  

“Now, let me help.”  She put some spirit gum on the plastic and then touched it to Greg’s face.  Then she pulled it up again.  Carefully she put spirit gum on the place where the beard had touched and some more on the plastic.  “Now just hold this up.”  

Greg held his beard in the air.  

“We’re going to have to wait for the spirit gum to get tacky,” she said.  

Greg nodded as if putting on a beard was the most natural thing in the world for him.  They remained standing in silence for the better part of five minutes. Then she touched first the plastic and then his chin pronouncing the spirit gum sufficiently tacky so they might proceed.  Greg lowered his beard and felt the two surfaces bind with one another.  

“Right,” she said, “I think that will hold pretty well.  It will sting a bit if they pull on it but not much, and I don’t think it will come off.  When you leave tonight, you’ll find some spirit gum remover in the corner.  Just work it in under the beard where the plastic is, and it should come off fairly easily, but don’t soak the beard.  You want to keep this stuff from the beard itself as much as possible, or you’ll wind up with a stringy beard and you don’t want that.”  

Greg nodded.  A stringy beard was not something to be encouraged.  

“Okay,” she said, “Now the wig.”  

Greg pulled the wig over his head.  It came down to just above his eyes and covered his ears completely.  

“A bit more,” she said looking at him critically, “We don’t want any brown hair showing.”  

Greg gave the wig another tug and Jane pronounced herself satisfied.  Finally, he pulled on the Santa hat.  It was elastic and designed to assist with holding both wig and beard in place.  

Jane stepped back and examined him critically, “Really, I think the store should spring for a new Santa suit.  Even though you’re not the principle Santa, you’re going to be on duty on Saturday and there’s going to be a heck of a lot of people coming through the mall.  We really don’t want a ratty Santa Claus.”  

“Uh, but Jack won’t be here so couldn’t I use the better suit?”  

She nodded, “You’re right.  I hadn’t thought of that.  Still, even for the evening it would be better to have a first-rate suit.  You’re supposed to be Santa Claus, not some tramp in a red coat.  Never mind, the kids won’t notice your cuffs are frayed.  They’ll be too busy telling you all the things they want for Christmas.  I take it you’ve been warned not to promise anything?”  

Greg nodded, “Yes, I was told that.”  

“Okay, do you have today’s sheet?”  

“Uh, no.”  Greg had received a sheet from the mall manager following his interview listing which stores should be recommended for various presents, and he’d done his best to memorize it over the weekend, but he hadn’t realized revisions were made on a regular basis.  

“Don’t worry, Jack can give you his and he can pick up a new one tomorrow.”  

Greg stood up and examined himself in the mirror.  Her suggestion regarding the pillows had made a big difference.  He really did look like Santa Claus ... albeit one without wrinkles.  Still, so little of his face showed from beneath his beard, he thought he could get away with it.  

He turned and looked at her.  “HO, ho, ho,” he said.  

She nodded, “That ought to scare them away.”  

He looked horrified and she laughed, “Okay, it’s not that bad.  Just try to get a little more joviality into it.”  

He tried again

“Better,” she said, “At least now their parents will have at least a fighting chance to catch them when they start to flee.”  

Jack walked into the back room.  “Okay, you’re on.  Have you ever done this before?”  

“Uh, no,” said Greg.  

“There’s no time like the present to learn. Let’s hear your ho, ho, ho.”  

Greg complied. 

Jack nodded, “You need a little more enthusiasm.  Remember, you’re Father Christmas.  You’re not the headsman come to take them to the chopping block.”  

He threw back his head and let out a rolling “Ho, ho, ho!”  

Greg attempted to duplicate the feat.  

“Not bad, you catch on fast.  I think you’ll be okay.”  

“He’ll need your updated sheet,” said Jane.  

“Oh, right.” He handed Greg the sheet and Greq checked it.  Very little had changed and Greg had done a pretty good job of memorizing the original, so he thought he could handle that end of the business.  

“Okay let’s go,” said Jane and together she and Greg headed for the Santa station.  

The area reserved for Santa was about twelve by ten feet.  At the back there was the cutout of what appeared to be a gingerbread cottage.  In the center was a large chair where Santa held court.  White cotton simulating snow covered the floor.  Around the perimeter was a white picket fence to keep the kids from mobbing Santa en-masse. To the right was an entrance shaped like two candy canes facing one another.  It was manned by an elf whose job it was to preserve order and obtain the names of the petitioners.  These she would write on a slate and hold it up so Santa could see and address the child by his or her name.  To the left was an exit also manned by an elf.  Her job was to gently escort the children away from Santa and back to their parents who were, presumably, waiting expectantly for their darling’s return.  When Greg and Jane arrived at the Santa station, they were greeted by Linda who was performing the job of the exit elf.  

