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    Introduction 
 
      
 
    Holiday Land is a wondrous and magical place where all the holiday icons from all the holidays come together to enjoy their life away from their special days on Earth. But what happens when a holiday icon stops visiting the world they inspire? What happens when that world forgets about them? Are they still holidays despite no one celebrating their special day? With the spread of holiday cheer in the air and Christmas right around the corner, this is the story of three long-since forgotten holiday icons who face such a challenge—the challenge of their holiday being lost forever and them permanently losing their status as beloved holiday figures.  
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    The Opening Bell 
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    The ringing of a bell sounds at 3 p.m. on the dot, and kids start to file out of Mason Elementary School. Children of ages spanning from 6 to 12 are heading toward one of three paths: a line of buses waiting to the right, a line of parents in cars to the left, and finally, those who walk or bike home simply following the path to a sidewalk. Located near the outskirts of a large suburban neighborhood in Mason, beautiful homes and pristine sidewalks surround the learning establishment on all sides.  
 
    Trixie Bitagglio steps out amongst the sea of other kids, flanked by her friend, Jeanie. Eleven-year-old Trixie cares little for what some may consider “girly” or “in,” her black hair curly but unbrushed, pulled back and held by a black hair tie. Her grey sweatshirt and blue jeans are plain, lacking any fancy brand names or symbols, and her purple, beat-up, ripped backpack is tossed over her shoulder. Pen drawings cover her hands, her own skillfully crafted pretend tattoos of butterflies, skulls, and lightning bolts randomly scribed on her skin.  
 
    Meanwhile, Jeanie projects the complete opposite in appearance. She also is 11 and, much like Trixie, is an outcast, but that is where their similarities end. Jeanie Barner’s brown eyes apprehensively peer through black-rimmed glasses, and with her grey sweater vest and matching skirt, one might assume she attends a conservative private prep school. Her hair is mostly hidden under a chocolate-brown snow hat. Jeanie carries herself quietly, each and every step awkward, uncertain, her book held snugly against her and her eyes nervously pasted to the ground in front of her. 
 
    Three boys, Bobby, Jesse, and Carmine, come gliding over on their skateboards, with Bobby, the alpha male of the group, out ahead of the others. The athletic, tall, strong boys sport coordinating Zumiez gear and hats flipped backward. Other than Bobby’s black bandana under his backward hat, tagging him as the assumed leader, they all dress almost exactly the same. They all slide to a streaking halt right before Trixie and Jeanie. 
 
    Bobby snickers through his nose. “Well, if it isn’t B&B—the butt ugly and boring squad.” 
 
    “Yeah, nice clothes, Tix,” says Jesse. “I saw them on the street at skid row last night. That kid traded up yesterday. Looks like you got his hand-me-downs.” 
 
    Carmine laughs and holds out his fist to Jesse. “Good one, dude.” They do a little fist bump, amusing themselves, and all three boys cackle over their teasing. 
 
    Trixie smiles sweetly and tilts her head. “Well, you guys are a sight for sore eyes.” 
 
    Jeanie clutches her book tighter to her chest as she stares straight down at the ground, wanting no part of this uncomfortable exchange. But Trixie is just gearing up, and the boys all stand silently as her audience. 
 
    The rough and tough girl continues, “I was just beating myself up for getting an A- on my math test, but seeing you three D-average students just makes me think how long it will take before I can buy your clothes off you from skid row and get another jacket for myself.” 
 
    Jeanie giggles to herself while Trixie confidently stares down the menacing boys who are no longer laughing back at them. Their expressions have turned to sinister glares of anger and evil smirks as they focus their attention squarely on Trixie. 
 
    Bobby takes a step closer toward her. “You’re asking for it, Bitagglio. Hey, I heard your brother dropped out of school. I may get Ds, but I’m gonna finish high school, and my dad will get me into whatever college I want. Your dad is long gone, and your brother is gonna serve me my breakfast sandwich tomorrow on my way to school. Maybe at that moment when I bite into my egg, bacon, and cheese biscuit, I’ll think about how much better I am than you and your pathetic, so-called family.” Bobby shoves off on his skateboard and rolls around the girls, circling them while he chuckles, and then he suddenly snatches Jeanie’s beanie right off the top of her head, leaving her messy brown hair exposed to the world. 
 
    The boys all laugh harder as Bobby holds the captured hat up like a trophy. 
 
    The anger builds inside Trixie as she stares intensely at Bobby. Jeanie’s mouth is hanging open in shock over Bobby’s brutal slew of insults, but she is more concerned for his safety at this moment, as she knows Trixie is about to blow.  
 
    “Don’t do it, Trixie. He’s not worth it.” But her pleas fall on deaf ears. 
 
    Trixie turns to face Jesse and Carmine, and she drops her backpack, staring them down. “Let’s go!” In an instant, Trixie becomes an NFL linebacker and lunges forward, tackling a very surprised Jesse and Carmine, sending them backward with their feet flying over their heads.  
 
    Jeanie’s mouth drops open, her hand coming to cover the massive smile spreading across her cheeks. 
 
    Trixie pops up and takes one of their skateboards as Bobby quickly skates away, enjoying this game of cat and mouse. With a big smile on his face, he holds out the beanie, teasing Trixie as he skates down the sidewalk and turns toward the backside of the school, expertly skating down the handrail and over the steps. He lands with a smile, feeling as though he did enough to escape Trixie. Looking back over his shoulder, his grin quickly flees when Trixie does the same trick flawlessly, skating off the handrail and down to the bottom of the steps.  
 
    Bobby snarls and quickly pushes off harder, weaving in and around young children exiting school. 
 
    A teacher shouts, “Hey!” as Bobby goes zooming by, soon followed by Trixie. 
 
    Bobby skates over to the lunch seating outside, two rows of tables and benches bunched up tightly together. Bobby hops up onto a bench with his skateboard and slides across. He repeats the action to beat the narrow passage between the tables. The trick is nice, but Trixie has one of her own. She jumps up onto the top of a table as the skateboard continues underneath and runs across. She leaps across to a second table and then hops down, landing squarely on the rolling skateboard. 
 
    Bobby’s face drops upon seeing Trixie make it across, and the chase continues. They skate by a band practicing their instruments, the musicians following their conductor’s hands bouncing to the rhythm. The band teacher snaps his head over, the entire band falling off-key and offbeat as he points his fingers toward the two rogue skaters. “Stop that this instant!”  
 
    Bobby continues past the band and smiles and waves, followed by Trixie, who remains focused and fast on his tail. He finds another set of stairs that turn and lead around the far side of the school and once again gracefully goes down the handrail, disappearing around the corner. 
 
    Instead of following Bobby, Trixie abruptly turns through two opened double doors and shoots into the school hallway, gliding right by a cluster of kids leaving school. She weaves through the internal halls of the building, dodging a few stragglers along the way. From an adjacent hallway, a teacher approaches with her eyes on the stack of paper in her arms. She doesn’t see Trixie, and the two almost collide, the teacher getting spun around like a top. Papers go flying up into the air, and the teacher spins to the ground as the papers rain down around her. 
 
    Trixie apologetically shouts, “Sorry!” as she continues on the skateboard through the halls. “Doors!” she yells out to two young students standing by two double doors leading out to the front of the school. They quickly lunge to push the heavy doors open just in time as Trixie continues with speed and makes a swift exit. 
 
    Bobby comes casually skating back to where it all started, holding the snow hat up above his head with a victorious smile on his face. “I did it, boys!” 
 
    Jeanie is staring at Bobby when her eyes flare wide open, seeing something big that catches her attention. Trixie comes flying down over a small grass hill atop the skateboard. Bobby turns at the last moment, and his smile quickly evaporates as Trixie trucks him, running right into him with full force. The beanie goes flying, and Bobby’s face is buried firmly in the grass from another one of Trixie’s massive football tackles.  
 
    Trixie quickly shakes off the collision and rubs her head as she sits up. An entire group of kids out in the front of the school begin to applaud and cheer Trixie as Bobby remains with his face buried in the ground, moaning in pain. He lifts his head up, grass and dirt stuck to his face like a turf beard as he continues to whine. 
 
    Trixie dusts herself off, her face smudged with dirt, and picks up the hat. She walks it back over and hands it to her friend. 
 
    Jeanie, eyes wide with shock, cracks a rare smile. “Thanks, Trix.” 
 
    She pats her friend on the shoulder. “You got it, Jean.” 
 
    Trixie looks over the applauding students, who quickly turn and rush away, all their expressions suddenly changing. Before Trixie can turn around to see what’s happened, a large hand clasps her shoulder. She looks behind her and sees the huge school security guard standing there, casting a large shadow over her, and in the background, the teacher she spun around in the hall is pointing at Trixie, shouting, “That’s her! That’s the one!” 
 
    Trixie lowers her head, knowing she is done for.  
 
    Moments later, Trixie, still with dirt smudged across her face, is seated outside the principal’s office, nervously bouncing her leg up and down. Beside her on another chair is her bookbag. Across from Trixie is the school office assistant, who looks none-too-happy as she shakes her head. Trixie’s eyes pan up just for a moment before linking up with the adult’s deep look of disapproval, and she quickly looks back down. She takes a deep breath, knowing she is in big trouble, and begins to bite her fingernails. 
 
    Principal Walker, an intimidating man in size, with a thick beard and a kind soul, opens his office door. He places his hands on his large hips, his robust belly popping his dark-brown tie forward while straining to break free from his tan suit. The harsh overhead lights bounce off his glasses as he casts a look of disappointment over Trixie, accompanied by a side-to-side head wag. “Ms. Bitagglio.” He holds out his right hand. “Let’s do this, young lady.” 
 
    Trixie lets out another big breath of air, rises to her feet, and grabs her backpack, dragging it on the ground as she lumbers into Principal Walker’s courtroom.  
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    Siblings 
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    Trixie is striding down the sidewalk of a hectic city street in the less desirable part of town and approaches an old beat-up apartment building carrying two brown grocery bags in her arms along with her backpack strapped over her shoulders. She steps into the dingy building and is immediately smacked in the face by the musty mildew smell that greets all the residents each and every day they enter. Trixie casually marches through the entranceway. 
 
    The elevator ahead of her has yellow caution tape running across the closed doors with a hand-written cardboard sign that reads Out of Order. Trixie passes it by, opens the door leading to the stairwell, and starts her five-story trek. 
 
    Finally reaching her floor, she lets out a relieved breath of air as she moves toward her apartment. There is a light flickering above her head and old, green carpet with random tears below her feet. The walls are stained with smudges of dirt, and there are cobwebs forming along the light fixtures. But it is another uncomfortable feeling that grabs Trixie’s attention. To her right, an apartment door is cracked open just a tiny bit, through which a mysterious pair of eyes watch her. 
 
    Trixie ignores the person gawking through their cracked door and turns to the apartment across the hall, taking out her key and unlocking the door. Before she opens it, she glances over her shoulder and says, “I see you, Ms. Piggly!” 
 
    The door across the hall suddenly shuts, and Trixie chuckles to herself, shaking off the strange woman’s fascination with her as she opens the door and steps inside. 
 
    Upon entering the small apartment, Trixie sees her brother, Ben, lying across their beat-up and ripped olive-green sofa chair. Ben is 17, and he, like his sister, is a bit of a mess. Although Ben is handsome, above average height with a strong jaw and thick wavy black hair, he also looks exhausted, and his face is unshaven in the few spots he can grow facial hair. Ben, dressed in his fast-food “day job” uniform, is sprawled out over the broken sofa chair, his arms and legs dangling over both sides as though he plopped down into the seat and hadn’t moved since. He groans, barely turning his head to glance over at his sister. “My feet are crying in pain.” 
 
    Trixie sucks in some air through her clenched teeth, knowing she has to talk to him about the events of the day. “Hey, Bennie.” 
 
    “And I have eight more hours to work…at my other job!” 
 
    Trixie subtly nods but isn’t really listening to him. “Yup.” She sets the first bag of groceries down on the cluttered kitchen counter, carefully shifting an open box of cereal and a bowl of a few soggy Cheerios in congealed milk. She grimaces as she tries to make room, all while hoping she doesn’t hear anything crash to the floor in the process. For the second bag, she doesn’t risk it and just drops it on top of an empty pizza box. With her hands free, she snatches the cereal bowl teetering on the edge of the counter, narrowly avoiding a messy disaster, and adds it to the pile of dishes in the sink.  
 
    Before unloading the groceries, Trixie gathers a few random pieces of garbage, revealing the stained counter beneath. She takes them to the kitchen trash can, which is already over capacity, and shoves the random food wrappers and overused paper towels into the can. With both hands, she pushes down on the crumpled-up McDonald’s to-go bags on the top, trying to make room for more. Deciding it would do for now, she brushes her hands together and goes to unload the groceries as the compacted garbage slowly creeps back up, cresting above the lid.  
 
    Ben pops his head up and looks over at Trixie, sensing something among the commotion. “What’s up with you? You seem grumpy.” 
 
    “Umm…I don’t really wanna talk about it.” 
 
    Ben’s exhaustion leads him to give up quickly on the interrogation. “Okay.” He drops his head back down and closes his eyes. 
 
    Trixie is bursting with the need to speak and suddenly turns to Ben, forfeiting her right to be silent. “You may have two jobs, but I have a real crappy social life with completely mental schoolboys who only want to hurt people. They are mean and spiteful, and I get the short end of the stick every time! And have I not mentioned before how disgusting the cafeteria food is? Soggy potatoes and day-old mac and cheese is not a healthy meal! Please! Do I not deserve to have a better childhood experience? Somebody throw me a bone here!” 
 
    Ben rises up again to look at her. “Wow, that was tremendously dramatic.” 
 
    Trixie, still in her fired-up mode, nods. “Well…yeah, it was!” 
 
    Ben’s eyes narrow as he attempts to look past Trixie’s rant. “Tell me you didn’t get in another fight at school today.” 
 
    “That’s not what I said. I talked about soggy potatoes.” 
 
    “Sorry.” Ben lets out a deep breath. “You’re right. Listen, I’m gonna change into tonight’s sporty security uniform. Put the groceries away, and we’ll head out.” Ben marches off toward his bedroom. 
 
    Trixie is left biting her lip, knowing she should have fessed up to the school fight. 
 
    From inside the bedroom, Ben barks, “And don’t forget your homework tonight! No junior security guard today.” 
 
    Trixie huffs and puffs as she angrily puts the groceries away. Halfway through, she pulls out her cell phone and looks down to see she has a voice message. Her eyes flare open, and she peeks around the corner, making sure Ben is still in his room, and presses a button to listen to the message. 
 
    “Hello, Mrs. Bitagglio. This is Principal Walker. I’m reaching out again to discuss your daughter, Trixie. I know we are going into winter break, but I really need a call back today. Trixie is quite bright, but she is struggling with consistency with respect to her grades and some social issues that I need to speak with you about. We have reached out to you numerous times but haven’t heard back. We have sent letters regarding this matter to your home address as well, but those have all been returned to the school office. I’m afraid that we will be forced to reach out to child services if you don’t…” 
 
    Trixie erases the message before it can finish. She stares with an empty expression at her phone, her eyes welling up. She sniffles and fights back the tears, stubbornly putting the rest of the groceries away. She mumbles to herself, “I’m not struggling. You’re struggling.” 
 
    Ben steps out of his bedroom in his mall security uniform—black pants and a matching top with the distinct words Security stitched into the shirt on both arms and by the pocket positioned over the left side of his chest. He gives her a smile that is really more of a grimace and unenthusiastically raises his fist in the air. “Let’s go patrol and get them mall rats,” he says in a sarcastic, exhausted tone fitting his vacant expression.  
 
    Trixie grabs her purple backpack and follows Ben out into the hallway. The mysterious door across the hall opens, and Ms. Piggly jumps out in front of them in a confrontational manner, with one hand positioned on her 60-year-old hip while the other wags a wooden spoon stained with red spaghetti sauce. She stares suspiciously at Trixie and Ben through extremely thick, black glasses sitting unevenly on her crooked nose, her bizarre behavior only accentuated by the pink rollers throughout her greying hair, an oversized floral nightgown that looks far too much like a tablecloth from the 70s, and a giant growth protruding from her left cheek.  
 
    “I’d like to speak with your auntie now!” Ms. Piggly crows, still waving around the spoon. 
 
    Trixie steps forward, wanting to jump head-first into another verbal spat. “About what!” 
 
    Ben reaches forward and grabs Trixie by the shoulder, gently but firmly dragging her back behind him. “What she means, Ms. Piggly, is what exactly is the problem?” 
 
    Ms. Piggly squints her eyes, looking them both over closely. “You all pay your rent on time, true, but I don’t have much of a likin’ for children. And this one”—Ms. Piggly’s gaze fixates on Trixie—“this one runs around all by herself all the time. How do I know she wasn’t the one that took little Johnny last week or that she isn’t the one leaving that chewin’ gum all over the laundry room floor?” 
 
    Ben’s forehead furrows, and he turns his gaze down toward Trixie. “Who’s Johnny?” 
 
    Trixie lets out a frustrated groan. “One of her forty cats.” 
 
    Ben turns back to the old woman. “Ms. Piggly, I assure you—” 
 
    “I think we need to ask this feisty little one if she’s the culprit or not,” Ms. Piggly says, interrupting Ben. 
 
    Trixie scoffs loudly as she rolls her eyes. “Oh, that’s a pile of poop and…” 
 
    Ben quickly slaps his hand over Trixie’s mouth to silence her. “Listen, Ms. Piggly, our aunt is at work right now. In fact, I have to get to work as well. I’m sorry your cat’s lost. Perhaps if you provide a picture, we can look—” 
 
    “Oh!” Ms. Piggly cuts Ben off once again. “And where’s that little one going again at dark? Little girls shouldn’t be out late on school nights.” 
 
    Trixie bites Ben’s hand, and he shouts, “Ouch!” shaking his hand as Trixie pokes her face out from behind him. 
 
    “I ain’t so little, lady.” 
 
    Ben laughs off Trixie’s comment and hides her behind him once again. “Yes—I agree.” 
 
    “And always with the lip!” Ms. Piggly squawks, still wagging that spoon. “Does her mother or aunt, or any other supposed guardian for that matter, know she has this mouth on her?” 
 
    Ben once again smacks his hand against Trixie’s mouth, stymieing her attempt to fire back. “Work in progress, Ms. Piggly. Thank you so much for your time. I have work, and Trixie has an important study group to get to.” Ben drags a seething Trixie along and past Ms. Piggly.  
 
    Ms. Piggly continues to watch them, her eyes squinting with suspicion. “Something isn’t right about those two.” 
 
    Ben is dragging Trixie down the hall. She tries to look back to bark at Ms. Piggly, but Ben palms her head and turns it forward, diffusing any issue before it can arise. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    The Mall Cops 
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    The security lounge area inside the Mason Mall consists of a circular table, a few folding chairs, and a line of eight lockers looking as though they were ripped straight out of a high school hallway. A coat rack isn’t too far away, and another rectangular folding table acts as a coffee station with an old coffee maker set upon it. Packs of sugar and creamer are chaotically thrown in plastic containers beside the coffee pot. A few donuts are left inside a box that originally had 12 a day or two prior. 
 
    Buck, a tall, thin man with a shaved head and dressed in the same security guard uniform as Ben, is chewing with his mouth full of sandwich. His cheeks are marked by mayonnaise that runs from the edges of his mouth almost to the lobes of his ears. Staring down at Trixie’s spelling book, he attempts to slowly sound out a word. 
 
    “Extra…or…din…ary?” 
 
    Trixie casually replies, “Extraordinary?” 
 
    Buck’s head slowly bobs up and down as he stares at the spelling book like it is a difficult calculus problem he’s working out in his head. “Yes.” 
 
    Trixie shakes her head and looks over her shoulder, where Ben is making himself a cup of coffee. “This is my study group?” 
 
    Ben shrugs. “As good as any, right? We do what we have to, kid.” Ben grabs a jelly donut and shoves it into his mouth. “I’ll catch you later. Study!” Ben rushes off, attempting to scarf down the donut on his way out. 
 
    Trixie lets out a frustrated breath of air and turns back to Buck, thinking to herself. “Okay…extraordinary.” 
 
    Buck takes another bite of his half-eaten ham sandwich while she ponders the spelling, more mayo leaking out, this time onto his uniform. 
 
    “Okay, e-x-t-r-a-o-r-d-i-n…a-r-y?” 
 
    Buck, his mouth full and mayo seemingly growing on various parts of his face, smiles while chewing and holds his right thumb up. “That’s right!” 
 
    Trixie smiles but then flinches as a piece of lettuce flies out of his mouth, narrowly missing her. “Why don’t we take a break and you can finish your dinner.” 
 
    Buck hands the book over to Trixie. “All right.” He goes back to chomping away on his sandwich and takes a sip of soda to wash down his meal. 
 
    She takes the book, cringing at the sight of oil and mayonnaise sporadically streaked across the sides. She uses her sweatshirt to wipe it clean and stands up. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Buck wags his finger at Trixie. “All right, but remember, Ben said not to go fooling around all over the mall. You got more studying to do.” 
 
    Trixie reluctantly nods. “I know-I know. Just a bathroom trip. I have my phone if anyone needs to get ahold of me.” Trixie steps away from Buck and walks down a long dark hall leading to double doors. She pulls the right door back and steps into a wonderworld of holiday spirit. The mall is oozing with excitement and chatter, with the backdrop of classic holiday tunes blasting throughout. The decorations and holiday fun are levied at every turn, with giant ornaments and streamers hanging down from the rafters above. Waves of people are flowing through the mall—families, individuals, groups of laughing friends, all marching through with the jovial holiday spirit. 
 
    After spotting a beautiful Santa Claus display that is currently closed, she makes her way over to it and sits down in the candy-cane-lined Santa chair amongst the mounds of large fake presents. Trixie takes out a fidget spinner and spins it around in her fingers as she looks out across the many people moving throughout the mall. She fixes her gaze on a happy family—a father, a mother, a daughter around her age, and a young boy—as they happily stroll together. The kids are each holding one of their parents’ hands and have large, oversized lollypops in their mouths. Trixie watches longingly, and then her gaze falls to the presents around her as she zones out, her mind wandering back to a better time—a warm family moment from many winters past. 
 
