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      If you've had the courage to pick up this book, I applaud you. I'm sure there are plenty of holiday shoppers who'll read the title and think a book called “Christmas Sucks” is blasphemous. They'll think I deserve a one-way ticket straight to H-E-double toothpicks. I know this because my husband felt the same way when I told him that I'd be writing it. In fact, I was sure my next book would be entitled Divorce Sucks because of the all-out battles we had on the subject. It's not even that he's a deeply religious man. It's just that he believes that certain things should never be mocked.

      I tried in vain to convince him that this book isn't about religion. It doesn't tease or put anyone down, except the generic mother-in-law because that's simply a given. In fact, one of the main points of this book is that we've lost the true meaning of Christmas somewhere between the Santa head Pez dispensers and the nativity scene made in the likeness of The Simpsons.

      Besides, I'm no idiot. I realize that religion is a personal issue and as controversial as gay marriage, stem cell research, or who the heck Carly Simon's secret lover is in her song, “You're So Vain.” I wouldn't dare debate such a heated topic, even though doing so may prove worthy of a guest appearance on the Today show. Instead, I choose to focus this book on the variety of overwhelming stresses that surrounds the holidays, and how to survive each one with your sanity, your family, and your bank account intact. True, with a book like this, I doubt Matt Lauer will beg me to come to Rockefeller Plaza, but at least I don't have to spend an eternity in hell. I tend to get cranky when I'm overheated.

      So, if you've dared to read my book this far, perhaps you'll take a chance and read it further. If you're like me and dread the holidays despite the homemade cookies and that great version of “Santa Claus Is Coming to Town” by Bruce Springsteen, then this is the book for you. In it, you'll find dozens of tips on how to get through the holidays with enough Christmas spirit left over to bring a smile to your face. And, for no extra cost, you'll realize there's no shame in dreading the holidays and that there's nothing blasphemous about it. If you go to hell, it'll be your own damn fault.

      So here's to all that is good and true and right about the holidays. I hope that with everything you learn from this book, yours will be a stress-free holiday so you can focus on what this most sacred day in Christianity is all about: Peace on Earth, good will toward men, and that great Bruce Springsteen song!
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      For many, Christmas truly is the most wonderful time of the year, filled with loving family and friends, thoughtful gifts, and lifelong memories. It's a time of snowflakes and carols and free samples of summer sausage at Hickory Farms. Yes, December 25 is a great day that people look forward to all year long! At least some people that is. Most likely, these are the those of us who are under the age of eighteen and, dare I say, husbands who often leave the shopping and decorating and driving and entertaining to the wives while they sit on their asses all month watching sports (more on that good stuff later).

      Many people actually dread December 25 more than they do April 15. And why shouldn't they? Both days are a pain in the ass to prepare for and both days cost a hell of a lot of money. And the stress! Man, the stress! The world becomes one big holiday moshpit with shoppers fighting over the last pair of Isotoner gloves, and groping any ass they can get their hands on during the annual office party. The traffic's impossible, the malls are packed, the kids are home on school break, and the marital conflicts are more heated than those of Rosie O'donnell and Elizabeth Has-selbeck. The only Christmas spirit you crave is the fifth of peppermint Schnapps you keep hidden behind the spare paper towels this time of year.

      Face it. Somewhere down the line, Christmas has lost its meaning. It's no longer about worshiping the birth of Christ. Instead, it's more about keeping your head, and wallet, afloat while riding the Yule tides straight to total exhaustion. It's everything we can do to get through the relentless shopping, the constant housecleaning, the massive catering, the expensive decorating, the travel insanities, and the urge to drop kick our kids out the front door because they can't stop saying “we're bored.” For many, Christmas is just a time to “get through.”

      But it doesn't have to be that way. In the pages of this book, you'll find oodles of ways to ease these holiday frustrations and come out the other end full of Christmas cheer that doesn't come from the bottom of that Schnapps bottle. Once you learn how to maneuver around the holiday obstacles, you'll find that Christmas really can be a time to enjoy, instead of just a time to just survive. With these skills in hand, you might even start looking forward to the holidays again, and that could be the Christmas miracle you've long been waiting for! So take a deep breath, pour some cocoa, and let's begin our holiday adventure. First up on our list, how to deal with the hellacious holiday chore of shopping.

