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      Santa’s Magic Bag

      The relatives have gathered again in New York for their annual Christmas Eve dinner at eight.

      The only problem is they are all a bunch of raving lunatics. Unfortunately for Bubba, the family social outcast, he has to join them this year on the hour.

      See how it all unfolds as his aunt undresses, a monkey gets loose in the house, a pet rat shows up for dinner and an unexpected visitor slides down the chimney.

      Bottom of the Ninth

      It’s Christmas time in New York City. And die hard baseball fan Maximilian Clark's life is in the final innings.

      He just lost his father to cancer. And his job. Unable to make rent, his wife left him with their two kids.

      Descended from a line of die-hard Yankees’ fans, Max realizes there is more to life than just baseball and needs money soon, but how?

      Find out in this powerful short read set in New York City.
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      Bubba Wheeler wrapped his navy-blue peacoat tight around his trim waist while walking down the sidewalk of 74th Street on the Upper East Side. The frigid New York City weather was blinding, snow falling hard in a blizzard. The wind chill must be below 10, he thought, as he lit a Marlboro Red cigarette and took a deep drag of the crisp smoke before exhaling it into the wind. Stopping at a newsstand, he bought a copy of The New York Times and tucked it under his arm. Inside his coat pocket was a used copy of Animal Farm by George Orwell that he had just picked up at The Strand bookstore.

      Snow was atypical for New York this time of year, with maybe a 10% chance of getting one inch, but Bubba loved it because it was December 24th, and everyone loved snow on Christmas Eve.

      Bubba wondered what Aunt Sue would say about his career choice—or if she would even care. Probably not. Every day at Sue’s was crazy times at the looney bin. He wasn’t looking forward to the family dinner that night. He had only been away from his job in Portland, Oregon for a week, and he already missed it.

      He wasn’t a welder by accident—it was a calling. Sure, he would most likely never make a lot of money in his life, but he didn’t care one iota. He was happy. Everyone at the warehouse called him Smiley. And he did often flash that grin of his. He had a sort of James Dean aura to him, with a head full of wavy, dirty-blond hair, which sometimes made women fall head over heels in love with him after just one of those glances where he looked like he was squinting into the sun, his face all squinched up.

      Taking another drag from the cigarette while he made his way to Sue’s, he thought he might be the only person right now in all of Manhattan who still smoked. It was forbidden almost everywhere these days—but, kind of like making money, he didn’t care much. It gave him something to fumble with when he was taking a break.

      The snow-covered sidewalk was empty as he approached Aunt Sue’s house: a Neo-Georgian limestone-and-brick beauty from the early 1900s. Sue had inherited all her money from her first husband, Tad, a wealthy landowner from Texas who had died in a plane crash. He had left Sue billions. What she did with it, no one knew—other than get drunk at the Ritz bar and stare at folks. “My sister is crazier than a March hare,” Bubba’s father, Bob, always told him—and that was as true as water was wet.

      Arriving in front of Sue’s palatial home, Bubba tossed the butt into the snow, cleared his throat, and clanged the brass knocker on the painted red door. It was covered with a real pine wreath donned with a red bow with angels tucked away in it, and a pair of bells at the bottom. When the door swung open, the bells chimed, and Bubba’s Uncle Ned answered.

      “Bubba, you made it!” he exclaimed, giving him a big bear hug. “Merry Christmas! Let me take your coat.”

      “Thanks,” Bubba said, handing him his coat. “Good to see you again.”

      Bubba walked into the warm entry hall and admired the new yellow-and-cream toile wallpaper print. He set the Times on the entry table, along with a nice red wine he had picked up at Sutton Wine Shop on E 57th Street.

      “So, how’s your dad? Haven’t talked to him in a while,” Ned asked.

      “He’s great! Still lifting weights at Muscle Beach down in Venice. I go to see him twice a year.”

      “Well, you look fit too. Been working out?” Ned asked.

      Bubba smiled and squinted at Ned. “Not really. It’s just all the manual labor I get at the welding job.”

      “Nice,” Ned said and walked to the hall closet to hang up the jacket. Bubba admired a picture of Sue astride her horse that sat on the entry-hall table. “Can I get you something to drink? Eggnog with a shot of Fireball whiskey?” Ned asked as he emerged smiling.

      Bubba was still studying the wallpaper. Something wasn’t quite right with it, though. Upon closer observation, he noticed the toile was an elegant printing of two German Shepherds mating. He blinked twice in amazement, picked up the bottle of wine and the Times and answered, “Yeah, that would be great. But let’s not drink too much, like we did last year.”

      “Yeah, I can still see ole Aunt Sue out on the balcony at 1 in the morning in nothing but her knickers with a bottle of Jack in her right hand, looking for Santa. It gets crazy here sometimes.”

      Bubba laughed. “I remember. Oh, how I remember. So, how’s the family? You look great.”

      “They’re good. They’re all here, except my wife. She couldn’t make it. Come on into the living room, everyone’s waiting for you. Sue said she wants everyone to take their food in the living room this year. Says it gets too messy in the kitchen, whatever that means.”

      He turned to proceed down the hall, with Bubba following.

