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TO SANTA CLAUS, AND to the magic of Christmas!

Prologue

Sometimes the holidays are more hype than reality. Have you ever noticed that?  You can't escape the commercials on television, depicting happy families opening their presents Christmas morning, steamy cups of hot cocoa on the table in the background.

Or what about the Santas on every corner, ringing a bell, waiting for passersby to drop some cash into the black pot hanging from a tripod next to them?

And  you can forget about going into any store after Halloween if you'd just rather forget the whole Christmas brouhaha... Not going to happen. 

The piped in Christmas carols chiming through the overhead sound system, aisles overstuffed with Christmas paraphernalia. The smells of gingerbread and pumpkin spice wafting from the bakery section triggering those happy holiday memories from childhood. 

And the toy aisles.  Crammed with pushy shoppers elbowing one another to get that last bargain Barbie, or stepping on each other's feet to grab the 'limited supplies' on the latest Nintendo game. 

It's an emotional time for many. A time where budgets are strained, memories of past Christmases aren't particularly happy ones, and real life has been so tragic that not even a Big Mart Santa can cheer them up.

But sometimes he just has to try.

My name is Nick.  And from the day after Thanksgiving - commonly known as "Black Friday" - until Christmas Eve I am a Wal-Mart Santa. And I'd like to think the package I deliver in some small—or big way—-help those needing it most. 

You see, I know how to find the ones most in need.  It's a gift. It's one of the reasons why I do it. The money is crap, but it's not about the money for me. It's about giving of myself to someone who is appreciative of the connection  I offer.

This year I want to share with you just how much joy I spread for those needing that special something to bring them out of their holiday melancholy.
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"SONYA"

December 15th

I hate this time of year. If I could have some sort of an anesthesia drip at my disposal from Thanksgiving to January 2nd every year, it's what I would do.  I would simply crawl into bed in my favorite plaid flannel pajamas, pull my comforter up and under my chin, and sleep away until the New Year has come and gone.

It hasn't always felt this way for me. Only the last two years. Ever since I caught Richard on top of my best friend Linda, his naked ass bucking up and down as he plunged his dick into her. 

Yep.  Happened at a Christmas party we were hosting for our friends and co-workers. He blamed the alcohol; I blamed his horniness and total lack of character.  We'd only been married for six friggin' months at the time.

Now they were married. Linda was due to deliver their first child between now and Christmas. What a great present for Richard. One I know he always wanted; one that I should have been able to give him if given half a chance.

At this very moment I'm in a freaking over-crowded Wal-Mart, looking for the bargain 12 rolls of toilet paper for $4.99 Christmas special. Jesus Christ—-I need a life.

I rise to my tip toes to grab one of the last ones when my fingers brush against it, missing. It teeters on the edge of the shelf, and then topples down, hitting me squarely in the face.  "Damn!" I sputter, stepping back, my butt unceremoniously ramming into somebody else's shopping cart with a thud.

I bend down to pick up the toilet paper when a familiar voice sounds behind me. "Sonya? Are you okay?"

And there she is. Linda. Big belly protruding out from her coat, face lit up with the glow of pregnancy, and a big fat diamond sparkling from her left hand as she brushes her dark locks back from her face.

"Oh hell no," I mutter, turning on my heel and making tracks down the aisle and around the corner, ignoring Linda calling after me. "I'm sorry, Sonya, we just fell in love. Can't you understand that? It . . . happens!"

"Why me?" I hiss to nobody.  This is so not fair. A sob escapes me, coming from somewhere foreign, because I truly am not a crybaby. Her words echo over and over again in my head:

We fell in love . . . 

We fell in love . . .

Fuck them and their love! When did Richard fall out of love with me?  I thought back. There had been no signs. Nothing to tip me off that he and I weren't happy. How stupid and clueless had I been?

The sad thing is that I hadn't been with a man since Richard left. It had destroyed me. He had destroyed me. I had no shred of confidence left. I'd ordered tons of Chinese take-out, crawled into our bed and watched Lifetime Movies through the rest of December and well into January. I'd lost my job, and got evicted from our apartment.  In the process, I'd gained twenty pounds.

