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      “It’s not Christmas!”

      My Dad just kept walking. I slid on my heels, contemplating stepping on his toes if he did not let go of me.

      Dad turned, his face drawn and impatient as ever. “Of course not, Marie—it’s Christmas Eve.” He spoke in the same tone of voice that he used on clients over the telephone when he was trying to get their money.

      “Come on,” he said, letting go of my wrist and prodding me forward.

      I felt like I was in a bad dream. Here we were, at the North Pole, like every other Christmas Eve. We made this trip once a year with hundreds of others; there’s nothing like seeing the real North Pole to brighten the season with real Christmas magic. I loved the bright colors, the music, and of course, the elves. The elves always caused me to stare in wonder, no matter how often I saw them. This trip should have been even better since my Dad finally got to come with us. But it wasn’t. Something was different.

      Something was wrong.

      The elves were not dressed in their bright reds, greens, blues, and silvers. Instead, they all wore uniform shirts, dull red, with ‘Happy Holidays’ written on a little green patch over the left shoulder. The air didn’t sparkle with magic, and I could barely hear the music over the yelling and arguing. It was coming mostly from the parents, who were looking at the price lists of toys and gifts, then shaking their heads and dragging their crying children away.

      That wasn’t right! Everyone came to The Pole for fun, not shopping, and certainly not arguing!

      I closed my eyes, trying to block it all out. Somehow, as long as my eyes stayed tightly shut, I could clearly remember the wonderful colors and bright lights of last year’s Christmas. I could remember the elves talking in their happy, lightly accented voices—voices that made me think that if snow could speak, that’s what it would sound like. I remembered the toys, the music, the brightly-colored wrapping paper.

      The huge wrapping machine, with sparkling glass around each side, was always my favorite. Colored wrapping paper peeked out of the glass windows in fantastic designs. It would spin like a top, flinging paper in every direction. Each piece of wrapping would fold itself right onto presents as they were handed out to anyone who passed by. It was magical—the sound, the smells… everything that was truly Christmas.

      As soon as I opened my eyes, the vision was gone. In its place was the biggest shopping mall I had ever seen, with as much feeling and fun as a hardware store.

      Ann stepped up beside me. “Look at all the toys!” she said, running to a shelf full of stuffed animals and gathering them in armloads.

      Father frowned. “Not so many. They cost too much.”

      Ann’s face scrunched up in a confused frown. “What do you mean? It’s Christmas!”

      “But the rules have changed,” a voice spoke behind her. An elf boy stood there, his hands clasped behind his back. Elves were never the short, bearded guys you see in picture books; those were just silly pictures they drew to make us giggle. Elves look a lot like children, or sometimes teenagers. This one was probably a hundred years old, but he looked like he was twelve. At least, he would have looked like he was twelve if he hadn’t been so somber, frowning at us the way he was.

      “Everyone must buy their own presents this year,” he said.

      Ann looked down at her armful of toys. “...no gifts?”

      The elf shook his head with a stern frown. “No gifts. We make them. You buy them.”

      Ann looked close to tears. My nightmare was real. Sure, I’d heard that things were going to be a little different this year, but no presents from Santa?!

      Father put a hand on Ann’s shoulders and, reaching around her, and put all the toys back on the metal shelves. “I’ll buy you something, Ann. Don’t worry.”

      Ann sniffled.

      “Ho! Ho! Ho!” someone laughed behind us. “Happy Holidays! One and all!”

      I turned, my hope rising. Santa would fix it all! He would put Christmas back the way it was supposed to be!

      Whomever I saw, he wasn’t Santa. He was big, white-haired, and wore a beard. However, he wasn’t especially jolly, even though he was smiling. “Welcome to the North Pole!” he said. “What would you like to buy? Why waste time getting gifts? Buy something you like for yourself! It saves time, and if you buy tonight, you will save up to 20% off your purchase next year. Ho! Ho! Ho!” he laughed again.

      Ann looked like she might scream, but whether from rage or fright, I couldn’t tell.