      
 
    She is inside a small, quaint living room with a fire crackling in the fireplace. A beautifully decorated Christmas tree sits in the corner of the living room with many, many presents stacked upon a red holiday skirt circling the base of the tree. Seated upon a dark leather couch are Trixie’s father and mother, each wearing their best Christmas sweaters. They are laughing as they hold hot cocoa in their hands, but their faces are blurred—difficult to make out. Ben, just ten years old, and Trixie, only four, are opening presents by the tree. Both Ben and Trixie are laughing, having the time of their lives. 
 
      
 
    “Trixie?” Ben’s voice calls from a great distance. “Trixie, you all right?”  
 
    She snaps out of it and looks up to see Ben standing over her, his face full of concern, and he lowers himself to kneel to her level. Trixie looks down, her eyes sagging with sadness.  
 
    “Why did Mom and Dad have to get in that car accident?” 
 
    Ben takes a deep breath, knowing this is not a simple conversation. He gulps, a sad wave of energy consuming him as well. “I don’t know, Trix. I wish I had those answers. I can’t tell you why we’ve lost what we lost—but I sure know what we got. We got each other. We’re a family. You and me—we are a family. And that means something.” 
 
    Trixie wipes away a tear, still swimming in her sad memories. “Yeah, I know it does. I just hate the holidays now. They’re…they’re not the same. I used to love them. Now I don’t—not anymore.” 
 
    Ben’s eyes well with tears, feeling much of his sister’s shared pain. “I know.” He leans in and kisses her forehead. Then Ben’s walkie-talkie beeps, causing the two of them to jump out of their sad memories. 
 
    Buck’s voice comes over the walkie. “Ben, I need ya. We have a code brown by the food court!” 
 
    Buck’s declaration brings a conciliatory smile to Trixie’s and Ben’s faces.  
 
    Ben nods. “I gotta help Buck.” 
 
    Trixie holds up her hand. “I’m good.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “You’re a good big bro, Bennie. I’m good.”  
 
    “Okay, kiddo. I’ll meet you in the lounge later. Text me if you need me.”  
 
    Trixie smiles, and Ben rushes off, bringing the walkie to his mouth.  
 
    “On my way, Buck.” 
 
    Trixie looks around, and her eyes once again find that same happy family eating over by Mrs. Fields Cookies. She lets out one last frustrated breath as she watches on. “I hate the holidays.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    Holiday Land 
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    Meanwhile…way up in the sky, above the tallest snow-covered mountain and deep inside the biggest, puffiest cloud, resides a magical place—a place not known to the human world, a place simply known as Holiday Land. 
 
    Upon entrance through the large, black iron gate, above which reads The Arc, Holiday Land may, at first glance, look like the greatest of all golf and recreational clubs. The expansive golf course is covered with the finest manicured grass of the most perfect shade of green imaginable. No matter where one chooses to spend their leisure time, whether on the golf course, in the pool, at the clubhouse, or eating at the café, cheerful cabana music can be heard as the sun shines brightly on the grounds of Holiday Land.  
 
    As all the residents of Holiday Land enjoy themselves on this beautiful day, two unicorns go galloping by the gate and dash along the side of the course, following the winding border of the greens. As they approach the large clubhouse, they slow to a trot so as to be respectful of patrons of the outdoor café located just off to the side of the course and adjacent to the much larger clubhouse. They clip-clop along the elegant stone path and past the small, round tables topped with umbrellas. At one of those tables sits Barthalimule and Toby the yak.  
 
    Barthalimule is a tall, awkward-looking man dressed in a toga, with crazy curly, light-brown hair standing high off the top of his head. He has BBQ and Buffalo sauces streaked across his face, with only a stained bib protecting his toga from getting dirty. His friend Toby, an unflattering yak dressed in a blue sweater vest, is beside him. The two are seated comfortably atop their stools, with multiple baskets of BBQ wings and Buffalo wings laid out on the table before them, along with a basket of tortilla chips and multiple cups of dipping sauces. Barthalimule is going to town on the grub, continuously stuffing chips and wings into his mouth. 
 
    Among the others seated at tables around the café are an array of mythical holiday icons. Cupid is sipping a bright blue liquid from an oversized mug while George Washington sits across from him, doing the same. At another table, a group of Halloween icons sits, the Headless Horseman, Dracula, Frankenstein’s monster, and a witch, all casually laughing it up. Each of them is holding a pina colada with a tiny umbrella, and a large plate of fruit is set out on the table for all to share. 
 
    Walking by the set of tables, holding their golf clubs, are Abraham Lincoln and Lucky Leprechaun. The disparity between the two is tremendous, with Lincoln—donning a yellow pastel button-down, shorts, and his stovepipe hat—looking like a 7-foot-tall giant next to Lucky, who is two feet tall at most. They each have their own set of golf clubs suitable for their height; Lucky’s much smaller set of clubs have four-leaf clovers etched into the wooden handles, while Abe’s distinguished solid-wood clubs stand taller than the leprechaun himself. The two walk by the outdoor seating and head inside the club lounge. 
 
    Two pelicans come swooping in, flying into the lounge while the door is open. Waddling by the series of tables and heading through the tiny doggy-door-like cutout is a small group of penguins wearing swimsuits under their unbuttoned, brightly flowered shirts. The various animals moving all around the club are perfectly normal to everyone; none of the holiday figures even bat an eyelash over their presence. 
 
    Toby bows his head down toward a bowl and takes a mouthful of tortilla chips like a pig at a trough. He looks up, chomping away as he raises a hoof in Barthalimule’s direction. “You got something right here.” He points to the side of his face, and bits of tortilla chip go flying out of his mouth. 
 
    Barthalimule goes to wipe the side of his face as he chews on his mouthful of chicken wings, smearing the sauces further across his cheek. “Did I get it?” he asks, his mouth still full. 
 
    Toby has an amused grin on his face and nods. “Oh, yeah.” 
 
    Barthalimule gives a thumbs up. “Thanks!” 
 
    A loud, angry voice joins the meal. “I can’t believe this!” Lenny, all four feet two inches of his stocky build, comes marching over with an annoyed look on his face. Lenny is wearing a toga similar to Barthalimule’s and is carrying a large bag of golf clubs over his right shoulder that clearly are too big and long for him. He plops himself down at the table with Toby and Barthalimule. “That darn bunny laid eggs all over the course—all over the course! How are you supposed to play golf with that going on?” Lenny reaches into his pocket and tosses a handful of Cadbury Eggs on the table. 
 
    “Oh, give me!” Barthalimule shouts with excitement. With barbecue sauce still streaked across his face, he reaches out for the Cadbury Eggs, scooping up all of them.  
 
    Toby’s face drops. “Hey, what about me?” 
 
    Lenny annoyingly shakes his head and reaches into his pocket, pulls out two more Cadbury Eggs, and tosses the eggs on the table for Toby. “Here.” 
 
    Toby happily snatches them up with his front hooves, pulling the eggs closer. 
 
    Lenny groans. “You guys are pigs.” 
 
    The Easter Bunny, wearing sunglasses and a pink plaid golf shirt with matching pants, comes sauntering toward the clubhouse with two attractive women dressed in the same color outfits. One of the women is holding his clubs while the other is holding an orange-colored cocktail with a long straw and a carrot dangling over the rim. The Easter Bunny takes a sip and pays Lenny no attention, his tiny cotton tail wagging. The small man stares, seething over the bunny’s cockiness as the holiday icon makes it into the clubhouse with the women on his arms. 
 
    Lenny points at the Easter Bunny. “That’s right, you darn bunny! You keep on walkin’!” Lenny lets out a deep breath of frustrated air and turns back to the table to find Barthalimule alternating chicken wings and Cadbury Eggs in his mouth, swirling all the food together in his mouth at once. Lenny shakes his head at the strange food combination. 
 
    Despite his mouth being full of chocolate and chicken, Barthalimule asks Lenny, “So, you lost in skins again?” 
 
    “So, you lost in skins again?” Lenny says, mocking his friend as if he is mumbling with a mouth full of food. “No! This is me experiencing joy!” 
 
    Toby is struggling to remove the wrapper of the Cadbury Egg. “I need thumbs. Why don’t I have any thumbs!”  
 
    Barthalimule holds out a mostly eaten chicken wing, pointing it at Lenny. “That bunny’s a shark, Lenny. I wouldn’t play with him no more if I were you.” 
 
    Lenny throws his hands on his hips. “Oh, YOU wouldn’t?” 
 
    Barthalimule isn’t sure how to react and shrugs. “No?” 
 
    Lenny gets angrier. “I said, ‘you wouldn’t!’” 
 
    Barthalimule glances around, confused, takes a look at Toby, and once again responds simply with, “No.” 
 
    Lenny points at Barthalimule, boiling over with frustration and anger. “You just…not now, Bart.” 
 
    Toby looks to Lenny and switches gears. “Boss, can we get something else to eat? This place is killing my diet.” 
 
    Lenny looks both Toby and Barthalimule over in disgust. “I don’t know why I bother trying to bring some class to our group.” 
 
    Barthalimule continues to chomp on his wings. “You’re just bitter you lost to the bunny again.” 
 
    Lenny’s face turns bright red, looking as if he is about to boil over at Barthalimule, when a turkey goes storming by, gobbling for his life as he charges ahead with his two little feet. A chef, dressed in his tall, white hat, white pants, and a matching white apron barely covering his robust belly, is chasing after the turkey, holding a shotgun. “Get back here!” he shouts as he races after the plump bird. 
 
    Barthalimule turns with a curious eye to watch the action. “Thanksgiving must be right around the corner…again…again.” 
 
    Toby leans back and pats his big tummy with his hoof. “I think I’m still stuffed from overeating at Thanksgiving dinner three weeks ago.” 
 
    Barthalimule nods. “Gotta love how Thanksgiving’s always just around the corner here.” 
 
    Large shadows are cast upon them, and they all hesitantly turn to see two towering creatures in dark suits with unnaturally tiny heads. 
 
    One of the intimidating figures bellows out in a deep voice, “The big man wants to see you.” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Barthalimule whines like a child. “We were just eating.” 
 
    One of the large creatures groans. 
 
    Lenny throws his hands up to the muscle. “All right, all right. We’re coming.” Lenny turns to Barthalimule and Toby with a concerned look on his face. “We gotta go.” 
 
    Toby and Barthalimule immediately dive toward the food, scarfing down whatever they can before they are pulled up by their necks and carried away by the two large figures. 
 
    Lenny dashes along behind them. “Boys, you don’t have to be so rough with them! That’s my job!” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    Da’ Boss 
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    Toby, Lenny, and Barthalimule are uncomfortably scrunched together on a two-person leather love seat in a waiting room. The room looks like a beautiful doctor’s office, with a giant saltwater aquarium taking up nearly an entire wall on one side, which features small sharks, coral, and colorful fish of a wide variety. The rest of the room is decked out in a warm cherry oak wood tone. Across from them are two additional chairs and another leather love seat, all occupied by other holiday favorites, all of them seemingly trying to avoid looking over at the large oak door with words carved into it, reading Noah – Da’ Boss. 
 
    Barthalimule is biting his fingertips and spitting large chunks of nails out of his mouth. “I don’t like this,” he nervously mutters. 
 
    Despite trying to appear unconcerned, Lenny’s nerves come through anyway as his small feet dangle off the love seat, swinging back and forth. He turns and sees Toby staring angrily. “What is it?” 
 
    Toby’s eyes are narrowed, and his head tilts down just slightly as he stares straight ahead, returning the glare of a giant reindeer with a dim red nose. Keeping his eyes forward, Toby leans closer to Lenny. “You know I don’t like Rudolph. And he won’t stop staring at me.” 
 
    Rudolph continues to stare as his nose starts to flicker an angry shade of red. 
 
    Lenny grimaces, watching the exchange. “Looks like the feeling is mutual, buddy.” 
 
    Light clip-clopping and bleating sounds bring Lenny’s and Barthalimule’s attention to the doorway as a couple of goats randomly walk by and continue down the hall as if there were absolutely nothing odd about that at all. 
 
    “Okay, you two. We need to focus,” Lenny says in a low tone, looking to the left and then his right. “Let me do the talking. The last time you two opened your mouths to Noah, we had clean-up duty around here for a decade. I’m not doing that again.” 
 
    Barthalimule grins. “Remember when Chef Chen served that bad cantaloupe? It was like brown, slushy snow all over the place…except none of it was snow.” Barthalimule leans forward and looks to Toby. “No offense.” 
 
    Toby doesn’t break eye contact with Rudolph, the two continuing to stare one another down, and nonchalantly replies, “I go in the lakes when nobody’s watching. So, none taken.” 
 
    Lenny groans, increasingly annoyed by his two friends. “Just please, don’t say a word. Let me do the talking in there.” 
 
    The door to Noah’s office opens, and standing at the door is a chimpanzee wearing a diaper. The chimp is staring at Lenny with a huge smile on its face as if knowing something they don’t.  
 
    Barthalimule turns to Lenny once again, hunching his back down. “I don’t like this, Lenny.” 
 
    Lenny glances back at him with a serious expression. “I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    The three of them rise up and start to walk toward the open door, with the chimp happily holding out its hand. Toby squints as he passes Rudolph, the two still holding their unrelenting glares upon each other. “I know you. You don’t scare me.” 
 
    Rudolph snorts, and red and white sparkles fire briefly out of his nose. Toby jumps, making a high-pitched shriek as he finally breaks eye contact and rushes past Lenny and Barthalimule and into Noah’s office. The chimp closes the door behind them. 
 
    Tens of doves are perched all around the bookcases that line the walls of the office. Noah, with dark features and a thick beard, is seated behind his large cherry oak desk. 
 
    Lenny looks around, nodding with approval. “I really like what you’ve done with the place, Noah. Great job.”  
 
    Noah silently stares back at him with a serious expression, and Lenny gulps, feeling quite uncomfortable. 
 
    Noah then holds out his hand, his face giving nothing away. “Why don’t you three have a seat.” 
 
    Lenny hops up onto one of two chairs set up before Noah’s desk. Barthalimule offers the other chair to Toby with a sweeping gesture. 
 
    “Thank you, kind sir.” Toby hops up, squeezing his large yak behind into the chair, the pressure causing the arms of the chair to creak as though they are about to snap. 
 
    Barthalimule takes a seat on the floor, crossing his legs with a big smile on his face. “Ready to go!” 
 
    Noah sits back in his chair, looking the three holiday icons over. “Do you all know why you are here?” 
 
    Lenny, Toby, and Barthalimule all look at one another, shaking their heads and pointing. This continues for a few seconds until Noah interrupts. 
 
    “I’ll tell ya!” 
 
    Lenny holds up his hands in front of him. “Look, if it’s about Toby, we’ll try and make sure he uses the gully instead of the lake for his business.” 
 
    Noah lets out a frustrated breath of air. “No. It’s not about Toby.” 
 
    Toby sighs in relief. 
 
    Noah reaches into his desk, pulls out a thick scroll, and lets the rolled paper unspool for what seems like 50 feet, the paper rolling up against the wall and collecting there. “You have all been here for a VERY long time. And I’m sorry, but it appears your contract has expired.”               
 
    Lenny sits up with urgency. “What?” He turns to Toby. “Toby, you didn’t renew it?” 
 
    Toby turns and points at Barthalimule. “I saw it in the mail. I gave it to…Bartie!” 
 
    Barthalimule looks confused and rubs his chin, his eyes gazing up to the ceiling, thinking to himself. “I think maybe I ate it.” 
 
    Noah throws his hands up. “No, stop it. It’s not that you didn’t renew it. You guys are getting sent down. You’re done—finished here.” 
 
    Lenny, Barthalimule, and Toby’s faces drop in shock, though Barthalimule is more confused than surprised, unsure of what this means. 
 
    Lenny is the first to respond. “Sent down? You mean, like, to a smaller apartment…one without the custodial ducks?” 
 
    Barthalimule wrings both fists out in front of him like an angered, saddened toddler. “No! I love my ducks!” 
 
    Toby looks down, checking the bottom of his hooves, growing panicked. “They wash my feet. Who’s gonna wash my feet? I can’t reach them alone!” 
 
    Lenny grumbles under his breath to his two friends, “Guys, please.” He looks up at Noah. “There must be something we can do. Perhaps if I waive that money you borrowed when we played poker with Baby New Year.” 
 
    Noah shakes his head. “You owed me.” 
 
    Lenny’s face freezes as he thinks to himself. “Oh, yeah.” 
 
    “And that was from over two hundred years ago.” 
 
    Lenny throws his hand up. “My bad.” He pulls out a checkbook and a pen. “All right, I’ll write you a check and square up all this holiday and poker mumbo-jumbo.” 
 
    Noah extends his hand out to the side, and as if knowing exactly what he wants, the chimp places a clear mug in the boss’s waiting hand. Noah happily sips the juice from his mug, upon which is etched a large boat monogrammed with swirly letters spelling out The Arc, and gently places it on his desk. “You don’t get it. You’re canceled—dismissed for good. There is simply a lack of faith and belief in what you are—what your holiday stands for. You and your special day are being retired for good. You will be no more.” 
 
    “Canceled?” asks Barthalimule. “Like tossed out of Holiday Land?” 
 
    Toby places his front hooves over his eyes. “Oh no. Not that.” 
 
    “Wait…” Lenny leans forward, trying to wrap his head around all this. “What does tossed and retired mean, per se, exactly?” 
 
    Noah smiles. “You will be sent back to Earth, perhaps as humans.” 
 
    Toby holds up his front right hoof as if wanting to ask a question. “Umm, pardon me?” 
 
    Noah nods, pointing to Toby. “Well, obviously, except for you, Toby. You’ll be an owl or a bug of some kind.” He casually shrugs. “Who knows, really.” 
 
    Toby’s eyes widen, and his face twists in fear. “Huh?” 
 
    Barthalimule, with a big smile on his face, turns to Toby. “You know, whooo-whooo,” he squawks, trying to make the sound of an owl. 
 
    Toby rapidly shakes his head. “I don’t want to be one of those. Or a bug!” 
 
    Lenny holds his hands out once again. “Wait a second. Noah, babe, you want us to clean up all the animal poo again? We’ll do it…at least Bartie here will take care of it. We can work something out.” 
 
    “No, Lenny,” Noah says more firmly. “I’m sorry…kind of…well, not really. This comes from the top. These are the rules, and I’m very happy in this instance to enforce them. Your contract is clear.” 
 
    Lenny shakes his head. “Rules? What rules?” 
 
    Noah holds up the long contract and points. “Your thousand years are up, guys. Read the small print.” 
 
    Lenny wrings his hands anxiously. “We…ah…don’t read very well.” 
 
    Barthalimule holds up his right index finger and smiles proudly. “I like to knit.” 
 
    Noah continues without a beat, “Once the good people on Earth have lost belief for a thousand years—” 
 
    “You get sent down forever!” Barthalimule blurts out with excitement. “I know that rule!” 
 
    Noah points to the big guy sitting on the floor. “That’s right, Barthalimule. There’s but one week left until your thousandth year is up. Upon midnight on the seventh day, you will forever remain human and, thus, grow old—or in Toby’s case, turn into an owl or a bug…or whatever.” 
 
    Toby shrieks. 
 
    Lenny looks down, confused and saddened. “Grow old?” 
 
    Noah folds up the contract and places it back in his desk drawer. “That’s right. You will forget all about this place. You will all be reborn. And well…although it may be hard for us to part ways, being that you sap up all the luxury we have to offer here at Holiday Land and offer absolutely nothing in return, I think we’ll be able to get over your departures.” 
 
    Toby is sniffling, about to burst into tears. 
 
    Barthalimule crawls over and gives him his handkerchief, and a Buffalo wing falls out of it and plops onto the floor with a light thud. He gasps. “I knew I had another one!” He snatches it up and chomps down on the meat. 
 
    Lenny hops to his feet and rushes up to Noah’s desk, his small stature barely being able to see over the top of it. “There’s gotta be something we can do!” 
 
    Toby is sniffling, blowing his nose in the handkerchief. “Yeah…can’t we stay…please?” 
 
    Barthalimule raises the half-eaten wing into the air, his mouth still full of chicken. “At least let us keep the ducks if we have to go.” 
 
    Noah lets out a breath of frustrated air, shaking his head. “There is one thing you can do—and I’m reluctant to tell you. However, it is my job. If you three failures get just two people on Earth to believe in you…to believe in your holiday, you, unfortunately, get to stay here. That will satisfy your contract and thus assure you of another five hundred years of residence.” 
 
    “That’s great!” Lenny blurts out. “Hmm…” 
 
    Lenny, Barthalimule, and Toby all dip their heads up toward the ceiling, daydreaming of a new plan of action to get people to believe in them once again. 
 
      
 
    Lenny, wearing a strange onesie wrestling outfit and fitted with two red boxing gloves, one on each hand, has a set of tourist-looking humans tied up and is holding his hands out menacingly. 
 
      
 
    Barthalimule is dressed up in a giant fur coat and fur pants as he stands near an igloo. A family bundled up for the harsh winter is seated outside by a campfire, warming up. Barthalimule reaches into his pocket and pulls out a wad of cash in one hand and an ice cream sandwich in the other. The family looks at him with confusion. 
 
      
 
    A young couple is sharing a beautiful afternoon in the park, lying side-by-side, enjoying a romantic picnic. Toby walks up to them, raises his left leg, and stares at them in a threatening manner. The couple thrusts their arms up into the air, frightened. 
 
      
 
    Noah breaks everyone out of their daydreams. “No, you can’t force it out of them! They must willingly, somehow, believe in you guys and your so-called holiday.” 
 
    A kangaroo suddenly leaps up from behind Noah’s desk, jumping over Barthalimule’s head, and bursts out the office door, creating a kangaroo-shaped hole in the wood. No one even bothers to react as Noah continues on. 
 
    “No. This must come from their minds, their hearts. It must be a pure belief in whatever you stand for—whatever your holiday means.” 
 
    Noah’s chimp walks over to the door, staring at the kangaroo-sized hole, shaking its head. He throws his arms out in frustration and angrily chitters. 
 
    Barthalimule holds his finger up into the air. “Umm…I have a question?” 
 
    Lenny snaps a look at Barthalimule. “Bartie!” 
 
    Noah holds up his hand. “No, Lenny. Let him speak.” 
 
    Lenny reluctantly bites his tongue. 
 
    Barthalimule’s eyebrows are scrunched together in confusion. “What’s a heart?” 
 
    Lenny thinks, he himself not sure of what such a thing is. 
 
