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"A mall?  You brought me to a mall to stand in front of the Santa's workshop display?" Splooge questioned.

It was Christmas Eve and the mall was packed with holiday shoppers one hour before closing.  They rushed to and fro in every direction.  Splooge muttered swears and angrily swatted the bags away as shoppers jostled him and their bags banged into him when they hurried by.

"As with the Spirit of XXX-Mas Past, we can neither be seen nor heard," the Spirit of XXX-Mas Present told him.

"Then there's no harm in telling the assholes what I really think of them," Splooge declared.

"And no point," the ghost said firmly.

Splooge followed the giant and barefoot Spirit of XXX-Mas Present through the mall.  They wandered into the toy shop.  The scene could only be described as one of pure chaos.  The lines were extremely long and the tempers were extremely short.  Two women in the stuffed animal area were one second away from a fist fight as they each had an iron grip on the side of a package containing an electronic talking elephant.

"My Susie has wanted this all year, since her birthday in June," the first woman screamed as she pulled the package and the other lady towards her.

"And Santa promised my Tommy this elephant would be under the tree," the second woman yelled back, pulling the package her way.

Splooge watched them go back and forth, swiveling his head to follow their movements as if he was watching a tennis match.

The 6'11" Spirit of XXX-Mas Present stretched his hand downward.  His flaming torch  neared the women and the toy package.

Splooge thought the spirit was going to set them on fire or perhaps make the toy burst into flame so neither of them could purchase it.  This should be good, he decided.  "A fire and brimstone lesson to teach them to respect Christmas?" Dickteaser inquired of the ghost.

As the torch got close to them, water droplets suddenly sprayed from the flames.  The droplets instantly dried when they landed on the ladies and on the toy package.

More importantly, the two ladies suddenly had a change of heart and apologized to each other for quarreling at Christmastime.  They couldn't believe they had been arguing over such an absurd thing as who would buy an electronic talking elephant for her child when so many other children around the world didn't even know where their next meal was coming from - or if it would come at all.

Talking stuffed animals indeed!  They chose to split the cost of the toy and donate it together at the charity toy drive donation table set up near the Santa's workshop.

Dickteaser Splooge and the Spirit of XXX-Mas Present made their way in and out of various stores around the mall.  At each stop, the spirit's torch sprinkled its water droplets and they worked their holiday magic.  A young couple arguing over whose parents' home they would spend the most time at for the holidays suddenly looked up and found themselves under a mistletoe display.  They quickly kissed and compromised.  

A young college student, who by his stylish (and yet outrageous) clothes was clearly an art major and reminded Splooge a little bit of his former boyfriend, Bill, was quite depressed as he stood at the cash register in a housewares store.  He didn't have enough cash to purchase everything he had selected.

"Oh, no, I'm short almost thirty dollars.  I didn't realize I had gotten so much.  It's for my boyfriend.  It's our first Christmas together and I spent so much time picking out each item.  They all mean something particular to our relationship," he explained to the uninterested cashier.  "I want everything to be perfect, I don't know what to put back."

"You can put it on a credit card or debit card," the cashier said automatically.

"I don't use those cards.  I don't want to support multinational banking corporations that do business in ways that negatively affect developing countries."

"Oh, brother, now, he sounds like Bill, too," Splooge said to the spirit.

"Yeah, well, whatever, then just put something back and let's get on with it.  The store is closing in a few minutes and I've been on my feet all day," said the cranky store employee.

The elderly man standing behind the college student wiped a tear from his eye and retrieved two twenty dollar bills from his wallet.  He handed them to the cashier and turned to the college student.  "Give your boyfriend everything you chose for him.  He must be very special if you were so thoughtful to pick so many things out for him and make sure each one had a particular meaning for the two of you."

"No, I couldn't take your money-"

"Please do.  I remember my first Christmas with my boyfriend when I was your age.  That was almost fifty years ago.  We were together since then until he died earlier this year.  I want you to cherish every moment you have with your new boyfriend and enjoy your Christmas together."

"Thank you so much!" the college student cried.

The Spirit of XXX-Mas Present left the store with Splooge close on his heels.  "Wait a minute," Dickteaser said.  "I didn't see you wave your torch around in there."

"You are correct.  I did not."

