
[image: Cover: Talk Santa to Me, by Linda Urban]


Talk Santa to Me

Linda Urban






[image: Talk Santa to Me, by Linda Urban, Atheneum Books for Young Readers]






[image: ]

For Claire






ORIGIN STORY

I was born in a stable.

A deluxe model, indoor-outdoor stable, with a light-up roof star and grass-mat flooring (discontinued item). My mom had been carrying a three-foot shepherd from the stockroom when the first serious labor pain hit. I’ve always been impulsive, Mom says, and once I got the notion that I had outgrown my current quarters, boom. She knew I was moving out.

She lugged the shepherd to his spot on the showroom floor—even wholesale, indoor-outdoor shepherds are expensive; you don’t drop a shepherd—and shouted for someone to call Dad. One of the before-hours stock ladies was a high school nurse making some extra money in the off-season. She got Mom to lie down among the sheep set of three and take deep, cleansing breaths in time with the music on the store sound system. Gene Autry. “Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer.”

“Nick!” my mom had hollered. She wanted to look into my dad’s eyes during the deep, cleansing breaths, like they had practiced in birthing class, but Dad was in the Tree Shed dealing with an artificial spruce debacle, so she focused on the polyvinyl resin face of a midsize wise man instead.

It happened fast. Rudolph had barely had a chance to go down in history before I was being swaddled in a Hollydale Holiday Shop “Christmas in July Sale” apron and nestled in her arms. Dad showed up a minute later asking if I was a boy, and could they name me Blitzen?

The story goes that my mom didn’t even look at him. She just kept staring into the warm, supportive, painted-on eyes of the wise man. “Her name,” she said, “is Frankincense.”

Call me Francie. Please.
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I am already saying I’m sorry when I fling open the door of Uncle Jack’s truck.

I’m sorry for making him wait, sorry my Santa alarm didn’t go off, sorry that even though I knew he was doing me a special favor by picking me up at the pre-crack of dawn on his way home from All Saints’ Day Mass so I wouldn’t have to ride the freezing-cold bus to Hollydale High School, I was not waiting on my front porch for him as promised. Instead I had awakened fewer than five minutes earlier, when the distant rumble of his truck turning onto Santa Claus Lane penetrated the rather excellent dream I was having about road tripping in Uncle Jack’s pristine, vintage Miata with a teenage, pre-Wakanda Michael B. Jordan.

From the moment I woke up, I am about to assure him, I had not dallied but had been a blur of very responsible motion, launching myself from my bed, throwing on the first-impression outfit that—thanks to the wisdom of my best friend, Alice Kim, whose smart-girl miniskirt I had borrowed as part of the ensemble—was hanging at the ready in my closet, and snagging my pre-packed backpack on the way out the door, all without whining, cursing, or turning on a single light.

It is that last bit, that dressing-in-the-dark bit, that freezes me mid-sorry, because there, in the dim cab light of Uncle Jack’s pickup truck, I have suddenly come face-to-skirt with a mystery greater than the heavenly ascension of souls Uncle Jack has spent the last hour at Mass pondering.

For reasons that I cannot understand, I am not wearing Alice’s smart-girl, first-impression miniskirt. What I am wearing is a puzzle. A riddle. A conundrum. It is also an insult to the spirit, a spike to the soul, and a 100% certain death blow to any hope of first-impressioning I might have planned.

What I am wearing is a knee-length, pea-green polyester skater skirt trimmed with glittering, snow-white faux fur and covered in eye-searing, electric-red candy canes.

When I say electric red, I mean electric red.

When you grow up in a family like mine, there are things you know better than most people. Which adhesive works best on a yak-hair beard, for example. Where to get a size XXXL four-inch-wide patent leather belt. How to say “Merry Christmas” in sixteen different languages. You also learn pretty quickly that though you use the word all the time, there is no such thing as red. There are only reds, my Grampa Chris used to say. Reds that calm and reds that alarm. Reds that make a person feel cozy and safe. Reds that stay in your vision minutes after you’ve closed your eyes. Crimson and vermilion and garnet and poppy and flame. Pomegranate. Merlot. Candy apple. Rose. Christmas red and Valentine red and red that looks lonely without white and blue beside it. Brick. Scarlet. Current. Blood. Plus all the reds between those colors, reds we might not even recognize as red and haven’t yet been named.

