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			For all those who still believe in Christmas.

			This book and this special place is for you.

			And most especially for my Leela June, who always believes in…me.
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			CHAPTER ONE

			At the very depth of his depression and mentally lost beyond all reason, Christian Nicholas wandered from room to room to room in his thirty-thousand-square-foot mansion in a secluded section of Westwood, Massachusetts, wondering not only where it all went wrong, but if he could somehow find the inner strength needed to defeat the darkest thoughts now filling his broken mind.

			As the very handsome, tanned, tall, and athletic fifty-four-year old Nicholas shuffled aimlessly from one of his twenty-eight rooms to the other, he kept coming back to his richly appointed dark-paneled home office. Each time he arrived back at the office, he would sit behind his massive, twenty-thousand-dollar desk and stare at a two-inch-tall plastic Nativity scene he had since he was a little boy. Next to it were two opened prescription bottles of sleeping pills and a twelve-ounce Waterford crystal glass filled with ice water.

			Every time he sat, he would silently go through the same routine. He would run the fingers of his right hand through his thick, black-and-steel-grey hair, use the same hand to rub the three-day growth of beard on his face, and then lean back in the chair and rock back and forth as he stared more and more intently at the pills.

			He would then stand and walk around his multimillion-dollar home all over again, arriving…as he had the three previous times, right back in his home office sitting and staring at the bottles before him.

			But this time was different. This time, Nicholas did not stand up again to pace and to think. This time, he sat silently in the chair without moving. After several minutes of shifting his bloodshot eyes from the Nativity scene, to the bottles, to the water glass, and then finally back to the bottles again, he closed his unnaturally blue eyes and seemed to go into a trance.

			As he sat there lost in cascading thoughts of depression and hopelessness, a lone tear escaped his closed left eye and made an irregular track down his tanned but haggard face.

			The tear seemed to snap him out of his trance. Ever so slowly, he opened his eyes. And then, even slower, reached his left hand out until his fingertips lightly touched the faces of Joseph, Mary, and the Baby Jesus of his precious Nativity scene. Once done, he moved his hand slightly until it was next to one of the opened bottles of sleeping pills. Once there, he circled his fingers around the small, brownish plastic container and, inch by inch, brought it toward him.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Christina Marie ever so gingerly stepped off the city bus at the corner of Columbia Road and Hamilton Street in the Dorchester section of Boston.

			It was 8:30 PM on a Friday night and she was beyond physically exhausted. Christina had just put in a ten-hour shift at the General Mail Facility in South Boston, her place of employment for the last eleven years.

			Twelve years plus a couple of months before she stepped off that city bus, she had graduated with honors from Howard University in Washington, DC. But after one solid year of looking for a job in her chosen field with no success, she took her cousin up on his offer to put in a good word for her at the post office facility in South Boston where he worked.

			He did and she got the job. As a “rookie” at the General Mail Facility, she immediately found herself working the overnight shift her first two years.

			Christina was more than fine with the overnight shift and the long hours. She knew she was blessed even to have a job and she had hit her knees in prayer a number of times to thank God for her good fortune.

			After putting in her time on that shift and learning the ropes, she was finally able to transfer to the 8 AM to 4 PM shift. A shift she loved and had worked joyfully for the last ten years. 

			But now…she no longer cared. While physically alive and whole, Christina Marie knew that her life as she knew it was over.

			As the city bus made its way down Columbia Road toward Roxbury, Christina turned her head and looked at the triple-decker she lived in, half-way up the fairly steep hill that was Hamilton Street.

			Even after all this time, just looking up at her home caused her brown eyes to fill with tears and streak her still beautiful face.

			With great effort, she forced one foot in front of the other as she shuffled her way up in hill in the growing darkness.

			Six months earlier, she had gone to her supervisor in the Post Office to request as much overtime as they could give her. Not because she needed the money, but because she did not want to go home. She could not stand the sounds of silence. A silence now broken only by her occasional sobs of inconsolable grief.

			Three weeks before she requested all the overtime the Post Office could give her, Christina Marie had lost her only child to the streets. An innocent and beautiful twelve-year-old girl who found herself in the wrong place at the wrong time as she stumbled into street gang “justice.”

