DAVI D Bl SCHOFF
SANTA RI TUAL ABUSE

The day after Thanksgiving, the specials at Fat Chung W's restaurant by

Larry's

Loft featured turkey to nein, turkey chop suey and turkey fuk yew In the

| obby,

there was a sprig of evergreen com ng out of Buddha's head, and a little
nmanger

scene with Salvation Armmy stickers still on Joseph and Mary. Christmastine was

conm ng to Eugene, Oregon

| wal ked into the Loft, went to the bar and ordered a cup of coffee and a bow
of hot and sour fromthe bartender. He stuck the order for the soup through

t he

wi ndow i nto the Chinese restaurant that nmakes |ike a Siamese twin to the bar,
and then he got me ny coffee. Caffeinated nud, as usual. Professor's coffee.
I'm

a professor. | like the stuff.

"Pete," said Jurgen the bartender as | poured sonme milk into ny steam ng cup
"Check out the dude at the other end."

| casually glanced up at the mrror past the garden of colored bottle spouts
behind him At the opposite end of the ol d-fashioned worn wood bar, feet
hooked

in the slats of his stool as though they were stirrups, was an old w zened guy
with a brown roadster cap, a pint of Wdner Hefew zen beer at one el bow, a
shot

gl ass of whiskey in front of him He regarded the whiskey glumy for a nonment,
then picked it up, drained it, and followed that with a chug of Hef. He pulled
out an unfiltered Chesterfield froma cellophaned pack, and lit it with an
orange Bic lighter. Burning Virginia fields. Alcohol-preserved Aneri cana.

| sipped at nmy coffee. "So?"
"It's Santa."

Jurgen was an erstwhile grad student at the University of O egon who stayed
on.

H s accent stayed on too, and he spoke with an exaggerated sibilance about his
's's and 'z's, especially when he was excited, as he clearly was now.

"Zanta? Zanta who?"

"Santa Claus." As in Klaus von Bulow. "He's been here all day, drinking hard."

Ch, | thought. The traditional drunken departnent store Santa, taking the
afternoon off from dandling kiddies on his knee to get soused.

"I didn't know Eugene had a Macy's," | said

Jurgen | ooked at ne in his constipated Hitler youth grinmce, and whi spered.
"Nein. No. That is really Santa Claus. He lives in Pleasant Hill in the
sumrer .

He's usually up at the North Pole by now. Something' s wong." Jurgen shook his
head, | ooking gl um



Hey. | had ny own problens. Lost ny girlfriend to a New Age Bullshitter. Stil

deep in California-style credit-card debt. And ny goddammed cats had starting
turning their noses up at the food | was feeding them They were taking | onger
alley jaunts, too, so | figured they nust be getting nutrition el sewhere.

The last tine |I'd tal ked to Becky, she'd been unsynpathetic. "Sounds just |ike
you. Wiy not feed them sonething el se for a change?"

"They were strays. They were perfectly happy with generic food until you
started

bringing over that lanms crap."

"You know, cats have feelings too. One of these days they just m ght decide
their stray life was better and not cone back! Don't take them for granted
li ke

you did ne, Ted. You know you're nuts about them"

The conversation went downhill fromthere.

Sonet hi ng wrong .

I was about to say sonething like "No presents under O Tannenbaumthis year

Jurg?" but | bit ny tongue. 1've only been here for six nonths, but 1've
al r eady

realized that things are a bit off kilter in Eugene, Oregon, and reality
sometines gets a little unstuck. | don't know, maybe it's all the rain and
gl oom

"You talk to himabout it yet?"
"No. He seens too npbrose."”

A bel |l dinged, snapping Jurgen out of contenplation. He brought nmy soup to ne,
then went to wash sone glasses as | set to the tangy stuff. Minching on
peppery

tiger lilies reflectively, | |ooked over to the guy at the other end of the
bar .

Jurgen had already set himup with another shot, but the guy was just staring
at

it, not drinking. He just puffed on his Chesterfield fromtinme to tine,

wri nkl ed

face squinting through the snoke.