So, when I say electric red, I mean electric red. The color of the candy canes on this ridiculous skirt in which I am inexplicably clad is electric and eye-searing and the exact opposite of the subtly sophisticated first impression I intended to make today.

Things like this do not happen to girls whose parents are accountants.

I fight my impulse to whine and curse and turn instead to beg Uncle Jack to wait just one more minute while I run inside to change. But then I notice his reaction to my outfit. A reaction that is decidedly different from mine.

Uncle Jack is crying. And not with laughter. He is legit crying. “Oh, Francie,” he says, wiping his eyes. “What a beautiful gesture.”

What? Am I still dreaming?

I am about to look around for Michael B. when I notice the church bulletin on the seat next to Uncle Jack, and just like that, I understand what he means. My dear, sweet Uncle Jack has interpreted this confounding wardrobe atrocity as a deliberate All Saints’ Day remembrance of his father, my Grampa Chris.

I could correct him, of course, but it seems more generous to let him persist in his belief that his niece is a kind and thoughtful soul. Plus, okay, I only have about three hundred dollars in my bank account right now, and the more good feelings Uncle Jack has about me, the lower the down payment he’ll probably ask when I approach him about the possibility of buying his Miata when I get my driver’s license this summer. Which, if I’m perfectly honest, is already likely to be a lot lower than true market value. Uncle Jack is a softy. The oldest of his siblings and the most emotional, he tears up at hymns, coffee commercials, parades, and school plays. This is why he is a terrible Santa. As soon as a rosy-cheeked kid sits on his knee and says, “I love you,” Uncle Jack starts weeping. It frightens the children.

Dad took over the Santa duties when Grampa Chris died. Other than getting totally wigged-out-nervous doing our local cable show An Evening with Santa, he’s pretty good at it. Not as good as Grampa Chris, of course, but nobody is as good as that. In Hollydale, Christopher Wood was Santa Claus.

And then there’s my Aunt Carole, for whom the only explanation is a switched-at-birth hospital mix-up. Somewhere, I am certain, there is a devious Grinch family shaking their green-tinted heads over how disappointing their sweet-tempered daughter turned out to be.

“I miss him, too,” I tell Uncle Jack. And it is the truth. So much the truth that I find I’m tearing up a little as well. Still, I can’t go to school like this. I decide to make up some kind of story about how I wanted him to see this skirt but school is school and I’m going to run back inside and change and—

Uncle Jack takes a handkerchief from his pocket and blows his nose. “Thank you, honey,” he says. Then something about his face changes. “Francie.” There is a solemnity to his voice. “I understand we’re running late already, but I want you to listen carefully to what I have to say and react calmly. Can you do that?”

Oh, holy night.

I suppose it was inevitable. Uncle Jack is going to tell me that despite my skirt, he is disappointed in me. That it is not okay that I was late and that I need to be more responsible. He will remind me that the Christmas season is stressful for my family and that Aunt Carole, in particular, is paying attention to my actions and that my dad is under enough pressure with the store finances and I need to tame my impulsive nature and do better. And he’s right.

Go ahead, Uncle Jack. I’m ready.

“Francie.” Uncle Jack takes a deep breath. “It’s Lemon Square Day.”

Lemon Square Day. The overhead light in the cab has dimmed, but I can still make out Uncle Jack’s grin.

“Lemon… Square… Day?” I clutch my chest with one hand, grab the door handle with the other. “It’s LEMON SQUARE DAY?” I pretend to swoon. Truly? You know nothing of life until you’ve had a lemon square from Fletcher’s Bakery and Café. The sweet, tart lemon curd. The moist, cakey base. The ginger crumble topping. State secrets have been turned for such lemon squares. Marriages ruined. The confessionals at Our Lady of Sorrows Catholic Church and School have lines out the door the week of Lemon Square Day, so many selfish acts have been performed in their pursuit. And yet…

I am wearing a pea green skirt with electric-red candy canes on it. On the first day of a new class, first-impression day.

“What do you say?” asks Uncle Jack.

What do I say?

Impulse or impression?