My mother had tried to help. She told me to cry; to grieve, and then let it go and move on with my life. But I didn't want to cry. It was a sign of weakness to cry—-at least that's what my father had always preached.

So I simply ignored her advice. Moved in with her until I could find another job, and continued to eat Chinese takeout.  I was embarrassed about my weight gain. I'd let myself go, there was no denying that, so it was my excuse for not trying to cultivate a new relationship with the men I came into contact with at my job or through social gatherings.

But now the tears won't be denied; it was too much just now coming face to face with Linda. I grab the packaged rolls of toilet paper from my cart and rip the plastic at the top, grabbing the top roll and unwinding a large length. I bury my face into it, trying to muffle my sobs as other shoppers walk by giving me quizzical looks and pathetic stares.

Oh fuck them. Fuck everybody!

How did you spend your Christmas holiday, Sonya?

Oh, I had this super cool meltdown in the house wares aisle at Wally World, how about you?

I quieted my sobs and was blowing my nose when I felt a hand on my shoulder. If this was Linda I just might sucker punch her, pregnant or not. I turned quickly and looked up into the warm, incredibly blue eyes of the Big Mart Santa.

"Excuse me miss," he said, his voice smooth and soft, "Is there anything Santa can do to help you?"

I shake my head vehemently. This was the epitome of humiliation. I was twenty-nine years old and had garnered the attention of a discount store Santa Claus as he observed me sobbing and snorting into a big wad of toilet paper I hadn't even paid for yet.

"Oh . . . I . . . I'm just having a moment," I reply, "It's just . . . well, holidays suck if you want to know the truth. No offense, Santa."

He smiles a genuine smile, and I can tell that Santa isn't much over thirty himself. Straight white teeth, and despite the fluffy white beard and moustache, that masks his face, I can see that there are no crinkle lines around his eyes.  His brows are dark brown.  

"Would you like to tell Santa about it? It's not just about what you'd like for Christmas. It's also about how you feel about Christmas. That's why I'm here."

"Oh . . . oh I couldn't . . . you have kids to see——"

"Nobody here right now," he replies, nodding towards the empty plush red chair surrounded by big plastic elves that are lit up around the fake Christmas tree. "Won't you come into Santa's Village and tell him all about it? What's your name little girl?"

"Sonya," I reply meekly.

"Well, Sonya, I'd really like to hear your story. You never know, Santa may be able to help."

I'm dubious, but something inside my head whispers  'why not?' What can it possibly hurt to unload to somebody else. Maybe a fresh perspective.

And so I did. I couldn't actually believe I did it, but there was something so sincere and engaging about this guy, I found myself sitting on his lap and spilling my guts to him about the past year. I spared nothing. I told him about my weight gain, my job loss, my penchant for Chinese takeout and Lifetime Movies - and the fact that I hadn't had sex for more than a year now.  Somehow, I hadn't felt ashamed in admitting that to him. After all, he was Santa, right? He'd likely heard it all before I decided.

"Well, now Sonya, it sounds as if you have every reason to hate the holidays. That makes Santa kind of sad though. Let's see what I can do to fix that for you."  He reaches behind his chair and pulls out a huge black silk bag. I watch in wonderment as he gropes through it, finally pulling out a small felt stocking that had some candy poking out of it. If he thinks a Tootsie Pop and licorice are going to heal the wound , I'm actually sorely disappointed in his Santa abilities.

My face drops and he catches it. I hear a soft chuckle rumble from beneath his snowy white beard. "Make sure you get everything out of the stocking. Santa thinks maybe there's something special in it just for Sonya."

I give him a smile, lifting myself off of his lap. "Thanks, Santa. I will."

I check out at the front register, and as I'm pushing my cart towards my car in the lot, I pull the stocking from my pocket, deciding to go for the Tootsie Pop since it's well past dinner time. 

Once my car is loaded up with my groceries and staples, and I'm in the driver's seat sucking on my pop, I empty the rest of the stocking out onto the passenger seat. Licorice, two chocolate kisses, and a folded up piece of paper tumble out. 

I grab the paper up, quickly unfolding it. My sucker drops from my mouth and onto my lap as I read the words:
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