      Father greeted the new “Mr. Holiday” as mom stepped up beside them. Mr. Holiday shook her hand. He ignored us, so Ann and I gratefully slipped away.
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            Journ

          

        

      

    

    
      Ann was looking at dolls. All of them were in closed glass cases so that you couldn’t hold them. There was no sign of the sweet elf dollmakers of last year who would wrap them up in blankets to send them home with you for Christmas. I felt like running away. What was this place? Why had it changed? I hurried to the next room, where games were shelved nicely, one on top of the other—but no one was playing. Usually, elves and children played together on Christmas Eve. We played board games, card games, video games; games were such fun to play with elves. Now, all that fun was stacked and shelved away with extra displays taking up the play space to show off the newest items. This should have excited me—I love games. I’m really very good at them—but I would have much rather had the space to play.

      A woman with a kid in tow brushed past me. “Excuse you,” she mumbled irritably, pulling a game from the shelf. She shook her head at the price tag but took it anyway before moving on. Everyone was acting like that—angry and in a hurry. I ran through another door, looking in one room, then another, and another. It was all the same; they were all full of Christmasy things, yet it was not Christmas at all. If I hadn’t been so upset, I might have noticed the signs that said ‘No Visitors,’ but I didn’t.

      

      Finally, I stopped running, realizing that I didn’t know where I was. My shoes were slick on the hallway floor as I slid to a stop. The tiles were white marble, speckled with flakes of blue and gold. Around me were rows and rows of huge red and green doors lit by Christmas lights. The air had the Christmas smell of oranges and sugar, with only the faintest sounds coming from the store somewhere behind me.

      Standing alone in this lonely and forgotten hallway, it felt like Christmas for the first time.

      “Hey, you!”

      Spinning, I ran down the hall, thinking I was going back the way I came, until I ran smack into a red door. It was locked, but I could hear shoppers on the other side. If I could just get through!

      Suddenly, somebody grabbed the hood of my coat and spun me around to face them.

      I swung a fist. “Let me go!”

      “Whoa! Hold on there. I’m not hurting you am I?”

      I paused. I was staring face to face with an elf. He was taller than I was by a good few inches. He had dark hair that looked like silver glitter had been thrown on it. I immediately noticed the red and white striped shirt, the Christmas green trousers, and narrow shoes. He looked as Christmasy and forgotten as this empty hallway.

      He let go of my hood, looking down at me in concern. I had never seen a look like that on an elf’s face; he was empty-eyed, worried, and hopeless. It made me want to cry.

      “Who are you?” he asked, measuring me up and down with his eyes.

      I wondered if he could tell that I hadn’t been perfectly good this year. He waited a moment, giving me the opportunity to answer, then finally grew impatient, and must have used magic because he suddenly knew my name.

      “Marie, you are not supposed to be here. You are breaking Mr. Holiday’s rules.”

      After the disappointment with the games, running through the whole store frantically, then nearly getting scared right out of my snow boots, all my anger suddenly turned to words. “I don’t care what Mr. Holiday says! He knows nothing about Christmas at all!”

      The elf looked at me again. “I like you,” he said with a smile, turning and gesturing for me to follow him. “Come.”

      

      “How much do you know about Christmas?” the elf asked, striding down the hall and away from the noise of the store.

      “Well, this year, it’s all wrong, that’s what I know. Everything is too expensive, the parents are upset, and no one’s laughing!”

      “And why do you think that is?”

      “Well...” I thought of all the changes from last year to this one. “…the elves are dressed wrong.” I looked at him down, then up, from his pointed shoes and green socks to his glitter-filled hair. “Except for you.”

      He nodded. “I’m sort of what they call a ‘traditionalist,’ to put it nicely, anyways. But think, Marie. Out of all the different things you’ve seen, which one is the most horrible and disappointing of them all to children? What kills the spirit of Christmas as sure as stars fall?”

      I thought about it, but it didn’t take long to find the answer. “Santa isn’t giving any presents this year; he’s making everyone buy them themselves.”

      “Exactly.” The elf swung around a corner, and I had to hurry to keep up.

      “And when you kill the spirit of giving, take it away from Christmas, then there is no Christmas. I don’t mean toys and presents now, mind you, I mean giving—and it’s gone!”

      I felt like crying as Ann had when Father told her she couldn’t have the stuffed animals. “There has to be something we can do! There just has to!”

      The elf turned, facing me directly. His dark eyes had a tiny glimmer of light in them, brighter than the glitter in his hair. “Marie, my name is Journ, and I need your help. We need to save Christmas!”
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