      
Black (and Blue) Friday

      If there's one day that marks the beginning of Christmas like no other, it's Black Friday, the day after Thanksgiving, when stores offer huge incentives to start off the madness of the Christmas shopping season. It's called Black Friday because it supposedly marks the day when stores turn their deficit (red) into profit (hence, black). What Black Friday means to you is a bevy of bumps or bruises from other holiday shoppers all pushing and shoving and kicking their way to the same GPS systems, designer clothes, and freaky-ass Bratz dolls that are on your gift list as well.

      About 40 percent of retail stores' yearly business is done during the holiday season. It's like giving our economy a big chug of Red Bull, and stores will do just about anything to get you in there and boost their sales. They'll slash prices. They'll stage dress rehearsals to prepare for any and all problems that could slow down the shopping process. And they'll extend their hours so that you can shop around the clock. Oh boy!

      Black Friday is the closest thing you can get to a holiday contact sport. You're lined up with over 100 million of your competitors on the first holiday shopping weekend, shoulder to shoulder, all waiting for the stores to open. As the sun inches up over the horizon, and your tummy digests that last bit of turkey and stuffing, the doors finally open, and the games begin. Adrenaline courses through your veins as the crowds pour onto the playing field. Ready … set … go spend your money!

      If you've ever shopped on Black Friday, you've no doubt got the battle scars to prove it. The dent in your shoe where a rival stepped on it trying to beat you to the last Wii console. The snag in your sweater where another shopper's bracelet got stuck grabbing a Leapster out of your hand. Yes, Black Friday is the modern-day version of a Roman gladiator match, and you'd rather die than hand over that limited edition reindeer Chia pet.

      Fortunately, you don't have to fight to the death any more. And you don't have to suffer through another Black Friday. You can still take advantage of great deals without ever leaving your house! That's because there are great savings online as well, and they continue on past the first shopping weekend when customers return back to work. In fact, a rather new phenomenon has emerged called “Cyber Monday” where shoppers can point and click their way to great savings while sitting at their desks. In 2007, over 700 million dollars was spent on Cyber Monday, where people got great savings without being pushed, shoved, or bruised, and often without paying tax!

      If you want to start off the Christmas season and jumpstart our economy, put on your protective gear and head out to the mall on Black Friday. Or just put on your slippers and log onto your computer. Either way, you'll get great savings, the stores will be full of inventory, and you'll start the holiday shopping season out with a bang … hopefully not to your head!

      
        “I went to my first Black Friday sale last week to save some money, but my suede pants were ruined when some kid brushed his ice cream cone against them. Considering how much I spent on those pants, I really didn't come out all that much ahead.”
      

      — Maddy

      
Baby, Can You Find My Car?

      If you decide to brave the shopping malls, beware. Even though there are thousands of spots on the eight-tier parking structure, finding an empty one during the holidays is has hard as finding a good Ben Affleck film. Especially during peak times when the malls are as crowded as … well, not a Ben Affleck film. You circle the parking lot like a plane over O'Hare until the heavens part and the angels sing, and you find a car backing out of its spot! Oh joy and rapture! God's finally making it up to you for making you need braces! But hold on to your steering wheel, folks, — it's going to be a bumpy ride! Within seconds, drivers amass from nowhere hovering over your spot like vultures over a dying zebra.

      If you're fortunate enough to be that lucky vulture and get that coveted spot, you pull in, and smirk at the other drivers who are green with envy. Aren't you Little Miss Lucky? Sure, you're on top of the world now, but you'll get yours in the end when you're done with your shopping and want to go home. Yes, hours later, when you've shopped till you've dropped, you'll head back to your car — and find it missing! Damn! Crap! Damn! One of those jealous drivers stole your freakin' car! Wait for it … wait for it … bingo! It hits you like a ton of fruitcakes: you're car's not stolen! With all the excitement of finding a parking spot, you forgot to notice where the hell you parked! You're completely and totally lost. Forget the TV show with the same name, being lost in a parking structure is where the real drama unfolds!

      With no other choice, you traverse through the parking structure that winds around and around like asphalt intestines. Your legs ache and your heavy bags burrow deep in your finger joints. Just when you think you can go no further, you spot your car and suddenly remember that you parked right next to that bright red wall with the giant number three painted on it! You're saved!

      Parking at the mall can certainly be a challenge this time of year. But there are a few tricks of the trade that can make it easier.

      
        	Don't shop at peak times, when there are more shoppers than spots! (Duh.) Avoid lunchtime and weekends if possible. If you have to shop on the weekend, go early … even before the stores open. You may have to wait a bit, but waiting is far more enjoyable than driving around for a spot. Keep store catalogs in your car so you know what you want to buy before even going inside.