The dissertation was goi ng nowhere, and | didn't have a class to teach unti

t he

next afternoon. | didn't feel like going to a novie or reading a book. | had
some time to kill, so I thought, hell. Wiy not give it a try?

| grunted up at the TV screen hanging in the corner fromchains. "Bl azers not
doing so well this year, huh?"

The ol d man grunted.
"Don't |ike basketball ?"
"Nope. "

| tapped a sign off to my left, displaying a Budwei ser ad.



"Drinks are cheap here during Bl azers ganes."
"Yeah, if you drink piss-water. No way, Jose."
"You like the mcro-brew, huh?"

"l guess."

"Hefewi zen fromthe | ook of it. Wweat beer." | felt |like the Saturday N ght

Li ve

character by the copy machine. "Hey Santa. It's the Santerm nator. It's the

Kl aus-neister." But | had to keep the conversation going in order to draw him
out. "Jurgen's from Heidelberg.” | mnicked the bartender's accent.

"' Hef ewi zen

Dis iss nott Hefew zen!""

The guy took the whi skey down in one gulp, turned and | ooked at nme. Dead eyes
with just a hint of a glare.

"Ja. Das Hefew zen ist fer dumbkopfs,” he said. "Believe ne, my tal kative bar
conpani on, | know ny Hefew zen. Part of ne is German."

"Real | y? Your sense of hunor?"

That got a lenon twist of a smle. "Nein. Mein noodle, | think." He tapped his
head.

| took a sip of nmy coffee. It had gone col d.

Sone other time, some other place | would have just let the whole matter drop
But the outside was cold and dim and the lights inside were warm and
friendly,

and | sensed a good story here in this old addl e-brained barfly.

"Wuld a drink buy a few words from you?"

"How cone you want sone words from ne?"

"Jurgen says you're Santa d aus."

"Jurgen has a big nouth." However, he shrugged. "No big secret though. You

| ook

cl ose enough around this town, you find things out." He pushed his gl ass
forward. "Dickel. George Dickel. Good stuff. Wiy don't you have sone?"

"I"'d like to. I1'd like to have some Hefewi zen too. Can't. | did alifetinme's
worth of drinking in about ten years, so | figured I'd see what the rest of ny
life would be Iike sober."

Santa grunted. "Good for you, chum"”

| waved to Jurgen, got Santa another Dickel, another Her, and nyself another
cuppa. | took the liberty of sitting down close to him He snelled of the

al cohol and cigarettes, but there were al so nore scents in the not-unpl easant
m asma. Couldn't quite put nmy finger on their identity. There was also just a
hint of rosy cheeks on his face. H's skin hung on him as though he once had
consi derabl e weight. Mst startlingly, fromtime to time his eyes would
suddenl y

twi nkle, like an Industrial Light and Magic effect.



"Does this mean | get an extra gift in ny stocking?' | said to start things
of f.

"Hell," said Santa. "I don't feel like flinging the shit this year." He shook
hi s head, his shoul ders drooping as though they carried the wei ght of
centuries

upon them "Year in, year out, same old, sane old." He tapped out another
cigarette. "Man, this year Santa's pulling the plug. Santa's got the bl ues,
and

Santa's just not going to put out."

"You'd think they'd give you a year off once in a while."

"You'd think."

"What about the elves?"

"El ves?" He | ooked at nme as though | were the biggest rube in the universe.
"\What, you buy that nonsense?" He tapped his chest. "Let me tell you, this guy
ain't got no long-eared fairies dancing with bells on their toes. And he ain't
got no goddammed ol d hag maki ng gi ngerbread cookies in the kitchen. This is

1994, you dork. We're through with that Victorian schnmaltz!" He took a noisy
slurp of his brew, and bel ched.

"What about the reindeer?"