    Toby turns to Noah. “Yeah. What the heck is a heart?” 
 
    Noah smiles and nods. “You have been away for a long time, haven’t you?” 
 
    Toby realizes something and blurts out, “Oh no! MLK’s New Year’s Party!” 
 
    Barthalimule turns to Noah. “Yeah! Can we at least come back for that?” 
 
    Noah subtly shakes his head. “No, boys. You’ll be gone forever.” 
 
    The sad reality sets in, and the threesome frown and glance back and forth at each other with droopy eyes. 
 
    Noah holds up his hand. “Let me show you a heart.” The chimp wheels into the room a big machine resembling a vertical TV screen. Noah turns it on, steps in front of it, and the machine shows a heart faintly beating in his chest. 
 
    “It’s barely moving,” Barthalimule says. 
 
    Noah smiles. “Well…I’m no longer human. It sometimes doesn’t move at all. But at one time, I walked the Earth as a mortal, and my heart would beat quite fast.”               
 
    Lenny moves over to Noah. “Let me see this.” Lenny steps in front of the machine, and it shows only cobwebs inside him. Lenny scratches his head. “That’s strange.” 
 
    Barthalimule shoves Lenny out of the way. “Let me see!” There’s a party going on inside of Barthalimule—a bunch of small flea-looking creatures doing circus tricks. “Oh, that’s where they went.” 
 
    “Enough, you two!” Toby shouts. “An owl! I can’t believe this! I need my inhaler. Where’s my inhaler!” Toby begins hyperventilating, the situation overwhelming him. 
 
    Noah settles the room. “That’s it, guys. I have you boarded and ready to be shipped within the hour.”  
 
    Toby’s chair arms snap, the entire chair exploding, the yak falling down to the ground, struggling to breathe. “I…I-I can’t…breathe!” 
 
    Noah looks at Toby and then at Lenny and Barthalimule. “You guys gonna help him?” 
 
    Lenny keeps his eyes on Noah and nonchalantly waves at Toby. “He’ll be fine. Please, are you sure there’s nothing we can do?” 
 
    Noah shakes his head. “It’s done. You three have been a stain on the quality of holiday icons here in Holiday Land. See ya!” Noah laughs maniacally. 
 
    The three holiday figures slowly make their way out of the office, each clearly distraught as they drag themselves away. 
 
    Noah’s chimp walks in, looks up at him, and speaks chimp to him. 
 
    “Not a chance. We’ll never see those three again. How can you believe in someone who doesn’t even believe in themself?” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    A Plan…Any Plan 
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    Lenny, staring down at the ground deep in thought, is marching ahead of both Barthalimule and Toby as they make their way across the country club golf course. Toby is using both hooves to hold a paper bag over his snout and is breathing in and out repeatedly. 
 
    A robust voice shouts, “Yah!” 
 
    Lenny snaps his head up and stops short, and Toby and Barthalimule bump into him, bringing them both to a stop. 
 
    Santa’s sleigh, led by Rudolph and the other reindeer, comes whisking by and stops just in front of Lenny. 
 
    “Ho, ho, ho!” Santa bellows. “Sorry, fellas. Just playing my last hole of the season!” Santa grabs his desired club from his golf bag and hops off the sleigh to size up a nearby ball, one that has Santa’s smiling face on it. He rears back and strikes it, a majestic drive. He watches it with a satisfying grin. “Perfect.” With that, he hops back into the sleigh. 
 
    Rudolph gives Toby a long stare and then grins before taking off, and the sleigh whisks ahead, kicking up grass and dirt into Lenny’s, Teddy’s, and Barthalimule’s faces. 
 
    Lenny, with grass in his mouth, bitterly shakes his head. “That Santa really ticks me off!” 
 
    Barthalimule spits dirt out of his mouth. “You’re just angry ’cause you haven’t gotten any gifts for 750 years straight!” 
 
    Lenny snaps a look at Barthalimule, holding his index finger up in the air. “One of these days.” 
 
    Barthalimule excitedly leans over to Toby and whispers, “I got a skateboard last year.” 
 
    Toby temporarily removes the paper bag and smiles, loudly whispering back, “I got a Blu-ray player,” before placing the bag back over his snout. 
 
    “I can hear you both!” Lenny snaps. 
 
    Lenny marches over to a bench surrounded by a beautiful garden. Gorgeous flowers are blooming, and miraculous fountains are spitting florescent-colored water into the air. Lenny plops down, Barthalimule sits next to him in the middle of the bench, and Toby takes the other side. Despite being squished on the bench, they don’t seem to mind the close quarters. 
 
    Lenny growls, still stewing over their meeting with Noah. “See ya! Ha-ha-ha,” he says, mocking Noah. “He got his job for guiding a floating piece of wood for a few days. Like that’s soooooo difficult!” 
 
    Barthalimule shakes his head. “I can’t believe this. I can’t believe we’re getting sent back. I don’t even remember what Earth is like.” Barthalimule lets out a big sigh, mindlessly takes some rocks out of a pocket in his toga, and starts to try and juggle them around in his hand. 
 
    Lenny knocks the rocks away. “Stop it with the rocks! Every day with those darn rocks!” 
 
    Everyone sits silently, defeated looks plastered across their faces. Toby’s crinkling bag slowly opening and closing is the only sound.               
 
    “Pie!” Barthalimule shouts out. 
 
    Lenny’s face turns with confusion. “What?” 
 
    “They have the best pie there! I love pie! It’s good here, too…but remember when the Easter Bunny brought back that lemon meringue last year? Just scrumptious!” 
 
    Lenny puts his hand over his face. “You just had to bring up that guy too? Really, Bartie?” 
 
    Toby tilts his head back, slowly removes the paper bag from his face, and points his hoof up toward the sky. “Look!” 
 
    Lenny and Barthalimule look up, seeing the reindeer leading Santa’s sleigh as it soars across the sky, leaving sparkles of red and white in its wake. 
 
    “He’s heading back to the North Pole already?” Barthalimule asks. 
 
    Lenny nods, thinking deeply to himself. “Must be almost that time. That giant red tomato is getting ready.” 
 
    “Boss,” Barthalimule says, “why do you hate him so much?” 
 
    Lenny looks Barthalimule and Toby over. “You guys don’t remember? You don’t know?” 
 
    Toby and Barthalimule look to one another, neither having any idea what Lenny is talking about. 
 
    “That giant red pillow is the reason we’re all in this mess. He’s heading to the North Pole right now?” 
 
    Toby and Barthalimule still look flabbergasted. 
 
    Lenny lets out a frustrated breath. “The almighty Christmas is exactly two days after our rinky-dink holiday. We were upstaged.” 
 
    Barthalimule smiles as he bobs his head up and down. “Oh, yeah. I had forgotten!” 
 
    Toby smiles beneath the bag, staring dreamily off into the distance. “I love Christmas.” 
 
    Barthalimule looks over at Toby. “Your ham is always the best.” 
 
    “Aw…” Toby places a hoof over his heart in gratitude. “Thanks. You’re too kind.” 
 
    Lenny throws his hands out in a cutting motion. “Stop it—both of you! Everything was just fine for us before people started celebrating Christmas. We actually mattered back then. Ever since Christmas came around, we’ve played second fiddle. We’ve been forgotten. That’s why we’re getting the boot. I just knew that Baby Jesus was trouble the second I heard he was born. Then it became lights and trees and snowmen and that big dude and the red-nosed reindeer and music and food and presents!” Lenny pauses for a much-needed deep breath. “Who can compete with that?” 
 
    Toby, still short-of-breath, takes his snout out of the paper bag once again. “I-I warned you…in the sixteen hundreds…about this.” 
 
    Lenny rolls his eyes. “Oh, breathe into your bag, four legs!” 
 
    “Don’t get angry at him!” Barthalimule shouts, sticking up for Toby. “It’s not his fault.” 
 
    Lenny jumps up and starts pacing and taking deep breaths, attempting to gain his composure. A few minutes pass when he stops and turns to his friends. “I’m sorry, guys. We’re in real trouble here. Okay, we really need to think. How can we get people to believe in our holiday? Come on. Let’s just shout out ideas.” 
 
    Barthalimule leans forward and opens his mouth as if to spout off an idea, but then he just slouches back against the bench, all while the paper bag over Toby’s snout continues to crinkle loudly with each of his rapid breaths.  
 
    “Nothing at all?” Lenny shouts, throwing his hands up in the air. 
 
    Barthalimule slowly raises his hand as though waiting to be called on by a teacher.  
 
    “What is it, Bartie?” Lenny asks eagerly. “Do you have an idea?” 
 
    “Well, uh…not just yet. I have a question. So…what the heck is our holiday anyway?” 
 
    Lenny’s hopeful expression instantly falls into a frown. “You seriously don’t know?”  
 
    “Sorry, Boss. I guess I forgot. So…what is it?” 
 
    Lenny’s eyes widen as he looks at Toby, who once again begins to hyperventilate, the pace of his breathing picking up speed. 
 
    Lenny smacks his hand to his forehead. “So none of us know? Oh no… This is even worse than I thought. Now what!” 
 
    “Let’s just ask Noah,” Barthalimule says. 
 
    Lenny shakes his head. “No. We keep our mouths shut. We have to figure this out for ourselves. Imagine if Noah found out we forgot. The big guy would have us tossed for sure. No…we’re going to have to go to Earth and get it done.” 
 
    Three construction workers go walking by with a line of ducks following behind, each feathered creature carrying small luggage bags. 
 
    Barthalimule points. “Hey, those are our ducks!” 
 
    Lenny narrows his eyes as he watches. “I hate Labor Day, too.” 
 
    “Those guys are just mean!” Barthalimule yells out. “You hear me? Mean!” 
 
    Barthalimule’s eyes widen, and he runs off as the three construction workers go chasing after him. They race by Lenny, the line of ducks struggling to keep up behind them. Toby is breathing in and out so rapidly that his bag suddenly pops, and he keels over onto the ground, passing out.  
 
    Lenny shakes his head, hiding his face in his hands. “We’re doomed.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    The Trip 
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    The “Transport Center,” as they refer to it, is not much more than a dark cave that houses a small, rainbow-colored steam-powered train. Standing tall above the train is Orgon, a huge ogre whose immense size makes the locomotive next to him look like a miniature toy. He pulls a massively large lever with ease, and with a loud squeak and a rumbling thud, a colossal amount of steam pours from the smokestack, filling the entire transport cave. The ceiling of the wide cavern appears to have no end as the steam floats up and dissipates into the black nothingness above. 
 
    Lenny, Toby, and Barthalimule are reluctantly ushered through a small opening in the cave by Noah’s two large henchmen with the tiny heads. Lenny and Barthalimule, carrying their bags, have their usual togas on, while Toby has an orange scarf wrapped around his neck and a matching sweater tightly hugging his wide body. 
 
    The group approaches, nervously looking up at the ogre, with not just their heads but their whole bodies tilted far back to be able to see the giant. 
 
    “Papers!” Orgon says in a deep, echoing voice that causes the cave to shake loose some pebbles from the sides.  
 
    Lenny gulps and slowly moves ahead, rising up onto his tippy-toes. Orgon reaches all the way down, and his massive grey hand grabs the papers from Lenny’s tiny fingers. Lenny turns back and mutters to Barthalimule and Toby, “I hate this train.” 
 
    Barthalimule shrugs. “At least you fit.” He and Toby chuckle, drawing an angry stare from Lenny. 
 
    “Just one more small joke! I dare you!” 
 
    Orgon leans down, his giant eyes on Lenny. “You want to sit in the front, little boy? Do you want to go visit the conductor? He might have a hat and whistle for you. I bet you’d like that, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Lenny stares angrily at Orgon as the giant turns to the control panel. He abruptly leaps but is grabbed by Barthalimule just before he takes swipes at the back of Orgon’s legs. He takes a few swings as Barthalimule holds him up in the air. 
 
    Toby shakes his head with embarrassment. “Does he have to do this every time we go out?” 
 
    Lenny stares angrily at Barthalimule. “Put me down.” 
 
    “Are you done?” 
 
    Orgon turns around and sees Barthalimule holding Lenny. “Oh, that’s cute.” 
 
    Lenny takes a couple more angry swings. 
 
    When the doors to the train open, the goons behind the holiday icons push them along, shoving them right into the train, and they all stumble in and find seats. Barthalimule’s knees are scrunched up against his chest, with Toby struggling in a similar manner with the spacing. Lenny is stretching out, the only one with room to spare. 
 
    Barthalimule struggles, shifting in his seat. “I forgot how tight this was.” 
 
    Toby groans. “Hey, at least you don’t have four legs.” 
 
    Orgon shouts from outside the train, his hands clasping around the giant gold lever next to him. “Last call!” 
 
    Lenny scoffs. “Last call? Who else is going on this thing? What a lame question!” 
 
    Orgon abruptly pulls the lever down, surprising the threesome. The train thrusts them backward, and all three of them scream, holding on for dear life. The train drives into a deep fog, and then, just as suddenly as they took off, the train turns straight down, spinning through a colorful tunnel and winding all the way downward. They continue to shout and yell, barely able to see what’s in front of them. The train continues and then abruptly hits darkness. Their screams slowly subside, their breaths taken away. They’re all immersed in nothingness, but their motion has ceased. 
 
    “Have we stopped?” Barthalimule asks, biting his nails again.  
 
    Lenny rolls his eyes in the dark, but his annoyance is not lost on anyone. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I-I can’t feel my tail!” Toby screams, not coping well in the slightest. “Can somebody see if I still have my tail?” 
 
    “Hey!” Lenny shouts. “Stop that!” 
 
    Barthalimule grimaces. “Sorry. I thought that was Toby.”  
 
    “It’s not! And I don’t have a tail!” 
 
    A voice, bland and with a Texas drawl, asks, “Are y’all done complainin’?” 
 
    “Who was that!” Toby brings his hoof to his chest. “Does anyone have another bag?” 
 
    A light is turned on, illuminating a small room known as the “Drop-off Station” and a small arched hole the train must have driven through to enter the room. Before them, the train tracks end, and there is a tiny door fixed to the size of someone the likes of Lenny. 
 
    Lenny throws his fists up in front of him as though preparing to fight. “Who said that?” 
 
    The same low, flat voice with a southern accent replies, “I did.” 
 
    Lenny, Barthalimule, and Toby frantically look around and then at each other, trying to figure out what’s going on. 
 
    “Hello…down here.” 
 
    They all look over to the right side of the train and see the smallest talking dog they’ve ever seen at maybe 2 feet tall.  
 
    “I’m Droopy, the operator here on Earth,” he says, his droopy ears and personality representing his name perfectly. 
 
    Lenny steps up to Droopy and looks down at him. “You watch the train? How do you handle security issues?” Lenny laughs, and Barthalimule and Toby are also amused. 
 
    Droopy remains expressionless and slowly points. “Head through the door, please. Watch your step.”  
 
    The threesome shakes off the humdrum Droopy and walks over to the tiny door. They shrug off its size and head through it into darkness, Lenny easily fitting, the others not so much. Once they’ve pushed their way through, the door is magically slammed shut behind them, and they can hear strange distant shuttering. 
 
    Lenny gasps. “You two hear that?” 
 
    “I still haven’t found my tail!” 
 
    “I smell something strange,” Barthalimule says. 
 
    The shuttering is getting louder and louder. 
 
    “Oh, oh, oh!” Barthalimule shouts excitedly. “I hear it now!” 
 
    Lenny narrows his eyes, trying to see in the pitch-black. “I don’t like this.” 
 
    Two lights cut through the darkness, showing an oncoming subway train and the side platform on which they’re standing. They scream as the headlights of the train head right at them, still holding out their shrieks as the long train rushes by them and continues past, the movement triggering a few lights along the subway corridor to flicker and turn on. 
 
    “I think we’re in a train tunnel, Lenny!” Barthalimule shouts over the noise. 
 
    Toby nods. “I get that feeling, too!” 
 
    Lenny shakes his head. “Brilliant deduction, boys!” 
 
    All their hair is blown back by the force of the train as it finishes passing by, and the underground tunnel grows silent. 
 
    Barthalimule’s eyes narrow, his nose lifting up, sniffing. “I think I smell pie.” 
 
    The holiday icons make their way up out of a steamed-up stairwell just to the side of Central Park.  
 
    “Geez, it’s cold here,” Lenny says, his breath visible in the freezing air. 
 
    Toby smiles, sniffing the cold air. “I think it’s lovely.” 
 
    Lenny rolls his eyes. “That’s because you’re a thousand pounds and have a built-in winter coat.”  
 
    Barthalimule blows into his hands to warm them. “He’s got a point.” 
 
    As they look around at the city of New York, Lenny senses the many strangers’ eyes bearing down upon them, staring at them strangely. “Come on,” he orders, heading quickly toward the massive, mostly empty park. They sneak out into the middle of the snow-covered grass, looking all around. 
 
    They wander off near a park bench where an elderly man feeding the pigeons watches the strange holiday figures walk by. Lenny hesitantly steps to the left, then to the right, looking to see where they need to go, clearly confused. Barthalimule and Toby knock into one another and accidentally bump into Lenny, knocking him face down right into the snow. 
 
    Toby rushes to Lenny’s side. “Oh…sorry, Boss.” 
 
    Barthalimule moves to the other side. “You okay, Len?” 
 
    Lenny has a face full of snow as he angrily gets up and waves his finger at the two of them, wanting to shout something but not knowing quite what to say. 
 
    Toby inspects Lenny’s face. “Whoa… You’re all red.” 
 
    The elderly man shakes his head, his mouth dropping open. As he stares at the talking yak and his two friends, his bag of birdseed spills onto the ground. A rash of pigeons fly over and nearly attack the man to get to the fallen bird feed. He gets up and flees, tripping and falling in the snow during the course of rushing off, the birds continuing to hover around him. 
 
    Lenny turns away from Barthalimule and Toby and mutters angrily to himself. He abruptly turns to Toby and Barthalimule, momentarily frightening them. “All right, then! Let’s review!” Lenny shouts like a general addressing his troops. He paces as he talks, thinking out loud, and Toby and Barthalimule watch him walk back and forth, listening. “Noah said all we need is two of these walking vegetables down here to believe in our holiday. Piece of cake. So…we find two suckers…Toby can show a little fur…” 
 
    Toby poses on the snow as if he were an attractive car model instead of just a yak. 
 
    Lenny smacks his hands together. “Exactly…and case closed. Now, let’s find two suckers and get them to believe in it!” 
 
    Barthalimule steps forward and places his hand on Lenny’s shoulder. “But, Len…we still don’t know what IT is.” 
 
    Toby nods. “Yeah. We don’t know what we believe in.” 
 
    Lenny’s spirits drop, as does everyone’s, as they realize they still have much to overcome and figure out. Lenny’s shoulders droop as he lets out a long sigh. “You’re right. It’s hopeless. Nobody cares about the three of us. We’ve always been the low icons on the totem pole. And now we’re gonna be stuck here for eternity—the three of us and all these annoying regular people. The golf course is so nice at the club. You can’t get that here. They’ve probably never even heard of golf in this barren wasteland.” 
 
    Lenny plops down on the nearby bench, and Barthalimule and Toby sit beside him, also not knowing what to do. 
 
    Barthalimule nudges Lenny with his elbow. “Hey, Boss…can we go get some pie now?” 
 
    Lenny groans, roughly running his cold hands over his even colder face. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    The Mall 
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    Lenny, Barthalimule, and Toby step into the mall and look around at all the people rushing around, most with their faces in their cell phones. Lenny is the first to speak. "We should be able to find some trusting suckers in this place, right?” 
 
    Barthalimule nods. “Yeah, and there has to be pie in this place with all these stores.” As the moments go by, he becomes more and more overwhelmed by all the people moving throughout the mall. “Hey, Len? I’m scared.” 
 
    Lenny’s eyes are bulging open, also overstimulated by the sights and loud sounds of the mall. “I know, buddy.” 
 
    Toby begins, “Boss—?” 
 
    “Toby,” Lenny says, quickly holding up his hand, “I get the feeling you shouldn’t be saying anything here.” 
 
    Toby gives a curt nod and stays silent. The three scan the crowded mall, currents of people flowing this way and that. After only a few moments, Lenny sees a big red and green sign and gasps. “Guys, look! Claus is here!” He emphatically points to the sign in the distance reading Come meet Santa!  
 
    Barthalimule looks around, not seeing the sign he’s referring to. “Huh?” 
 
    Lenny rushes off through the groups of people and toward the sign, leaving Barthalimule and Toby standing at the entrance. 
 
    Ben, on duty wearing his security uniform, is keeping a watchful eye on his designated area when he sees Toby the yak and does a double take. He walks up to Barthalimule and addresses him directly. “Sir, you can’t bring that…really…big hairy dog in here.” 
 
    Barthalimule smiles. “Oh, no. Toby’s a yak.” 
 
    Ben shakes his head. “That’s nice for Toby. Still…no pets in the mall.” 
 
    “But…he’s not a pet. He’s Toby.” 
 
    Toby makes clicking noises and turns toward the entrance just behind them, signaling Barthalimule to head outside with him. 
 
    Barthalimule glances back and forth between Toby and Ben. “Ummm…okay. Yes, human person. We’ll be outside, I guess.” 
 
    Ben shakes his head, watching the animal and his large companion closely. 
 
    Toby heads outside first, Barthalimule following behind him. 
 
    “What is it, Toby?” 
 
    Toby barely turns his head, trying to act more like a yak. “You can’t just talk to people here without the boss. Who knows what’s going on.” 
 
    Ben curiously watches Barthalimule and Toby carrying on their conversation. He shakes it off and heads back to his assigned location in the mall. 
 
    Meanwhile, over at the Santa Claus winter wonderland scene, a sign reading Open Saturday and Sunday from 12 PM-6 PM is displayed prominently. There’s nobody at the holiday display except Lenny, who is staring at the sign, his confusion quickly growing to bitter anger. “Where is he? Where is Claus!” Lenny curiously looks around, inspecting the large, decorated throne and then a tiny gingerbread house nearby. 
 
    Trixie sees Lenny and watches him with interest. “Who ya lookin’ for, mister?” 
 
    Lenny spots Trixie, who is just a little taller than him. “Claus—you seen him?” 
 
    Trixie smiles, amused. She glances left and then right, making sure someone isn’t filming a gag show. “Yeah. He and his crew come back tomorrow.” 
 