			While she was in college, Christina met “Mr. Right,” married him without really thinking things through, and then endured the heartache of watching “Mr. Right” leave her for another woman on campus just a few months later.

			But from that failed marriage had come the most amazing gift of all. A precious little baby girl who—with a large assist from her mom and her brother—Christina was able to nurture and raise on her own.

			Christina became a single-mom who dedicated every waking second of her life to the welfare of her daughter. A daughter who had filled her life, her home, and her heart with pure joy.

			Christina had always been a woman of tremendous faith. A person who not only could not wait to attend church on Sundays, but who was always anxious to put into action the wise words of her minister.

			But when the streets took her daughter, Christina walked away from her church, from her faith…and from life. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Just as Christian slid the very expensive water glass toward him, he noticed the prism effect of his desk lamp shining through the fine Irish crystal. As he stared at the multiple colors shimmering off his finalized divorce papers resting on the corner of his desk, his iPhone began to ring.

			He ignored the ring and let it go to voicemail. After the third time of someone calling nonstop, he fished into the pocket of his blue robe, answered the phone and screamed, “WHAT?” as loud as he could.

			In response to his scream, he heard quiet laughter and instantly recognized the voice of his older brother Paul, who was now a minister down in Texas.

			“I don’t think mom would have approved of you screaming at me like that. Especially considering my calling in life.”

			Without taking his eyes off the vibrant colors being reflected onto the white paper and as he felt the energy draining from his mind and body, Christian answered his brother.

			“Sorry, Paul. I don’t think I can talk right now.”

			There were a few seconds of silence before his brother spoke.

			“And that is precisely why you have to talk to me right now, little brother. After our conversation last night, I had a vision. A vision of you standing on the edge of a cliff. So, I’m begging you to talk to me right now and I’m begging you to back away from the bottomless pit you are now staring down into.”

			Christian let out a slight laugh. “But I’m not looking down into a pit. I’m in my office looking at my desk.”

			“Christian. You know exactly what I’m talking about. I need you to talk to me. I need you to tell me that you are not going to do anything stupid…or sinful. I need you to tell me that you are going to be okay until I can fly up there.”

			The multibillionaire who owned every single thing those who chase materialism could dream of, suddenly broke down and started to sob openly.

			“Paul,” he cried. “I’m so very tired. So very tired. I miss mom and dad so much. I just want to go to sleep and wake up in their arms like I did as a child. I miss mom and dad, and I want to go live with them now.”

			This time, it was the minister who screamed.

			“No. No. You will never see mom and dad again if you take that step into darkness. Never. They want you to be happy. I know they do. But they want you to be happy here on earth for many more years before both you and I join them and Jesus in Heaven. Mom and dad believed in you, Christian. They loved you more than anyone. They were—and are—so very proud of you and all the gifts you have. Honor them, Christian. Honor them now with your gifts.”

			“How?” asked the billionaire as his tears dripped down onto his chest and onto his desk. “How?”

			“By going back in time.”

			“What…what does that even mean?” Christian asked as his voice began to rise again.

			“After we talked last night,” Paul said in a voice of deep concern and fear. “I could not sleep one wink. I was up all night thinking about you and about what once made you happy.”

			Christian used the right sleeve of his by now gamey blue robe to wipe his eyes and running nose. 

			“And did you think of anything? Because for the literal life of me, I can’t think of one thing now that makes me happy. Not one.”

			“That’s the whole point,” replied Paul with a glimmer of hope. “That’s what I mean by going back in time. Nothing now makes you happy. Nothing. As soon as you got into high school you changed. You became so focused on a career with one of the big banks. You got into Harvard, and then you became even more focused on money. Then you struck it rich with your own hedge fund and married the “perfect” trophy wife to show off to your friends. Then your “perfect” life with your “perfect” wife fell apart in a big way. So what are you left with now, little brother? What? Billions of dollars, all the toys your hedonistic lifestyle demanded, and…nothing. Other than money, fame, and superficial looks, what do you believe in? Is there one shred of faith left in you? If there is—and I know there is—then call on it. Lean on it. In a world going more insane and faithless by the day, what does that shred of faith still left in you tell you? What can make you happy again?” 