Confection or costume change?

Dessert or dignity?
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The ginger crumble of a Fletcher’s Bakery lemon square is covered with an obscene amount of powdered sugar, and now, after a bumpy ride in Uncle Jack’s pickup truck, so am I. There’s no time to do much about it except button my cardigan across my chest, hold my binder low over the front of my skirt, and dart into Mythology Today as the bell rings. Mythology Today is one of these quarter-long exploratory English classes that Hollydale feels “brings relevance and authenticity to student reading and writing.” With our block schedule, that means I’ll have it Tuesdays, Thursdays, and alternating Fridays—barring holidays, make-up sessions, and principal caprice.

A glance confirms what I expected: There are a few sophomores in the class, but most are juniors. Cluster of comic book and theater kids. Pack of puckheads in the back. All in all, a pretty random sampling of the Hollydale student body. I slip into the closest available desk, open my binder in my lap so it covers most of my skirt, and try to convince myself of the unlikelihood that anyone would notice anyway, or care. Yesterday was Halloween, after all, and last week some of these people wore vampire teeth and full-on Wookies suits to school.

I try to focus. At the front of the room, Ms. Colando is leaning on a lectern, fiddling with her class list. I don’t know much about her except that she goes to Comic-Con every July, where, apparently, she spends as much money on official T-shirts as she does hotel and airfare. There exists at Hollydale High School a much-agreed-upon rumor that Ms. Colando once had an evening of unspeakable Comic-Con romance with one of the guys who played Batman, though there is no consensus as to whether it was with Affleck or Keaton. Some even espouse an Adam West theory, but those people do so more for the entertainment value of the claim than any real faith in the position.

Today Ms. Colando has selected a vintage T-shirt from 2004. The shirt has faded to a dead-mothy color but the central image remains discernable—a particularly biceptual Superman flexing himself free of the sort of chain my best friend, Alice, and I once used to lock our bikes to the rack outside the public library. As Ms. Colando starts talking, I wonder how Superman got himself into this be-chained state. What sort of villain would employ such pathetic restraints? Maybe a super-pumped Tour de France–type. The Cyclist? No, wait… the Doper. Stripped of his glory after a steroid investigation, the Doper vows revenge against the firecracker reporter who broke the story, Superman’s main squeeze, Lois Lane. The Doper has captured Lois, dressed her in unflattering spandex, and locked her in his parents’ garage, where he threatens to… do something. My story stalls here, as they often do. This is why I took Mythology Today this quarter instead of Creative Writing. I’ve got a knack for setup, but after that it takes more faith in the story’s outcome than I am able to muster. Seems smarter to stick with writing about things I know.

“Frankincense?” asks Ms. Colando.

I look up, afraid that I have been caught daydreaming and ruined my first impression already, but Ms. Colando is not looking at me. She has her finger on her attendance book. My inattentiveness has not caught her eye; my name has.

There is the usual snickering from the room. A few people have been in class with me before, but since I never use it, they’ve forgotten my full name. For everyone else, my name is new and an opportunity for momentary mockery. “Frankincense,” repeats one of the puckheads in a voice that is both goofy and vaguely threatening.

“Francie,” I tell Ms. Colando.

“Francie.” Ms. Colando makes eye contact, scratches something into her attendance book, then points her pencil at me. “What is myth?”

Despite my Superman daydreaming, I have been paying enough attention to know this is not the only time she has asked the question this period. She’s one of those teachers who swears there is no right answer and therefore asks the same question over and over, soliciting a broad variety of responses. Of course, there is a right answer, which you know because these same teachers quit asking the question once they have received it. Apparently we have not yet reached that point.

Most of the answers thus far have been about gods and goddesses. DeKieser Shelby covered the “ancient” angle and also said something about explanatory stories. Of course she didn’t use that exact vocabulary. She said “old, old stories or whatever where the people tried to figure out stuff?” DeKieser’s really smart and particularly good at math—something I never would have guessed when we first met because of the way she talks. Now that we’re friends, I’ve learned to think of her use of words like “stuff” and “whatever” as variables like x or y—placeholders for real words, which, through a logical, systematic process, are actually deducible. Unfortunately, just as many of my high school peers avoid higher math, concluding that it is too hard, they also avoid DeKieser, concluding that she is too simple. DeKieser says she doesn’t care, though. That her real friends and the girls she dates understand what she means and that’s enough. Like I said, DeKieser is really smart.