        	Always write down where you parked on your ticket and take it with you! Duh again, but it's worth saying. If you often forget where you park, buy one of those key-ring voice recorders.

        	If you have an outside antenna on your car, put something on it that'll make your car stand out. A rubber ball or even a handful of aluminum foil will do.

      

      
The Early Bird Catches the Inventory

      Many people think they're “hip” and “with it.” They know how to use a computer, program their TIVO, and even send a text message, albeit they spell out the whole word instead of using those clever little initials. But, as up-to-date as they think they are, they may be out of touch when it comes to the realities of how to shop for the holidays.

      People can't shop like they did years back when there were fewer people to shop for and gifts didn't have to be so grand. Back then they'd put it off until the last minute and then do all their shopping on Christmas Eve. That method may have worked when people exchanged Pet Rocks as gifts, but it ain't gonna fly now. These days you have to get to the mall early if you stand a chance of having decent inventory left on the shelves.

      Here's a quick rundown on how things go around Christmas time:

      The Day After Thanksgiving: The stores are packed with people trying to get everything on their gift list when the sales begin, and be the most enviable (and most hated) shopper. There's plenty of sale merchandise in an ample selection of sizes and colors to choose from. There's even time to get something monogrammed.

      The Second Week of December: The shoppers are still out en masse, but inventory is getting lower. First to be plucked clean are “medium” sizes, electrical gadgets, and anything seen on Oprah's favorite things show.

      The Third Week of December: The stores have been picked over like lice on a monkey's head. The mannequins are naked because even the display items have been sold. Your best bet at this point is to hit the kiosks and grab a handful of pine-scented sinus pillows. If you were hoping to have something monogrammed in time for Christmas, get out your Sharpie.

      Christmas Eve: The malls are a virtual wasteland of merchandise. All that remains are a few misplaced price tags and some errant buttons that roam through the stores like small, pearlized tumbleweeds.

      As you can see, the secret behind successful shopping is to start early. Unless you have a lot of friends and family with sinus problems, you need to get your rear in gear. Make a list, check it twice, and head out to the mall. That way, when you're looking for the hot new video game that your grandkids told you they “need,” it's actually in stock, and you don't have to buy it for twice what it's worth from evil stores and eBay merchants. And that robe you want for Uncle Al who continually greets you at the door with his boys hanging out, is actually in his size! Woo hoo!

      When you shop early, your stress level is greatly reduced. You don't have to call all over the city desperately searching for an item, or go with the backup gifts that cost twice as much because you can't find what you're looking for. All you have to do is say “thank you” to the nice store clerk, and check one more item off your list of things to do. Life is goooood!

      Before you know it, your shopping will be done and you'll feel as relieved as you do after having sex with your husband and know you're off the hook for a few days. When your friends ramble on about how stressed they are with the holiday madness, just furrow your brow and nod your head in agreement. Deep down you'll revel in the fact that you've done all your shopping. Of course, you won't tell your friends that. You learned that lesson years ago when you bragged to other parents that your kid slept through the night as soon as he was born and suddenly your phone stopped ringing.

      
All's Fair in Love and Retail

      Every so often, miraculous things occur such as a blind person suddenly being able to see, or Britney Spears actually wearing undergarments. And ever so often around Christmastime, another miracle occurs. That's when you walk into a store, and actually find one of the hottest selling toys still sitting on the shelf! In the '80s it was the Cabbage Patch Kids sensation. In the '90s it was the Beanie Baby boom. And in the last decade, the one thing everyone wanted was to get Bush out of the White House. Yeah, I know. It's not a toy, but everyone wanted it so it kinda counts.

      Every year frustrated and determined parents go through hell trying to find the hot-ticket toy of the season so that their precious little kid won't be traumatized by being the only one on the block without this latest thing-a-ma-jig. It's the typical case of supply and demand. There isn't enough of this one item to go around, and, as anyone who's ever dieted or dated a noncommittal man knows, if you can't have something, you want it even more.

      What happens is this: the parents of the future traumatized child will beg, borrow, steal, or blow somebody's effin' head off in order to get the one item they so desperately want. They'll drastically overpay for it on eBay. They'll wait in store lines for hours. They'll do whatever they can, no matter the cost or mandatory jail time, to give their sweet little bubalahs what they so dearly want on Christmas Day. Or at least what they want for a few hours until they get bored and play with the box it came in instead.