“Hi!” she said.  

“Hello,” replied Greg.  He looked around.  “Where are all the children?”  

“Not many come in the evening,” Linda replied, “So you should be able to get a little experience before the hoard arrives on Saturday.  That’s when things will be really busy around here.”  

Greg took his place in the big chair. Two fans were set up on either side of him and they blew a jet of cool air helping him remain cool despite the heavy coat.  For several minutes nothing happened, and then a mother and her daughter passed by.  Immediately the daughter wanted to visit Santa.  The mother looked as if she was about to drag the daughter away, but to avoid a scene she relented.  The child headed for Santa but was intercepted by Jane who asked for her name.  Then, she opened the gate and, as the little girl headed for Santa, Jane held up her slate.  

“Ho, ho, ho, and how are you little Mary?” boomed Santa.  

“Are you really Santa Claus,” asked Mary as she seated herself on Santa’s knee.  

“Ho, ho, ho.  Of course, I am.  I just came down from the north pole to meet all the little children.  What would you like for Christmas?”  

“I want a pony.”  

“Ho, ho ho, a pony.  They have wonderful toy ponies at Staffords.”  

“I want a real pony.”  

“Ho, ho, ho.  I’ll have to see what Santa has back up at the North Pole.”  

Linda took the child’s hand and proceeded to escort her back to her mother presenting her with a candy cane in the process.  

As they departed Jane nodded to Greg, “Not bad. The laugh could use a little work but she seemed to buy it.”  

Certainly, they weren’t lingering.  The mother was in full stride and the child had to run to keep up or risk being dragged.  She definitely didn’t have time to think about her encounter with Santa.  

It wasn’t long before another child showed up.  This was a boy accompanied by both mother and father.  He might have passed by without bothering, but the mother was insistent he visit.  Jane greeted him and then opened the gate so he might walk up to Santa Claus.  He looked wary.  

“Ho, ho, ho, and how are you little Billy?”  

Billy remained a couple of feet away from Santa.  “You’re not the real Santa,” he said accusingly.  

“Ho, ho, ho.  Of course, I am.  I just came down from the North Pole to meet with all the little children.”  

“You’re just an old man in a Santa suit.”  

Privately Greg was tempted to argue the ‘old’ part, but let it go.  “Oh, ho, ho, ho.  What would you like for Christmas?” he asked in an attempt to change the subject.  

“I want a chemistry set.”  

“Ho, ho, ho.  They’ve got some marvelous chemistry sets at Wesco.”  

“I want one from you!”  

“Oh, ho, ho, ho.  Of course you do.  I just thought you’d like to look them over.”  

“Are you going to bring it?”  

“Ho, ho, ho.  Santa will have to see what the elves have got in his workshop.”  

“That’s a cop out.  Are you going to bring it or not?”  

“Ho, ho ho.  I can’t say until I look over all the requests from all the boys and girls in the world and see how many want chemistry sets and how many I’ve got in the workshop.”  

“If your elves are truly magic, they could make one by magic.”  

“Ho, ho, ho they surely could, but even magic takes time.  I’ll have to see what can be done.”  

The kid gave Santa a disgusted look, snatched the candy cane from the elf’s hand and stalked out of the area.  

“I’m afraid we don’t have a really satisfied customer in that one,” said Santa once the family was some distance away.  

“Oh, that wasn’t bad,” said Linda, “There’s been lots worse.”  

“Really?” said Greg looking alarmed.  

“Absolutely,” said Jane, “Remember the one with the axe?” she said looking at Linda.  

“Right, or the one who set Santa’s beard on fire?”  

Greg began to look really worried and the girls started to laugh.  

“Don’t worry,” said Linda, “We haven’t lost a Santa yet.”  

“Right,” added Jane, “We always find where they’ve dumped the bodies.”  

Greg laughed. He was beginning to think this job might not be so bad after all. 

It was getting on towards nine o’clock and Greg had talked to roughly a dozen children.  He was starting to gain confidence in his Santa Claus abilities when he saw the three boys, aged about thirteen come sauntering through the mall.  Just keep going he thought and for a moment it looked as if he was going to have his wish, but then from the corner of his eye he saw one of them nudge another and they stopped to look at him.  They put their heads together and eventually one of them headed in Greg’s direction while two others held back to see what would transpire.  Well, Greg thought, having one’s beard pulled was inevitable, so he might as well just sit back and make the best of the situation.  

When Jane held up her board it simply said ‘Trouble!’

“Ho, ho, ho,” sang out Greg, “And how are you today.”  

The boy stood looking defiantly at Santa, his hands shoved into his pockets.  He made no attempt to climb onto Santa’s knee, something for which Greg was duly grateful.  

“I want a million dollars,” said the kid.  
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