Ms. Colando waits as I grasp for another definition of myth. “Things people believe that really aren’t true,” I say.

Several rows behind me, there’s a strangulated cough, like someone has inhaled a wad of chewing gum. Laughter follows.

“Mm-hmm,” says Ms. Colando. She marks her book, then scans the room for another answer. I will need to pay better attention in this class. No more supervillain daydreams. At least, not until I figure Ms. Colando out enough to know what sort of answers she does want. Soul-searching and abstract? I can meet that challenge. Brief and factual? I can do that too. Parroting her own words? Easy-peasy. I went to Catholic school for nine years before coming to Hollydale last year.

“What is myth?” Ms. Colando consults her attendance book again. “Gunther?”

Gunther Hobbes. First-string defenseman. Varsity hockey. Apparently he was in the pack of puckheads I glimpsed earlier. I tuck my skirt further under my binder.

“Myth is what you have to study if Sports Writing is full,” says Gunther. The puckheads crack up again.

“You can write about sports in this class if you choose,” says Ms. Colando. “Aside from contemporary religions, you can write about practically any subject that has a mythology to it.”

“Why can’t we write about religion?” asks a theater girl.

“Because I’d like to keep my job,” says Ms. Colando.

“There’s no mythology in hockey,” says someone else in the puckhead region of the classroom.

“Ah, but there’s a mythology of hockey.” Ms. Colando taps the lectern. “I’m not really equipped to tell you about it, since I don’t know much about the game—”

“All you have to know is Vikings RULE!” The puckheads make loud hooting sounds and slap their desks.

Ms. Colando is neither amused nor irritated—or at least, she looks neither amused nor irritated. She looks like someone waiting for elevator doors to open, like she understands the futility of anything other than patient endurance.

Another voice: “Myth is a way of keeping order. It’s how people in power tell a story confirming that things are exactly the way they should be.”

Even before I turn around I know what happened. Some poor nerd came to class early and sat in a seemingly safe spot near the back of the room, only to be surrounded by a pack of late-arriving puckheads. A single salmon among grizzlies.

I turn to look as best I can without disturbing the binder on my lap, but find the back quarter of the room salmon-free.

“And people not in power?” asks Ms. Colando.

“Myths tell them that whatever lousy situation they’re in is either fate or their fault. It keeps them from trying to do something about it.”

The speaker is no fish. He is Hector Ramirez. Recent transfer student. Sophomore. He’s in the same Algebra II class that DeKieser and I are in. I would have recognized him if he’d been sitting a few rows in front of me, as he does in Algebra II. He has noteworthy shoulders, Hector Ramirez does. I can say this objectively.

It turns out his shoulders are equally nice from the front. I draw this conclusion just as someone from behind Hector’s noteworthy shoulders offers a roundhouse slug to his arm, knocking him a few inches sideways. A few inches is all that is necessary to reveal the dimpled face of the slugger. Sam Spinek.

Oh, holy night.

Ms. Colando is talking again and people around me seem to be writing something down, but for a second I swear I smell chlorine and it’s hard to think. Eventually, the bell rings. I tuck my skirt more tightly under myself and make a show of zipping up a pencil case so I can stay seated until the puckheads leave. They do so in a clump, bumping shoulders and hooting. I wait until it’s just me and DeKieser in the room before lifting my binder from my lap and getting up out of my seat. Which is how I’m caught standing in front of my desk, electric candy canery in full view, as first-string defenseman Gunther Hobbes leans back into the classroom.

“Nice outfit,” he says. And then he sticks out his tongue.

“Ew,” says DeKieser when Gunther returns, hooting, to the hall. “Was he going to lick your skirt and stuff? He’s so, like, stuck at five years old or whatever.”

