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What Real Kids Say




"This was not too scary. Kind of creepy." - Brian, 10 

"DEFINITELY scary." - Connor, 9
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To Gray Mountain Lodge


12 hours until Christmas





Christmas is going to be terrible. 

I sighed loudly enough to make sure my parents could hear my frustration. I looked forward toward the front of the van. Did they even notice I was unhappy? Dad's eyes remained glued on the road and Mom kept reading her book. I shot a glance at my little brother, Charlie, who sat to the right of me. He shrugged and returned to playing with his lego space ship. 

I frowned. This was not going to plan. 

I wanted my parents to stop driving, turn around, and tell us they were kidding when they said they wanted the family to spend Christmas in a remote mountain resort away from Aunt Jane and all my cousins in sunny California. They tried to make me feel better by reminding me I'd be able to look at trees instead of a pile of presents on the beach.  

Trees! As if looking at endless trees was better than Christmas on the beach. I balled my fist in frustration. I wanted to hit the seat in front of me and tell my Dad how mean he was for doing this to us on Christmas. I wanted my Mom to see how angry I felt at having to waste my holiday vacation. 

“I'm so bored!” Charlie wailed and slumped himself over the side of his seat. I poked his arm.

"Ow! Mo-om, Mikey hit meeeee!" He screamed. His voice made it sound like I hurt him way worse than I had. 

"I barely touched him!" I yelled back. I shot an angry look at Charlie, who stuck out his tongue back at me. He knew how to get me in trouble, and Mom believed him every time. All he had to do was put out his lower lip and cry a little tear and I would get in trouble. 

One time, Charlie broke my favorite action figure set and then got me in trouble for it! I had to do the dishes for a month while Charlie gloated the whole time. 

"It's too bad I wasn't an only child", I thought to myself. Charlie and I looked alike in that we both had wavy brown hair and brown eyes. Other than that, we were nothing alike. 

Charlie constantly complained about everything in that whiny, baby voice. I often wished he would just go away. Poof! Gone! With one snap of my fingers and it’d just be me, myself, and I again, just like it used to be. 

No annoying little brother to bug me. 

But that was in my dreams, and this was the world's most boring Christmas vacation ever. 

At least my friend Kelly would be there to help cheer me up. She was also 12 and in my class at school. We'd been best friends forever and so had our parents. 

Mom said nothing. Charlie waited a moment and then scrunched his face in a mocked panic at some new, even more dramatic realization. I watched big, fake tears roll down his cheeks. 

I rolled my eyes and picked up a book from my pile: Space Invasion School. The weighty chapter book featured a boy in a spacesuit on the cover, holding a laser gun in one hand as he floated through space. I'd read it once before, but I didn't mind. This novel was my favorite. I flipped through the book to chapter one and focused on the words. If I got into the story, I could ignore Charlie.

“Will… will Santa know where we are if we’re in the mountains?” he whined. 

“Santa isn’t real, dingbat,” I whispered to Charlie.

Charlie’s lip stuck out as more tears welled up in his big brown eyes.

Mom must’ve heard me, because she sighed and slammed her book closed. She turned around in her passenger side chair to face us. Her Christmas earrings had little bells that jingled when she spun around. 

“Michael!” She snapped. 

“What? He might as well learn the truth now.”

“He’s six,” she corrected.

"So? I learned about Santa when I was five."

She clenched her jaw and narrowed her eyes. If she was closer, she probably would have smacked me. 

Mom turned to Charlie and raised her voice in a sing-song way.

“Oh sweetie, of course Santa will know where we are. He’s always watching, remember?” 

Then she started singing Santa Claus is Coming to Town:

You better watch out,

You better not cry

You better not shout

I’m telling you why!

Santa Claus is coming to town….

I shuddered. That song always gave me the creeps. 

He sees you when you’re sleeping? He knows when you’re awake?

He knows if you’re bad or good?

I imagined a creepy Grandpa in an oversized red velvet suit, sneaking around my room at night, grinning and watching me as I slept. 

Gross.

I looked over and Charlie's crying had stopped. He sang the song with Mom and bobbed his head as he sang. He couldn't even sing the notes. 

I pulled my hoodie over my head and ears and scrunched myself toward the window 

I pressed my face against the glass and watched the rolling landscape pass. 

Tree. 

Tree. 

Big rock wall. 

Tree. 

Santa holding an ax. 

Tree  —

Wait, what?

I rubbed my eyes and looked down the road behind us as we drove. I saw nothing red or Santa Claus like at all. All I saw was the icy gray road, the gray rock, and the white snow falling. 

“Hey Dad, did you see that?”

“See what, Mikey?” Dad's voice sounded calm and upbeat, but then again, it always did. Dad never noticed anything. 

“Did you, uh, see a man in the red Santa suit?”

“But I thought you didn’t believe in Santa?” 

“I don’t! I saw… something,” I swallowed nervously. “Didn’t you see it too?”

“No, I didn’t see Santa on the road. We’ll be lucky to find a gas station before we get there, let alone Santa Claus.”