			Nicholas lowered the phone next to his side as he tried once again to compose himself.

			“Nothing…obviously,” he finally replied.

			“Nothing…now,” his brother stressed again. “Nothing now. But sometime around 4 this morning, it hit me. Your mission in life hit me.”

			“And what might that be, my spiritual and holy brother,” asked the billionaire as he put his phone on “Speaker” and reached again for the glass of water before him in quiet desperation.

			“Christmas,” his brother replied. “Christmas.”

			Just hearing the word froze Nicholas in his place. With one hand holding the bottle of pills and the other around the glass of water, he suddenly could not move as his brother’s answer took him by complete surprise and shock.

			“What about Christmas?” Nicholas was finally able to mumble.

			“Don’t you remember? When we were little kids and you were around six, seven, and eight years old, Christmas meant everything to you. The story of the birth of the Baby Jesus meant everything to you. It made you the happiest I have ever seen you. But you were happy not because you wanted presents, but because you wanted to honor Him by helping the other children on the Army bases we lived on who had lost a father to war or had it worse than us. Don’t you remember? At six, seven, and eight years of age, you became a little Santa Claus for these children no older than you. You told mom, dad, and me that this was how you were ‘Going to honor the Baby Jesus.’ With the money you made from collecting bottles and cans, you not only bought as many little presents as you could, but you wrapped each one yourself—and with your little plastic Baby Jesus Nativity scene faithfully and always in your pocket—you delivered each and every one by yourself. For years and years afterwards, Mom told me the pure love, faith, generosity, and giving you showed then made her the proudest of her entire life. Her entire life, Christian. Please…think about that. Think about what made mom so proud.”

			 

			***

			 

			Still unable to move, Nicholas tried to force his mind to work through the haze of its pain, confusion, and deep depression to remember those very innocent and happy days. With his eyes now closed, he began to see flashes of those long-ago times. Flashes of his little Baby Jesus, flashes of little children smiling and crying in happiness. Flashes of him actually smiling in happiness.

			Nicholas suddenly shook his head and turned his face toward the phone resting on his desk. 

			“I do remember, Paul. I do. But that was decades and a lifetime of misery ago. How does that help me…now?”

			When his minister brother answered, it was the last thing he ever expected to hear. And the only thing that might save him.

			“Become that person again, Christian. Honor Baby Jesus again. Recreate the good you did as a child but only now, on a massive scale. Lord knows you have the means. Let your faith guide you as you figure out how to become a Santa Claus all over again, Christian. Become Santa Claus. And in the process, heal and save yourself.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			Ten minutes after his brother Paul had hung up, Christian still had not moved. He had not moved one muscle other than to involuntarily blink.

			His left hand was still wrapped around the bottle of pills with his right hand still holding the crystal glass full of water. The only difference now being that over the minutes, the warmth from his right hand had melted the ice in the glass. More than that, the condensation that had collected in little drops on the outside of the glass had rolled down the sides to form a small puddle at the base of the glass.

			As Christian blinked, he finally shifted his eyes to look at the small but expanding puddle around his glass, which had now reached his little Nativity scene. And as he did that, his mind began to ever so slowly work again.

			As it did, he tried to replay the conversation he had just had with his older brother over and over again in his mind. As he did that, seven words kept ringing out louder than all the rest:

			“Become a Santa Claus all over again…Become a Santa Claus all over again…Become a Santa Claus all over again.”

			Even through his foggy and cloud-covered mind, Christian knew that his brother the minister was speaking in metaphorical terms. His brother was counseling—begging him, really—to literally save himself by finally putting the needs of others before himself for a change. To figure out a way to help others and in the process, maybe help himself.

			 

			***

			 

			Christian understood at least that much. But…he had never been much of a metaphorical person. Ever. He had always felt that one of the keys to his success, at least in business, was that he generally saw things only in black and white.

			Christian knew that while he was blessed with a very good mind, he was most comfortable processing things in a literal way.

			Knowing that, his mind reached out again for those seven words. “Become a Santa Claus all over again…Become a Santa Claus all over again.”

			As that phrase bounced around inside of his mind, he shifted his eyes from the bottom of the glass, to the bottle of pills folded into his left hand.