DeKieser might be good at math, but she’s off on this equation. Gunther Hobbes isn’t stuck in a moment eleven years past. Only two.
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This is how it happened. I was a few weeks shy of my thirteenth birthday and was sitting with Mina Patel on her front porch. Mina is a year older than I am and lives in the small subdivision behind the Hollydale Holiday Shop, making her one of the few friends whose houses I could walk to. Even so, we were just summer friends, together only when Alice was in Michigan visiting her Korean grandma and Mina couldn’t get her brother to drive her to her real friends’ houses. We hung out as middle schoolers must, fully aware that if either of us had other options, we’d take them.

Anyway, we were sitting there talking about all the places we’d drive to if we had cars and licenses when Sam Spinek came riding by on his bike. Mina and I had hung out with him a couple times earlier that week, once even talking about the origins of our names (Sam, named for the one-time governor of Texas; Mina, named for the daughter of a Hindu god and also of a distant aunt; me, well, you know the story). Sam was fourteen then, like Mina, and went to public school like Mina, and played hockey like Mina, and so when he stopped in front of the house, he and Mina talked about all those things for a while.

Sam Spinek has this scar under his right eye that he got from a hockey puck. The scar looks like a dimple, and as he and Mina talked, I watched it move. I watched it and I watched it until I was mesmerized by it. Until I came to the conclusion that I could keep on watching it until the end of time, which reminded me to check my phone. It was eight o’clock and I had promised Mom I’d be home by eight thirty, so I told Mina goodbye and started walking. I was only a few houses away when Sam Spinek and his mesmerizing dimple rode up beside me. “Hey, Frankincense,” he said. “I can give you a ride if you want.”

Oh, dimpled boy, I thought. I want.

Without another thought, I got on his bike, and he started doing that standing-up-to-pedal thing you have to do when someone else is sitting on your bike and I had to hold on to his hips so I wouldn’t fall, which was pretty mesmerizing in its own right. And then Sam Spinek stand-pedaled me out of Mina’s subdivision and down Fair Street and up Santa Claus Lane and to the bottom of my driveway. I got off his bike and I whispered thanks and there was this strange blankety quiet between us. Sam Spinek was still straddling his bike and his hands were still on the handlebars but his face started getting closer to mine, and then there was nothing but face and dimple, and just like that I knew he was going to kiss me.

This gorgeous, dimpled older boy was going to kiss me. My first kiss.

I closed my eyes in anticipation of his lips.

What I felt was not really lips so much as tongue pushing into my mouth—stiff and straight, like one of those balsa wood sticks at the pediatrician’s office.

What’s the word for that stick? I remember thinking. And then, Why is this tongue in my mouth?

It is French kissing, I told myself.

The French are messed up, myself told me. But we’re kissing, right? This is kissing?

And then Sam Spinek took his tongue out of my mouth and I said goodbye and he pedaled away and I walked up the long driveway to my house. I must have opened the door because I was inside the house. And I must have gone up the stairs because then I was in my room. And I must have walked to the window because then I was looking outside and I was not seeing Sam Spinek or his bicycle but I was thinking, I have been kissed. I have had my first kiss. And suddenly all the parts of my nearly thirteen-year-old body react. Face sees how many capillaries it can fire off at one time. Stomach does an inventory of its contents and considers ridding itself of them all. Knees make like bendy straws. Hair prickles at nape. Tongue? Tongue is unresponsive. Just as it had been earlier. But now it wonders, Should I have moved or something?



The answer came a few days later in Mina’s backyard swimming pool. There was swimming. There was splashing. There was Marco Polo–ing. I, feeling worldly now that I had had someone else’s tongue in my mouth, teased Mina’s brother, Amar, who was a junior and very popular. He and his friends would not have chosen to share this body of water with me under any other circumstances but that Mina invited me in and it was 92 degrees out.

I’ve forgotten now what I said to Amar, but I know what he said in response: “Oh yeah?” That, I remember quite well. Amar said, “Oh yeah?” and then he said, “At least I know how to kiss.”

Tongue was supposed to do something!

“Did you kiss Francie?” Mina yelled at Amar.

“Heck, no. Spinek did. He said she doesn’t know how to kiss. He told us at Weights.”

“Weights” is what Amar called the Patel family garage where he had a bunch of barbells and a bench and some other workout stuff, and where he and his fellow cool boys could lift and grunt and, apparently, swap stories about neighbor girls and their lack of kissing acumen.

