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To Mom and Dad
who always made Christmas special



An Invitation

Once upon a time, for that is how all Christmas stories should begin, there was a man who believed with all his heart in Santa Claus. He believed in the Santa who brought presents to all little boys and girls, the good ones and even the just-good-once-in-a-while ones. He believed in the Santa who shimmied down the chimney on Christmas Eve, and who somehow managed when the chimney was narrower than a Yule ham, or when there was no chimney at all. He believed in the Santa who brought gifts even when Mom and Dad couldn’t afford the car payment and the electricity was shut off. He believed in the Santa who wanted every little boy and girl to feel special at least once a year. A Santa who knew that it wasn’t the gifts that mattered, but the delight and anticipation and wonder in a young child’s heart.

He believed in another Santa as well, not the jolly old elf guiding his reindeer from the North Pole, but a Santa who’s a bit harder to pin down. This Santa was the Spirit of Christmas, and he wasn’t just one person. He was the young woman who dropped not just a quarter but a five-dollar bill into the homeless man’s cup. The grandfather who picked up an extra bag of food at the grocery store so other families could have a nice holiday meal. The mother who bought a coat and a video game for a child she didn’t know, so another mother could feel like a hero on Christmas morning. The grown man who called the brother he hadn’t seen in years with words of peace and love. This was the Santa we could all become: the special people who let children sit on their laps and tell them what they want for Christmas, because, let’s face it, the actual Big Man is a little too busy to make it to each and every mall.

This man, the one I’m writing about, is one of those stand-in Santas himself. For twenty-seven Christmases, he has walked onto the stage at Radio City Music Hall in New York City and shared a message of hope and love with New Yorkers and visitors alike. He has performed in a show like no other, not just a Christmas play but a Spectacular, a celebration of the magic of the season. Along with his fellow actors, the Rockettes, the singers, and hundreds of others behind the scenes, he tries to bring joy and wonder to a busy world. He dances and sings and, hopefully, he awakens a little bit of Santa Claus in the hearts of his audience.

But it wasn’t always that way. Sometimes we forget the magic around us, the magic that’s here not just at Christmas but all of the year, and we don’t feel Santa in our hearts. We don’t feel kindness and generosity and love. We forget, in other words, why we’re here.

I know it happens. I know it’s easy for it to happen. Because it happened to me. My name is Charles Edward Hall, and I am that Radio City Music Hall Santa, and this is the story of how I became Santa Claus.

Because when I started at Radio City, I wasn’t Santa at all.

I was Scrooge.
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When we are children, it’s easy to believe in Santa, both the man from the North Pole and the one inside each of us. We realize that maybe once or twice we pushed our brother and told Dad he started it, that we broke a friend’s toy and tried to hide the evidence, and that it’s possible we took an extra cookie when Mom wasn’t looking. We know we aren’t perfect, but that basically we’re good. And if we aren’t entirely sure even of that, we know that at least one other person believes in us. We see the proof on Christmas morning, and if the Big Man has put us on the good list once again, we trust that he knows best.

So it isn’t so surprising, I suppose, that I met Santa for the first time when I was a child. It was the year of the big snow. A North Pole–worthy snow. I was six years old, and I was so excited I ran out into the storm without a heavy coat or hat to cover my head. It was late afternoon on Christmas Eve, and the snow was ten feet high. Or at least that’s how it seemed to this small-town Kentucky boy.

I didn’t stop to admire it. I swiped a handful of snow off the front porch railing, packing it into a ball as I ran. I paused halfway across the front yard, my breath steaming. The snow was blowing so hard I could barely make out the house across the street. I whipped the snowball at our mailbox, but halfway there it disappeared into the storm.

My nose was cold. My fingers ached, because I wasn’t wearing gloves. I looked back at my house, where the Christmas lights twinkled along the roofline and around the front door. Big, colorful lights with big bulbs. I remember the Christmas tree in the front window and, on the floor above, my brother watching from our shared bedroom window.

I thought about turning back, but instead I sprinted down the street, through the stand of trees I used to think was a forest and up the big hill near the bend in the road. At the top, I fell onto my knees, then onto my back. I stretched out my arms and stared up at the sky. It was blank and white. I moved my arms back and forth in the snow, slowly at first, then faster, forming the wings of a snow angel.

“Believe,” I heard someone say.

“Believe in what?” I yelled, my breath puffing out like smoke.

“Believe in goodness,” a man said, staring down at me. “Believe in joy. Believe in me, if you want. But believe.”

I was scared out of my wits, and I’m not proud to say that I took the Lord’s name in vain.

“No,” he said. “I never claimed to be him. I’m just a friend.”

He looked at me lying there in the snow, in my little snow angel, and laughed. It was a laugh that sounded like it came from somewhere deep inside of him, and it really did make his belly shake like a bowlful of jelly. When I heard that laugh, I could feel the warmth spreading to the tips of my fingers.

