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A Present for Daddy

By J.M. Snyder

“Daddy, this one, this one!”

I turn from the shelf of knick-knacks I’ve
been looking over to see my seven year old daughter holding what
appears to be a very expensive snow globe in both hands. “Jenna,
put that back.”

An irresistible pout tugs at her small mouth.
“But Daddy, I like it.”

All too vividly, I can imagine the snow globe
slipping out of her grip and crashing to the showroom floor. It
probably costs as much as all the money I have in my wallet, which
is supposed to last me until after the holidays. In the crash I see
the end of Christmas for Jenna and myself—we’re already staying
with my parents, eating their food, mooching off their hospitality.
My mom might shrug dismissively and say it’s no problem, but at
twenty-five, I should be on my own. On our own.

And if Jenna wants a half-decent holiday, she
needs to put that snow globe down now.

“But Daddy,” she tries again, shaking
the globe to swirl the snow inside, as if I might have somehow
missed what it did. “Look how pretty it is!”

Quickly I cross the aisle and pluck the globe
from her fingers. For one heart-stopping moment, I feel it slip
from my grip, and I half-juggle it back onto the shelf. A
higher shelf, out of her reach. “No, honey,” I tell her once the
globe is safe and out of our hands. “This is a bit more than we can
afford. Remember what I told you?”

“Things will be tight until you start work,”
she recites in a sing-song voice. “How many more days, Daddy? You
said—”

“After Christmas.”

Technically, after New Year’s—the
construction firm I signed on with is closed for two weeks over the
holidays. I’d sent in my resume in early November, but it took them
forever to get around to calling me for an interview. Then there
was a second interview, since some of the business partners hadn’t
made the first one. Then a third interview over Skype with members
of their foreign headquarters—I’d begun to think maybe they were
just jerking me around, not intending to offer the job. All this
for a finance position? There was also a credit check, and a
background check, and I had to explain away the recent dings on my
credit report and the recent court papers Julia finally got around
to filing. The day Jenna and I moved out of our Richmond home and
in with my parents was the same day I received the divorce papers
in the mail.

Now, my pouting daughter stares up wistfully
at the snow globe and sighs. “That’s a whole two days away!
Gramma would love that.”

I take Jenna’s small hand in mine and steer
her towards a cheaper part of the store. “There’s a lot in here
Gramma would love. Why don’t we find something we can afford?”

Jenna sighs again and picks up a ceramic bell
decorated with a snowy scene. Not exactly a child’s toy, but at
least it won’t break the bank if she drops it. I’d take her to the
dollar store to shop for gifts if I didn’t think she’d spend all
her allowance on herself.

After a moment, she rings the bell. “This is
nice.”

“It is,” I agree. I’ve already glanced at the
price—within my budget, even if she wants to buy two, one for each
of her grandparents.

But she puts the bell back on the shelf and
turns away. “Daddy…”

“What, Beanie?”

Jenna laughs. “Don’t call me that! I’m
a big girl now.”

I bend down to tickle her ribs through the
heavy winter coat she wears. “You’re still Beanie to me. My
big Beanie.”

“Daddy, stop!” She giggles and pulls away,
already reaching for something else that’s caught her eye. A
picture frame with a stock photo of a loving family in it—mom, dad,
daughter. I feel a knot of dread tense in my stomach. Here it
comes, another question about Jenna. Is Mommy coming home for
Christmas?

How many times have I already told her
no?

But her mother isn’t on her mind at the
moment. Instead, the question she asks surprises me. “Are we
poor?”

“What? No!” I kneel down so I’m eye level
with her, and turn her towards me. The pout is back, and her dark
brown eyes are so large, they eclipse her face. “Baby, Jenna,
listen to me. We’re in a tight spot at the moment, okay? But it’ll
be over soon, I promise. Once I start working—”

“How will Santa find us if we no longer live
at home?” she asks, blinking back tears.

Sometimes I forget she’s only seven. “He
knows where Gramma and Pop-Pop live,” I tell her. “Trust me, honey.
Santa will find you.”

“But how?” she whines.

I pull her to me and hug her tight. “Because
he found me when I was your age,” I point out. “And Gramma
and Pop-Pop still live in the same house. Didn’t Gramma help you
write a letter to him?”

I feel her nod against my shoulder. “She
mailed it already.”

“I’m sure she put her address on the
outside,” I reason. “It’s called a return address, and the post
office won’t send a letter without it. So when Santa gets it, he’ll
look and see where it came from and know where to deliver your
gifts.”

This would be the perfect time to ask what
she asked for—my mom won’t tell me, and how am I supposed to play
Santa if I don’t know?—but before I can think of a way to ask
casually, Jenna pulls away from me and wipes her eyes. “Okay, good.
You said we weren’t going back home—”

“We’ll get a new home soon,” I promise. My
new position is in the same small town where I grew up, a good
hour’s drive south of Richmond, and once I got the job offer, the
move was inevitable. Unfortunately, this time of the year was a bit
difficult to coordinate with mortgage companies and real estate
agents. Everyone’s on vacation or closed until after Christmas.
Thank God my parents are letting us stay with them for a while.
“Just as soon as the holidays are over, we’ll find a place. I’m
already looking.”

“Good,” Jenna says again. She sniffles, then
wipes her nose with the back of her hand before reaching for
something else to touch and play with on the shelf. Something
ceramic, of course. Something breakable.

“We’ll be all right,” I tell her.