    “Tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yeah. Saturday.” Trixie points behind him. “See the sign?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Right. Okay. So…are you just planning on hanging out here all night? Can’t wait to see the big guy, huh?”  
 
    “Nope. I’m here because no one else is. I don’t even like Santa.” 
 
    Lenny gives her an approving nod. “Neither do I.” 
 
    “So, what’s your name, mister?” 
 
    He hesitates for a moment, looking the little girl over before answering. “Lenny.” 
 
    “Hi, Lenny. I’m Trixie. Nice to meet ya.” Trixie holds out her hand, and Lenny tentatively reaches out to shake it. Trixie takes a small step back, looking over his toga. “I like the digs, Lenny.”  
 
    “The what?” 
 
    Trixie giggles. “Your clothes. I like your toga.” 
 
    Lenny glances down at his attire and smiles. “Oh. Thanks! It has pockets!”  
 
    “Oohh, nice.”  
 
    Ben shouts from a distance, “Trixie! Darnit!” 
 
    Trixie gasps, her eyes popping wide open. “Uh-oh. I gotta blow out of here. See ya, Lenny.” 
 
    “Bye, Trixie.” 
 
    Trixie rushes off. 
 
    Ben comes running over, looking around, but Trixie is nowhere to be seen. He looks down, and now Lenny is gone as well. He shakes his head and lets out a deep frustrated breath as he gets out his phone, hoping she answers for once. 
 
    Lenny steps out of the mall, confused as to where his friends disappeared to. Distant whistling catches Lenny’s attention, and he looks around, squinting his eyes, attempting to figure out where the noise is coming from. “Toby? Barthalimule?” A shiver spreads through him, and he rapidly rubs his arms. “Guys, come on. It’s freezing out here.” 
 
    Barthalimule loudly whispers, “We’re over here!”  
 
    Lenny glances around, seeing them hiding in the bushes, and he casually walks over to them. Barthalimule snatches Lenny by the shoulders and abruptly pulls him under cover with them. 
 
    “Ouch! What the heck are you two doing?” 
 
    Barthalimule spits out a piece of fingernail and takes a quick look around, making sure they won’t be overheard. “We were made.” 
 
    “Made? By who?” 
 
    “By the law.” 
 
    Toby pops his long face into the conversation. “Yeah. It was pretty intense.” 
 
    “I left you alone for two minutes!” 
 
    “We’re sorry, Boss,” Barthalimule says, hanging his head. “This guy just came up to us and called Toby a dog. So I said he was a Toby, but then he said he was a d—” 
 
    Lenny holds his hand up. “Just stop. While you two were fooling around, I found out when Claus is coming back here.” 
 
    A smile bursts onto Barthalimule’s face. “Santa Claus?” 
 
    Lenny rolls his eyes. “Yeah, Claus.” He steps forward with a firmly pointed index finger wagging back and forth at Barthalimule and Toby. “Need I remind you that Claus is the reason for our downfall? He is the curse that continues to plague our very being, now threatening our way of life. He is the stink that we cannot run away from. I hate that large man!” 
 
    Barthalimule and Toby stare at Lenny, confused. 
 
    Lenny shakes his head. “You two don’t understand. At least Claus will have answers for us. We will see him and get our answers and then figure out how to get people to believe in us again.” 
 
    Barthalimule nods, considering Lenny’s plan as he fiddles with something in his pocket.  
 
    Lenny eyes him, hearing the sound of objects knocking together coming from his pocket. “Bartie, what is that noise?” 
 
    He looks down and pulls out his closed hand, holding it out toward Lenny. “You mean these?” He opens his hand, revealing more rocks. 
 
    “Will you knock it off with the rocks!” Lenny bellows. “You and those rocks! I’ve thrown these things away a million times already!” Lenny takes the rocks out of Barthalimule’s hand and lightly tosses them back at him. 
 
    Barthalimule turns to Toby and shrugs. “They just appear in my pocket. I don’t know why.” 
 
    Toby looks to Lenny. “Claus hates you. You two don’t speak, Boss. Why would he help?” 
 
    “Why don’t we just go see Harry?” Barthalimule blurts out. 
 
    Lenny snaps a look to his taller friend. “What?” 
 
    “I bet Harry Hanukkah will help us. He doesn’t like Santa either.” 
 
    Toby’s expression brightens. “Yeah! That’s a good idea.” 
 
    “Um…well, yeah, Bartie.” Lenny pauses, shocked that Barthalimule came up with such a thought. “That IS a good idea. Wow. Good job, buddy. We’ll find Harry tonight and take care of Claus tomorrow. I got a nine a.m. tee time with the bunny on Monday. I’ll be darned if he’s gonna get me again.” 
 
    Ben, exhausted, drags himself into the security lounge. Fast asleep on the couch, her open spelling book lying face down on her chest, is Trixie. He stares at his little sister and takes a deep breath in. “You’re making me crazy, kid,” he mutters to himself. 
 
    George, a large, imposing figure with a shaved head and wearing a supervisor vest, comes into the lounge and makes his way over to Ben. He gazes down upon the young lady asleep on the couch, the whites of his eyes standing out against his dark skin tone. George claps a heavy hand on Ben’s shoulder. “She sure is something, that one. Smart as a whip!” 
 
    Ben chuckles. “Yeah. Sure is something.” He turns and sees George holding an envelope out to him. Ben smiles as he takes it and holds it up into the air. “Thanks, George. I promise I won’t ask for any more advances in pay.” 
 
    George throws his right palm up into the air. “Please. Just take care of our little girl over there. You got enough to worry about, kid.” 
 
    Ben nods. “Yeah. I’m trying.” 
 
    George pats Ben on the back. “I know you are, kid. Hey, why don’t you come over for Christmas dinner?” 
 
    “Oh…umm…thank you for the invite, but I think we’re going to have dinner with our aunt.” 
 
    George very subtly nods, and his eyes squint just a bit, sensing Ben may not be telling him the truth. “Yeah…right. Well…if you change your mind, you’re always welcome at our house.” 
 
    “Thanks, George. I appreciate it.” 
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    An office phone rings, and a set of long, wrinkly fingers snatch it and bring it to the woman’s ear, the band of her emerald ring on her ring finger tapping against the receiver.  
 
    “This is Ms. Tasker,” the woman says stiffly, her expression serious on her long face as she pauses, listening to the voice on the other end. She nods deeply, the movement having no effect on her hair tightly wrapped up like a beehive atop her head. “A little girl—no parental contact? I am just the person to investigate this matter.” She narrows her eyes into a malicious glare. “Provide me her name, and I will find her. Trixie Bitagglio.” Ms. Tasker writes the name down on a piece of paper. “Send me a picture, and we will get on it.” Ms. Tasker smiles an evil grin, her eyes practically flashing as green as her ring, thinking about the state money that comes in with each new girl. “Yes. Happy holidays to you as well, and I assure you the girl will be found and her environment investigated thoroughly. If I deem her home unfit, we will take her.” She hastily clears her throat with a cough. “Pardon me. We will take care of her.” Ms. Tasker hangs up the phone and stares down at the piece of paper. “Where are you, Trixie Bitagglio?” A sinister grin returns to her face as her eyes fixate on Trixie’s name, relishing the chase. 
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    Trixie is lying in bed, warm and cozy in her red-checkered flannel pajamas but is wide awake. Something outside her window catches her attention, and she flips off the blankets. She slides out of her bed and walks over to her windowsill, smiling at the sight of the snowflakes falling outside. She leans her forehead against the window, watching the snow for only a few moments before her warm breath fogs the glass. She lets it spread across the pane before pressing her slender finger to the cold surface, drawing in the large patch of condensation—two linked hearts; inside one, she writes Mom, and in the other, Dad. 
 
    In a smooth motion, she pushes away from the window and turns, kneeling down beside her bed. Trixie clasps her hands together to pray. “God…if you’re up there…and listening…I need you to help my brother. He deserves better than me. You probably already know this, but we lost our mom and dad, and now he kind of has to be a dad, and it’s a lot, ya know? And…I guess I don’t really make it any easier. So, I know I’m a pain in the butt…but if you can maybe help us out, I’ll owe you a big one. Thanks.” 
 
    Trixie crawls back into her bed and grabs Buttons, her tiny, beat-up teddy bear.  
 
    Ben, still in his white T-shirt and black uniform pants, is just outside Trixie’s cracked bedroom door, listening as he leans his shoulder against the wall. He carefully peeks in through the narrow space, a heavy pain pressing on his chest as he watches her slide under her blankets, nuzzle up close to her special stuffy, and close her eyes. Ben slips his hands into his pockets and rests his head against the doorframe, watching her lying peacefully in her bed. After a few moments, he sighs softly, drops his head, and slowly walks away. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    The Harry Hunt 
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    Snowflakes fall from the moonlit sky and start to accumulate along the sidewalks on this cold night in New York City. A gas station sits on a corner of a mostly quiet street, and off to the side is a rare sight—a phone booth. Rarer still are the ones crammed into it. Barthalimule struggles but manages to close the door behind them. He and Toby are squeezed back to yak-rump, while Lenny is pressed against the side of the booth around their legs but has more flexibility to move than they do. 
 
    Lenny groans as he reaches into his pocket and pulls out a tiny black book. “Got it. Phew. Gotta love these pockets.” He flips through the small pages. “All right…now, what is that emergency number?” 
 
    Barthalimule thinks and rattles off, “1-800-D-P-A-R-R-O-T.” 
 
    Lenny looks up from the book. “What! That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    Toby, his snout pressed firmly up against the glass, is trying but failing to peer back toward Lenny. “No, Boss. I think he’s right.” 
 
    Lenny shakes his head. “All right. Let’s try it.” He climbs up the side of Barthalimule as though he’s a rock-climbing wall and reaches the phone. He picks up the receiver and dials. “D-Parrot… What in the world does that mean?” 
 
    Barthalimule and Toby try and listen in, crowding Lenny even further as they bend toward him the best they can. 
 
    As the other line rings, Lenny’s brows pull down, and his eyes move back and forth between the two faces that are much too close. “You two are invading my personal space!” 
 
    Toby and Barthalimule ease off, doing their best to lean away from the cranky Lenny. 
 
    “Thank you,” the tiny, grumpy man replies. He focuses on the ringing phone against his ear. 
 
    Upon the highest mountain peak that reaches far above the clouds, thick blankets of snow cover everything and anything. The vast expanse of the mountainside lies untouched, the snow undisturbed, but in one small, remote section, a tiny shack is fed wires from a nearby phone pole; the phone lines head straight down the mountain, away from the secluded location. 
 
    Inside the small shack, a red rotary phone rests on a table next to a giant birdcage, which is home to a beautiful multicolored parrot wearing eyeglasses and reading a book. The red phone rings, pulling the parrot’s attention from its book. It places a feather as a bookmark, sets the book down before using its wing to remove its glasses, and quickly hops out of the cage and over to the phone. Its tiny foot kicks off the receiver, and the bird gracefully bends its neck down to speak. The parrot gently clears its throat with a light cough before coming out with a deep, rugged, bass voice, asking, “Yeah, whatcha want?” 
 
    Back in the phone booth, Lenny is momentarily taken aback by the low, gruff voice but snaps himself back to the task at hand. “Yeah, is this someone that can transfer a call?” 
 
    The annoyed parrot shakes its head. “Yeah. You called me, buddy. What’s your fancy?” 
 
    “I want Lucky’s.” 
 
    “You got it.” The parrot turns to the switchboard beside the rotary phone and uses its small beak to hit a number of buttons, forwarding the call on. 
 
    “Why Lucky’s, Boss?” asks Toby, his long face still smushed against the glass. 
 
    “Ain’t a single one of us that hasn’t been to Lucky’s for a drink and racked up a tab. That little leprechaun knows everyone. I figure he’s our best shot.” Lenny hears beeping over the line and turns to the squished Barthalimule and Toby, smiling, pleasantly surprised. “I think it worked.” 
 
    “That’s great, Boss,” Barthalimule says, still wondering what “d-parrot” stands for. 
 
    Over at Lucky Leprechaun’s Pub, only a few patrons are there on this slow night, one of which is the Easter Bunny, who has numerous women hanging around him, all of them dressed in black outfits with tiny, white bunny tails. Meanwhile, a few feet away from the crowd around the Easter Bunny is Baby New Year, who has a bottle half full of milk in his mouth while four other bottles sit empty before him. He is seated on a stack of books so he can reach the bar counter despite the entire bar and its seats already being quite low to the ground. 
 
    “Can you believe it?” Baby New Year cries out, slamming his tiny hand on the bar. “After one bad diaper, she leaves me!” 
 
    Cupid walks up from behind the baby and places his hand on his tiny shoulder. “It happens, little guy. Love will find you again. Trust me. In fact…” Cupid aims his arrow at one of the Easter Bunny’s very attractive women hanging around him. The arrow strikes her in the behind, a magical burst of red and gold dust fluttering to the ground after the strike. She turns, smiling at the small holiday icons, and is drawn right over to them. 
 
    Baby New Year turns to Cupid and claps him on the arm. “I can’t thank you enough!” 
 
    Cupid laughs. “Ha. Easy, kid. She’s not yours.” Cupid holds out his arm, and the woman takes it. “Maybe next time.” 
 
    Cupid and the woman go strolling off together.  
 
    Baby New Year shakes his head and holds out one of his empty bottles. “Lucky! More milk! I need another ba-ba!” 
 
    Lucky Leprechaun, decked out in a tall green hat and a clover-patterned outfit, walks over and places a new bottle in front of the baby just as the green telephone behind the bar rings. “Don’t make me cut you off, wee laddie.”  
 
    Baby New Year dismisses his comment with a curt wave as Lucky turns to grab the ringing phone. 
 
    “Yeah, Lucky here!” he answers in a thick Irish accent. 
 
    “Lucky, it’s Lenny! Man it’s good to hear your voice.” 
 
    “Lenny! How the heck are ya? I heard yee been banished.” 
 
    “Banished? No…we’re…just taking care of a few errands on Earth. We’ll be back real soon.” 
 
    “Good. Because the place isn’t the same without ya. Only the wee lad drinks with me, and then he needs five or six diaper changes a night! It’s pretty terrible.” 
 
    Baby New Year throws his little arms up. “Hey! What do you want from me? Not cool, man.” He swipes his new bottle from the counter, shaking his head. “Not cool.” The baby pops it into his mouth, sucking away. 
 
    “Yikes. Good luck with that.” Lenny snickers. “Well, I’ll be back with ya in no time. Have that pint ready for me!” 
 
    Lucky chuckles. “Will do, Lenny. In the meantime, what can I do ya for?” 
 
    “I’m hoping you know Harry’s address down here.” 
 
    “Harry Hannukah?” 
 
    “That’s the one.” 
 
    Lucky thinks to himself. “Aye. He’s in Brooklyn. Uh…give me a wee moment.” Lucky flips through his records. “Aye…eighty-five Brookhurst Ave. Tell him he still hasn’t paid off his tab from his last visit.” Lucky clenches his fist as he grits his teeth. “I should have known. He never buys rounds for the house.” 
 
    “Sure thing. Thanks, Luck!” Lenny pauses, thinking to himself. “Hey…is the bunny there?” 
 
    “Aye. He’s still talking up the beatin’ he gave ya the other day on the course.” 
 
    “He lays eggs everywhere! I got chocolate all over my clubs because of that hopping fuzz ball!” 
 
    “I know, Len. He plays dirty, fer sure. But the guy sure pulls the ladies. He seems to have it all—the looks, the height, the charm. Whatcha gonna do, lad?” 
 
    Lenny growls, tightening his grip on the phone. “Thanks for the help, Lucky. I’ll be talkin’ to ya.” He bitterly hangs up the phone without waiting for a response. 
 
    “What is it, Len?” Barthalimule asks. 
 
    “That darn bunny! He makes me so angry!”  
 
    “I thought ya didn’t like Claus, Boss,” Toby says. 
 
    “I don’t like either of ’em! They’re both on my list! But not a naughty list because that’s Claus’ thing. Just a list…a plain old list…of everyone I can’t stand. That might just include Lucky now too. ‘He seems to have it all.’ Oh, zip it, ya green jerk. You didn’t get the gift of height yourself!” Lenny takes a deep breath, settling himself down. “All right. Let’s just go. I got the address.” He slides down Barthalimule’s back and squeezes himself out of the phone booth. 
 
    Barthalimule, with his face squished against one side of the booth, tries to look in Toby’s direction. “He’s so cranky this time of year.” 
 
    Toby, his face smashed against the glass on the other side, tries to peek back toward Barthalimule. “He’s got a little height complex.” 
 
    “Little?” Barthalimule and Toby giggle, amusing one another. 
 
    Lenny, just outside the phone booth, shakes his head. “I’m literally standing right here and can hear everything you are saying. Now, come on already!” 
 
    Barthalimule and Toby pop themselves loose from the constraints of the small booth and rush off to join Lenny. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    Harry From Brooklyn 
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    The snow is now falling sideways in Brooklyn, New York, and accumulating more and more on the sidewalks. A row of brownstone townhomes rises up into the air as Lenny, Barthalimule, and Toby, all partially covered in snow with their teeth chattering, stare up, searching for the correct address. 
 
    Lenny looks down at his small book where he wrote down the address number. “Yeah…this is it.” 
 
    “Ga-ga-go-od.” Barthalimule says, his teeth chattering. 
 
    Lenny, Barthalimule, and Toby walk up the steps and knock on the door. They wait patiently, shivering. Finally, the door opens, and standing before them is Harry Hannukah—an old Jewish man with his striped, collared shirt tucked into his plaid pants that are hiked up halfway to his chest, a combination that makes him look as if he has fallen out of a different century. 
 
    Harry shakes his head. “Oy vey. You three!” Harry lets out a deep breath and reluctantly greets them. “Well…hello, I guess.” 
 
    Lenny steps forward. “Harry…can we bother you for a moment?” 
 
    “You’ve already done that.” 
 
    Toby edges ahead. “Perhaps some hot tea?” 
 
    Harry reluctantly steps aside. “All right…let’s hear it.” 
 
    The three lost holiday icons quickly shuffle their cold bodies into Harry’s home. 
 
    The inside of the house is immaculate, with various blue and gold artifacts decorating most walls and surfaces. The small foyer leads into a large open room where well-placed furniture and décor define the living room and dining room areas. The living room furniture is covered in plastic and lies perfectly in line with the area rug, the center of which is marked with a huge six-pointed Star of David, a well-known symbol of Judaism. A ceiling fan over the dining room table is in the shape of a giant menorah, and dreidels are dangling from the ceiling, hundreds of them hanging down with a few Star of David adornments integrated among them. 
 
    Lenny looks around, nodding. “Interesting décor. You…uh…go all out.”  
 
    Barthalimule is jumping up and down, playing around with the dreidels and Jewish stars, prompting Lenny to smack him in the leg.  
 
    “Knock it off, Bartie.” 
 
    Harry calmly waves everyone along. “Come. I’ll make some tea.” 
 
    Lenny and Barthalimule move deeper into the home, and each has a seat on a plastic-covered dining room chair. Toby lies out on the floor on his side, exhausted, his big body lying half in the dining room and half in the adjoined living room. 
 
    Harry stops just before he gets to the kitchen and peers at Toby, then turns to Lenny. “He’s not going to shed, is he?” 
 
    “In the summer—holy cow!” Barthalimule says loudly. “Hair everywhere. You would have thought he was going completely bald. His hair in your mouth, in your eyes, between your toes… Never understood that one.” He rubs his chin in confusion. 
 
    Lenny kicks Barthalimule, who jumps up.  
 
    “Ouch!” 
 
    Lenny calmly replies, “No. Not in the winter.” 
 
    “All right. But keep him off the plastic.” Harry goes to make tea in the kitchen. 
 
    “Hey, Harry,” Barthalimule shouts, “you live here on Earth, right?” 
 
    Harry peeks out of the kitchen with a grin on his face and squinting eyes. “You ain’t the sharpest tool in the shed, are ya, kid?” 
 
    Barthalimule’s brows furrow. “What’s a tool?” 
 
    Harry rolls his eyes and smacks his face with his right hand. 
 
    Lenny shakes his head. “I think what my small-witted friend is actually asking…you’re not afraid of getting caught—you know, found out?” 
 
    Harry scoffs from the kitchen. “Caught? Here? Ha! I’m a two-thousand-year-old Jewish man. We’re a dime a dozen in New York.” 
 
    There is a moment of silence before Barthalimule comes out with another question. “But…what do you do here?” 
 
    Harry abruptly sets a teapot on the stove and steps back into the living room, staring Barthalimule down, narrowing his eyes as he attempts to read his face. 
 
    Lenny senses Harry’s change in tone and forces a chuckle. “He’s just kidding. He knows what you do.” 
 
    Barthalimule shakes his head side-to-side. “No, I don’t.” 
 
    Lenny stares him down, gritting his teeth. “Yes—you do.” 
 
    He stares back. “No—I don’t.” 
 
    Harry grins and holds up his hands. “Well, my boy…allow me to show you.” Harry breaks into a lengthy Hanukkah song. As he starts to sing, a wall suddenly swings open, and a band appears, accompanying Harry’s song. A blue Hannukah cane is tossed into Harry’s hand, and he dances and sings, pumping the cane up and down into the air. A group of rabbis, as if they had been there the whole time, form a dancing line behind Harry as his living room turns into a virtual Broadway play. He spins dreidels on the floor, one after another, and as they spin all around, Harry tosses blue and gold glitter up into the air. With the pointing of his finger, he lights tens of menorahs placed all around the room. His comical and satirical rendition of Hanukkah ends with Harry frozen in a performer’s pose and the rabbis behind him striking the same stance. A large Star of David drops down behind him, lined with flashing blue lights. The music stops, and silence befalls the extraordinary living room scene. 
 
    Toby, who was fast asleep, lifts his head off the ground for a moment, saying, “Huh?” before his head drops back down with a thud, once again falling asleep. 
 
    Barthalimule still appears confused as he glances around the room, which is once again back to normal. “Yeah…but is that all?” 
 
    Harry sighs, lifting his hands and letting them fall back down. “All right, fine. I’ll show you the workshop.” 
 
    Barthalimule smacks Lenny on the shoulder. “Ha! I knew it!” 
 
    Lenny shakes his head, and the two of them follow Harry to a door that reads Workshop. A puff of smoke shoots out from under the door as Harry turns back to Lenny and Barthalimule with a serious expression on his face. “You must not disturb the workshop. Touch nothing…talk to no one.” 
 