H s eyes becane slits. "Let "emgo a long tinme ago. | think | saw one the
ot her
day on Route 5. Roadkill." He seemed to find that amusing. Alittle

pre-cancerous chuckle gurgled in his throat. Nothing whatsoever of that fabled
bowl ful of jelly. A twi nkle again, and then he settled down about his drink
like a surly black cloud.

| could see why Jurgen was depressed. Santa or no, this fell ow was spreading
poi son, not cheer. | took a moment to fend off some of the blackness nyself. |
could alnmost feel it in the air, a pal pable extension of this ornery bag of
bone

and skin, gristle, nicotine and al cohol before ne.

Twel ve-steps tine.

H gher Power, | thought. | don't want a drink this time, just alittle
sunshi ne.

And Hi gher Power said, Make this poor old sod a little nore cheerful, and
you' | |
get yours, Bozo.

H gher Power tends to get a tad abusive when | ask dumb questions, but she
al ways delivers.

| thought for a nonment about taking Santa for a ride. Show himthe Fifth
Street

Market, all decked with holly and light and brightness. Point to the huge
PEACE

ON EARTH sign gl owi ng agai nst Skinner's Butte. Ride himalong the WIllanette
or

McKenzie river and point out all the gaily decorated houses.

Take himto Handel's Messiah at the Hult Center. Show him sone sort of charity



effort. The usual folderol and fa-la-la that junpstarts feeble seasons
spirit.

No, | thought.

He's seen all that. Maybe that's part of what's depressing him What had he
sai d? Same old, same old. The nonotony of repetition

Maybe good ol d-fashi oned guilt-puddi ng woul d wor k.

"Well, we seemto have a problemthis year," | said lightly. "Seens to ne, a
| ot

of people get blue this tine of the year. And if M. Source of Cheer and
Presents and d ad Tidings gets down, a |lot of people are going to have a
real ly

rotten Christnmas. You want that on your shoul ders?"

He rai sed an eyebrow at nme. "Fuck 'em
Boy, that got nme. I'mno innocent, and when the old toe gets stubbed, | guess
it

triggers sone profanity in me. But Santa O aus? That was al nost too nuch.

| remenber back when | used to work at a magazine in New York. The cartoon
editor wanted to print a picture of Santa Claus w el ding a hatchet anongst a
room of bl ood-spattered dead people. "Merry Ax-mas" was the caption. The art
director freaked out. She was a tough, no-nonsense feninist who ate frijoles
con

cojones at Mexican dinners, but you didn't nmess with Santa, no ma' am

| didn't get angry. | stayed cool. After all there had to be a good reason for
all this.

| asked.

He glared. "Look, bub. First of all, how would you |ike to be an archetype?"

"Ch. You mean as in Jungian theory?"

"Jungi an Fungian. |I'ma goddammed literalization! | nean, you know, |egend and
myth and superstition and mllions of bleating little childish mnds and adult
ritual through filmand art and literature and heaven knows what el se. There's
a

ot of power in all that. Things happen. Things |ike ne happen."

I live in Eugene, home of the snmug and the weird. I'mnot sure | entirely
accept

t he evidence of the bizarre that nakes this town of the river valley such a
nexus for the strangest part of Truth, but neither do | discount it.

"Hey. Come on," | said, not really know ng what | was saying, just going for a
ride on the galloping words. "Look, whether you're really Santa or not, you
know

there's help available. You got AA for the drinking, you got churches for
spiritual woes, you got shrinks and hospitals for mental wounds . . . " |

| ooked

at nmy watch. "And nost are still open.™

"Right. Maybe | should just call the Santa Hotline. The Archetype Suicide Aid.
Look, just bug off, Mster. Wiat the hell do you know about being trapped



i nsi de

a paradi gm of goofy custom and pagan practices by nom nal Christians who work
t hensel ves into a goony comrercial frenzy each year in the hope of goosing
their

pat heti c economi es so they can buy fancy coffins for thensel ves when they
croak. "

You know, | thought, the old guy had a point there.

And you know, that glass of Hefew zen was | ooking awful good.

| reached out for it.