I sunk underwater. If Amar had more to say, I didn’t want to hear it. Through the chlorinated blue, I could see the bottom half of Mina, slim in her bikini. Amar’s leg hair was thick enough to be noticed from across the pool. Marco and the Polos were still. I stayed there, submerged, trying to think of what I could say when I surfaced. I could think of nothing. Nothing. Nothing. What seemed like minutes passed. Less and less air reached my brain. Even now, I swear I saw an octopus swim by.

“Even I know how to kiss,” the possible octopus said as he passed. “Your life is over.”

My lungs chimed in that the octopus would be right unless I surfaced, and so I did. People were Marco Polo–ing again, but their hearts were not in it. They were only pretending to search for one another. Mina had threatened them and said they would all have to get out of the pool and go home if anyone said another word, but Amar was done swimming anyway. He pulled himself up out of the water in such a manly way one would have suspected he had been paid to do so by a swimsuit company. “I’m going to lift,” he told his friends, who upon hearing this declaration leaped from the water like theme park seals. I watched them towel off and follow him to Weights, then turn momentarily toward me, as if directed by some hidden force, and in unison, stick out their popular-boy tongues.

A depressor, I remembered then. That’s what it’s called.
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I’m still thinking about Gunther Hobbes’s tongue when the bus drops me off at the North Pole. Santa Claus Lane is a private road, about a half mile long. Near the far end, on the eastern side, it sprouts a long driveway, which leads up a small rise to my family’s house. Colonial-style, built in the 1970s, it looks exactly the same as the colonials that elbow one another in the tight subdivisions that surround the old-town part of Hollydale. Our house is notable only for the fact that there are no other such houses in view here. What is in view is the Hollydale Holiday Shop, which sits on the opposite side of Santa Claus Lane.

The Holiday Shop is not a single storefront but a collection of buildings that were once part of a small nineteenth-century dairy operation. A midsize milking barn is now a two-story retail space, the majority of which is stocked year-round with Christmas decor. The front display area changes seasonally, depending on the profitability of the holiday. St. Patrick’s is hardly worth putting shamrocks out for, but Halloween is money. If this wasn’t an Alice day, Mom would have me working in the shop right now, moving the skeletons and zombie masks to the discount bins and replacing them with hand-painted turkey platters and LET’S GIVE THANKS yard signs. When I got home from school, I peeked in long enough to see that the day’s display transition had been slow. The Día de los Muertos display looked fairly picked over, while the front table featured both pilgrims and vampires. Norman Rockwell, meet Norman Bates.

On the far side of the barn, nearest the parking lot, is the Tree Shed, the interior of which looks like Walt Disney fever-dreamed a forest. Grampa Chris used to love this building. Noble fir, spruce, Norwegian pine, balsam—all artificial, all pre-lit, all thematically decorated (“Baby’s First Christmas,” “Visions of Sugar Plums,” “Mele Kalikimaka”)—line a wandering path edged by a six-inch-tall picket fence and blankets of glitter-spattered Faux Snow. Tucked between the trees are some of our best automatons: Santa at his desk scribbling a Nice list; Mrs. Claus obsessively huffing out a candle; an elf removing a shiny green present from Santa’s pack, thinking better of the gift, and shoving it back into the bag. We don’t sell a lot of these, but they are a big draw for families. Kids love the magic of watching something move, wondering if some tiny part of that elf or Claus is alive. You can see the kids completely transfixed, holding their breath in the possibility. They wait for the mechanical Santa to reveal his aliveness—to wink or whisper the watcher’s name—to say Yes, I am real and you, special child, are the only one who knows. At least, I assume this is still true. I don’t really go in the Tree Shed anymore.

The Tree Shed eats up a lot of electricity, so we don’t open it until the first weekend of November, which is this upcoming weekend, which is why, as I stand at the bus stop in front of the North Pole texting Alice, I can sometimes hear my dad shouting for someone to check the wheels on the Gumdrop Express or to turn the flocker on a Frasier fir.

There are a couple of other outbuildings around, mostly for storage. A five-car garage houses the trailer-mounted sled and mechanical reindeer we use for the Hollydale Holiday Parade, as well as the true miracle of vehicles, Uncle Jack’s beautiful, yellow, tarp-covered Miata. Unlike the Tree Shed, I visit the garage whenever I can.