"Then why did that elderly man offer a stranger money?" Dickteaser said in such a way as if the idea were completely foreign to him.

The ghost sighed.  "Some people don't need to be reminded of the spirit of empathy and the joy of giving at Christmastime because both of those qualities already live in their hearts all year around."

Dickteaser raised an eyebrow to ponder such a thought.

"Come, we must move on," the Spirit of XXX-Mas Present said.  Dickteaser dutifully rubbed the ghost's crotch through the robe.  The torch flamed up as before.  When the light subsided, they stood in a rather shoddy apartment that Splooge didn't recognize.

This was no luxury condo with vaulted ceilings.  It was a remarkable quality of the ghost, that despite his enormous size, he could fit himself into any place they went with ease.  So it was, he fit perfectly into this apartment which had ceilings low enough that Splooge could stretch his arm upwards and touch the ceiling with the tip of his fingers.

Dickteaser observed the peeling paint and cracked ceiling.  He noticed the windows were definitely drafty since they were closed, but the howling wind outside was creeping in around the frames causing the curtains to move slightly.

The appliances just looked old, sad, and worn out.  The orange counters and olive green cabinets were so out of style that Splooge remarked, "This place is a dump!  It looks like The Brady Bunch kitchen forty years after the fact!  No self-respecting gay man would live in this apartment.  What are we doing here?"

The bedroom door opened and a man walked into the kitchen.  When he saw his face, Splooge asked incredulously, "This is Bob Crotchlick's apartment?  My assistant lives here?" 

"It's all he can afford on the meager salary you pay him," the ghost reprimanded.

Bob hummed the melody of a Christmas song while he checked the pots and pans which simmered and hissed on the stove.  Dickteaser smelled a ham baking in the oven.  The table was set nicely with holiday themed plates and red napkins.

The front door to the apartment opened.  Two men walked in.  Splooge recognized the first one (an eighteen-year-old hottie with blond hair) as Tiny Twink, the pocket gay whom he had met in the coffee shop near his office.

"That's Jack Crotchlick, Bob's husband," the ghost explained as the tall man with the brown mustache removed his hat and coat.

A question formed in Splooge's mind that he had never thought of before.  "I wonder which of them was named Crotchlick before they got married and which took the other man's name.  I knew Bob was married since before he started working for me, but I never even stopped to consider that."

"Sometimes, I think you've been going through life with your eyes half-closed, Dickteaser," said the Spirit of XXX-Mas Present.

Tiny Twink quickly said hi to Bob and headed for the bathroom.

"He really had to pee.  He's been holding it for several blocks," Jack explained to Bob.  "I know we shouldn't be spending the money, but it's Christmas and I got him a large coffee on our way home through the park."

"That's OK," Bob said as he put down his pot holder and gave his husband a hug.  "I got the ham on sale for half price by getting it on my way home from work yesterday at the last minute before the store closed."

"I'm so sorry, Bob," Jack said.

"For what?"

Jack sighed and looked around the dismal apartment.  "Sale-priced ham.  Generic coffee in the park that's now a treat.  This-" he said gesturing around the room.  "Before I lost my job and we went through all our savings, we had that beautiful apartment with the balcony overlooking the park.  We had catered Christmas parties and now we have you cooking half-price manager's special meat!  Not to mention you having to work at that awful place every day..."

Dickteaser opened his mouth to comment, but the Spirit of XXX-Mas Present held up a warning finger in front of his mouth to silence him.

"It's been really tough, but we're still together.  That's all that matters," Bob reassured him.  "Yes, I wish we had more money so we could pay Tiny Twink's tuition for next semester.  I don't know what will become of him if he has to drop out of the university.  Not to mention, I wish we had health coverage so we could find out..."  Bob looked toward the bathroom instead of finishing his sentence.  He lowered his voice and asked, "So, speaking of that, any luck this time?"

Jack shook his head negatively.

"Did he at least try?" Bob asked.  "How did he behave there?"

"As good as gold.  Even better."

"That's our Tiny Twink," said Bob.  "So tell me, what was the action like at the bathhouse?"

"I can't even believe people are calling them bathhouses again these days.  I like the term 'sex club' better."

"Call it what you want, just stop keeping me in suspense about all the hot man on man action going on there today."
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