      While Ned seemed normal at first glance, he was quite bizarre. Once you started talking to him, you realized he had a whole range of weird “symptoms.” He twitched his neck constantly, like he was being zapped by a firecracker. He was extremely prone to wild bi-polar stunts and had once actually somehow managed to saddle an elephant he’d rescued from the zoo and ride it down Brooklyn Avenue as a joke. Not to mention his spending sprees. Once a month, when he was cycling into mania because he refused to take any medication due to acid reflux, he would stay up all night in his The Nightmare Before Christmas socks and nightshirt—wearing no underwear—and order as many packages from Amazon as he could. Two days later, the packages would block the door to their Brooklyn house.

      His wife, Dot, was trying to be normal. She was there for the money—for the day when old Sue keeled over and left them all her billions.

      The two turned right, passing through the study on into the living room, where Bubba saw the antique French ottoman Aunt Sue had had appraised on the TV show, Antiques Roadshow. She had turned down the Roadshow’s handsome offer of $45,000, yelling at them to “shove it up their wide bazoo.”

      Uncle Skip, now holding court in the middle of the room, was wearing a captain’s hat—white with a black bill and a gold medallion in the center. He blew hard on a bull’s horn after the two entered. Everyone looked up from their various places around the room.

      Skip was dressed in his typical navy blazer with a white button-up on and a paisley scarf around his neck. His pet capuchin monkey, Charles, was sitting on the coffee table doing his best to eat his owner’s antique silver fork, which was stuck upright in a hunk of gourmet brie.

      Skip truly believed he was a captain because of his name, Skipper A. Wheeler, but the only ship he was captaining was heading straight to Bellevue.

      “Howdy, Bubba, take a seat,” Skip said. “How are the kids?”

      “No kids yet, Skip.”

      “Oh, sorry.”

      “Thanks, Uncle Skip. Hey, where’s Sue?" asked Bubba. “I got a gift for her.”

      “She’s in the kitchen, should be back any minute.”

      “Okay, great.”

      “Let me grab you that drink from the wet bar,” Ned said, winking at Bubba.

      “Thanks.”

      “It’s great to see you again!” said Ned.

      “You, too,” Bubba said, and Ned exited across the room to the kitchen.

      Surveying the room, Bubba quickly found his brother, John—or Johnnie-on-the-spot, as he liked to be called—doing card tricks in front of the fire for Ned’s nine-year-old twins, Bob and Sarah.

      In the corner, Bubba noticed there was a 14-foot-tall bronze replica of the Empire State Building. It was truly incredible, he thought, as he walked past the back of the couch where his cousin Greg, Skip’s son, smiled and winked at him.

      “Oh, look what the cat dragged in, it’s the Bub! Merry Christmas, buddy!” Greg said.

      “Hey Greg, Merry Christmas.”

      As he touched the back of Greg’s shoulder as an affectionate gesture, Bubba noticed the big green number 33 on the white Oakland Athletics jersey, along with the name CANSECO. Greg had been obsessed with José Canseco ever since the Cuban American bashed his way to fame in the 1989 World Series, where the Oakland Athletics defeated the San Francisco Giants in the Battle of the Bay. Everything was Canseco: clothes, cards, hats. In fact, the last Bubba had heard, Greg was legally changing his name to José. His personalized license plate even read: 33BLAZES.

      Ava, Skip’s eldest daughter, who was now pushing 19, was sitting in a black velvet wingback by the window, sipping on a not-so-virgin eggnog. She had on a black French beret and a red see-through mesh shirt. She held a didgeridoo in her hands. Last John heard, she was “practicing” to be a rock star, but no one had ever seen her sing professionally.

      As Bubba took his seat on the other side of John by the fireplace, he noticed Ava’s pet rat Harry drinking eggnog out of one of Sue’s bone china saucers on the table by the window. Legs and feet firmly planted on the starched white tablecloth, Harry had some hemp twine tied around his little furry neck serving as a leash that lead back to Ava’s hand. Bubba shuddered at the thought of what kind of diseases Harry might contain in that mouth of his.

      Ned busted out of the swinging door with Bubba’s eggnog and a gleaming smile. He waltzed over and handed it to him, then stood near Skip, admiring the family.

      “Thanks, man,” said Bubba.

      “Sue and I got a little loose there with the sauce,” Ned said, giving him an overzealous wink.

      At that, Aunt Sue, who was 73, came out of the door dressed as a cowgirl, yelling “Whoopee!” She lacked the holster, but did have a white cowboy hat, ruby-red
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1t's Christmas time in New York City and the bottom of the ninth in.
Maximilian Clark IT's life. His father, Max senior, just passed from.
cancer. Meanwhile, Max lost his job selling pizza during Knicks'
games at Madison Square Garden and his fake watch collection he
usually sells on the corner of Times Square was stolen from his beat.
up Chevy van later that same day. Unable to make rent, his wife lefi
him with their two kids after they were served an eviction notice to
be out of their Harlem apartment in just two weeks. Descended from.
aline of dic-hard Yankees' fans, Max realizes there is more tolife than
baseball and needs money soon, but how? After attending a series of
Get Rich Seminars and coming up empty, he wonders if he will ever get the score he needs to get out of
his slump. Can he save his life before the bottom of the ninth?