"What the hell are you doing, buddy?"

| put it under ny nose.

Sniffed it.

Lemon and barley, a tingle of effervescence. Feathery hops, under tranqui
autum skies, bursting still with sumer's sun

Ah.

| put the glass down.
"I can't drink it anynmore," | said. "I like to smell it, though."
"Shit. And people say |I'm strange."

It was a start. I'd gotten himinterested. |I told himsome of ny story.

Uni versity assistant prof, working part tine on a book. Tired of the usua
Ameri can acadenic hustle, broken up with a girlfriend decides to escape to the
Great Anerican Northwest, [and of good coffee, delicious grunge rock, fresh
air,

and wonderful snelling beer

I'd just ordered another coffee when the wonan wal ked in wearing the elf
cost une.

| hadn't cheered the guy up, but he'd stopped ordering shots of CGeorge Dicke
and | ooked a bit |ess dead. However, when that sexy elf wal ked in, the
tenmperature at Larry's Loft warned considerably.

She was one of those blondes with long legs and frilly hair they sign up al
t he

time for the Dallas Cowboy Cheerleaders. Pretty and busty, but sweet and
whol esonme. She was in one of those classic Playboy Santa's Helper's outfits
t hey

put on seasonal mall workers to keep the daddies' interest. She wore nore
makeup

than the entire city of Eugene on a work day.

As she wal ked past ne, | got a whiff of flowery perfume and m stletoe. The
wol f
in me | eaped, but propriety kept it on its |eash

She wasn't interested in me, though

Her objective: Santa d aus.



She draped a bare arm around hi s shoul der
"H there, big guy. Buy a girl a drink?"
Santa shrugged indifferently.

She turned to me and wi nked. Suddenly | recognized her. It was Kinberly, a
cute

weekend waitress here who usually dressed in baggy jeans and | oose fl annel
Jurgen must have called her. The idea of a norose Santa was |ikely not
appeal i ng

to him and he had taken extrene measures.

"I"'mspringing for Santa's drinks tonight," |I said gaily. "Got to cheer himup
somehow. \What are you having. 7"

"Eggnog. Punch. Christmas cheer of some sort. And bring the crestfallen saint
sone as well."

"You two know each ot her?"

Sant a grunt ed.

"I'"ve served hima drink or two. So cone on, Santa."
nodel ' s

pi rouette.

She did a very good

"I"ve lost five pounds this year. How does the outfit | ook ?"
"Cold," said Santa.

She pouted. "Look, I'ma Wmnen's Studies major, danmit. This is costing a lot.
I
just can't stand to see you get like this."

Santa swung an anci ent, heavy-lidded gaze our way. "What do you peopl e know?
What do you know of despair? A few clouds. A few drizzles. You lucky jerks are
young, grow old and die, often with adnirable quickness. A brief pathetic
flicker. Me, | just grow old and don't die, dragging nmy sorry butt from
Christmas to Christmas, crucified upon boughs of holly, blood weeping froma
forehead pierced by thorns of mstletoe.™

The Christmas cheer cane, mne appropriately Virgin.
Ki mberly clinmbed up on a stool beside ne and addressed hers. "Well, | tried."

"Say, Kim | think you've inspired a sonnet fromme. Can | take you out to
dinner and read it to you somnetine?"

She gave ne a frosty | ook. "Sorry, guy. This is my charity work for the year."
Oh well. | tried.

I'd just started to suck up sone nog and was thinki ng about nmaybe j ust
abandoni ng the good ship Cheer Up Santa, when three new custoners wal ked into

t he room

"Uh oh," said Kinmberly. She twirled around in her seat. "Jurgen, | told you
not



to call them"

Jurgen shrugged. "l1've got to do something! 'Stille Nacht' is going to stick
in
my throat this year otherw se!"

The new arrivals went imredi ately behind Santa, who nade every effort to
i gnore
t hem

One was a fat fellow in a huge robe.