			As he continued to process those words and the thoughts suddenly starting to form around them, he managed to move his head instead of just his eyes.

			The unbathed-for-days multibillionaire turned his entire head to look from the pills to the water glass and then back at the pills. He then leaned forward and took a very hard and very long look at his little Nativity scene. Then, ever so slowly, he relaxed his grip on the pills, let go of the little plastic container, and brought his left hand back toward his chest. After a few deep breaths, he repeated the process with his right hand.

			Once done, he began to repeat the phrase in his head over and over again. Soon, he was saying the words out loud. Except each time he repeated them out loud, he increased the volume of his voice until he was basically yelling.

			“Become a Santa Claus all over again…Become a Santa Claus all over again.”

			Christian Nicholas then leapt out of his office chair with more energy than he had experienced in weeks. With every second, the newfound excitement and energy now flowing through him was not only clearing his mind, but vanquishing the darkness which had all but enveloped it.

			“I wonder…” he said aloud as he brought both of his hands up to his head in amazement of the idea now crystalizing in his mind.

			“I wonder…I wonder.”

			He then looked down at the phone on his desk and as he did, new tears began to fill his eyes and overflow onto his face. But for the first time since he could remember, they were tears of hope. Tears of pure joy.

			“I’m not the genius in this family,” Christian shouted while looking at the phone. “You’re the genius, older brother. You’re the genius and I’m going to make you…and mom and dad…proud. I am.” 

			With that, he bent down and grabbed his little Nativity scene with his left hand and then, with his right, swept the two bottles of pills off the desk with such force that they peppered his office window like hail in a thunderstorm. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			For the first time in three days, Christian Nicholas was physically clean and much clearer of mind. 

			After showering, shaving, and brushing his teeth, he stepped into his closet to pick out some clothes to wear. When he did, he was hit with an instant and overriding wave of embarrassment and shame.

			His “walk-in closet” was actually something more than eight-hundred square feet of ultra-luxurious storage space. Larger and more opulent, Nicholas knew, than the entire homes of many people living paycheck to paycheck in the United States and around the world.

			“My closet,” he thought as his mind was quickly, permanently, and continually shedding itself of the materialism and hedonism Nicholas had filled it with for the last few decades. “Says all that has been wrong with my values.”

			He then looked toward the ceiling.

			“Please forgive me,” he said out loud. “And give me the chance to make all of this right.”

			He then grabbed a pair of black khaki pants and a long-sleeve blue shirt and practically jumped out of the closet back into his bedroom.

			As he was getting dressed, he began what would be eight phone calls in a row. The first was to his executive assistant Nina Sobhan, who was also a Senior Vice President in his company.

			“Nina. Hey it’s me. Yeah, I am back among the humans. I am heading down to our office on Main Street in about thirty minutes. I’m about to email you a list of the people I need to meet with when I get down there. If they can’t get there, we will link them in via video conference.”

			His next call was to Ed Rogers. Rogers was the chairman of the most influential lobbying shop in Washington, DC. Democrats, Republicans, Independents, The White House, or Congress, Rogers could get to them all, one way or another. Nicholas knew Rogers and his team were the best, and it was for that reason he had placed them on a high five-figure-a-month (plus bonus) retainer for the last ten years.

			“Ed,” said Christian as he was putting on his right sock. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just a little bump in the road. Who cares what the media says. Look, I’m about to embark on the project of my lifetime and I am going to need all the help I can get in Washington…and then some. This is beyond confidential and during and after the process, it’s going to have to stay off the books and remain off the books…forever. I’ll tell you in person. Can you get away this afternoon? Great. I will have my jet pick you up on the way back from Boca Raton. What’s in Boca Raton? The first and maybe most important piece of the puzzle. See you in a few hours.”

			By the time he was in the back seat of his chauffeur-driven Bentley, he was on his last call before reaching his rather nondescript four-story office building on Westwood’s main street just opposite the town’s middle school.