Aside from the shop itself, the building I spend the most time in is the administrative building for the Holiday Shop business, a building we call the North Pole. Once upon a time, the North Pole was a sprawling old farmhouse where my Grampa Chris spent his childhood, but when he took over the ornament-import business from his father, he converted the farmhouse into administrative offices, the staff breakroom, and, eventually, Santa School classrooms. It’s the marketing face of the business. The image on every Santa School brochure and tourist flyer we print.

When Uncle Jack and I drove to school this morning, the North Pole was still decorated for Halloween, but sometime during the day the window ghosts and jack-o’-lanterns were replaced with our traditional Christmas fare. For as long as I can remember, the North Pole has been tastefully decorated, with tiny white lights on the roofline ($9.99 per one hundred–bulb strand) and an artificial boxwood wreath in each of the nine front windows, illuminated by an electric candle and tied with a crimson bow. Traditionally, the front door has been similarly be-wreathed, but this year, after a significant argument, Aunt Carole convinced Dad to let her robotic intern, Bryan, replace the artificial boxwood with a massive modern silver job, barnacled with mirrored bulbs and chunky crystals. This is my first up close look at it. It looks like somebody hot glued a snow tire with rhinestones and foil-wrapped potatoes.

I drop my backpack on the porch and sit underneath the wreath, tucking my ridiculous skirt under my legs to protect me from the scratchy SEASON’S GREETINGS doormat ($54.95). It is possible that DeKieser was right, that Gunther was simply responding to the candy canes on my skirt or even to the powdered sugar on my sweater. The taunting of my thirteenth summer did not last long, after all. Utter humiliation prevented me from ever going back to Mina’s house. Occasionally during the following few weeks I’d be with Mom at the grocery store or walking across Fair Street to go to the library and some boy would stick his tongue out at me. But then Grampa Chris died and so, too, did the teasing. At least, I thought it did.

When Alice’s bus gets here, I’ll tell her what happened and she’ll use all her investigative reporter skills to sort it out for me. I find myself wondering for the billionth time if I should have just continued my Catholic education and gone to Regina, Queen of Heaven like Alice did. Then we’d be at the same school, where there’d be no Sam Spinek and no Gunther Hobbes, and if somehow there was a Gunther Hobbes–like person around, Alice would dig up some dirt on them and threaten to print it in the school paper and that would be that.

For a second, I worry that I got the day wrong, that Alice has newspaper after school today. Or that she’s decided that it is just too hard to keep a friendship going this way. That it is more convenient to hang out with Regina girls or friends who live within walking distance of her house. Next year, when I can drive, it will be easier. I’ll pick Alice up after school and we won’t be stuck doing homework at my house with my brothers in our business and Mom calling to remind me to remind Gram to put the lasagna in the oven. If I still believed in Santa, that’s what I’d put on my list. I’d also ask him to make sure Alice doesn’t get too fed up with our situation before I get my license and buy Uncle Jack’s Miata. Maybe I’d ask for the money to buy it too.

I did start texting Alice about what happened with Gunther, but since I seem to lack the basic skill that typifies my generation, nearly every text I send requires dedicated proofreading or NSA-level decoding. After a few autocorrect mishaps, I give up. Alice isn’t answering, anyway, which means she’s probably busy talking with one of her Regina friends, or maybe even flirting with a guy. In a cost-saving measure, Alice’s school shares buses with the Catholic boys’ high school, Saint Lawrence, and a nearby academy for teenage Protestants. Apparently this makes the bus a sort of interfaith club scene for teens who can’t yet drive.

From inside the North Pole I can hear Aunt Carole’s voice, which is the exact pitch and timbre to rattle the wreath above my head. A moment later, the door clicks open behind me. Intern Bryan.

“Francesca,” she says in a way that is both chirpy and clipped and which only strengthens my suspicion that Bryan is not really the community college business student she claims to be but a robot Aunt Carole has been constructing on weekends.

“Briana,” I say. If she can get my name wrong, I can at least return the favor. I see her soulless eyes fixate on the candy-caned abomination I’m wearing and I prepare myself for a snide robotic remark.