One was a Victorian style Father Christmas, equally large and jolly.
The final was a slight fellow in hooded nonk's robe.

The huge-robed guy tapped Santa on the back

"We are the Ghosts of Christmas Past, Present, Future. W cone --

Sant a wheel ed around. He pulled sonething up fromunder his shirt and belt,
brandi shed it.

A snmal |l service revol ver.
Santa O aus was packi ng heat!

Hs eyes were fired with indignation. "Look, you pests. Get it through your
skulls. | want to be miserable. | need to be m serable. Does every

l'i beral -assed

Jack and Jane have to go around in this knee-jerk town with a snile on their
face? | tell you, it makes nme want to puke!™

The Ghosts held up their hands and wandered off to the end of the bar
muttering. Jurgen got them sonething to drink, presumably strong.

Santa huffed, put his gun back in his belt and lifted his glass of Hef. He
drained it, put it back down, and belched fruitily. He stubbed out his
cigarette

inatray and turned to face ne, pointing a nicotine-stained finger ny way.

"And you, buddy -- your world ain't sweetness and |ight and neither is mne
At

| east | park ny butt down | ong enough in one place to realize that."

Wthout a word of thanks or farewell, not even a breath of "And to all a good
ni ght," the dour, sour Santa gl owered out of Larry's Loft.

| went back to the CGhosts and Jurgen

"I tried."

"fb gets like this some years," said the Ghost of Christmas Present, pulling
E;f back to reveal the bar's burly bouncer

"I"ve never seen himthis bad," said the Ghost of Christmas Past, whom|'d
al ready recogni zed as a nmenber of a local rock band.

The Ghost of Christmas Future was gone, apparently through the I abyrinthine



halls to seek a | eak

"Thanks for comi ng, guys," said Jurgen, "Nice try, but --"

The phone rang and Kinberly picked it up, talked for a mnute.

"It was Jerry," she said after hanging up. "He says he can't make it."
Jurgen and the others did doubl e-takes.

"But if that was Jerry, who was the CGhost of Christmas Future?" said Jurgen

"And where is he?" said Kinberly.

"I think," | said, "He's out doing sonething rather disrespectful on ny
grave."

When | got back to ny apartnent it was bleak and cold. Thank God |I didn't have
a

door knocker; it would have turned to Marley's CGhost for sure. | was that

rattl ed, that affected. Eugene | ooked nmottled and griny in the early evening
beneat h cheap and occasi onal streetlights, the Christnmas displays |ooking |ike
paste jewelry draped on a once pretty whore. Gone were the gol den hal cyon days
of sumrer and col or-streaked fall, snells all bright and fresh. Here was

dar kness and death and potholes, tattered awns and a wet winter fitting over
the town like an old musty sock

| opened a can of generic cat food for Fred and Et hel outside on the bal cony,
but got no takers. | wondered if they' d abandoned ne.

| tried to work on ny book, but nothing seened to cone out of ny head.
TV was after-sweeps week re-runs.

Santa was right.

Maybe this was a year we could do without Christmas. What would it hurt?

| went to bed and, tossing and turning in the tar pits of insomia, plotted a
new TV seri es.

Santa C aus, P.I
| think the sun becane depressed as well -- it went into i mediate hiding.

The sky went through cycles of danp and drizzle and gray, to danp and drizzle
and dark. Wen |I'd noved to Eugene, people had warned nme about the Northwest

Weather. Hey, I'd said, no problem |1'ma cerebral person, there's so much to
do

i nsi de beneath the confort of artificial Iighting.

The darkness seenmed to seep through the curtains, though, curling chill and

somber around ny guts. Once only touched by slight nelancholy, my heart becane
a

sodden cloud. | didn't know if that guy at Larry's Loft was really S. Cdaus or
not, but he certainly had a valid point, a thought that would al ways come to
ne

right after Thanksgiving, conme to a | ot of people.