			Christian Nicholas’s personal wealth was just over $15 billion. His purposely mysterious hedge fund, which The Wall Street Journal once labeled “Darth Vader’s Vault,” managed well-over $200 billion in assets. One of those companies was a small, very private, and exceptionally inventive construction company the Pentagon and the three-letter agencies of the U.S. government quietly used to design and construct their most challenging, secure and secretive buildings. The good news was, they were headquartered the next town over in Norwood. 

			“Jeff, it’s Christian. What? No,” he stressed to his fellow CEO. “You know better than to believe anything you read or watch. Listen, can you get over to my office in about an hour? No, I can’t tell you over the phone. Let’s put it this way, we are both going to be under that Get Smart ‘Cone of Silence’ gadget when we talk. Yeah. See you then.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			Joan Randall took a quick sip of coffee as she sat in the fifteen-by twenty-foot English courtyard of her two-story townhouse in Boca Raton, Florida. As she put the cup back down on the glass outdoor tabletop, she let out a long, slow breath as she looked up at a portion of the bright blue sky showing between two palm trees.

			This was the first business day in twenty-five years that the forty-six-year-old woman did not have to go to work. She did not have to go to work because she had announced her retirement as the president of Carnival Cruise Line a month earlier, and this past Friday had been her last day.

			It wasn’t that she didn’t like working for Carnival; the truth was, she loved working there. She considered it the best company in the world and perfect for her workaholic, anal mindset. 

			And it was for that reason, she knew she finally had to quit. 

			Right after graduating college, she had become a reservations agent for Carnival and over the course of the next twenty years had worked her way up the corporate ladder until she was named president of the most popular cruise line in the world.

			For the last five years, the five-foot seven-inch dark-eyed and dark-haired woman had put in sixty- to eighty-hour work weeks—often including weekends—to stay on top of a company designed to give average hard-working people a much-needed break from the demands of work and life. And that, knew Joan, was the ultimate irony.

			While working overtime to make the lives and vacations of Carnival passengers as fun and fantastic as possible, she neglected to have a life of her own.

			Twenty-one years of age soon became thirty. Thirty then turned to forty in the blink of an eye.

			In the meantime, Joan Randall had become “beyond successful” by anyone’s business definition of the words. She had been featured a number of times on CNBC, had been on the covers of Fortune and Forbes, had a great salary and perks, and because of her striking good looks and a figure maintained by early morning runs and daily home gym workouts, had also regularly attracted the attention of a number of male CEOs and even a few well-known media personalities.

			But…other than the occasional date, her life and her time had been consumed by her career and only her career.

			That was until Janice, her married sister and mother of two, had driven five hours down from Jacksonville just over a month ago to basically stage a one-woman intervention with her older and “famous” sister.

			“You not only need to get a life,” her younger sister had pleaded with her in the very same courtyard a few weeks earlier. “You deserve to have a life. A life that is about you. A life that feeds your soul, your faith, and your emotional needs. A life that is not defined by making one company shine…no matter how good it may be.”

			As Joan Randall sat in her shaded courtyard wearing royal blue workout pants, a white tee shirt, and a Miami Heat baseball cap wondering what that life described by her baby sister would look like, her phone rang on the table in front of her.

			She slowly shifted her dark—almost black—eyes to look at the face of the smartphone. She had sworn to herself that no matter who called that morning, she was going to have the strength to ignore it.

			She would have done so, except on the second ring, she noticed that instead of a number, her phone had spelled out “Unknown Caller” on its screen. Thinking it might be the CEO of the parent company of her former employer, she picked it up, swiped the face, and said, “Hello.”

			“Hi,” said a deep male voice. “Is this Joan Randall?”

			So…Joan thought. Not the CEO I had suspected.

			“Yes, it is. Who is calling, please?”

			The man cleared his throat and then paused a couple of seconds before answering.

			“Hi, Joan…oh, I’m sorry. May I call you Joan?”

			“Yes,” said Joan with just a slight smile on her face. “If you tell me who you are.”

			“Yes. Right. Of course. My name is Christian Nicholas. You may not remember me, but we met a few years ago in a green room at CNBC. I was there to talk about hedge fund stuff and you were there to talk about actual real work.”

			Joan laughed out loud. She did indeed remember him. He was hard not to remember. Tall, tan, athletic, obviously very bright, looked like a movie star, but also…clearly full of himself, arrogant and if memory truly did serve, somewhat condescending.