“Where’s the vest?” she says.

If that’s a joke, I’m not getting it. “What vest?”

“The vest that goes with the skirt. Carole had me hang it in your closet so you couldn’t claim to have misplaced it.”

I can’t believe this. “You went in my closet? In my room? In my house?”

Bryan squints. That might not seem like a smug gesture, but it is. “There was a complete set of instructions pinned to the garment. The skirt and vest are a uniform sample. You’re to wear it for a week and report back with your impressions.”

“I can report back right now. It’s hideous.”

Squint. “If you had read the instructions, you would have seen that aesthetic evaluations will be left up to customer focus groups. You are to provide data on durability, breathability, cleanability, visibility, and any significant restriction of movement.”

“This was all on your note?”

“I’m very thorough,” she says, patting her notebook.

For two years, I have told everyone—Mom, Dad, Alice, anyone who asks—that the reason I chose to go to Hollydale High instead of Regina like so many of my Catholic school peers was the uniforms. Every day, the same thing. Plaid skirt, white blouse, green cardigan, green knee socks. No buttons, pins, or noticeable adornments. Each girl in the school was expected to look as much as possible like the next. I swear if they could have issued us identical wigs, they would have. And now Aunt Carole wants uniforms at the shop? I have to believe this is a personal attack, but it would be a huge investment for the store to dress every employee in eye-blistering elf-wear just to torment me. “What does everyone else think?” I ask Bryan.

“Carole is excited about the opportunity to maximize the experiential nature of the Hollydale Holiday Shop. The right uniform, she believes, will boost—”

“I’m not talking about Aunt Carole. I mean the rest of the staff. The cashiers. Receiving. The ladies in Invitations. I can’t see Dottie rocking a vest.”

A tight little grin from Bryan. “This is a sample uniform, Francesca. You are trying it out first.”

It is a personal attack! “No,” I say. “No way. I’m not walking around the shop like some deranged elf while everyone else looks normal.”

“Deranged would reflect your demeanor more than it would the uniform. No, no. Colorful! Playful! Welcoming! Smile-making! Those are the terms more in keeping with the brand identity we’re after.” Bryan pauses and tilts her head, as if she is waiting for further instructions to be radioed from headquarters. They must arrive, because a second later she is tearing a page from her notebook and holding it out to me with a stiff robot arm.

“What’s this?” I ask, but I don’t need to. The page is clearly labeled: TO-DO LIST FOR F. Underneath, in mechanical-looking print, are three items:


	
EXPERIENCE UNIFORM

	COPY MANUAL AND MAIL TO SANTA FRANKLIN

	COMPLETE UNIFORM EVALUATION SHEET BY SATURDAY MORNING



I hold the list out for her to take back. “Check the schedule, Bry. I don’t work today.”

“But you’re wearing your uniform.”

“I didn’t know it was a uniform.”

“So, you chose the deranged-elf look of your own free will?”

I am not explaining to Bryan about dressing in the dark. “Yesterday was Halloween and I agreed to give out candy at the shop so I could have this afternoon off instead, so you can take your list back.” I’m not working today. I’m not doing her list. I am hanging out with Alice. Alice and I only get to see each other a couple of times a week and I am not giving up one of them just so that Bryan can impress Aunt Carole with her personnel management skills.

“Dear, dear.” Bryan flips open her notebook again. “Carole will be so disappointed. Initiative and Dedication are two of the Pillars of Employee Excellence.” Her pen hovers a few inches above what I know is my probation page. A week after Grampa Chris died, Aunt Carole moved here from California to “help out,” which meant bringing a whole bunch of new ideas for how the shop could be modernized and improved. Dad has fought off most of her changes, but he gives her a little territory now and again to keep her off his back. The silver door wreath was one such concession. Another was letting her implement a probationary period for all new hires, during which time there are points for things she calls Pillars: Attendance, Customer Service, Initiative, Holiday Spirit, and the rest. After you work ninety days and get enough points for all the Pillars of Excellence, you qualify for certain benefits, start accruing vacation days, and, most important, get a raise “commensurate with your Pillar level.” In short, Aunt Carole controls how fast I get my Miata money.
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