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Christmas Time is here,

Happiness and cheer,

Fun for all,

The children call their favorite time of year.

December 20th, 1979.  New York City.

The Big Apple was snow-white.  There wasn’t a speck of red, or any other color for that matter, to be seen; and Columbus Circle Shopping Mall was a chaotic frenzy of last minute shopper, like yours truly.

The men outnumbered the women by around a hundred to one.  

I don’t want to sound like a cantankerous old man at twenty-six, but does anybody say “excuse me,” anymore?”

There are days, and this is one of them, when I feel like I’m the only one.

I was starting to feel like a bumper car and the needle in my patience-o-meter was nearing the red zone.

Don’t make me angry, my fellow procrastinators.  You wouldn’t like me when I’m angry.

I had four people to shop for; Alison Hacklyn, she who birthed me.  I wasn’t exactly the Big Apple of her eye.

“I was at a pro-gun meeting the other day and your name came up.  I’ve never seen so many people stick their fingers down their throats at the same time.  You are a constant source of embarrassment to me.”

Well, at least I never had to worry about her speaking poorly about me behind my back.

Then, there was Ann, my sister, two years older than me a corporate lawyer.  Her husband, Geoff, worked in the same field.  He was a super-nice guy and we got along just fine.  Their daughter, my niece, Gretchen, was four and still loved me.

That, as it turned out, would last for the extent of her single digit years.  

Like most real men, I thought that shopping, unless it was for booze, smokes and ammo, was a colossal waste of time and a guaranteed migraine-inducer.

You ladies who like to shop all day have the stamina of Wonder Woman.

“What you doing?!  Put that down!  That money belongs to the destitute!”

“The what now?  Oh, that’s me to a T!”

“Security!”

A raggedy man with a Santa cap on his head—BLASPHEMY!—was running through the crowd while holding a bin over his head marked, “Donations for the Salvation Army.”

“Gangway!  Fire!  Run for your lives!”

I admired his ingenuity.

Too risky to shoot him.

“Excuse me, excuse me!”

I felt like a Canadian, eh?

With my arm extended, I clotheslined a man my mother would have described as “One of the most deserving.”  I completely agreed with her.

When the next Humanitarian of the Year landed on his behind, the bin conked him on the head, I probably didn’t need to do this, I followed up with an incontrovertibly well-deserved groin-kick.

WHUMP!

Not everybody agreed.
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A little old lady whacked my right kneecap with the hilt of her umbrella.  Ow!  Was it made of iron?

“What’s the matter with you, sonny?  If somebody steals, it’s because he needs to.  Who are you to judge?”

Another woman came to my rescue, sort of.

“You old, stupid hag!  That man just stopped a thief!”

I was still rubbing my knee, when the elderly woman fished a can of Lysol out of her purse and blasted my would-be advocate’s face.

She screamed and further responded with a roundhouse kick to the ribs of a woman who was probably somebody’s grandmother.

There was a chain reaction and before I could blink, an all-out riot ensued.

I picked up the donation bin, pushed my way through the melee and handed it to the Salvation Army Captain.

“Thank you, young man.”

“There’s a fire exit.  Um, riot exit.”

We left a scene right out of a prison movie, I shook hands with the Salvation Army Captain and found a pay phone.

“NYPD Dispatch, what is your emergency?”

“I ordered a pepperoni pizza and they sent me Hawaiian.  That’s a crime, right?”

“Hi, Lee.  How many?”

“Maybe a thousand.  Columbus Circle Shopping Mall.”

“Riot?”  

“Like the fall of Rome.”

“I’ll send every available unit.”

She disconnected.

Money.  I’ll give them money.  The all-purpose present.  Mom will have a field day.

There was a bar across the street.  I thought about the fragility of civilization.  I thought about getting hammered.  I thought about cirrhosis. 

I traipsed through some ankle-high snow to get to my car and found an empty space.

A meter maid pointed at me so dramatically, I felt like Hester from The Scarlett Letter.

She had a measuring tape in her gloved fist and shook it at me.

“You need to get your eyes fixed, Mr. Magoo!  The minimum distance from a vehicle a stop sign is five meters.  I measured you at four-and-a-half.  If you want your car back, and if you have two hundred and fifty dollars, it’s at Brooklyn Tow Yard.  If you don’t, and you don’t, then the car population of Brooklyn Junk Yard is going to increase by one idiotic muscle car.  Oh!  I almost forgot.  Merry Christmas, sir.”
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The next morning, I was in my office, my one window, miraculously, was closed, snowflakes, the beautiful, literal kind, not the present-day joy-killing kind, fell relentlessly and Fifth Avenue was at a standstill.  To my astonishment, not a single horn honked.  Even the most impatient driver was probably rubbing his hands together.