    “You got it, Hare-bear!” Barthalimule turns to Lenny. “I’m so excited!” 
 
    Lenny rolls his eyes, lacking Barthalimule’s enthusiasm. 
 
    Harry pushes the workshop door open, and they’re met with a cloud of smoke and the raging sounds of machinery, that of a fully functioning factory. Glowing lights in the corners of the room illuminate the stairs just enough as they make their way through the loud, foggy chaos. Harry steps down the stairs, followed by a very interested Barthalimule and a now-intrigued Lenny. 
 
    Barthalimule gazes around in awe. “Wow.” 
 
    They reach the bottom of the stairs, and the smoke clears. Sitting at a single workbench are two elves dressed in black suit jackets with white collared shirts and long curled hair by their sideburns. They are each using a finely pointed brush to paint dreidels. One of the elves sees Harry and the visitors and reaches over to press the stop button on a CD player. All the loud factory noises cease, and there is now silence. Both elves turn and wave to the foreign visitors. 
 
    “That’s it? Two helpers?” asks Lenny. 
 
    Barthalimule looks around as though he must have missed something. “This is the factory?” 
 
    “I have overhead to worry about. It’s not as if these dreidels are flying off the shelves, ya know.” 
 
    Harry gestures to the elves with a wave. “Carry on, boys. This isn’t a coffee shop.” 
 
    The two elves go back to work. 
 
    Harry turns to Barthalimule and Lenny. “Let’s head back upstairs.” 
 
    The factory noises kick on again as Harry, Lenny, and Barthalimule make their way back to the main level of the house.  
 
    The teapot starts to whistle, and Toby removes the kettle from the stove and parts the water into four mugs with menorahs as holders. Harry steps into the kitchen and sees Toby taking care of the tea and has a plate of assorted cookies brilliantly set on a platter ready to serve. 
 
    Harry grins. “You don’t see that every day.” 
 
    Toby smiles proudly. “What? I used to be a caterer.” 
 
    “You should taste his quiche,” Lenny says. 
 
    Barthalimule nods. “It’s like heaven.” 
 
    Toby, Lenny, Harry, and Barthalimule are all seated at the dining room table, drinking tea and eating cookies. Barthalimule is stuffing cookie after cookie into his mouth. 
 
    Harry takes a sip of tea and gently places it back on the table before lifting his gaze to his company. “What you must understand is that although Hanukkah is a celebration, it also means something special. Many holidays mean something—they aren’t just about presents or hidden eggs or food. For eight days, we celebrate those who fought and came before us, who rose up against oppression. Hanukkah is about freedom, and that means something. It is sacred.” 
 
    Lenny and Toby nod, digesting Harry’s words and taking them to heart, while Barthalimule can hear very little over his chewing. 
 
    “You happen to have any pie?” he asks, his mouth still full of food. 
 
    Lenny shakes his head. 
 
    Harry shrugs. “Sorry. All out.” He looks the three lost holiday icons over. “So…you guys finally got kicked out.” 
 
    Lenny’s eyebrows furrow. “What?” 
 
    Toby and Barthalimule look at one another, concerned. 
 
    “You guys were kicked out last year, right?” 
 
    “Actually, it’s this year,” Lenny says. “Well, right now.” 
 
    Harry chuckles. “Oh! So you three lazy excuses for holiday icons finally bit the bullet and came back down, hey?” 
 
    “Wait…” Lenny eyes the older man. “You knew?” 
 
    Harry again scoffs. “Ha! Everybody knows. You’re going to be the first icons to ever become expired. We thought for sure the whole Arbor Day thing was a joke, but that tree keeps on trucking. You three…it was just a matter of time.” 
 
    Lenny’s eyes float to the ground, and he replies like a defensive child, “Well…it wasn’t all our fault.” 
 
    Harry tips his head forward, his eyes looking down like an all-knowing parent, fully aware the threesome is to blame. 
 
    Barthalimule sighs deeply. “Yeah,” he says in a depressed tone. “It’s our fault.” 
 
    “So, Harry, what do we do?” Toby asks. 
 
    Harry nods and smiles. “You need to connect with the people here. And for that…you need to find your own way.” 
 
    The icons all look down, perplexed about how they will do that. 
 
    Lenny holds up his right index finger. “Just one more thing, Harry.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Umm…here’s the thing…we…I mean… Okay…so the thing is—” 
 
    “What’s our holiday?” Barthalimule blurts out. 
 
    Harry’s mouth nearly drops, looking the three of them over. 
 
    Toby offers a toothy smile, embarrassed. “We sort of forgot. Hee-hee.” 
 
    Harry slaps his knee. “Ha! You gotta be kidding! You three forgot what your holiday is? That’s the funniest thing I’ve ever heard! Well, aside from Claus getting caught in a chimney seventy years ago. That one was great!” Harry gets up and walks away from the table, laughing. 
 
    The trio looks one another over, unsure of where Harry is going. 
 
    Lenny bumps Barthalimule in the ribs with his elbow. “See what you did!” 
 
    Harry, from the living room, calls out, “Come on over, boys!” 
 
    Lenny, Barthalimule, and Toby all make their way into the living room. There, Harry has a projector set up. 
 
    Harry holds out his hand. “Sit down and pay attention.” 
 
    Barthalimule claps with excitement. “I just love home movies.” 
 
    “These aren’t just any home movies,” Harry says. “This is who you three are…what you stand for. This is the greatness that you’ve been blessed with.” 
 
    Harry opens up a cabinet where there are various film reels labeled with every single holiday arranged alphabetically. Harry looks them over and finds Day of Gratitude. He takes it and sets up the reel in the projector. He claps, shutting off the lights. “Here it is, boys…and yak. Your true calling.” Harry flips the projector on. 
 
    The film is grainy and in black and white. The images are cheap stick-figure pencil drawings, and the film is narrated by a generic male voice.  
 
      
 
    A long time ago…three travelers wandered about Asia Minor. They settled in the middle of nowhere, where there was little water, little food, and little to do. With nothing but time on their hands, they decided to make friends with their neighbors. 
 
      
 
    Lenny, Barthalimule, and Toby appear on the screen as stick figures. 
 
    “Hey!” Lenny shouts, pointing at the screen. “I’m not that short!” 
 
    “Sh!” Toby snaps. “Do you always have to make comments during movies? This is exciting! We’re in a movie!” 
 
    In the film, Lenny, Toby, and Barthalimule make their way over to a neighbor. 
 
      
 
    The film narrator continues. And to bind this friendship with their neighbors, the now-settled wanderers offered a piece of their property to their new friends. This expression of gratitude came in the form of a rock, representing the gift of land. 
 
      
 
    Barthalimule’s mouth drops. He reaches inside his pocket and pulls out two rocks. “Wow.” 
 
      
 
    From that day forward, December twenty-third became known as the Day of Gratitude. Each year on this day, neighbors would visit one another and share a rock, some food, a yak, or even a piece of pie, and solidify their friendship for all time. 
 
      
 
    The film shows the stick figures exchanging presents and shaking hands. 
 
    The words THE END, come on the screen, and the film runs out, the screen going white. 
 
    Harry turns the lights on. “So…do you now understand your purpose?” 
 
    Lenny stands up, clearly upset. “That’s it? Stupid rocks? We’re rock givers! That’s our holiday?” Lenny turns to Barthalimule and Toby. “Here’s a rock,” he says sarcastically. “Oh, thanks for that, buddy. Here’s a stinkin’ yak to forge our friendship.” 
 
    “Hey!” Toby shouts. “Easy on the yak. He did no wrong.” 
 
    Lenny groans in frustration. “This is ridiculous!” 
 
    Barthalimule extends his hand to Lenny, offering him a few small rocks. “You need a friend, Len. Here you go.” 
 
    Lenny knocks the rocks out of Barthalimule’s hand. “This is what we need people to believe in? On the day before Christmas Eve, we have to convince them that exchanging rocks is a good thing? That it means anything at all? That’s lame! We’re the stupidest holiday ever!” 
 
    “I thought you said that Tree Day is the dumbest holiday ever,” Barthalimule says. 
 
    “Yes! We’re one step below Arbor Day. We’ve fallen under the doormat of society, and now people wipe their feet upon our faces.” 
 
    Toby shakes his hairy head. “That’s a little harsh, isn’t it, Boss?” 
 
    “I’m not your boss!” Lenny screams. “I’m nothing! I’m a rock exchanger! Argh!” 
 
    Lenny marches outside, slamming the door behind him. 
 
    Harry exhales loudly. “Sorry, fellas. I will tell you this—to convince people to believe in something, you yourselves must first believe. It’s a sacred gift to have people believe in what you stand for. No matter what the cause or the reason, for people to be part of something is special. Lenny may have forgotten that, but everybody needs some reminding every now and then. Believe in each other—then people will start to believe in you too. And with that, I must kick you both out. The yak is starting to smell. Bye-bye and mazel tov, boys.” Harry holds his hands out toward the door. 
 
    Barthalimule and Toby shuffle out, following after Lenny. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    A New Plan 
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    Lenny is seated on the curb as the snow falls all around him. He is shivering, but his frustration and anger are distracting him from the cold when Barthalimule and Toby come sit beside him.  
 
    Barthalimule claps a big hand on Lenny’s small shoulder. “Maybe it’s not so bad, Len. We’ll find a way.” 
 
    Toby nods. “Yeah. We’ve lasted this long. Now…we just need to find someone to believe in us.” 
 
    Lenny takes a few deep breaths and looks them both over. The hope in their expressions brings a smile to his grumpy face. “Well, let’s go find some people.” 
 
    [image: Shape  Description automatically generated with medium confidence] 
 
    A car with the wording Child Services printed on the door pulls up to a beautiful home in a lovely suburban neighborhood. A large man dressed in a security uniform comes rushing over to the back door of the car to open it, and a stiff set of deep-red heels steps out onto the snow-dusted ground. Ms. Tasker rises out of the back seat with the strap to her leather briefcase tossed over her shoulder and looks around the neighborhood. Her face wrinkles with disgust. “The suburbs. I deplore the suburbs.” 
 
    The security guard closes the door behind her, and they make their way up a well-kept walkway leading to a white, two-story colonial home. She rings the doorbell and waits, tapping her pointed shoe on the concrete as she peers around, her eyes narrowing as she curiously surveys the area. 
 
    A young girl answers the door, appearing to be about seven years old. “Hello!” 
 
    Ms. Tasker’s eyes narrow as she reaches into her briefcase. She pulls out a photo and holds it up before her, comparing a school photo of Trixie to the young girl in front of her. “You’re not Trixie.” 
 
    “I’m Amanda.” 
 
    Ms. Tasker leans down and points her finger. “You also shouldn’t be opening the door to strangers.” 
 
    Amanda sinks back, intimidated by the intense woman.  
 
    Her mother comes rushing toward the door, holding a baby in her arms. “Amanda!” The mother steps up to the door. “I’m sorry. She isn’t supposed to be opening the door like this.” 
 
    Ms. Tasker remains expressionless. “A bolt lock or child locks would do the trick.” 
 
    The mother is caught off guard by Ms. Tasker but nervously nods. “Sure.” She looks around, confused. “Can I help you with something?” 
 
    Ms. Tasker flips the picture of Trixie around so the mother can see. “Have you seen this girl?” 
 
    The mother studies it for a moment and shakes her head. “No, I haven’t. Why?” 
 
    “Does the name Trixie Bitagglio ring a bell?” 
 
    The mother’s eyes narrow, and she thinks to herself, shaking her head at first before her eyes bulge open. “Wait. Bitagglio. I do know that name. When we bought this house, that was the name on it. We never met them, but the house had gone to a bank. I think something happened to those people—something sad.” 
 
    “And the children?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m sorry. I’ve actually gotten mail from a couple of schools for some kids with that last name, and I sent them back.” 
 
    Ms. Tasker nods and turns to her security guard with a sinister grin. “That’s what we thought.” She turns back to the mother. “Well, thank you, miss. And consider those child locks.” Ms. Tasker glares down at Amanda. “Small children need to be reined in.” 
 
    Amanda grows nervous and hides behind her mother’s leg. The mother wraps her arm around her daughter, both clearly unnerved by this woman’s dark nature. 
 
    Ms. Tasker smirks. “Good day.” She turns, followed by the security guard, and they walk back down the pathway.  
 
    The mother, confused by the entire interaction, quickly closes the door. 
 
    Ms. Tasker turns to her security tag-along. “Looks like we have a fish to catch.” 
 
    The security guard smiles, silently agreeing with his taskmaster.  
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    Times Square in New York is busy with the hustle and bustle of a large city. Filling the snowy sidewalks are a combination of suits, tourists, and locals out and about as a light snow falls upon the area. 
 
    The people walk by Lenny, Barthalimule, and Toby without a care in the world. They are reading newspapers and talking on their cell phones—it’s an all-for-one atmosphere. 
 
    Lenny scoffs. “Look at these people. There’s an actual yak in a sweater just strolling down the sidewalks of New York City, and no one even notices or cares.” 
 
    Barthalimule watches everyone walk past. “They’re like robots. They don’t talk to one another.” 
 
    Toby shakes his head. “This is never going to work. No one’s going to believe in our holiday here.” 
 
    Lenny thinks to himself. “Maybe…if the other one fades away?” 
 
    Barthalimule and Toby respond in unison, “Huh?” 
 
    “What if people forgot about jolly old Christmas? Maybe we can take back our holiday, take back our time of year! Yes! I see it now! We must capture Claus! We hide him, people forget about Christmas…and hello Day of Gratitude! We’ll be back in the swing of things. We’ll be gold again!” 
 
    Toby slows to a halt. “Uh…boss? I’m not sure kidnapping is the best idea.” 
 
    “Well, when you say it that way, it sounds crazy! Don’t worry. I know what to do. Everything will work out.”  
 
    Barthalimule scratches his head. “Uh…okay. But you know we don’t need everyone who loves Christmas to believe in us. We only need two people to stay in Holiday Land.” 
 
    “Pfft…two birds and all that. We get rid of that dope and have people everywhere excited about our holiday! As for the two believers we need to get Noah off our backs, I think we’ve got one in the bag. I know someone who doesn’t like Christmas just as much as us.” 
 
    The mall parking lot is full of cars, with some of the vehicles partially covered with snow. A snowplow is actively removing snow off the asphalt of the parking lot. 
 
    The holiday icons come strolling into the mall, decked out in their foolproof disguises; Toby makes a believable reindeer in his faux antlers, Lenny is quite convincing as a tiny elf in a green hat, clothes, and pointy shoes, and Barthalimule is dressed like a Christmas tree, which is also oddly realistic. People stare strangely at them but don’t appear to think twice about their garb.  
 
    The three Day of Gratitude holiday icons casually stroll over to the Santa Claus display. There is a long line of kids waiting to get a picture and sit on Santa’s lap. 
 
    Standing off to the side, staring at Santa, is Trixie. She looks bored and bothered by the whole Christmas spirit atmosphere. 
 
    Lenny, Barthalimule, and Toby move up next to Trixie, just standing there trying to blend in. She looks over at them, at first eying them oddly, but then she recognizes Lenny. “Hey, you’re the Santa hater.” 
 
    Lenny offers a proud nod. “That’s right.” 
 
    She squints her eyes, remembering, and points at the small man. “Lenny, right?” 
 
    Lenny smiles and points back. “And you’re Trixie.” 
 
    She smiles. “Yeah. So…what are you and your…friends…doing dressed like this?” 
 
    Lenny sneers, whispering, “We’re gonna steal Claus? You in?” 
 
    Trixie pulls back a bit, her face twisting in confusion. “Uh…you serious?” 
 
    Barthalimule pops his head into the conversation, saying in a whispered tone, “As serious as a tiny Hanukkah elf.” 
 
    Trixie narrows her gaze at Barthalimule. “Um…okay…” She switches gears. “So…what do you want me to do?” 
 
    “You have transportation?” Lenny asks. 
 
     “Uh…my brother’s car.” 
 
    “You want to be part of our team?” 
 
    Trixie glances around, watching the families walk by, enjoying the festive holiday time. She smiles and looks back at him. “I’m totally in.” Trixie extends her right hand, and the holiday threesome all stare at it, confused. She looks down at her hand and then back at them. “It’s a promise that we’ll work together.” 
 
    Barthalimule smiles and tilts his head to the side. “I like that idea. Promises are nice.” 
 
    Toby places a hoof on Trixie’s hand. She looks strangely at it, and then Barthalimule and Lenny’s hands follow. 
 
    Trixie stares seriously at them. “Let’s get Santa.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    Dark Claus 
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    “First of all, you’ll have to blend in,” Trixie says to Lenny, Barthalimule, and Toby as they hide inside a clothing rack of a store located right near Santa’s display. “Well, I mean, the best you can…at least. And then, during his lunch break, we’ll initiate the plan: Dark Claus.” 
 
    A woman goes to grab a shirt off the rack and sees Trixie, Toby, Lenny, and Barthalimule all crowded inside the center of the rack. Her mouth drops, unsure of what to say or do. 
 
    Lenny leans forward, the clothes around him knocking his green elf hat askew. “Hey, lady, find your own huddle!”  
 
    The woman puts the shirt hanger back and rushes away, and Lenny confidently straightens his pointy cap.               
 
    Once she is gone, Barthalimule and Toby stick their heads out, making sure the coast is clear. Satisfied they are safe, they begin to carefully sneak out, moving like evasive burglars, avoiding any and all suspicious eyes. Lenny and Trixie very casually move behind them, both confused over what Barthalimule and Toby are doing. 
 
    Lenny groans. “Psst… Bartie, knock it off. You’re being weird.” 
 
    “I said to blend, guys.” Trixie shakes her head but can’t help but giggle. “We’ll sneak in from the back.” 
 
    They all nod in agreement and continue their attempt at remaining inconspicuous as they make their way across the mall—the giant reindeer, a walking evergreen tree, and the elf-sized man. Barthalimule even holds a makeshift leash around Toby’s neck as if he really were a Christmas reindeer. They reach the back side of the Santa display, and Barthalimule slides over, continuing to remain discreet. Toby whistles, also moving into the holiday scene, trying to blend in. 
 
    Lenny walks up to an elf helper and taps him on the shoulder. “You’re good. I’m here.” 
 
    The helper elf stares strangely at Lenny. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m…Lenn…dal. I’m here to break you.” 
 
    “You’re early.” 
 
    “The oversized red man said to break you. That’s what I’m here to do.” 
 
    The helper elf throws his hands up. “I ain’t arguing. I need a hot dog on a stick anyway. I’ll be back at three.” He walks off to take his break. 
 
    Lenny nods and waves. “Enjoy.” He turns toward the mall Santa Claus with a devious smile. 
 
    The door to the loading dock by the mall is kicked open, and the mall Santa steps outside to have a smoke. He pulls down his fake beard, and as he goes to light up a cigarette, he is suddenly tackled by Lenny and Barthalimule. 
 
    A battered old red sedan pulls up, driven by Trixie, who is bouncing energetically in her seat. “Whoa! This is cool!” 
 
    “Get off me!” the mall Santa shouts, pushing himself free from Lenny and Barthalimule. 
 
    He turns into Toby, who kicks him with his hooves, knocking him into the back seat of the car. 
 
    Trixie shouts, “Let’s book, fellas!” 
 
    The holiday threesome jumps into the car with Trixie, and they drive off. The car swerves back and forth, Trixie displaying her inexperience behind the wheel. 
 
    Inside the security lounge, Buck is chomping on a double slice of pizza, his cheeks smeared with red pizza sauce. Ben pops his head into the lounge, curiously looking around.  
 
    “Hey, Buck, you seen Trixie?” 
 
    Buck shakes his head. 
 
    “All right. Thanks. I’ll try calling her again.” 
 
    “Hey, Ben, you…ah…ever notice you kind of ask that a lot?” 
 
    Ben nods. “Yep. I’ve noticed. Let me know if you see her, okay? And tell her to answer her darn phone once in a while.” 
 
    Buck gives him a quick salute with his pizza slice. “You got it, buddy.” 
 
    Quickly shuffling through the hallway of the Bitagglio’s apartment building is Trixie, leading the odd-looking group of festively dressed holiday figures. First, the knocked-out Santa, now blindfolded with his hands tied, is propped up on top of Toby, who is still disguised as a reindeer. Barthalimule is still a Christmas tree, and Lenny is also still dressed like one of Santa’s elves. 
 
    Toby groans. “This guy weighs a ton! He ever heard about Weight Watchers or protein bars?” 
 
    Lenny crows, “Of course! It’s Claus. He’s built like a house!” 
 
    Trixie opens her apartment door, and everyone scrambles inside. She looks across the hall, making sure Ms. Piggly isn’t watching, and quickly closes her door. Just as she turns around, Toby knocks over a kitchen chair with his behind. Trixie cringes, knowing what will come next.  
 
    Ms. Piggly, with 20 hair rollers wrapped in her head, bursts into the hallway. Her twenty cats are all spilling out of her apartment along with her as she makes her way over to Trixie’s door and angrily knocks on it. She attempts to peek through the peephole but can’t see anything inside. 
 
    Trixie groans and turns back to the door, opening it just slightly so that Ms. Piggly can’t see inside. 
 
    “What’s going on in there?” the bitter woman snaps, her neck bobbing around like a pigeon. 
 
    There is some rustling going on in Trixie’s apartment, including some glass breaking. Trixie smiles, ignoring the noises behind her. “Nothing, Ms. Piggly. Just practicing.” 
 
    Ms. Piggly narrows her suspicious gaze. “Practicing for what?” 
 
    “For the holiday show at school, you silly. It’s this month. Very excited, by the way.” 
 
    Ms. Piggly is unconvinced. “Yes…well…keep it down.” 
 
    “Of course. Anything for you.” 
 
    Trixie closes the door and lets out a breath of relieved air. She turns and sees the store Santa Claus tied to a chair, still blindfolded. Lenny, Barthalimule, and Toby all have shed their festive disguises. 
 
    Toby kicks his costume, sending it flying across the room. “I don’t know how those long-horned freaks can stand it. I hate that outfit.” 
 
    Trixie snaps a look over to Toby. “Whoa! You talk?” Her eyes then pan back over to the Santa Claus tied to a chair, and a perplexed look overcomes her face. 
 
    “We finally got him!” Lenny shouts, punching his fist into the air. 
 