Then I saw another face behind him. A small face, like a child’s, but with a long, dark brown beard. “Let’s go,” the elf said. “It’s Christmas Eve.”

And the next thing I knew, he was gone.

But I saw him again a few hours later. I was sitting in the living room, a cup of hot chocolate warming my tingling fingers, when I heard the crunch of tires on the driveway. Then footsteps on the walk.

“Think fast,” my teenage cousin said, flinging a present at me as he burst through the front door.

“Thanks,” I said, catching the gift and ripping off the paper. I showed the football to Mom, who was standing in the kitchen doorway, and Dad, who was behind her with a drink in his hand. Mom smiled. “How nice,” she said.

Dad turned away, so I did, too. And that’s when I saw it. A movement in the window.

A red hat.

A beard.

I heard the sound of a bell.

Then, nothing.

I stared. Hoping, hoping . . . and there he was again. For a second, we looked at each other. Then he nodded, put his finger to his nose. I heard the bell again, and he disappeared.

I was still staring into the darkness when my Uncle Walt burst into the room, shaking snow off his coat. “Merry Christmas, everyone,” he shouted, pulling off his gloves.

He hugged Mom and Dad, laughed happily, then swept me up into his arms, spun me around, and put me back down. He was a big man, and his hands were cold.

“I saw him,” I said.

“Who did you see, Charlie?”

“Santa. I saw him in the window. It was him. It was really him.”

“Of course it was. Who else would it be?”

That night I lay in bed, wide awake, talking with my big brother. I didn’t tell him about the hill—that was my secret—but I told him about what I saw in the window: the hat, the beard, the sound of the bell when he appeared and disappeared. Was the bell on his hat, my brother wondered? Or was it the sound of reindeer?

How had Santa gotten here, anyway? Surely he would have brought Rudolph in such a snowstorm.

Yes, the bell must have been Rudolph . . . but where was the sleigh? And why had he come so early in the evening? And where was he now? I hesitated. Maybe . . . West Virginia?

My brother lay quietly for a while, thinking. “I don’t believe it,” he said finally.

“You don’t believe in Santa?” I said.

“Of course I believe in Santa,” he said. “I just don’t believe he’d come to see a kid like you.”

I realized something then: my big brother didn’t know everything. In fact, I wasn’t sure he knew anything at all.

So I stayed quiet, watching the snow. I remember how big and wonderful the world felt then. How magical. How warm.

When I finally heard my brother snoring, I whispered, “I believe.”

Santa Claus had come to Frankfort, Kentucky. He had looked in my window.

He was real.
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Have you ever struggled to keep your eyes open on Christmas Eve, hoping that this will be the year you catch a glimpse of Santa? Ever lay out a few extra cookies, wishing that maybe he’ll stick around, and you’ll catch him in the act? Most kids do.

I even know some children who set little traps. They sprinkle baby powder by the chimney so they’ll see his footsteps, or make an ornament that “accidentally” slips off the tree so he’ll make noise when he steps on it, or even bribe their older brothers to wake them up after midnight. While I don’t suggest trying to catch Santa with a trip wire or a net—it would be a shame if he spent Christmas Eve in the emergency room rather than delivering gifts—I know lots of children are tempted. They have seen the evidence—half-eaten cookies, scuff marks on the hearth, not to mention the piles of presents—but Santa . . . he still remains a mystery.

So why, with all those kids laying out cookies and milk, did Santa Claus come to see me? That’s what all the children ask whenever I tell my story. Why you, Mr. Hall? Why did Santa visit you?

After all, I was just a regular Kentucky kid, not so different from any other boy. My family wasn’t rich, and it wasn’t poor. The town I lived in wasn’t big, but it wasn’t small either. I wasn’t even that well behaved, although I certainly wasn’t bad. In other words, there was nothing special about me.

Was it because of who I would become? Did Santa know that one day that little kid on the hill would become an actor, and that his most famous role would be Santa Claus? Did he know the future? Is that why he came?

When I met Santa later—we’ll get to that part, don’t worry—I asked him that question.

“No, I didn’t know you’d play me,” he said, shaking his head. “My magic is Christmas magic. It can get me around the world in one night, and it can keep straight who’s been naughty and who’s been nice, but it can’t tell me the future. Frankly, Charlie, I never thought we’d meet again.”






OEBPS/images/back.jpg







OEBPS/images/common.jpg







OEBPS/images/9781476743752.jpg
T @lirfsfmas
«%l)/e about

;. : the ij(agic

T+ AT X of CBe/[eving

THE RADIO CITY CHRISTMAS SPECTACULAR SANTA
WITH NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR BRET WITTER







OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Santa Claus

cal

A True @hris{mas Slable
About the Cyv[agic o]( (Believing

CHARLES EDWARD HALL

THE RADIO CITY CHRISTMAS SPECTACULAR SANTA
WITH NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR
BRET WITTER

G

GALLERY BOOKS

NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY NEW DELHI