Mom slammed her book closed and turned around. “There’s nothing there, Michael. Besides, no one is going to be walking this time of year. It’s too cold.”

Dad patted Mom on the shoulder. "It's alright, hon. I've got this." 

He looked at me through the rear view mirror. "So what do you think you and Kelly will do first, kiddo? I saw there were lots of activities for kids to do."

I pulled out the brochure I was using as a bookmark. Dad wasn't wrong. On the front of the brochure was a grainy black and white picture of a smiling, happy family. They sat in front of a large Christmas tree, each grasping a large present in their lap. I opened the brochure. On another page, the same happy family drank hot chocolate in front of a massive fireplace. 

It wasn't Christmas on the beach, but it did look pleasant enough. 

"Hey Dad, why are all these pictures for Christmas? Isn't Gray Mountain Lodge open any other time of year?"

"Let me see." Mom extended her hand toward me. I leaned across Charlie's seat and passed the brochure to her in the front. Charlie snored loudly, probably dreaming of new ways to annoy me. 

She flipped through the brochure and shrugged and handed it back. "I guess not. That's odd, isn't it?"

Dad nodded. "Lots of places are only open for the holidays. Maybe they can't stay open all year.”

Dad gasped and the van slammed to a halt with a loud screech. My stomach jumped and the seat belt yanked tight against my shoulder. Charlie woke up suddenly with a cry.  

"Wait here," Dad instructed. He unbuckled and scrambled out the door. 

No way was I doing that!

I unbuckled my seatbelt and shoved my feet into my boots. The last thing I wanted was to wait in the car while some ax-wielding santa attacked my whole family.  I just imagined it: Santa would first get my Dad outside, pull each of us out of our van one by one and drag us away into some lair. . .

Or worse.

I climbed over Charlie, pulled open the van door, and hopped out onto the road. The cold air pricked my skin and made me shiver. I pulled the van door shut behind me. 

"What is it, Dad?"








  
  

two

A Warning


11 hours until Christmas





Why did we stop? I wondered.

I made my way around the ship and  imagined all the possible things Dad could have stopped for. 

Maybe an animal had been hit, and Dad wanted to save it. 

Maybe Dad spotted a tree limb, and wanted to move it to help other drivers. 

Dad lifted an edge of red, velvety fabric and tisked. "It sure looks like – "

"A Santa suit," I gulped. Fear washed over me as I remembered the Santa I saw on the road earlier, with his wide smile and ax waving in the air. 

"Right." 

He held the fabric to his body. The red Santa shirt dwarfed him like a blanket. "It's huge!" 

I laughed nervously. I shot glances around. I half expected a naked Santa to sneak up on us, but the road was empty. There was nothing but wind, trees, and rocks for as far as I could see. Wind whipped around us, pulling the Santa suit out of his hands and into the air. 

"It was standing here," Dad muttered to himself and crossed his arms. I watched his eyebrows scrunch together and he rubbed his chin. He didn't say anything. I asked him to explain, but he shook his head. 

Strange. Very strange.

We stood shivering a few minutes before Mom called for us to get moving. We made our way back inside the van without saying anything. Dad sat in the front and I climbed over Charlie, who was building something new with his legos. 

"What was it, hon?" Mom asked. She didn't look up from her book. It was a kissing book, I think. 

"It's nothing," He shook his head. "Probably someone throwing their trash out the window."

I bit my lip. Dad SAW something. So why wasn't he talking about it? And where did the Santa I saw go? 

We drove for a long while on the winding road with the cliff on the left and the rock wall on the right. Finally, we slowed down and made a turn off the road and pulled into what looked to be the gas station Dad had talked about before. 

Instead of the usual three or four pumps, this gas station only had one single gas pump. 

“Are we there yet?” Charlie whined. 

"No, silly. We're at a gas station." 

Charlie pouted and sagged his shoulders. "Hmph."

Mom jumped out and opened the van's side door. I unbuckled and pushed against Charlie, but Mom stopped me. 

"Let me help Charlie first!" she said as she shoved his shoes on his feet. 

I grumbled and climbed over to the front seat and jumped out Dad's door. I slammed the door extra hard. 

They never helped me with my shoes and coat like that! I had to do it all myself as a young kid. 

I exhaled. The outside air burned my cheeks and big puffs of air escaped my mouth. I exhaled and watched my breath. I shivered and rubbed my hands together vigorously.  

It must be getting colder now that we were in the mountains. The sky looked more gray, too. It looked like someone had sucked all the life out of this mountain and left us with shades of gray and white. 

I followed Mom, Dad, and Charlie inside the gas station's convenience store. I squeezed through turnstiles of candy, stuffed teddy bears, and maps. Despite my best efforts, I knocked off a few bags of chips. I panicked and looked to see if the cashier noticed, but his eyes were closed and he snored in his chair. If he hadn't snored, I would have thought for sure he was a Halloween mannequin. His thin, bony face and stringy white hair gave me the creeps.
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