The Believers
Meredith took my hand, pulled me over to their family room and pointed to the presents around the Christmas tree in the corner of the room.  Her seven-year-old face gleamed with anticipation.

"Wow!" I said.  "Those can't all be for you!"

"Oh, I wish.  But this one is and this one, this one, this one, and this big one! That one is for my mom from my dad." She pointed to a large present with a green ribbon on it.

"Who are these from? Santa Claus doesn't come to your house early, does he?"

"Oh, these are from my mom and dad.  Santa Claus doesn't come 'till Christmas Eve.  Don't tell my parents but I'm going to sneak down in the middle of the night so I can see him." 

"Wait a minute! You get presents from your parents and Santa Claus?  That's not fair." I don't know why I was getting so upset.  After all, I was no longer a "believer".

"Of course we do," she said.  The tree towered with ornaments and colorful, blinking lights.  A string of beads hung perfectly on each bough.  The angel on the top glinted from the lights on the tree.  Presents were piled underneath the tree, each wrapped neatly with bows and ribbons.  There were porcelain Santas and stockings hung by the chimney.  For me, who was nearly a high school graduate, it was just another holiday.  But for the believers it was the best time of the entire year for their biggest fantasies came true.

Meredith bent over, picked up a package from underneath the tree and shook it.  Her small hands grasped the package tightly.  Her eyes sparkled with wonder and a big smile spread across her face.  I had been babysitting for Meredith for six years since I was twelve.  She was definitely a believer.  "This one is from my mom and dad.  It's probably the bed to the Josefina doll I wanted–"
"But how do you know that?" I interrupted her.  I was never able to figure out what my presents were.

"Oh, it's easy! If you shake 'em real good you can kinda get an idea of what they are."  I nodded my head as if she were teaching me something.  I began to think she knew what was inside all of those presents underneath the tree.

"Santa will probably bring me the Josefina doll.  I really hope he does." She put the package down and reached into her pocket.  She pulled out a folded piece of paper.  "Do you want to see my list?" Before I could answer she pushed it into my hands.  "I keep it with me at all times." She danced around the room as if she were a beautiful ballerina.  The thought of Santa Claus and presents had gotten her a little bit excited.

"Did you send one to Santa Claus at the North Pole?" I asked.

She looked at me as if I were a green-eyed monster.  "Well.  Of course, silly! This is the original copy.  The one I sent to Santa was colored with green and red markers.  It was sooo pretty." She pointed to the stars next to every perfectly described item.  "Two stars means that I want it, three stars means that I really want it, four stars means that I really, really want it." Needless to say most of the items had four stars.

I turned toward Meredith's eleven-year-old brother.  He was staring at the TV.  I suspected he was beginning to step over the line I had crossed at about his age.  Christmas was still a great holiday for it lavished him with presents, however he was skeptical that a jolly man named Santa Claus brought these presents to him.  Yes, it had happened.  I didn't even need to ask.  Todd had become a "non-believer."

I realized that I had forgotten what it was like to believe in Santa Claus.  I had sadly lost the ability to believe in anything that I could not confirm with my eyes.  Imagination and fantasy had become merely child's play for me as it for most people my age.  I found the stage that Todd and many other children his age were going through quite sad.  But Meredith still had that childlike ability.

"Oh, I hope Santa thinks I have been good this year.  I've really tried.  I don't fight with my brother that much anymore and I go to bed when my mom tells me.  And I take out the garbage." Meredith grimaced and held her nose shut so she cannot smell the imaginary garbage stench.

Meredith was no different than most Christian kids in this world.  In fact she was part of a majority.  When I went on a field trip to an elementary school and visited a second grade classroom several weeks ago to give out Christmas presents, the believers were quite abundant.

"So what does everyone want Santa Claus to bring them on Christmas?" I asked one group of children.  I had found that Santa Claus was a great conversation piece.

"I hope I get a computer because then I can play games and write stuff."

"I want Santa to bring me a doll and clothes to put on her."

"I want a bicycle.  My mom said I have been real good this year and so I think I'm gonna."

"I don't believe in Santa Claus," one boy said.  "He's not real ya' know.  He's just pretend."  I wanted to cover all of the other children's ears and protect them from such corruption. But this was a natural stage.  In fact I had heard the same thing when I was in elementary school.  However I had found that children don't let go of the ability to believe until they were ready.

"Uh oh! You're bad!" a believer replied.  "All you're going to get from Santa is coal.  The really black kind too." 

A little boy came up to me to give me what seemed like a piece of valuable advice.  "Ya' know what I heard?" he confided.  "I heard that if you don't believe in Santa Claus then all you get is clothes.  Isn't that terrible?" I nodded my head.  At that moment I knew that I had definitely grown up.  I really did want clothes for Christmas.  But I was careful not to let the believers know this.

Christmas had come and gone.  I got clothes.  But for the believers anything was possible.  Meredith told me that Santa had been too good to her.  I wondered if that was actually possible.  She got a Josefina doll and inside the box she showed me Josefina's bed, as she had predicted. she "believed" Christmas was a time of magic, a time when dreams came true.

I came to realize that Santa Claus was real if you had the ability to believe in things that you could not see, if you could see things through your mind and not only your eyes.  The believers had that ability.  But I did not and nor did Todd any longer.  It must be pretty cool to be a believer, to fantasize and imagine.  It was one thing I wish I could still do.
