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    Dedicated to all those who've supported me, especially F & Z

      

    


Even with Mariah Carey blaring in the background and his phone choosing now to start a prolonged and debilitating update that kept him from looking at the Christmas list his wife had prepared, 40-year-old Nick Griffin had been hopeful for a Christmas miracle as he wended his way through the mall’s toy store, knowing that in spite of all the setbacks this trip to the mall had shown him, that this of all things would be where he’d finally get a win.

Instead, when he got to the aisle he’d been aiming for, only a few words seemed befitting of the moment.

“You gotta be fucking kidding me,” Nick bemoaned, staring at the empty shelf where the much-coveted, and stupidly expensive, Lego set was supposed to be.

It was sold out online, but he’d called ahead to the store to make sure they’d have it, and after getting confirmation that they’d have more than enough sets waiting when he arrived, he was greeted with an empty shelf. Disgruntled, he growled, shaking his head and cursing the unnamed store employee who’d just told him a convenient lie to get him off their case.

Annoyed, and somewhat deflated, he strolled out of the toy store. Even though he stood at a muscular 6’1” with a strong, muscular body and handsome face, he felt weighed down by the overloaded shopping bags he already carried, the mall’s fluorescent lights flickering overhead and making him feel particularly sickly. His phone was buzzing in his pocket off and on, probably Claudia wondering why he hadn’t sent proof that he’d made the purchase yet. She should’ve been here with him helping face the crowds, not making a last-minute holiday season trip to visit her sister’s family for the week, a trip he suspected was because she wanted to put all the shopping on him this year.

That was why he ignored the texts, especially when it became clear that the Lego plan wasn’t going to happen, not unless he wanted to pull his hair out running around to all the surrounding towns.

A frazzled-looking, teenaged employee in a jaunty elf hat strolled past him, conspicuously avoiding eye contact. Nevertheless, in a desperate position, Nick summoned them.

“Hey, you got any more of these sets in back?” he asked, showing the employee a picture of what he was looking for. “Somebody here told me you guys had it.”

The employee shrugged. “Wasn’t me, dude... we’ve been out of that set for more than a week.”

Somehow that answer seemed appropriate, fitting the madness and frustration of the day. This is what he got for trying to rely on a Christmas miracle to make his day. Shaking his head, he left the employee to his business and walked out of the store and into the mall. Tinny Christmas music played in distant speakers, the smell of pine needles and cinnamon pretzels bringing warm feelings that were at distinct odds with his frustration. It brought a pleasant reminder of why he was here to the forefront in a way that almost made it feel like the effort would be worth it, even if he wasn’t destined to succeed.

And then the damned phone buzzed in his pocket again. Claudia’s patience was running thin faster than usual this year, but that had been a constant enough trait in their relationship recently that he was used to it in spite of all the frustration it brought him. He was still trying, still trying to encourage things with her, keep that spark alive that had dimmed in recent years, and while there were times she seemed to reciprocate, it just wasn’t the same as it used to be. He knew things would change with kids, knew they would change with the responsibilities they’d taken on over the years, but he wasn’t expecting that in that change quite so much would’ve been lost.

Nick took a breath, trying to keep focused. He’d always loved Christmas, tried to keep it as special a season as possible for Claudia and the kids, decorating the house, going out to all the local events, even dressing up as Santa every Christmas Eve when he snuck down and dropped off presents under the tree. He didn’t ask for appreciation, but did enjoy it in those moments when he could get it, but with that becoming more and more scarce as the years went on... well, he felt a strange relief that he had the house to himself for now. There would be no tantrums, no arguments over the breakfast table, no “discussions” on how the holidays would be better spent with her parents who’d sought to take Nick down a peg whenever they got the chance. He at least took a grim spot of amusement at remembering how much Claudia’s parents also annoyed the hell out of her, and that she’d remember this by the time the week was up.

For now, he got to keep the holiday spirit going in his own way, even if it meant running around to stores and malls when he could have ordered the majority of what he needed online. He might have been prematurely old-fashioned, but there was something to the hunt of actually going out to find what he was looking for that spoke to a particularly primal part of his being, one that didn’t get to come out very often and he found great joy in being reminded of the existence of. His hunts may not always have ended up in success, but it was always worth trying.

He remembered Claudia’s face as she loaded the kids in the car, the way she looked irritated when realizing how long a drive she had ahead of her while he stayed behind.

“You owe me a Christmas miracle.”

Those had been her final words to
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