    Barthalimule nervously glances all around. “You think he’ll take us off his Christmas list?” 
 
    “That’s the point!” Lenny snaps back. “There won’t be any list. It’s all over for him!” 
 
    “Wait…” Toby says, turning to Lenny. “We’re going to hold him here forever?” 
 
    Trixie steps forward, looking the three icons over with her own bout of confusion. “Do you guys think this is the real Santa Claus?” 
 
    Lenny scoffs. “Yeah, of course!” 
 
    Trixie lets out a burst of laughter. “Uh…that’s a drunk that works at the mall.” 
 
    The three friends stare at Trixie, baffled by what she said, glancing back and forth between her and the Claus. 
 
    “Whatcha mean, Trixie?” Barthalimule asks. “He’s right there.” 
 
    Lenny points. “Yeah. There he is. His outfit and everything.” 
 
    Toby moves up next to the passed-out Santa and sniffs him. “Doesn’t smell like the jolly man.” Toby winces back. “That’s definitely not what sugar cookies smell like!” 
 
    “Smell?” Lenny shakes his head. “What do you mean he doesn’t smell like him?” 
 
    The imposter Claus belches. 
 
    Toby flinches and takes a step back. “Oh, this guy smells like whisky!” 
 
    Lenny walks over and sniffs the guy, quickly snapping his head back, his face scrunching in disgust. “You’re right.” 
 
    Barthalimule’s face grows sad. “Santa’s drinking?” 
 
    “No, Barthalimule,” Trixie says. “This is a drunk pretending to be Santa.” 
 
    The tall icon doesn’t understand. “Why would someone pretend to be Santa?” 
 
    “They do it all over the place.” 
 
    Barthalimule looks to Trixie. “We should release him back into the wild.” 
 
    By the side of the street outside the apartment complex, Barthalimule and Toby dump the unconscious fake Santa on the snowy sidewalk and rush back into the building. 
 
    The mall Santa shakes his head a little and shouts while still asleep, “Turn off the air, ma!” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    The Team 
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    Inside Trixie’s apartment, Lenny, Barthalimule, and Toby are all seated on the beat-up sectional couch. Trixie is pacing back and forth before them, rubbing her chin, staring at the floor, readying herself for an inquiry. “Where are you guys from?” 
 
    “Far, far away and from a strange place,” Lenny says. 
 
    “What—like LA?” 
 
    Barthalimule points up. “We’re from the clouds.” 
 
    Trixie’s forehead furrows with confusion. “What?” 
 
    Lenny leans forward, wanting to explain. “What Bart means is that we’re from another place…like Canada, but with nicer weather.” 
 
    Toby looks to Lenny. “Just tell her, Boss.” 
 
    Barthalimule nods. “Yeah, we can trust her, Len.” 
 
    “Trust me with what? And why can that really big hairy dog talk?” 
 
    “I’m actually a yak…but thank you for noticing my hair. I work on my coat in the winter months.” 
 
    Lenny stands up. “Stop it! All of you! Enough!” 
 
    “We’re a team, right, Lenny?” Trixie asks. 
 
    “Yeah. We are,” Lenny says. “Just…hear me out. The reason that dog can talk—” 
 
    “Yak!” 
 
    Lenny lifts his hands in apology. “Yak—sorry, Toby. Well…we’re actually three long-forgotten holiday icons that had to come back to Earth to re-ignite interest in our holiday or else we’ll face banishment from our beloved Holiday Land. And we love it there, so…that’s why we’re here.” 
 
    Barthalimule leans in and half-whispers to Trixie, “We have the best ducks.” 
 
    Lenny nods in agreement. “Yes. We have it made up there. It’s perfect. And usually, once a year, most of the icons—” 
 
    “And by most…he means everyone but us,” Toby clarifies. 
 
    Lenny continues, “Yeah…they come down here to represent their holiday and get people excited. But we’ve kind of gotten distracted and slacked off and haven’t actually been to Earth in quite a while.” 
 
    “How long?” Trixie asks. 
 
    Lenny looks Toby and Barthalimule over, not proud of this declaration. “It’s been…give or take…a thousand years or so? So it’s been nearly one thousand years since anyone has thought about us…or believed in us.” 
 
    Barthalimule bobs his head up and down. “Yeah. And this year, on December twenty-third, unless two people believe in our holiday, we’re gonna have to stay here forever as other things.” 
 
    Toby sadly hangs his head. “I’ll lose my country kitchen.” 
 
    “And our ducks,” Barthalimule adds. 
 
    “Yeah, we lose a few luxuries,” Lenny says, “including youthful ever-lasting life and pretty much everything and anything we want. So…it’s a bit of a setback.” 
 
    Trixie is happy to dive in and holds her hands out with a smile. “Well…what’s your holiday?” 
 
    Lenny winces and looks around before reluctantly sharing. “We’re known as the ‘Day of Gratitude.’” 
 
    “The day of what?” 
 
    “Gratitude,” Toby says. 
 
    Barthalimule reaches into his pocket and pulls out its contents, displaying them with an open hand. “We exchange rocks.” 
 
    Trixie’s brows furrow, yet her lips tilt into a half-smile. “You exchange…rocks?” 
 
    Lenny nods and once again is reluctant to agree. “Yeah. Or other things. But basically, yeah…rocks.” 
 
    Trixie wants to laugh but tries to hold back her amusement. “And this is a holiday?” 
 
    Barthalimule, Lenny, and Toby all hang their heads, knowing it sounds ridiculous. 
 
    She thinks to herself as she gazes upon their long faces and glances down, pondering and digesting all the information before looking back up at them with excitement. “I like it!” Trixie gladly takes the rocks out of Barthalimule’s hand. “Thanks, Bartie! And here…” She rushes over and goes inside the fridge. She pulls out a mostly eaten pie. “I hope you like chocolate cream.” 
 
    Barthalimule smiles. “That’ll do! Thanks, Ms. Trixie.” Barthalimule takes the pie tin and sticks his face in, munching the pie down in just a few seconds. 
 
    Lenny leans forward in disbelief, not sure he heard what he thinks he heard. “So…you believe in us?” 
 
    Trixie shrugs. “Sure! We’re a team, right? I think your holiday is a great idea. If people were nicer to one another, the world would be a better place. I think every day should be a Day of Gratitude.” 
 
    Tears well up in Lenny’s eyes, moved by Trixie’s words. Toby and Barthalimule, whose face is covered in chocolate, stare at their leader in awe, never seeing him show this kind of emotion. 
 
    Toby places one of his front hooves on Lenny’s shoulder to comfort him. “Boss, you’re crying.” 
 
    Barthalimule blurts out with his mouth full of pie. “Yeah, you’re crying!” 
 
    Lenny sniffles. “No…you know how my allergies act up on Earth. I gotta go to the bathroom.” Lenny runs into the bathroom, closing the door behind him. 
 
    Trixie’s eyes are wide open. “Wow. Is he gonna be all right?” 
 
    There’s a moment of silence, and then Lenny starts wailing, loud, echoing cries of joy for all to hear.  
 
    Barthalimule and Toby rush up to Trixie, embracing her like she is their savior. 
 
    Barthalimule, with pieces of pie crust falling out of his mouth, says, “Thank you, Ms. Trixie. Thank you so much!” 
 
    Trixie is surprised and a little overwhelmed. “I’m not sure what to think of this.” 
 
    The apartment door is flung open, and Ben stomps in, fuming. Behind him is Buck, who is chomping into a juicy burrito wrapped in tin foil.  
 
    Ben sees Toby and Barthalimule hugging Trixie and stares in awe. “What in the world is going on here! And where is my car, Trix?” 
 
    Trixie looks down at Barthalimule and Toby, who are oblivious to Ben’s presence. They continue to squeeze her tightly in a joyous hug with their eyes closed. “Umm…guys…release…” 
 
    Barthalimule and Toby stop hugging Trixie and take a step back. 
 
    “Sorry, Ms. Trixie.” Barthalimule casually turns to Ben. “Hey, human.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry, Trix.” Toby hangs his hairy head. 
 
    Ben stares at Toby the yak, the shock over hearing him talk rendering him speechless. Buck also drops his mouth in shock, and a large chunk of burrito falls out and onto the floor. 
 
    Lenny comes strolling out of the bathroom. “Hey, you’re out of toilet paper.” 
 
    Ben, still shocked over the entire situation, now points to Lenny. “Who the heck is the little guy, and where did he come from?” 
 
    Lenny snaps his index finger at Ben. “Hey…small but mighty, pal!” 
 
    Trixie rushes over to Ben and Buck. “Quickly, come inside, you two!” Trixie pulls them inside the apartment, closing the door as fast as possible. 
 
    A few minutes later…Ben and Buck are now seated on the couch, each of their mouths dropped open. 
 
    Trixie is standing before them with the holiday icons behind her. She holds out her hands. “And that’s the whole story.” 
 
    Lenny, Barthalimule, and Toby stick their heads out from behind Trixie, waiting to see if Ben and Buck get it. But the two men remain in shock and don’t know what to think. 
 
    Toby holds up a single hoof. “I’d just like to add that I’m completely house-trained.” 
 
    Barthalimule steps forward, nervously fiddling with his toga. “I’m almost there. I have bad dreams.” 
 
    Ben, still awestruck by the entire conversation, asks, “And where’s Holiday Land again?” 
 
    Buck utters through his gaped open shocked mouth, “I think it’s in the clouds above the highest mountain peak.” 
 
    Lenny nods in agreement. “Yeah, that’s about right.” 
 
    Toby offers, “You want me to whip you up an omelet or maybe a zesty artichoke dip?” 
 
    Ben slowly stands, thinking to himself. His eyes are glossy, remaining confused as he attempts to take in this tsunami of strange information. “I think I’m gonna go lie down now.” 
 
    He wanders off toward his bedroom and stops right at the door. “Oh…and when I come out…I’m not sure what’s happening here…but I want it to be a little more normal. Yeah, normal.” He pans his eyes over the kitchen and sees it unusually spotless. He points in its direction. “Who cleaned the kitchen?” 
 
    Toby proudly puffs out his chest. “A chef always needs a clean surface to work with.” 
 
    Ben thinks about Toby’s response and subtly nods to himself. “Yeah…I need some alone time.” Ben throws his right hand up and continues into his bedroom. “Nice meeting all of you people…and the talking animal. Bye now.” He closes the door behind him. 
 
    Ben leans against his closed bedroom door, still speechless. He meanders over to his bed and allows his body to fall onto the covers. He lies on his back and stares up at the ceiling, taking a deep breath and closing his eyes to relax. After having drifted off for five minutes, he is suddenly awakened by festive holiday music blasting from the living room. His eyes pop open wide. “That wasn’t real. There’s no talking yak in my living room.” 
 
    He lets out a deep breath of air and reluctantly gets up, heading to his bedroom door. He pauses before reaching for the knob, centering himself. Taking a deep breath in, he opens his door and steps out into the living room. There, Ben sees Buck dancing with Toby, Trixie dancing with Lenny, and Ms. Piggly dancing with Barthalimule. It’s a small party in the room with everyone enjoying themselves. 
 
    Without a word, Ben shakes his head, turns back to his bedroom, and climbs back into bed, mumbling to himself, but no words are discernable. He continues to shake his head as he lies back down and covers his face with his pillow. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    The Reckoning 
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    The streets of New York are coated beautifully in white snow as the sun shines bright on the crisp morning. Off in the distance, just beyond some trees and building tops, is Times Square with a big sign that flashes and reads Just Two More Days Until Christmas! 
 
    Just outside a local grocery store, Barthalimule and Trixie step out carrying handfuls of brown paper bags filled to the brim with food. They head down the street together, walking through the snowy sidewalks. 
 
    Trixie stops and takes a little hop to resituate the bags in her arms, smiling the whole time. “I’m so excited to celebrate Day of Gratitude with a huge dinner tonight!” 
 
    “And pies for dessert?” Barthalimule excitedly asks. 
 
    Trixie announces in a formal, booming voice as if introducing a king, “It shall be done! Ten pies for dessert!” 
 
    Barthalimule hops around like a giddy kid. “Yippee!” 
 
    Trixie laughs, her face infused with pure joy. “You’re funny, Bartie.” 
 
    “Well, we like you too, Ms. Trixie.” 
 
    She smiles, and the two approach the old apartment complex and step in through the run-down entrance. 
 
    Ben’s bedroom door very slowly creaks open. Dressed in his work uniform for his fast-food job, he sticks his head out into the living room. He looks around, not hearing or witnessing any strange people or talking creatures, and lets out a sigh of relief, feeling comfortable walking out into the living room. 
 
    From the kitchen, Toby asks very casually, “Oh, Ben…how do you like your eggs?” 
 
    Ben sees Toby standing in the kitchen, wearing an apron, and watches him pick up a spatula with his mouth and mix the eggs. 
 
    Ben is once again rendered speechless, his mouth hanging open in shock. “Uh…” 
 
    The toilet flushes. Lenny steps out of the bathroom with a newspaper in hand. He closes the door behind him and turns to see Ben. “You might wanna give the bathroom a few minutes there, Bennie. Just a friendly heads up.” Lenny walks by, giving Ben’s forearm a smack, the highest part of him he can reasonably reach. 
 
    Ben flinches, surprised by the action. “This is very strange.”  
 
    Trixie walks through the front door with Barthalimule, and they carry the groceries over to the kitchen counter. 
 
    Ben stares Trixie down, but she is too busy giggling and whispering with Barthalimule to notice. “Trix…can I have a word with you in my bedroom?” 
 
    “Sure, Ben.” Trixie points to Toby. “Leave mine runny, Tobe-myster!” 
 
    Toby points his hoof in her direction and winks. “You got it, Trix.” 
 
    Ben holds his bedroom door open as Trixie walks past him. He closes the door behind her and immediately asks in an angered, high-pitched whisper, “What exactly is going on here?” 
 
    “What do you mean, bro?” 
 
    Ben stares blankly at his sister, blown away by her nonchalant attitude. “A-Are you serious right now? What do I mean? There’s a talking goat making eggs in our kitchen!” 
 
    Trixie holds her hands out. “Whoa, Ben. Toby’s a yak. He doesn’t like being called a goat.” 
 
    Ben blinks slowly, exasperated. “I-I don’t even know how to respond to that.” 
 
    “These guys are cool, Ben! They’re great! And they’re famous! I mean, not now famous. But a long time ago, they were like the Easter Bunny and stuff. That’s amazing!” 
 
    Ben closes his eyes for a moment, rubbing his forehead. “Okay. I don’t know exactly when I fell into the fairy tale world, but I’d like to wake up now.” 
 
    “Ben, these are my friends. They’re nice. They’re real with me.” 
 
    “Friends? You said they were holiday…things.” 
 
    “Yeah. They came to get people to believe in them again. And I’m happy they found me. I haven’t been happy like this in—” 
 
    “So…why you?” 
 
    Trixie shrugs. “I don’t know. Because they believe in me. They trust me without question. They don’t judge me. They’re kind and generous—except Lenny when he’s hungry. He gets a little snippy.” 
 
    Ben holds out his hands, only growing more and more frustrated. “Okay, I don’t know who’s who, but we’re gonna get in trouble…for something, I’d imagine.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? Ms. Piggly’s coming to our Day of Gratitude dinner tonight. She’s bringing apple pie for Barthalimule. Don’t tell him, but I think she has a crush on him.” 
 
    Ben whirls around, shaking his head, staring up at the ceiling. “Okay. This is crazy! Are you out of your mind? The things you’re saying are insane.” Ben turns back to Trixie. “How do you know they’re not going to cook us up for dinner?” 
 
    The door cracks open, and Barthalimule sticks his head inside. “You guys mind if I have some cereal? Those Cocoa Puffs are calling my name.” 
 
    Ben throws his hand up into the air. “No…go right ahead.” 
 
    Barthalimule smiles and points at Ben. “Thanks, Mr. Ben.” He closes the door behind him, and Ben pivots his attention back to Trixie, his head slowly shaking back and forth, annoyed. 
 
    “Come on, Ben. They’re completely harmless.” 
 
    Ben throws his hands out to the side. “They’re gone. When I come home from work, I want them out. Period. This is crazy. I don’t know what or who these things are.” 
 
    Trixie’s face draws down with the emotional punch to her gut. In a shocked, breathless tone, she asks, “What?” 
 
    “That’s it, Trix. That’s enough.” 
 
    Trixie firmly shakes her head. “No way. They stay.” 
 
    “I make the rules, Trixie. I take care of you. And this…this can’t be healthy. This is…weird. They’re gone, and that’s that.” 
 
    “We have a dinner planned tonight!” 
 
    “Consider it canceled. We haven’t even discussed the fact that you stole my car!” 
 
    Trixie grows angry and frustrated, tears welling in her eyes. “You’re horrible! And you’re not my father! I hate you!” She storms out of Ben’s room, slamming the door behind her, and bursts into tears as she marches through the living room. 
 
    Toby steps forward with a plate atop his hoof. “Here are ya eggs…Trix.” 
 
    Trixie slams her bedroom door closed. Barthalimule, Toby, and Lenny all give one another concerned looks. 
 
    Ben’s bedroom door slowly creaks open, and he steps out into the living room. He lowers his eyes to the floor at first, reluctant to deliver the bad news, but he builds himself up and looks the three holiday icons in the eyes as he speaks, gazing from one to another. “Look, guys…I’d appreciate it if you all just left. Trix has enough problems without you guys coming here and leaving crazy thoughts in her head. This whole thing is just too much. All right?” 
 
    Barthalimule utters, “Uh…but—” 
 
    “No…that’s about it,” Ben says in a softened tone. “You guys gotta go.” 
 
    “Yeah…sure, Ben,” Lenny says, proud as ever and not wanting to stay where he isn’t wanted. 
 
    Barthalimule frowns. “But, Len?” 
 
    Lenny stares bitterly in Ben’s direction, but now Ben’s eyes are wavering, not wanting to make eye contact with anyone. “No. We’re not wanted. We’re used to that. Let’s go, boys.” 
 
    Lenny, Barthalimule, and Toby sadly move toward the door with their heads down. 
 
    Toby stops by the door, motioning toward the kitchen. “Ben, there are blueberry muffins in the oven. They’ll be done in five minutes…but check them in two and turn the tray fifty-five degrees.” 
 
    Lenny impatiently barks, “Let’s go, Toby.” 
 
    Toby, Lenny, and Barthalimule head out of the apartment with their eyes on the floor and their spirits dropped, and Barthalimule gently closes the door behind them. 
 
    Ben sighs and shakes his head, sick over the whole situation. He moves over to Trixie’s bedroom door, his heart breaking at the sound of her crying. “Trix, I’ll be home later.” 
 
    From behind her door, Trixie sounds decimated. “I don’t care.” 
 
    “Trixie, you can’t understand…but I’m doing what’s right.” 
 
    Trixie opens the door just a little, tears rolling down her cheeks. “You know what it’s like not to have any friends…not to have people you can count on!” 
 
    “Come on, Trix. We have each other.” 
 
    “No. I don’t have an equal share in that. Nobody likes me, and nobody cares about what I think. Nobody cares about me at all—not even you! Just…leave, Ben.” Trixie closes the door. 
 
    Ben tries to open it, but it’s locked. “Look, I know you’re upset…but…you have to know I’m doing what’s best for you. You just don’t understand. I’m trying, Trixie. I’m trying.” Ben takes a deep breath and looks at his watch. “I have to go. We’ll talk about this later.” Ben rushes out of the apartment. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    Signed, Sealed, and Delivered 
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    Toby, Barthalimule, and Lenny absentmindedly wander along the sunny sidewalk near Central Park, the walkway split by a large pile of snow that runs parallel to the street. Hanging their heads as they move onward at a sluggish pace, each step is a small, sad step forward—toward what, they didn’t know. 
 
    A limousine screeches to a halt just on the other side of the snowbank and causes the three of them to stop, curiously looking streetside. Barthalimule is the only one who can see the limousine over the snow.  
 
    “It’s a nice big car, Len.” 
 
    Lenny groans. “Who is it?” 
 
    Barthalimule subtly shakes his head, unable to see inside. 
 
    The window in the back slides down, and Noah’s chimp stares at the top of Barthalimule’s head. The door opens, and the chimp steps out, dressed in a finely tailored suit. He walks right into the snow, heading toward the holiday icons. The chimp steps through the snowbank, a cutout in the shape of his body leaving a new opening in it. He marches right up to Lenny and hands him a piece of paper entitled Contract. He then hands him a pen and bends over so Lenny can sign on his back. 
 
    Toby steps up, looking at the contract with curiosity. “What is it?” 
 
    Lenny’s mouth is half-hanging open in shock. “We did it. It says we are good…that we got two people to believe in us. But we have to return to Holiday Land just after sundown or our window will close.” He quickly rushes through the contract and flips to the signature page and signs. When he finishes, the three of them are encompassed by a flashing golden glow that lasts just a few seconds. Then, it’s gone. 
 
    The chimp stands up, snatches the contract and pen out of Lenny’s hands, and marches back through the snow without a sound. The chimp gets back into the limo and sticks his arm out, pointing his index finger forward, followed by a whistle. The limo drives off. 
 
    With little fanfare, Lenny turns to Barthalimule and Toby, a muted level of surprise glazed across his face. “That’s that, I guess. We’re back in. If we don’t want to, we don’t have to come back to this terrible place for five hundred years or so…I think. No one knows about our stupid holiday anyway. What’s the point?” 
 
    “Trixie is,” Barthalimule blurts out. “She’s our friend. We were supposed to celebrate tonight.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Toby says. “We’ve never had a friend before, Boss. Asthma, yes. Friends, no.” 
 
    “Come on, guys,” Lenny says. “Think of the upside. We get to go back to the greatest place we’ve known. The temperature never changes, the food’s a plenty, and little ducks serve our every need. The human boy doesn’t want us there anyway. Maybe it’s best we just go back now.” 
 
    Barthalimule and Toby remain silent. Then the big guy steps forward toward Lenny and crouches down so their eye levels are the same. “Nobody up there ever believed in us, Len. Not for a long, long time. Trixie believes in us. That’s why we were spared. That’s why we still exist. It is all because of her.” 
 
    Toby’s hooves scrape through the snow as he takes a few steps forward. “She does, Boss. And she apparently got someone else to believe in us too. My guess is that kooky lady from across the hall who’s in love with Bartie.”  
 