			“Yes, Mr. Nicholas. I do remember you.”

			 “Please,” said the deep voice. “Call me, Christian. So…I am calling out of the blue for two reasons really. The first, which is long overdue, is to apologize for the way I came across that day at CNBC. I think the technical definition for me that morning was that I was a ‘jerk.’ I was actually incredibly impressed by you, and, like an immature jerk, shifted into full braggart, name-dropping and condescension mode…”

			Joan suddenly felt her face go warm and as it was still a very pleasant seventy-four degrees in her shaded courtyard, she was fully aware that the Florida heat and sun were not to blame.

			An unexpected reaction to say the least.

			“…and I simply and sincerely wanted to apologize for that boorish and juvenile behavior. Even though it was only a few years ago, I have suddenly grown up quite a bit since then.”

			“Well,” fibbed Joan as she took off her hat and fanned her face. “I don’t really even remember you coming across that way, so no need to apologize.”

			“Please,” said the deep and now calming voice. “I insist. Please accept my apology.”

			Joan laughed as she felt her face thankfully start to go back to its normal temperature.

			“Fine…Christian. I accept your apology. Now, you said there was something else you wanted to discuss.” 

			Just as he again cleared his throat to answer, Joan jumped back in.“…Wait a minute. Before you tell me, exactly how did you get my cell number?”

			“How did I get…well…ah, I think…well…I’m not exactly sure how it was obtained, to tell you the truth. Only that one of my assistants emailed it to me this morning.”

			“I guess she’s a good detective.”

			“He, actually,” laughed Nicholas.

			“Whoops,” answered Joan. “Before I assume anything else, you were about to tell me the second reason for your call.”

			That was met by silence for a good ten seconds or so. Joan looked at the corner of the face of her phone to see if she had lost signal, but noticed she still had five bars. As she brought the phone back up to her left ear, she thought she could hear a hint of breathing.

			“Christian. Mr. Nicholas. Are you still there?”

			“Yes, sorry. I was just trying to organize my thoughts. Okay, so here goes. The good news for me is that I just had an epiphany of sorts. The bad news is that ever since it happened, my thoughts seem to be all over the place. With that said, I really was impressed by you when I met you that day at CNBC. To be honest, my first thought was ‘the face of Audrey Hepburn and the figure of Raquel Welch.’ Then you spoke and my next thought was, ‘I’m way out of my league here.’ Hence, the jerk in me came out trying to impress you with nonsense…”

			There was another brief pause and Joan thought she heard the sound of someone drinking something.

			“You know,” she laughed before he went on. “You do have a ‘Mute’ button on your phone.”

			Christian laughed out loud and relaxed a bit more.

			“Yeah, I know. But I need a ‘Mute’ button for my mouth more than for my phone.”

			They both laughed before he continued.

			“Anyway…ever since that day, I tried to keep an eye on you and your career with Carnival.”

			Joan did not know how to respond to that and said as much.

			“Christian, I’m not sure…”

			“Joan, trust me. I’m not sure of anything at the moment other than to follow my instincts. One of them being to call you.” 

			“Christian,” answered Joan as she watched a bright red cardinal land on the gate of her back fence. “What exactly is it you want of me? Why are you calling?”

			“Why? Because I am embarking on the most special project of my life—and I truly believe one of the most special projects of all time when it comes to helping poor children—and I was hoping you could sit down with me to talk about it in person.”

			Even though the call and her initial emotions caught her a bit off guard, Joan was still a highly accomplished, tough, though now former CEO, and quickly found her business footing.

			“I see. And when would you like to meet?”

			“This afternoon, if possible.”

			Joan laughed. “This afternoon? Are you serious? Where are you located?”

			“I live up in Westwood, Massachusetts, and have a little office on Main Street in town.”

			“Massachusetts…this afternoon…how…”

			“Joan. Wait. I looked on Google maps. There is an executive airport about one mile from your townhouse. One mile. If you say yes, I will have my jet pick you up there in about three hours. So…please say ‘Yes.’”

			Joan smiled to herself at the craziness of it all as she thought, this is not what her baby sister had in mind when she said she “needed to get a life.” 
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