She shrugs, as if she knew that all along. “I
just didn’t want Santa to leave my presents all the way back at the
old house,” she explains. “Then I’d never get them, not even
the one thing I want most of all.”

God, please don’t let it be Mommy, I
pray. I’m going to have to ask my mother about that damn letter.
The last thing I need is a heart-broken daughter who expects to see
Julia waiting for her under the tree on Christmas day.

* * * *

This close to the holiday, the mall is
packed. I normally wouldn’t be caught dead anywhere near a
shopping mall at the end of December, but in the small town where I
grew up, Southpark Mall is literally the only place to go, and I
promised Jenna some last-minute shopping to pick up gifts for her
grandparents. Before we left, my mother tucked a twenty dollar bill
into my pocket—despite my protests—and told me not to spend too
much on them. “We have everything we need,” she said.

I pointed to Jenna, already decked out in her
coat and hat. “Try telling that to her.”

My daughter settles on a pretty, less
expensive snow globe for Gramma, and a heavy pewter belt buckle for
Pop-Pop. I don’t have the heart to tell her neither gift is
practical; my father stopped wearing belts when he retired five
years ago. Instead, I give her the twenty and let her pay for the
items. The pleased grin she gives me as she counts back the change
is well worth the price.

There’s enough left over for an ice cream, so
we head down to the food court, Jenna’s hand in mine to keep her
close. The mall is packed with kids out of school, last minute
shoppers, and people just milling around enjoying the holiday
decorations. Long garlands of fake holly are strung along the walls
and frame all the store windows. Occasionally we see someone
dressed in an elf costume, who always waves at Jenna and points in
the direction where we’re headed. And every few feet, there are
signs leading us along, telling us to stop by Santa’s Holiday
Mountain Resort to get a photo with the jolly old elf himself.

When we turn the final corner and come upon
the huge papier mache mountain constructed in front of the food
court, Jenna’s eyes go wide and her mouth drops into a perfect O of
surprise. “Daddy, look!”

I barely glance over and nod. “Yes, honey, I
see it.”

It’s the same mountain they had up each and
every Christmas I can remember growing up. The glitter that makes
it glisten has probably been refreshed, and the wispy strands of
fake snow are new, but the animatronic animals scattered along the
mountain’s slopes still jerk with the same motions I remember, and
the line leading into Santa’s workshop in the mountain’s interior
is still just as long. I hope Jenna doesn’t want to wait for a
chance to sit on Santa’s lap.

She doesn’t. Instead, she’s drawn to a small
cabin set against the side of the mountain. A small crowd of
children has gathered in front of the cabin, their parents a short
distance away. The cabin has a sign on the front that says,
Beary Christmas, Y’all! On the cabin’s porch are four
animatoronic bears dressed in parkas and snowsuits playing musical
instruments.

The bears are as old as the mountain—the
closer we get, the more I notice wear and tear the animals have
suffered over the years. The flocking on the bears’ ears and noses
is worn through in spots, their movements are stilted, and their
clothing and instruments are dated. Still, the kids seem to love
them, and Jenna pushes her way right up to the front of the crowd
and presses against the handrail to get a good look. “Daddy!” she
cries.

I wave, distracted. “Yes, I see.”

The bears are playing a song—Jenna doesn’t
seem to notice it’s a recording; I hear a piano in the music, and
none of the bears even have that instrument. Also, the vocals sound
suspiciously like Nat King Cole. The cabin really houses a sound
system, and someone inside during mall hours plays holiday tunes.
After every song, there’s a little playful banter—whoever’s running
the show calls out to the children, enticing them to visit Santa,
and the kids think the bears are talking. They love it. Sometimes
there are not-so-subtle ads, as well, sales announcements for shops
inside the mall. Then another song. The bears are tireless
performers.

Nat King Cole fades away, and a man’s voice
comes from the moving mouth of the first bear in the quartet.
“Enjoy a hot pumpkin latte at MooseTracks, Southpark’s answer to
Starbucks! Just inside the food court, y’all. Yum, yum!”

I roll my eyes. “Come on, Jenna. Time to
go.”

“Huck-yuck,” the bear laughs, jerking its
head side to side. “Get in line and let Santa know what you want on
Christmas Day! Photos cost only ten bucks!”

I reach through the throng of children and
grab the hood on Jenna’s coat. “Come on, sweetie. Didn’t you want
some ice cream?”

The bear speaks again, louder this time.
“Well, I’ll be! If it isn’t Bobby Jansen all grown up!”

My heart stops in my chest. Is that thing
talking to me?

“Daddy, that’s you!” Jenna grins up at me and
laughs. “How does that bear know who you are?”

How indeed? I glance at the cabin
warily, but the bears have started singing again, this time
crooning a little Dean Martin. “I don’t know, honey. Let’s go.”

Her hand slips into mine. “He said your name,
though, right? Bobby Jansen, that’s you.”

Actually, it’s Bob now, but my mother still
calls me Bobby, and that’s all my daughter’s heard for the past few
days. “Yes, that’s me.”

“So do you know him?” Jenna asks, letting me
lead her away.

I want to laugh, but she’s serious. At seven,
this doesn’t seem like a strange question. Most likely whoever’s
inside the control booth back there is someone I know—from my
parents’ church, maybe, or from high school, someone who recognized
me from when I used to live here. But I don’t want to ruin the
illusion for Jenna—if I tell her the bears aren’t real, she
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