My portable heater hummed, and occasionally, clanked, which startled me.  I sometimes associated loud noises with my late father’s quick temper.

My feet were on my desk and I was deeply immersed in my latest literary diversion, Animals and Insects, Yes, Humans, No by Dr. Lyfov DeParti, no, I kid, actually, it was The Syndicate Slayer in No Mercy for The Mob by Mac Chismo, a pseudonym, just a hunch.

My phone rang.

“Hacklyn the Barbarian.”

Silence.

The kind that screamed contempt.

“Hi, Mom.”

“I certainly hope you’re pleased with yourself.  I wanted to go Christmas shopping at Columbus Circle today, but it’s closed.  Under repair and maintenance, after yesterday’s rioting, caused by you.  I woke up this morning wondering I’d given birth to the anti-Christ.”

“I’m fine, Mom, thanks.  How are you?”

“Inconsolable.  When I read your sister’s name in the news, it fills me with pride.  When I read your name in the news, I want to kill myself.  Everything you do ends with violence.  Somehow, you always seem to smell like a rose.”

“I’m sure looking forward to Christmas Eve dinner, Mom.”

“I can picture it now.  You, in your kitchen, standing in front of your dirty-dishy sink.  A slice of cold pizza in one hand and a can of your wretched beer in your other.  At your feet?  Nothing but crushed beer cans and cigarette butts.  If you weren’t my son, I would loathe you.  Your cowboy antics are crimes against humanity.  I’m un-inviting you to Christmas Eve dinner.  That’s jump a warm-up for this:  I’m disinheriting you.  You’re no longer my son.  What was your name, again?”

SLAM!

The thought of spending Christmas Eve alone chilled my soul.

Oh the other hand...

Cold pizza.

Beer.

Smokes.

Oh, boy!
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I heard footsteps coming up the stairwell.

Like much of humanity, the elevator was out of order.

I stood, my still-recovering knee was grateful for missing the edge of my desk, miss, I futzed with my hair and tucked in my David Cassidy Man Undercover t-shirt.

A cockroach scurried past my feet.  My knee barked as it hit the edge of my desk, hit...you sank my Battleship!

Maybe I ought to give mediation a whirl.

Three huffing and puffing people, two men and a woman, approached my desk.  One of them men was in his fifties and wore a bowler hat, like Spooky the Tuff Little Ghost.  He wore a long, wool coat and his boots were caked with snow.

Holy Moley!

It’s Potter from It’s a Wonderful Life!

Great movie, but I don’t buy the message.

George Bailey had no obligation to stay in Bedford Falls.  He allowed his guilty conscience to steer him away from his dream of becoming an architect.  The other man was younger, his son, I guessed, ridiculously handsome and he was clad in a Fonzie-esque leather jacket over a shirt and tie.

The woman was a female version of him, sister, according to my deductive reasoning and she was, how should I put this, Dear Reader...far from svelte?

She wore a goose down jacket, size triple-digit jeans, I try to keep such cruel thoughts to myself and Army boots.

Her eyes were slits of fire.  She pointed at me like I had a Scarlett Letter emblazoned on my t-shirt.

“You’re the reason Columbus Circle Mall is closed to today.”

“Actually, I’m Lee Hacklyn.  Come on in.  Sorry about the elevator.  Like some people, it’s stuck in place.”

Potter’s clone extended his hand and we shook.

“Hank Pratt.  Pratt’s Department Store.  I’m sure I’ve seen you there, ha ha!  This is my son, Corky, he’s Vice-President and this is my daughter, Lulu.  She’s um, a social activist.”

He could barely spit the words out.

Corky lit a cigarette and said, “Dad’s being a gentleman.  What he really means is, Lulu’s unemployable and she has the marketable skills of a gerbil.”

“I might remind you, Corky Pratt, that I have two University degrees.”

“You might, sis, and you did.  Well done.  What were your majors again?”

He snapped his fingers and said, “Oh, yeah.  Sociology, the study of what’s bloody obvious and economics, the study of the best ways to loot from the hardest working and most productive individuals and hand it over to couch potatoes like you, so you can buy more Cheezies.”

“Go suck an egg, Corky.”

“I can’t.  You ate them all.  Mr. Hacklyn...”

“Lee’s fine.”

“Lee, Lulu here is living proof that you can have two University degrees and still be a complete moron.”

Hank slapped the back of his head.

“Dad!  My hair!”

“That’s enough, Corky.  Apologize to your sister.”

“For
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