Christmas cane far too soon. Christmas cane far too often. Christnas was



wear i ng
out its welcome in its weary repetition, its asinine custons and its wetched
conmer ci al i sm and poi ntl essness.

| made a self-satisfied note of that and filed it in nmy brain, bought nore
Br and

X ki bble for the cats, and by God, the slaves broke down and ate it |ike I
knew

they would. | nmade themrub ny legs and beg a little first.

Still, even though I'd buried the whole Christmas issue in its vault, and life
returned to its chores of |ectures and gradi ng papers and chi ppi ng away at ny
book, the dark and the clouds still lingered, along with that sense of
dul | ness

and joyl essness of life, like a good rock song turned down | ow on a cheap

transi stor radio.

I was wal king out of the central post office one day, a wad of bills clenched
in

nmy hand, disappointed that my New Yorker magazi ne was | ate, when | thought I
saw

hi m agai n. Santa. Coming out of the pastry shop down the bl ock. The facade of
the store was twinkling with lights and artificial snow and evergreen and
Sant a

had a shoppi ng bag in one hand and was nunchi ng away at a bi g Napol eon with

t he

other. It was kind of far away and | don't have the best vision, but he

| ooked,

I thought; a little fleshier. | was about to run up and get a better |ook when
a

fam liar voice called ny nane.

| turned around and there was Becky, on her way into the Post Ofice. | knew
it

was inevitable that 1'd run into her eventually, in fact | was surprised
hadn't seen her yet. Nonetheless, | felt alittle tentative, a little nervous,
pain and regret uncoiling fromtheir hibernation

"Hello," | said.

"How s it going?" she said. "I was going to call you. Been putting it off."
The

cold had given her face color and life. "I wasn't very nice to you last tine
we

tal ked. Maybe that's the way | deal with that kind of thing."

"Cauterization?"

"Somet hing like that."

| nodded. "Thanks. Ch well."

There was a nonent of awkward silence. Qur breaths misted and | shoved nmy cold
hands in the pockets of ny coat. The snell of car exhaust hovered,
obliterating

the smell of evergreen

"I thought maybe you'd like to come to ny Christmas party."”

"M . Buddha going to be there?"



"Yes."

| shrugged. "I don't think so."

"Ckay. "

"See you around."

"Merry Christnas. "

"Yeah. You too."

| went to nmy car. There was a parking ticket sticking up fromthe w ndshield.
And a Happy New Year.

Cl asses were over, papers were graded, students were gone.

M d- Decenber .

| wal ked fromny apartnent to get some M ddl e Eastern take-out. Sonmehow
t hought hummus and babba ghonouj woul d i nvoke sonme Semitic sun in ny heart.

Qutside it was still wet fromthe nost recent rain, and the world seened
muf fl ed, dying. There was the snell of rotting |leaves in the gutter, the sour
stench of Springfield wood pulp factories drifting in with the fog.

The uni verse seened | eached of joy, as though sonmeone had sucked out all the
serotonin fromthe Cosmic M nd.

Tonorrow and tonorrow .
The ways to dusty death .
Full of sound and fury .
Si gni fyi ng not hi ng.

For the first tine in ny life, | wanted sonmething nore than a drink. | wanted
a
fistful of Prozac.

God, what had | done? Why had | cone to this place? Even now, in Southern
California they may be breathing snbg and shooting each other, but at |east

t hey

had some passion down there. The cold and the dark had frozen my spirit inside
of me like crystallized sap, and | could feel nothing but a dull ache.

I found nyself heading for Larry's Loft instead of the take-out joint.
hurried

past the Salvation Arny guy outside the Kiva G ocery Store along the way. Hi s
bell rang mournfully in the dusk

Larry's wasn't busy yet, so | sat at the bar, ordered a coffee, stared up at
t he

TV. What was the nanme of that old Roxy Misic al bun? Chanpagne and Novocai ne.
Tell me about it. Kinberly came up with a big drink order

"Hey guy. You |l ook |ike sonebody just ran over your cat."



"That woul d be good news. Least | wouldn't have to feed themthen."

