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DEDICATION


	For the dreamer, the chocolate chip and sugar cookie lover, and the mistletoe teaser who still believes in the jolly one who may not always show up with a sleigh or a beard, but arrives with the right kiss at the right time.


	This is for you who never stopped believing that Santa delivers more than presents, but understands love can twinkle brighter than Christmas lights. And for the kid in you who never outgrew magic and fairytales.


	 




TRIGGER WARNING


	This novel contains explicit language, mature themes, and depictions of childhood trauma, including the death of parents. While these themes are important to the characters’ journeys and the story being told, they may be distressing or triggering for some readers.


	The story explores both light and dark moments in life. Alongside themes of love, healing, and resilience, it also portrays experiences of grief, loss, and the lasting effects of trauma. Because of this, I want to ensure that readers are aware of the emotional weight certain passages may carry.


	Please approach this book with care. If you find yourself overwhelmed or reminded of personal experiences in a painful way, know that it is completely valid to pause, skip sections, or put the book down. Stories are meant to be absorbed at your own pace, and your well-being matters more than turning the final page.


	Thank you for giving this book your time and your trust. I hope that, even through the heavier themes, you find moments of connection, meaning, and perhaps even comfort within the journey that follows.
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	anta Claus’ belly jiggled as he laughed, sitting on his heated enclosed patio, watching the elves chase Donner, Comet, Prancer, Vixen, and Dasher around the backyard with snowballs for crashing their snowball fight. But Cupid, Dancer, Blitzen, and Dasher weren’t off the hook either. They’d done some shit too; they’d trampled over the snow angels and knocked over the snowmen the elves had made earlier in the morning. Santa never intervened in their shenanigans. The elves were forever messing with them, and now the reindeer were getting their payback.


	Now, you’re probably wondering where the hell Rudolph was, right? Well, Rudolph was by Santa’s side. He considered himself to be like Switzerland and never engaged in the fuckery.


	When Santa caught his breath, he took a sip of the hot toddy from the Jingle My Bells mug resting on his knee. He placed the mug on a side table and rubbed the top of Rudolph’s head.


	“You think Mr. Jingleling would help me out again in Cleveland this year?” Santa asked, looking at Rudolph.


	Santa knew that Mr. Jingleling would use every curse word in his vocabulary if he even thought about being asked such a thing, especially after Cupid struck him in the leg last time for meddling in the affairs of the heart. He picked up the two letters he’d placed on the coffee table earlier and reread them before placing them back down.


	Santa sighed. “I’ll just have to ask and see.” He looked down at his loyal companion. “Keep your fingers crossed.”


	Rudolph stretched his legs out and crossed his paws. He, too, knew that Santa was in for hearing an F-bomb or two from Mr. Jingleling. Just then, the door to the patio opened, and the man in green himself stepped in, carrying a tumbler of something. If Santa had to guess, it was probably Jingle’s version of a hot toddy, ninety-five percent brandy and five percent tea.


	“What’s up, Santa?” Jingle said as he sat across from him in a red wooden rocker he’d claimed as his own years ago.


	“Nothing much, Jingle. Just watching the mayhem outside.” Santa motioned to the elves still chasing the reindeer around.


	Jingleling shook his head. “You need to put their mischievous asses on a leash.”


	Rudolph bugled.


	“Not you, my boy,” Jingle clarified. “I’m talking about your mangy peeps out there.”


	Santa took a sip from his mug. “I went through the mail this morning.”


	“All good, I assume?”


	Santa tugged at his beard. This was the perfect opening he needed but was hesitant to ask.


	Jingle raised a brow. “Right?”


	Santa sighed. “For the most part.”


	Jingle paused mid-swig and looked over his mug at Santa before asking, “Any notices for jury duty, disconnection, or garnishment?”


	“No.”


	“Well, shit. What’s the problem then?” Jingle took a swig as he peered over his tumbler at Santa.


	Santa met Jingle’s gaze and tugged at his beard once more before breaking eye contact.


	Jingle shook his head, regretting he’d asked. “Fuck no, Santa, and that’s with a capital F!”


	“I didn’t say anything.”


	“You didn’t have to. I saw it in your eyes.”


	“But.”


	“But nothing, Santa.”


	“Come on. It’s for some precious kids.”


	“Fuck those kids. I still have nightmares from being shot.”


	Santa chuckled. “You weren’t shot.”


	“Bullshit!” Jingle set his tumbler on the side table before standing. Once upright, he pulled up his green pant leg over his thigh and pointed to a barely-there scar.


	“Then how did I get this?”