    Barthalimule looks up from the ground, where he’s crouched down, eating snow. “Huh?” He stands up, wiping his cold, wet hands on his toga. 
 
    Toby waves him off. “I’ll explain it to you later.” He looks back to Lenny. “Trixie actually believes in us.” 
 
    “I do,” a young voice says from behind them. 
 
    Toby, Barthalimule, and Lenny are caught off guard, turning around to see Trixie standing there, bundled up in her purple coat, hat, and boots. Barthalimule’s and Toby’s faces brighten into joyous smiles, and they rush over and hug Trixie.  
 
    Lenny reluctantly gives in and joins the big group hug, but he doesn’t last too long. “Okay, okay. Enough of this. We don’t have a lot of time left, and I ain’t spendin’ it like this.” 
 
    Trixie’s smile fades. “What do you mean? Why don’t you have a lot of time?” 
 
    Barthalimule smiles. “We did it, Ms. Trixie—well, you did it. We can go back to Holiday Land now.”  
 
    “Oh…” Trixie’s frown deepens. “So…you’re leaving? For good?” 
 
    “Just for now,” Lenny says, his excitement wavering. “We’ll be able to come back again…though, not for another year.” 
 
    “Oh…okay. I mean, that’s great.” Trixie forces a smile. “I’m super happy for you guys. It’s just…I’m going to miss you.”  
 
    Barthalimule’s eyes droop as he pats her on the head. “We’ll miss you too, Ms. Trixie.” 
 
    Trixie glances at her new friends. “Hey, let’s do something fun together…to celebrate our last day together and make it one to remember. It’s a nice day, so I’ll take you through Central Park. There’s a really cool playground I want to show you.” 
 
    “A playground?” Barthalimule jumps up and down, clapping. “Yay!” 
 
    Trixie laughs and hooks arms with him, and the four friends continue on down the sidewalk, making their way through Central Park.  
 
    The whole walk through the park is filled with happiness and laughter, but when they finally approach the playground, Trixie’s laugh abruptly cuts off, and she gasps. Skating through the playground are Bobby, Carmine, and Jesse—her school nemeses. “Uh…guys, I changed my mind. Let’s just go somewhere else.” 
 
    “What is it, Miss Trixie?” Barthalimule asks, recognizing Trixie’s tone change. 
 
    Trixie sighs. “It’s those skateboarding jerks over there. They harass me and my friend all the time. They’re mean bullies. I don’t want them to ruin our special day.” 
 
    Lenny steps forward, cracking his knuckles and mushing his right fist into his left hand as if he were some sort of wise guy thug. “You want me to take care of it?” 
 
    Trixie shakes her head. “No, you guys. They’re not worth it. Bullies are never worth it. They’re only trouble.” 
 
    Lenny smiles, an idea striking him. He turns to Barthalimule and Toby. “Let’s do the scary thing.” 
 
    Barthalimule hops up and down like a child. “Oh! I love the scary thing!” 
 
    Toby confidently nods. “I’m in.” 
 
    “Wait…” Trixie quickly looks to all her friends. “What’s the scary thing?” 
 
    Barthalimule points to Trixie. “Those guys won’t ever bother you again. Trust me.”  
 
    She lets out a nervous breath. “Okay…but I’m not so sure about this.” 
 
    “Hey, you’re like family to us,” Lenny says, patting her on the shoulder. “It’s our pleasure.” 
 
    Toby bounces his hairy head up and down. “Yeah. Don’t worry. We’ll just make them pee their pants.” 
 
    Trixie’s face grows into a smile. “In that case!” Trixie whips out her cell phone and goes to camera mode immediately. “Let’s do it! And I’ll record this momentous occasion for posterity.” 
 
    Bobby, Carmine, and Jesse are skateboarding around the playground, their raucous shouts and reckless antics scaring off little kids and worrying parents. Emptying a New York City playground is no easy feat, but as the last toddler is shuffled off by her angered mother, the boys just laugh and high-five each other.  
 
    Carmine punches the air. “One more down! Ha! So who’s next, man?” 
 
    A sinister grin emerges on Bobby’s face as he spots an elderly woman on a nearby bench, feeding some pigeons with a bag of popcorn. He glances over at his other two friends. “Watch this!” Bobby skates by the elderly woman and snatches the bag of popcorn right out of her hands. 
 
    “Hey!” she shouts. “Give me that!” 
 
    Bobby skates around, laughing and taunting her, and pours the popcorn over the woman’s head. 
 
    “You horrible boys!” She struggles to rise to her feet and uses her cane to limp off as the boys stand back, laughing at her and their awful behavior. 
 
    “And we have the place to ourselves. Ha! Well done, guys.” Bobby exchanges congratulatory handshakes with Carmine and Jesse as they all laugh like hyenas. 
 
    Then, something suddenly whizzes by the boys. They snap their heads around, looking to see who it is, but the figure is gone. 
 
    Bobby’s nose and forehead crinkle as he looks around, suspicious of something but not sure what. “You guys see somethin’?” 
 
    Carmine has the same perplexed look on his face. “Yeah…I think?” 
 
    Again, a shadowy image passes by them in the other direction, drawing the boys’ attention. 
 
    Carmine points in the air. “I saw that!” 
 
    Bobby wheels around in all directions. “What’s going on here? 
 
    The boys snap their gazes in all directions as if they were trying to spot a ghost evading them. Up from a gradual incline, a small figure comes jogging toward them, a hood over his face and ragged, baggy clothing concealing his identity. 
 
    Jesse points in the direction of the mysterious figure. “Who’s that guy?” 
 
    “Don’t know.” Bobby narrows his eyes. “But let’s find out.” 
 
    The small figure removes its hood, revealing Lenny’s deformed face, now wrinkled and squished together, his skin a deep blue, his eyes replaced by acorns—a dreaded little monster. 
 
    The boys back away quickly, terrified. They turn to run the other way as Toby comes limping over, his hair sticking up everywhere like a spiked porcupine. One of his legs has mysteriously disappeared. A white frothy foam drips from his lips. His eyes are a piercing yellow, and his teeth show like daggers. The three-legged frothing creature limps toward the boys, grunting. 
 
    The boys back up in another direction and turn to run but nearly bash right into the giant Barthalimule. Tree branches sprout from his head, and his eyes blaze bright red as though flames rage behind them. He rears back and unleashes a deep roar, and his face burns a bright red; flames ignite and crawl along his eyebrows, and steam shoots out of his ears—looking like Frankenstein’s monster reborn. 
 
    The boys rapidly look between the three monsters, realizing they’re trapped as they huddle together, freaking out as they hold on to one another. 
 
    “What do we do, man?” Jesse screams. 
 
    Bobby whimpers, starting to cry. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Carmine is already in tears. “I want my mommy!” 
 
    Lenny, Barthalimule, and Toby have the boys trapped together and move within a couple feet of them. 
 
    Lenny points at the boys, his voice much deeper, much darker, and much louder than ever before. “Listen, punks. We’re friends of Trixie.” 
 
    Bobby utters, “I-I… We don’t know any Trixie.” 
 
    Barthalimule leans into their faces now, getting dangerously close. His voice also draws from darkness and evil, intensely staring his red eyes across the three young bullies. “You remember Ms. Trixie now?” A happy, smiling image of Trixie reflects in Barthalimule’s eyes. He tilts his head back and roars again, this time breathing fire up into the air like a dragon. 
 
    Bobby violently bounces his head up and down. “Yes-yes! We know her. We know Trixie!” 
 
    Lenny leans in. “Good. You bother her again…or even look at her in a way that makes her think twice and…” 
 
    Toby curls his lips back with a guttural growl, flashing his knife-like blood-stained teeth. He digs deep for a sinister, grating tone, bellowing, “And we’ll be coming for all ya!” 
 
    “Got it?” Lenny pops one of his acorn eyes out, green sludge pouring out of the hole. 
 
    The three boys, already shaking, their arms and bodies wrapped around one another, completely freak out. They all burst into petrified screams and race away.  
 
    A flash from Trixie’s cell phone camera immortalizes the moment as she watches with the biggest, satisfied smile plastered across her face. 
 
    The boys can’t get away fast enough, leaving their skateboards behind. They trip and fall over one another as they panic and stumble deep into the park until they disappear.  
 
    Lenny, Toby, and Barthalimule return back to their normal selves as Trixie walks up behind them, bursting with joy.  
 
    “You guys are great!” 
 
    Barthalimule looks around with a touch of paranoia. “I hope the fire wasn’t over the top.” 
 
    “No-no. That was great. You guys are absolutely the best!” A couple of moments go by when a realization strikes Trixie; her burst of joy quickly succumbs to a new reality, and her face droops. “I’m sure gonna miss you three.” 
 
    Toby turns to Lenny. “Boss, don’t we have more time?” 
 
    Lenny looks down at his sleeve and a watch that is spinning four arms in all different directions with no numbers to speak of. “Yeah, a little more.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    Goodbye For Now 
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    Trixie and her three new best friends, Lenny, Barthalimule, and Toby, are standing in the center of Times Square. There is light snow falling, and they all have large hot dogs and popcorn in their hands as they watch all the beautiful activity around them. Jumbo digital screens from all different companies light up the block as the sun is just beginning to set. They take in the extraordinary view around them, smiling, relishing the moment. 
 
    Barthalimule marvels, with ketchup from his hot dog smeared on his cheek. “This place is amazing.” 
 
    Lenny is equally impressed. “Yeah. It’s become so…big since we were last here.” 
 
    Toby stares at a bunch of trash piled up on the side of the street. “A little dirty, though. Needs a good cleaning if you ask me.” 
 
    Trixie turns and faces all of them. “I’m going to miss you guys. This has been the best holiday I’ve ever had. I’m sorry you can’t stay for our dinner, but I understand. You gotta catch that ride when you can.” Trixie looks down as everyone lets her words marinate. Tears well in her eyes, and she looks up with a struggling smile. “You guys are the best friends I’ve ever had. You’re like…family to me. I’m going to really miss you.” 
 
    Toby loses his breath for a moment, taken by Trixie. 
 
    Tears run down all of their faces, and once again, they share a group hug, Barthalimule sobbing hysterically. 
 
    Lenny tries to fight his tears back. “Stop it, Bartie. Stop it. You’re gonna make me…” Lenny starts sobbing, and soon, all of them are crying together. A moment passes, and they gather themselves, each of them sniffling back any additional tears. 
 
    Lenny clears his throat. “Well…we should go. We have to go.” 
 
    Trixie smiles and nods. “Yeah. Me too. Bye, guys. Come back next year.” 
 
    Barthalimule goes in for one last hug. “We will, Ms. Trixie!” 
 
    Trixie turns, walking away. The three holiday icons sadly watch like lost puppies as the tough young girl makes her way down the snow-covered sidewalk amidst the sea of New Yorkers. 
 
    Barthalimule turns his sunken, despondent face to Lenny. “Len…can we please get some pie before we leave? I could use three or four right about now.” 
 
    Lenny claps his hand on the big guy’s lower back. “Yeah. Me too, Bartie.” 
 
    The three holiday figures take short, listless strides in the other direction. 
 
    Trixie approaches her apartment complex, listening to music on her earbuds, trying to fight through her sadness. She keeps her head down and walks inside the building, not seeing a police car parked out in front, right beside another car with the words Child Services written on it.  
 
    Trixie makes her way up the stairs and sees a policeman posted outside her open apartment door. Ms. Piggly’s beady eyes are observing the commotion from behind the partially open door across the hall, but Trixie pays her no mind as she rushes past the officer and into her apartment.  
 
    “Ben! Is Ben all right?” 
 
    Standing in the apartment are Ms. Tasker and two police officers flanking her with their arms crossed. Ben has an expression of shock and sadness on his face as he sits on the couch. 
 
    The cold woman assertively steps forward. “I am Ms. Tasker, Trixie. We received a call from your school. To put it kindly, the jig is up—for the both of you.” 
 
    Trixie’s face turns to horror. “No. No! There’s no ‘jig,’ lady! We just wanted to stay together!” 
 
    Ben rises up, saying, “Easy, Trix,” in a defeated tone.  
 
    Trixie shakes her head. “They’re not taking us away! They’re not!” She rushes into Ben’s arms. 
 
    Ms. Tasker remains stone-faced, displaying no emotion at all. “It’s for the child’s best interest. Benjamin is an underaged young man and should be punished for the path that this child has led. Seeing that you’re seventeen, you can stay here, young man. But the girl comes with us. She’s now under the state’s rule.” 
 
    Trixie starts to panic and slowly backs up. “No! Ben, please don’t let them take me! Please! We’re a family! Tell her, Ben! We’re a family!” 
 
    Ben’s eyes overflow with tears as the officers forcibly take hold of Trixie, following the mean Ms. Tasker’s command. 
 
    Ben turns to Ms. Tasker. “Why are you doing this? What do you care? We’re doing fine on our own.” 
 
    “Because a child needs structure. A child needs a support system. These are two things you can’t offer her.” The horrible woman narrows her eyes, glaring at Ben with obvious contempt. “Look at this place—this ratty furniture, this revolting carpet. Look at you—utterly disheveled, with bags under your eyes, your unkempt hair, unshaven…” She scoffs in disgust. “You can barely take care of yourself, let alone a child.” 
 
    “She needs love!” Ben shouts, no longer able to keep his cool. “She needs her family! Someone who will do anything for her—make any sacrifice so that she’s happy and fed and warm. Someone who accepts her exactly the way she is. She needs me!” Ben looks over at his sister, tears streaming down her face, and he roughly wipes the tears from his own. “And I need her. We’re a family.” 
 
    Trixie rips herself free from the officers and runs back to Ben as he drops to his knees to embrace her. “Ben…I’m sorry.” 
 
    Ben tightens his hold around her. “I’m sorry, too, Trix…for everything. I love you so much.” 
 
    Trixie draws a ragged breath through her sobs. “I love you too.” 
 
    Hands grab her and tear her from her brother’s arms. 
 
    “No! Ben!” 
 
    Ben swiftly stands, his anger growing. “You can’t do this!”  
 
    The other officer steps in front of Ben, blocking his view of Trixie being escorted out of the apartment. 
 
    “Trixie!” 
 
    Ms. Tasker takes a few steps closer, the officer still standing between them. “It’s best that you don’t try and contact her for a while. We’ll contact you with whatever family she’s placed with at the appropriate time. Trixie will remain at the Trust Home for Girls until she is placed. We’ll be in touch, Benjamin.” Ms. Tasker leaves her card on the scratched end table, coldly turns, and walks out as the officer follows. 
 
    Ben angrily kicks the couch and throws her card. “Dammit!” He looks up toward his stained apartment ceiling. “Mom…Dad…tell me what to do.” He collapses back onto the couch, sobbing as he holds his head in his hands. After a few moments, he takes some deep breaths as he dries his face. “I’m not going to let this happen to us, Trix. We’ve lost enough.” Ben wipes the last few stray tears from his red eyes, grabs his coat, and rushes out of his apartment. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    Change of Circumstance 
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    Atop a quaint pie shop is a flickering sign that reads Mary’s House of Pies. The storefront is made up mostly of windows, and a chalkboard sign propped on the sidewalk out front says The Best Pies in NYC! Seated inside the small eatery along the wall of windows are Barthalimule, Lenny, and Toby. About fifteen empty pie tins are piled on the table, and there are five more that are half-eaten. Despite their faces being streaked with varying pie fillings and their tummies near capacity, they each maintain their sad and solemn demeanors. 
 
    Ben is rushing by the small bakery when he sees the holiday icons through the glass. He stops short and redirects into the shop, hurrying over to their table, out of breath. “I’m so glad I found you guys!” 
 
    Lenny shakes his head, not even trying to hide his annoyance. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Barthalimule points at Ben with the entire pie tin he is eating from. “You’re a mean Earth man.” 
 
    Ben holds up his hands and nods. “I know. You have every right to be upset with me, and I’m sorry. But they took Trixie. They took her from me!” 
 
    “What?” Lenny erupts from his seat, the jolt knocking empty pie tins to the floor. “Who?” 
 
    “The state took her. She is at some place called Trust Home. I’m not old enough yet to have official custody. Since our parents passed away, I’ve watched over her, but now, they’ve taken her. I need your help. I need to get her back—get her out of that place.” 
 
    Lenny looks at his watch with the many spinning arms. “But we have to leave soon.” 
 
    Ben shakes his head. “Where?” 
 
    Barthalimule licks his lips as pie filling drips down his chin and plops onto the table. “Back to Holiday Land.” 
 
    Toby gives the quiet bakery a quick glance to make sure he’s in the clear and leans in toward Ben, keeping his voice low. “If we miss our train, it won’t return for us. We’ll be stranded here.” 
 
    Lenny takes a quick swig of water. “Once you choose to stay on Earth, you have to stay. There’s no getting back…not for us. You come and leave when you’re supposed to or you’re out. That’s the rule.” 
 
    Ben’s face drops in disappointment. “But I thought you and Trixie were friends.” 
 
    “We are, pal, but”—Lenny sighs, putting his glass down—“our hands are tied here. If we—” 
 
    “Forget it,” Ben says, shaking his head and throwing his hands up into the air. Ben turns, prepared to leave, but spins back to face them. “You know what she told me when she begged me to let you stay? ‘They believe in me. They’re kind and generous.’” He scoffs. “She believes in all of you! Cares for all of you without question. And this is how you repay her?” Ben shakes his head. “I’ll go down to the orphanage and get her myself.” He turns and storms out of the diner. 
 
    Barthalimule’s mouth drops, looking alarmed. “Orphanage?” 
 
    Toby looks down, thinking, and then has an epiphany. “We’re orphans.” 
 
    Barthalimule pushes the rest of the pie away, no longer able to eat more. “She said we were family, Len.” 
 
    Lenny looks back and forth at his friends. “You both know that if we don’t head back, we’re in big trouble. We’re stuck here.” 
 
    “But if we do go,” Barthalimule says, “Trixie’s in big trouble.” 
 
    Lenny shakes his head and throws his hand up into the air, blocking his own feelings. “I won’t hear of it. We have to go.” 
 
    The three holiday icons are walking through the inner workings of the train station. Lenny leads the way as they move through the dark, poorly lit subway train tunnel, but Barthalimule and Toby appear nothing short of depressed, dragging along with their heads down.  
 
    Lenny glances back over his shoulder. “You’ll both be happy when we get back.” 
 
    His pep talk does nothing to lift Toby’s and Barthalimule’s spirits. 
 
    Barthalimule stops walking and looks up with a serious expression. “Lenny?” 
 
    “What now?” he asks, swinging around.  
 
    “I’ve been thinking. Maybe the Day of Gratitude isn’t just about giving your neighbor a rock, ya know? It’s more about what the rocks mean. It’s about loving and respecting others. It’s about family. And there’s nothing more sacred than being part of something more than yourself. That’s our holiday—that’s what we are. That’s what our holiday stands for.” 
 
    Toby stares at Barthalimule with great pride, while Lenny appears torn, a bitter expression on his face. He doesn’t know exactly what to say at first and gathers himself. “Bart!” 
 
    “Uh…yeah, Len?” 
 
    Lenny smiles at his friend, his pride evident on his face. “That is the smartest thing you’ve ever said—probably the smartest thing any of us have ever said.” 
 
    In the distance, the sound of a raging train approaches, and a dim light gaining in strength bears down upon them. 
 
    Toby smiles, still looking at his good friend with an infusion of pride. “It was perfect, Bart.” 
 
    Barthalimule steps forward, looking both his friends in the eyes, feeling a surge of energy. “So…?” 
 
    Toby turns to Lenny, he too feeling Barthalimule’s energy. 
 
    The train charges forward to a dramatic stop, and a huge smoke cloud gathers in the tunnel, the thick haze consuming them. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    About Face 
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    Amidst rising steam, a metal grate is pushed open, and Toby’s head pops up. He struggles, but Barthalimule helps push the yak up through the opening. Toby rolls over off to the side, letting out a relieved exhale after the short climb up. Right after, Lenny is tossed through the exhaust and up into the air like a baby. Toby catches him in his arms while he is lying on his back, holding Lenny in a cradle-like pose. 
 
    “Boss, you’re like my baby!” 
 
    Lenny knocks Toby’s arms away. “Get off me!” Lenny rolls off of Toby and onto his own two feet as Barthalimule climbs up and out of the grate. He closes the grate behind him, and the three icons stand together. 
 
    Toby proudly announces, “We’re gonna get our girl back!” 
 
    Barthalimule pumps his fist into the air. “All right!” 
 
    Lenny smiles confidently. “I have a plan, boys. We’re gonna head to this Trust Home orphanage and get our girl out.” 
 
    The Trust Home for Girls orphanage stands tall over the city, yet little life remains in the old, weathered off-red bricks of the building. Even during this cold evening, the building feels colder still, only further exemplified by the barred windows and dull, colorless façade. 
 
    The front door is whipped open, and Ben is tossed out of the entrance by two large security guards. 
 
    “And stay out!” one of the guards shouts. 
 
    Ben points and yells, “My sister’s in there!” 
 
    The second guard, far larger than Ben, steps forward. “I’m warning you, kid. One more time and I’m calling the cops. Then you’ll never see your sister.” 
 
    Ben grits his teeth in frustration, silently shaking his head.  
 
    The guard slams the door shut, and the sound of a bolt locking is the final nail in the coffin for Ben. He turns away, his head bending back, and he lets out a deep breath of pent-up frustration when a strange bird call sounds. At first, Ben’s too depressed to notice. Then, the bird call sounds once again, and he looks around, confused. 
 
    Pressed up against the wall in all-black fatigues, looking like burglars, are the three holiday icons. Toby has a black stocking over his face, but the rest of his yak body is bare. 
 
    Ben watches as they sidle along the wall as though they think if they move very slowly, they won’t be seen. He stands there waiting as they inch their way closer. “Uh, you guys—” 
 
    “Shhh!” Lenny draws two pinched fingers across his lips, telling Ben to zip it.  
 
    He waits another few seconds before just marching up to them. “What are you three doing here? And why are you dressed like that?” 
 
    Barthalimule steps forward, a black pack strapped to his back. “We’re busting Ms. Trixie out!” 
 
    Ben grins. “I thought—” 
 
    “None of us have parents, Ben,” Lenny says. “We’re all orphans. All we got are each other. We’re our own family. And that includes Trixie too.” 
 