"Whoa. Hey, is this the sane cheerful summrer soul who danced into our lives
this

year?" She was wearing her usual flannel and jeans, but her hair was stil

ni cely shaped, with a few sprigs of Christmas |aced through it, offset by
hol | y

earrings.
"In case you hadn't noticed, it's winter," | said. "You know, it being the
Yul eti de season, | don't think a few beers would hurt ne."

I'd already checked in with my Hi gher Power, but she was out Christnas
shoppi ng.

Ki mberly | ooked at ne crossly. "You don't want to do that, guy. Look, you just
have the Wnter Blues, that's all."

"I tell you, that run-in with that guy who said he was Santa didn't help
nmuch. "

She | aughed, made a disnmissing notion with her hand. "Ch, that happens just
about every year here. And it's part of the tradition that we try and cheer
hi m

up. This year was just particularly grim He always bounces back, though
Look!"

She pointed up at the TV, and there, sure enough, was Santa, |ooking fat and
jolly as ever, one hand waving at the universe, one hand on Vanna Wite's
backsi de.

| shook ny head. "No. Nonsense."

"Look. Cone on, oh dweller of the south. You think you're the first person to
get depressed this time of year? You don't think |lots of European Dark Agers
shivered in their huts, standing on the brink of a long cold winter w thout
electricity . . . You don't think that naybe they decided, hey . . . we'd
better

do something to cheer ourselves up. Voila. Wnter solstice. Yuletide.
Christmas. "

Her drink order was up, and she hauled it away.

| sat and thought about this a nmonment. | noticed they were serving hot mulled
cider, so | ordered the non-al coholic version. Santa was off the TV screen
but

a guy came in the bar wearing a tie that twinkled with tiny Christnmas |lights
who

| ooked a little like him

| was staring at the Christnas tree, all tinsel and sparkling ornanments
agai nst
the bar mirror, when | caught a glinpse of myself.

Hell. | looked like the guy who'd called hinself Santa C aus. And this Santa
was
a real asshole.

I finished the spiced cider, a warmh in nmy stomach, a tang in ny nouth. |
pulled out my billfold and paid for the drink. After a dollar tip, that |eft



ne
with a twenty dollar bill and a five.

"Hey, where you going?" said Kinberly. "I'mgoing to put sonme mstletoe in ny
hair in a mnute."

"Can | have a rain check?"

"What -- in this town, that wouldn't be good until spring.”

| smled and waved good- bye.

Qutside, fog was static in the streets, and the sound of traffic, the squelch
?Eres was al nost conforting. The tinkle of the Salvation Arny bell drifted

directionless and invisible, Iike the ghost of zonbie reindeer sleighbells.

As | wal ked up to the man in uniform | bunched up the two bills, and reached
over to drop themin the kettle.

A thought struck ne, and | stopped.

| separated the five fromthe twenty, and then slipped Andrew Jackson through
the slot.

"Thank you, sir, and a Merry Christmas, sir.

"Same to you, soldier," | said

As | pulled up ny collar against the cold, | was wondering if 1'd turn into
Jimy Stewart and run around enbraci ng people. | was relieved when | didn't. |
didn't feel that much better, but then . . . so what?

Sone recovering drunks say that if a H gher Power really doesn't exist, then
it's their job to create that H gher Power in thenselves; or at the very

| east,

act as though that H gher Power was there. Wen Faith fails you, when WI|
can't

get off its perverse butt, and there's a bottle of smooth distilled hell on

your
table with a clean tunbler beside it and a bucket of cracked ice and you' ve
got

a hole in your soul that can only be chilled and nunbed away . . . The only
thing left, | guess, is Imagination

My Hi gher Power may have been out shopping, but that was because she'd al ready
given me ny gift. | just hadn't opened it until 1'd | ooked into the mrror at
Larry's Loft.

| went into the grocery store to buy nmy aninmals a few cans of name brand cat
chow with the five I'd saved for them