      You'd think that toy manufacturers do this on purpose. That these SOBs don't make enough of these highly coveted toys just to start the whirlwind of chaos. But in reality, they're just as frustrated as you are. They'd like nothing more than to produce and sell enough of the items to go around and cash in on the sensation. But they can't. The reason for the madness is that retail stores order their Christmas inventory months in advance so that it'll arrive in time for the holidays. Since the stores don't know how well certain toys will sell, they order just what they think will sell so they won't be stuck trying to unload a gross of Rudolf bobble-head dolls come Presidents' Day.

      Since the manufacturers didn't make enough toys to meet the demand, and the stores don't have enough of them to sell, you're faced with two options. One, wait in the long lines, pay the exorbitant fees, and assault any shopper that gets in your way, or, tell your kid that you're sorry but that he just won't be getting the item that he so desperately wants on Christmas morning. Sure, he'll be pissed, but life is full of disappointing moments. Besides, even though your kid may be desperate for a certain toy this year, my guess is that if you did move hell and high water to get it, a few weeks later, it'd be up on the high shelf along with the other toys he desperately wanted last year but doesn't play with anymore.

      
        “I was at Toys “R” Us and saw two grown people having a fistfight over a toy in the aisles. They were screaming and cursing and making kids cry. I laughed in amazement, but then they saw me and I went running in fear they'd come after me.”
      

      — Anne

      I guarantee that when he gets older and thinks back on all his Christmas mornings, it won't be the gifts that he remembers; it will be the family and food and laughter and love. Just think back on your own Christmas mornings and you'll see what I mean.

      
Pony-Up Express

      If there's one place I hate even more than the malls during the Christmas season, it's the post office. Actually, I hate it all year round and avoid it at any cost. I buy my stamps at the ATM, get my packing material at the drugstore, and if I ever have to mail a package, I simply stick a handful of stamps on it, and hope the neighbor's dog doesn't use it in lieu of the fire hydrant. But come Christmastime, when I have a lot of boxes to send, I have no choice but to head to the post office.

      Just like at the malls, there are never enough parking spaces during the holiday madness, so I'm forced to park several blocks away and lug my awkward, heavy parcels with me. Keep in mind that not one of these gifts is for my side of the family — they're all for my husband's. And because my husband is one of those shopping procrastinators — and I have the sinus pillow to prove it — I'm forced to go to the post office at the last minute when the line out the door stretches endlessly like a beer line at a monster truck rally. I obediently take my place at the end and think of ways I can beat my husband without leaving a mark. I've heard meat in a sock works well. Gotta give that one a try.

      The good news is that all three clerks are working behind the counter. Or at least they are for a few minutes. Then one goes off in the back and is never seen again. A few minutes later, a second precious postal worker puts up a “closed” sign and goes on break. And then there was one. And what a chatty Kathy she is, interviewing everyone about their holidays and cracking jokes. Great, I'm stuck in hell and Ellen DeGeneres is working behind the counter.

      Finally, it's my turn up to bat! I hand Ellen my packages, and she gleefully informs me that, in order for my packages to arrive before Christmas, I have to overnight them. Yes, since my husband yet again ignored my pleas to get his act together early, we now have to spend more on shipping than the gifts actually cost. Here's a breakdown:

      Gift for his parents: old family photos, recopied, and framed: $62.00

      Overnight shipment and protective wrapping of said gift: $72.00

      Telling him “I told you so, you dumb-ass moron!”: Priceless

      Learn from my mistakes. Most importantly, mail your packages early! For exact mailing deadlines, log on to  www.usps.com . If you don't have time to use ground service, you'll be forced to overnight them, and that can be expensive. In 2007, a five-pound box sent before the mailing deadline cost $8.61. If it was sent after the deadline, that same package cost $56.64! Other mailing tips include:

      
        	Use a sturdy box and seal your boxes with clear or brown tape (no duct tape). If your box is recycled, cross off old mailing information.

        	Print the address in uppercase letters, don't forget the zip code, put your return address on the front of the package, and enclose the delivery address inside the gift as well.

        	If you're mailing fragile items, be sure to wrap each one separately and mark “fragile” on the box. When sending perishables, be sure to mark such on the package so the recipient will open the box right away instead of two weeks later when your homemade fruitcake is hard as a rock … oh wait, bad example.

        	Skip the post office entirely and have them come to you! Yes, you read me right! Recently, the post office announced the incredible news that with the help of a computer and a household kitchen scale, you can now send your boxes from the comfort of your own home! Go to  www.usps.com  and schedule a pickup.

        	And, most of all, don't marry a shopping procrastinator, even if you could use a sinus pillow.
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