    Ben nods. “Thank you, guys. But I don’t know how to get in there. I tried. This place is like Fort Knox.” 
 
    Lenny waves off Ben’s doubt. “I don’t know anything about your fort, but this is a building. Did you check the ventilation ducts yet?” 
 
    “Uh…no.” 
 
    “Watch this!” Lenny glances to his left. “Bartie, let’s get to it.” 
 
    Barthalimule and Lenny scale the wall, literally crawling straight up it like they have Spider-Man’s abilities.  
 
    Barthalimule’s a little slower and pauses, reaching into his pocket and dropping ten rocks down to the ground to lighten his load. “There we go.” He goes back to climbing at a brisk pace, getting closer to the roof. 
 
    Ben watches in awe. “How can they do that?” 
 
    “Don’t ask. I’m just glad you’re here. I usually have to drive the getaway car.” 
 
    Ben’s eyes go to Toby’s hooves and back up. 
 
    “It’s even harder than it looks.” 
 
    Lenny and Barthalimule reach the roof line, huffing and puffing as they crawl up onto the top of the building. 
 
    Lenny turns to his much larger friend, throwing his hands on his hips as he leans forward, trying to catch his breath. “That used to be easier.” 
 
    Barthalimule nods, out of breath. “Must be all the pies we ate.” 
 
    Lenny whips out a crayon drawing of the orphanage as if it were a highly technical schematic—except for the children being represented with stick figures.  
 
    Barthalimule helps him lay it out and points at the stick figure drawings. “There are the kids. Trixie should be there.” 
 
    Lenny drags his finger along the drawing. “I make my way in through…” Lenny searches around with his finger and eyes and locates the air duct attached to the roof on the map. He looks up and sees it right before him. “There!” 
 
    Barthalimule rushes to follow Lenny over to the air duct, and he pulls out a variety of climbing gear from his backpack. They set to work: Lenny attaches a belt with hooks around his waist. Barthalimule affixes the climbing rope line dispenser to the outside of the air duct. Lastly, Lenny clasps the end of the rope line to his belt. 
 
    With one last check of his gear, Lenny steps up to the edge of the duct and peers back to Barthalimule. “All right. I’ll get the girl. You set up the escape from the roof. Just like the old days.” 
 
    “You got it, Len.” 
 
    Lenny turns and dives headfirst inside the duct, plummeting into darkness. The line gives with him, the reel spinning. 
 
    Lenny’s flying down the air duct like a bird in flight and much faster than anticipated. He quietly panics, trying to slow himself down by reaching to the edges of the duct, bouncing back and forth all the way down. “Oh boy!” 
 
    The duct changes direction, and Lenny lands on the cold metal, now sliding down a decline in the air duct at an incredible speed. Ahead of him, the tunnel forks two different ways, but despite his desperate effort, he can’t slow his momentum. He strikes the middle, straddling the pivot point, moaning and groaning in pain for a moment. His body sways and slides off to the left, once again falling down. Lenny sees light ahead but is still moving extremely fast. He puts his arms and feet out, trying to slow himself down. Sparks fly as he slows and stops just short of the vent. He lets out a relieved breath of air as sweat drips from his forehead.  
 
    The air duct vent below him leads into a bathroom where a large security guard is freshening up at the sink, whistling a familiar song to himself as he washes his hands. He turns off the water and dries his hands. He stops whistling and stares into the mirror. “You are a beautiful man.” 
 
    Lenny is trapped behind the vent, still suspended in mid-air with his arms and legs spread apart, struggling to hold on. The sweat is mounting on Lenny’s face, and a thick droplet of liquid falls off Lenny’s cheek and heads straight down through the duct, landing in the toilet. The splash echoes in the bathroom, and the guard curiously turns around. He walks over to the bathroom stall, gently pushes it open, and looks around, not seeing anything except the dirty floor and the toilet. 
 
    Lenny, straining badly now, sees the guard inspecting the toilet right below him. His hands are slipping, and he realizes he can’t hold on any longer. “Uh-oh.” Lenny drops straight down through the vent cover, falling on the guard who’s leaning over the toilet. The guard’s face goes straight down into the toilet, causing a large splash of water, and he’s knocked unconscious. 
 
    Lenny lands on his two feet and unlatches the rope from his belt, leaving it dangling down from the ceiling just above the toilet. He leans forward to check on the guard, making sure his face is clear of the water. Seeing that it is, he unclips the guard’s keys from his belt and opens the bathroom stall, leaving the unconscious guard slumped over the toilet bowl. Lenny casually walks out, spinning the keys around his finger and whistling the guard’s same little ditty. 
 
    Lenny sneaks into the hallway and makes his way over to a locked iron gate. He shuffles through the keys, which include two fobs, and very carefully and quietly tries each, attempting to open the gate. Once he finds the right key, he slowly opens the gate, just enough for him to fit through. He closes it behind him, hearing it lock automatically, and moves down the main hall that opens up to some offices to the left. To his right is a large dark room, gently lit by the moonlight filtering through a row of small, barred windows near the tall ceiling. With the faint glow, Lenny can make out what looks like multiple rows of beds. Once again, he tries key after key with no luck, gradually becoming more and more rattled with each key that doesn’t work, and he drops them. He winces as they loudly clang on the floor tiles and quickly bends down to pick them up. As he rises up, he accidentally brushes the fob up against the gate, and the gate suddenly creeks open. Lenny looks around, confused as to what just happened, but he shrugs and gently pushes it open further, silently shuffling ahead on his tippy-toes. 
 
    Lenny turns and enters a large room packed with 40 or so single-sized beds organized in neat rows. About half of them are occupied by young girls, while the other half lie empty, their neatly tucked blankets undisturbed but ready and waiting. Lenny’s face turns with angst, uncertain of how to locate Trixie. He slowly glides along, whispering loudly, “Trixie?” 
 
    Meanwhile, the mean old Ms. Tasker steps out of an office not too far away from the sleeping room and approaches the opened gate. She curiously looks around, canvassing the area with her beady eyes. She takes out a large, black flashlight and flips it on. 
 
    Lenny hears her footsteps and panics, frantically looking around, not knowing what to do. He spots an empty bed nearby and opts to jump into it, quickly pulling the covers up to his face. Being as tiny, if not smaller, than many of the girls, he hopes he’ll blend in just fine—one of the few times he’s ever been thankful for his small stature.  
 
    Ms. Tasker walks through the room, closely inspecting every inch. She flashes the light onto the sleeping girls, disrupting a few of them and causing them to turn over. But the girls know better than to dare make a peep, understanding this is Ms. Tasker’s way. 
 
    She continues on, certain something is amiss. Her eyes narrow as she scans the room one bed at a time. She finally gets to Lenny’s bed and shines the light toward his face, which is mostly covered by the blanket. Lenny holds his breath, not moving a muscle. 
 
    Suddenly, a phone ringing in the distance catches her attention, and she snaps her head over toward her office. Ms. Tasker suspiciously looks around one last time before she grunts, giving in to the ringing phone, and quickly marches off. On her way, she makes sure to lock the iron gate behind her and gives one last glare across the room of sleeping orphans. 
 
    Lenny lets out a deep, relieved breath of air. He quickly pulls back the sheets and looks around. “Trixie, you here?” 
 
    Trixie sits up in the bed right next to Lenny, and she smiles. “It’s about time you guys got here.” 
 
    Lenny chuckles. “Let’s break you out of this joint.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    The Great Escape 
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    Lenny and Trixie sneak over to the locked gate, and he hastily tries key after key, attempting to open the gate as quickly as possible. Trixie acts as the lookout and scans the area for any guards or that evil lady. 
 
    Trixie suddenly gasps, seeing Ms. Tasker walk out of her office. “Uh-oh…” 
 
    Ms. Tasker shines her flashlight on Lenny and Trixie at the gate, catching them like deer in headlights. “I see you both! You won’t escape me!” 
 
    Trixie panics and flails her hands. “Hurry, Lenny!” 
 
    In his flustered attempt at finding the right key, Lenny unintentionally pushes the key fob against the gate, and it once again unlocks and pops open.  
 
    They run to the next gate, and Lenny shuffles through the keys as quickly as possible. 
 
    “Hurry!” Trixie urges. 
 
    “Guard!” Ms. Tasker shouts as she chases behind them, quickly catching up.  
 
    Having found the key, Lenny pushes open the gate, breaks the key off inside, and shuts the gate behind him just as Ms. Tasker and her guard get there. 
 
    She grips the gate and tries to open it but quickly sees the key has broken off. “You evil little man! I will get you!” 
 
    “Hey, lady, it’s a full moon tonight!” Lenny turns and bends over, pointing to his rear end with a big ear-to-ear grin on his face. 
 
    Ms. Tasker gasps, insulted and enraged. “Well…I never!” 
 
    Lenny sticks his tongue out next, and Trixie grows impatient, dragging Lenny along. “Come on!” 
 
    Ms. Tasker is fuming as she stands behind the locked gate, watching Trixie and Lenny race away. She spots another guard strolling out of a hall on the other side and points through the bars. “Security! Get them!”  
 
    The security guard squints his eyes toward the yelling woman as Trixie and Lenny run past him. “Oh…uh…hey! Stop, you two!” he shouts, stumbling after them.  
 
    They sprint toward the bathroom, and Lenny takes the sharp right, heading inside just as an alarm is triggered, filling the building with flashing lights and a screeching siren as though they had just robbed a bank. 
 
    Trixie follows him in, confused. “Lenny, this is no time for a potty break!” 
 
    Lenny rushes over to the stall he had fallen into earlier, where the security guard slouched over the toilet is just coming to. Lenny hastily leaps up onto his back, the force shoving his face right back into the toilet. Lenny jumps up and grabs the dangling climbing rope, swaying back and forth like Indiana Jones. He attaches the rope to his belt and looks back for Trixie. He starts to slide up, the reel pulling him up without her, and he fights to hold on to the edges of the duct, making sure he can still reach down and grab her. “Come on! Hurry!” 
 
    Trixie looks in the stall and hesitates, feeling bad about jumping on the back of the security guard who is face-first in the toilet.  
 
    From behind her, the other security guard from outside busts into the bathroom and spots Trixie immediately. “Freeze!” 
 
    Trixie runs and takes two steps forward, jumping off the back of the security guard in the toilet, further shoving his head into the bowl. She leaps up into the air, where Lenny is reaching down for her, and he heroically catches her with one hand, the two of them swaying back and forth, suspended above the toilet. 
 
    “I’ll get you both!” the security guard shouts, charging toward them, about to use the guard in the toilet again as a platform to leap up and catch them. 
 
    Lenny looks Trixie dead in the eye. “You better hold on, Trix.” 
 
    “Oh boy,” she mutters. 
 
    Lenny presses a button on his belt, and they’re thrust up into the air duct at warp speed. 
 
    The security guard leaps off the other guard’s back and just misses Trixie, slamming face-first into the bathroom wall, slowly slumping down to the toilet, and sliding onto the other unconscious guard. 
 
    Inside the air duct, Lenny and Trixie are pulled straight up through the metal box with tremendous velocity, the two of them screaming all the while. 
 
    Meanwhile, atop the roof, Barthalimule is lying down, staring up at the stars. “I see a sheep…and a walnut…” 
 
    Lenny and Trixie suddenly fly up into the air, bursting out of the air duct, screaming, and then fall back down onto the roof. They endure a rough landing on their rears, both wide-eyed and scared but thankful to be on firm ground. 
 
    Lenny turns to Trixie. “You all right?” 
 
    Trixie looks her body over to make sure she is in one piece and nods. “I think so.” 
 
    Barthalimule casually lifts up and turns to them. “About time,” he groans. He stands and straightens some sort of pack strapped to his back. “Are you two ready?” 
 
    Trixie looks around. “Oh, this is gonna be crazy.” 
 
    Not too far away, Ben’s car sits in a deserted parking lot. Toby is spread out comfortably in the back seat, flipping through a Horse Fancy magazine.  
 
    Ben, in the front seat, nervously scans all around. “Why are we all the way over here? Are you sure this is the meeting spot?” 
 
    Having put down his magazine, Toby takes a nail file to his hooves and releases a relaxed breath. “They’ll be here.” 
 
    Ben shakes his head and resumes searching for any sign of them. 
 
    The front door of the orphanage swings open, and the three security guards emerge, closely followed by Ms. Tasker, who wags an angry index finger at the guards.  
 
    “I want every inch of these grounds searched! They’re not leaving here! Nobody leaves here without my permission! I will not lose state money just because that girl has not been taught discipline!”  
 
    Barthalimule, Lenny, and Trixie are parachuting through the sky, the two smaller beings harnessed to the big guy’s stomach. They’re gliding over the beautifully lit streets and buildings of the city skyline, gently swaying through the air. 
 
    Trixie slaps her hands over her eyes. “I don’t wanna see this.” 
 
    Lenny casually states, “Try not to land us in traffic this time, Bartie.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best, Len.” 
 
    Trixie peeks through her fingers before appreciating the breathtaking beauty around them. She slowly removes her hands and ingests all the amazing aerial landscape. “Oh my gosh. It’s so…beautiful.” 
 
    Inside the car, Ben is growing incredibly antsy, frantically looking around. “I can’t take this. I’m going to go look for them!” 
 
    Toby waves a hoof in the air. “Chill out, Ben. They’ll be here.” 
 
    Something smacks the top of Ben’s car, and the roof slightly caves in. 
 
    Ben ducks and then snaps his head up. “What in the world?” 
 
    Ben steps out of the car and becomes tangled in the parachute. He swats away the fabric and sees Trixie, who is struggling to get unlatched by Barthalimule. Once free, she leaps into his arms. 
 
    Ben pulls his sister into a massive bear hug. “Thank goodness, Trix!” 
 
    “Bennie, I’m sorry for what I said earlier! I didn’t mean it!” 
 
    “I know, Trix. I’m sorry, too. I’m sorry for not listening more.” 
 
    Lenny steps forward. “Let’s blow this joint!” 
 
    Ben nods. “You got it. Let’s go!” 
 
    The parachute is left on the pavement as the crew gets into the car, and Ben peels out of the parking lot and onto the street.  
 
    In the front seat, Trixie anxiously bounces her knee. “What are we going to do now, Ben?” 
 
    He takes his little sister’s hand and gives her a reassuring glance. “We’re going to find a way to stay together, Trixie. I promise.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    Family 
 
      
 
    ONE YEAR LATER… 
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    A light snowfall cascades from above, glazing the houses of a lovely, quaint street nuzzled in a suburban neighborhood, each home as sweet and charming as the next. Nearly every pitched roof is lined with decorative lights, and many snow-dusted yards are filled with holiday displays. Within the enchanting, inviting neighborhood, a beautiful two-story colonial house is set back a little from the quiet street, eloquently adorned in clear icicle lights and a green wreath on the wooden front door.  
 
    Movement lies beyond the windows of the well-lit first floor, while upstairs appears still and dark except for the gentle glow coming from the window on the left. Trixie sits at a bright white desk nuzzled in the corner of her cozy but spacious bedroom, a small table lamp the only source of light in her room at the moment. Her white matching furniture stands out nicely against her purple walls decorated with various posters of music artists, and an eye-catching snow-white canopy is delicately draped over her full-sized bed covered in a deep-purple comforter. On the ceiling, glow-in-the-dark stars complete the room’s overall atmosphere that is all Trixie. 
 
    She smooths out a blank piece of paper and grabs her favorite pen from the desk drawer. After a moment of contemplation, she begins to write.  
 
      
 
    Dear Santa,  
 
    I know I didn’t get a chance to write you last year with all that was going on, but I want to catch you up on what’s been happening. It was a bit of a fight, but with the help of a social worker who actually wanted to help children—unlike that awful Ms. Tasker, who got a long talking-to about her evil doings and no longer has a job—everything has worked out for us. Len, Bartie, and Toby all moved in with us, and we got a really nice home to live in. Lenny and Barthalimule got jobs, and Ben went back to school and is gonna get his college degree. More good news is that Ben just got official custody of me in our new county because he is eighteen. My new school is so much better than my last one. Kids there are super nice, and I still get to hang out with Jeanie on the weekends.  
 
    So things are going well here. Ben promised me he’d find a way, and that’s exactly what he did. Our team has grown from two to five. Together we are all stronger…and much happier. The guys don’t talk much about the life they are missing in Holiday Land. I know it makes them sad at times, but I also know they are happy because they are part of a family—and a very happy family we are. Plus, Toby doesn’t have to deal with Rudolph, and Lenny is happy to get away from the bunny. And…Lucky snuck out some ducks for us, so everyone seems all good here.  
 
      
 
    From downstairs, Barthalimule shouts, “Ms. Trixie! Where are you!” 
 
    “Coming!” After signing the letter, Trixie puts down her pen, folds her letter, and places it in an envelope. On the outside of the envelope, she quickly scribbles For Santa.  
 
    She snatches it up and rushes out of her room, heading downstairs into the living room, where a big Christmas tree is standing, decorated from top to bottom. Mounds of presents wrapped in red and green paper have been nicely laid out around the tree. On the other side of the room, a lit menorah shines from behind a Hanukkah bush surrounded with presents wrapped in blue and white paper. And against yet another wall, even more presents encircle a large rock. 
 
    The room is one giant homage to holidays. Trixie tosses her letter on the pile of presents and dances into the fun holiday atmosphere as music blasts out of the speakers. 
 
    Barthalimule is wearing an ugly Christmas sweater with Will Farrell’s face from Elf on it. He bounces up and down, looking at the presents. “Which do we open first? Which do we open first!” 
 
    Toby steps through a swinging door leading into the kitchen, wearing a cooking apron and struggling to carry a hot tray of food in his mouth. Harry Hanukkah, dressed in a festive blue outfit, is seated in the dining room and sees Toby struggling. He jumps up to grab the hot dish and sets it down on a table filled with a bounty of festive foods. Lenny, dressed as an elf, comes walking in through the front door. 
 
    “All right, I fixed the lights, but I’m not going up on the roof again. I’m literally the smallest person in this room.” 
 
    Harry turns to Toby. “Is he always like this during the holidays?” 
 
    “You have no idea.” Toby turns to the rest of the room and calls out, “We have to hurry with the presents. Dinner’s ready!” 
 
    Ben gets up from a sofa chair in the living room, sipping from a glass of eggnog. “Well…since today is the Day of Gratitude and also the ninth day of Hanukkah, let’s open what’s around the bush and the rock.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Harry says as he crosses his arms, “but I’m telling you—I don’t want to see any Christmas socks. That wasn’t funny yesterday! It’s not a short drive out here, ya know.” 
 
    Barthalimule leans over to Trixie and whispers in her ear, “I got them on sale.” 
 
    Trixie laughs. Ben walks over to Trixie and places his arm around her. She leans in close to her brother and hugs him around the waist, the two sharing a nice family moment. 
 
    Ben looks down at her and smiles with great pride and joy. “How ya doin’, Trix?” 
 
    “This is the best holiday season ever!” 
 
    “Good.” Ben kisses Trixie on the head. 
 
    Barthalimule and Lenny tear into presents. Harry slowly walks over, following behind. 
 
    Toby, however, huffs in annoyance. “I’m telling you all right now, I just cleaned the house from top to bottom last week, and I won’t have you dirty it with these little pieces of paper! Not to mention I’m not reheating this food!” 
 
    Lenny points to the corner of the room. “Don’t worry…that’s what they’re for.” 
 
    In the corner of the room are the ducks. Three of them are drinking a gold liquid from glasses, while the last one is already snoring in a chair. Of the three remaining, one of them has a dopey smile, and the other two start to sway and fall face-first onto the floor. 
 
    Lenny snaps his head around. “Where’s Buck? I told him to bring sparkling cider, and something tells me that’s not sparkling cider!” 
 
    A flush sounds from the bathroom, and Buck steps outside, wearing a giant onesie with a holiday picture of Baby Yoda in a Santa hat. “Give it a few, guys.” 
 
    The last of the ducks spills his glass and falls backward. 
 
    Toby looks over the mess. “Oh! My floor! 
 
    Harry holds up a pair of Christmas socks, bitterly shaking his head. “Again? Seriously? Not funny, you guys!” 
 
    Barthalimule opens up his present, and his eyes pop wide open. “Hey, I got a pie! Boston Cream! Nice!” He smacks his face right into the pie, eating it as quickly as possible. 
 
    Toby gasps, continuing to act like an exasperated parent. “Not before my dinner! Drop that tin!” He dives into Barthalimule, wrestling the pie away from him. 
 
    Lenny, thinking no one is watching, sneaks over to the fireplace and sticks a giant fake porcupine where the wood normally goes. After placing it, he chuckles and turns around, coming face to face with Trixie. “Whoa… Hey, ah…it’s not nice to sneak up on people, kid.” 
 
    Trixie smiles, shaking her head. “Lenny…” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry, Trixie,” Harry says, grabbing another present and shaking it. “Big boy’s gonna be jolly either way. He probably won’t show anyhow since his big day is coming up.” 
 
    Ben laughs. “Come on, Lenny. Be nice.” 
 
    “Fine.” Lenny sighs and removes the spiky trap. “But next year, we gotta do something—spike his milk or somethin’.” 
 
    Buck opens up a gift and smiles upon seeing a giant wrapped sandwich. “Nice!” 
 
    Toby’s nose lifts into the air. “Do you smell something burning? I-I smell something burning. My cocktail wienies!” He tosses the pie tin and rushes back into the kitchen. 
 
    Buck stares strangely at the ducks all passed out on the floor in odd positions. “Hey, guys, what’s up with the ducks?” 
 
    Trixie smiles and laughs, enjoying everything around her. She just watches the madness and delights in every bit of it, smiling from ear to ear. 
 
    Santa’s sleigh is heard from above the house. 
 
    Lenny bitterly looks up toward the ceiling. “Oh, great.” 
 
    “Ho, ho, ho!” Santa shouts, his voice slightly muffled by the sounds of snapping on the roof. “Merry— Ouch!” 
 
    “Lenny!” Trixie says in that same motherly tone.  
 
    Lenny shrugs. “Accidents happen. Just making sure mice don’t get in through the chimney.” 
 
    Harry leans over to Lenny and holds his fist out for a gentle bump. “Nice.” 
 
    Toby shouts, “Let’s eat!” 
 
    Everyone is all smiles as they rise and move into the dining room and take their seats, preparing to eat their bountiful holiday meal. 
 
    And they lived happily ever after. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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