	Santa tried to refrain from laughing in his friend’s face. Just thinking about how Cupid chased Jingle around with his crossbow had his belly starting to quake. The arrow was actually meant for Santa for meddling in the affairs of the heart, but Cupid knew better than to mess with Santa.


	“Really, Jingle? You still crying about that little ol’ scar?”


	“Hell yeah! I didn’t file for worker’s compensation for nothing! This so-called little scar almost made me bleed out.”


	With that, what little restraint Santa had left went out the window. The jolly man doubled over with laughter, and even Rudolph rolled onto his back and howled.


	“Fuck both of y’all.”


	Jingle pulled his pant leg back down and reached for his tumbler. He was going to find Cupid’s little ass and lock him in the workshop for another week as a reminder of his pain and suffering.


	“I’m out,” Jingle said as he turned to leave.


	“Wait.” Santa reached for the letters he’d placed on the table and held them out to Jingle. “Read these first.”


	Reluctantly, Jingle took the letters from Santa. He flipped them from front to back before frowning at the single-spaced, typed pages.


	“What are these?” Jingle waved the letters at Santa. “Freakin’ dissertations?”


	“No, just kids that are very detailed.”


	“More like long-winded.”


	“If your answer is still no after reading them, I’ll respect your decision and won’t speak on it again.”


	Huffing, Jingle resumed his seat. Santa and Rudolph held their breath as they watched Jingle read the first letter.


	 


	Dear Santa,


	Before you say it, I already know that my grown ass shouldn’t be writing you a letter. But it’s all in good reason. There’s no way in the world that I can disappoint my niece, Noel. She’s got me sitting at the kitchen table while she colors a picture and bakes cookies. Don’t worry, this batch will be eaten way before Christmas Eve.


	Noel wants me to be happy. And really, I am. I get paid very well to play football, love and adore my family, have a brewery I own with my brother and sister, and a few friends I kick it with. So, what do I need or want that will make me happy?


	If I’m honest, I can admit that I haven’t been in the holiday spirit. Last year, my ex left me waiting at the altar on Christmas Day, talking about she wasn’t ready. Yet she was ready enough to spend all that money. Well, I wish she’d told me before the fact. All that damn money could’ve been better spent elsewhere, like on more gifts for the kids at the Boys & Girls Club.


	Now, don’t feel bad for me. It is what it is, and I’m over her ass. It’s just messed up that the whole thing happened on my favorite holiday.


	So, if you want to give me something I don’t already have, send me a woman who ain’t on nonsense and is ready to receive all the love I’m still willing to give.


	The dutiful uncle,


	Saint Nicholas


	 


	Jingle shook his head. “That’s messed up.”


	Santa and Rudolph nodded.


	“If it had been me, I would’ve sued her and then had the reindeers run her over.”


	Santa tisked. “They wouldn’t do it.”


	Jingle tilted his head to the side. “It’s funny how you always conveniently forget they ran over Grandma.”


	“That was an accident.”


	Jingle raised a brow. “Wanna bet?” He motioned to the chaos still going on outside. “They’d do it again, and with glee. Wouldn’t even have to throw in a monthly subscription of Scooby Snacks.”


	Santa sighed.


	Jingle took a swig from his tumbler. “Nope. Not going to risk my life again,” he said, flipping to the second letter.


	 




Dear Santa,


	First it was Secret Santa, and now it’s this nonsense. Can you please have HR tell me where in my job description it says that writing you a letter stating whether I’ve been naughty or nice, and listing five things I want for Christmas, constitutes part of “other work duties”? Every year, upper management tries to spread some holiday cheer. Why not skip the shenanigans and the holiday party? Just give us a bonus and call it a day.


	So, have I been naughty or nice? Define naughty. Did I put salt instead of sugar in the team lead’s coffee? Of course I did. Every time Karen saw me at the coffee station, she’d say, “Be a dear and fix me a cup with cream and three sugars,” before walking her ass off. Now, if I asked her if she wanted a cup since I was fixing myself one, that’d be different. I was nice and fixed her coffee like the dear I am. But after using salt instead of sugar, she quickly remembered I’m a claims representative, not a barista.


	Now, you may say taking the condiment cups, steak knives, and cocktail glasses from Mitch’s Steak House falls into the naughty category. But in my defense, the knives at that restaurant cut better than mine at home, and the ceramic cups warm up better in the microwave than those plastic carryout ones. And the cocktail glasses, well, it’s just one every now and then. Like the one that was slanted. It was just too cute. Since I live alone, I only took one. Besides, I hadn’t finished my mango margarita, and the waitress was taking too long to come back with my to-go cup. So, I’ve been quite nice. Wouldn’t you agree?
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