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WHEN SAM GRAHAM GOT off the bus in Central City; he felt  the cold wind whip around his body, fluttering his clothes. Sam turned the collar of his overcoat up so his ears and the back of his head were protected from the fierce, frigid wind. Kneeling against the pull, he picked up his bag and walked to a nondescript brownstone hotel on First Avenue.

Sam quickly went inside and registered, paid one week’s rent in advance, then hurriedly went up to his room on the seventh floor. Inside his drab hotel room, he sat on the single bed and fingered a loose ringlet in the corded bed cover. After some time, he reached into his pocket and laid a ten-dollar bill, two ones, and some change neatly on the bed.  He stared at the money for what felt like a long time.

As he unpacked his bag, Sam took a bottle of pills and placed them in the top drawer of the bedside dresser.  Once completely unpacked, he left his room and got a hamburger from a little place he had passed down the street. When he returned, he pulled out the bottle of pills and placed them on top of the dresser so he could study them as he lay on the bed. In the neon flicker of the hotel sign, he stared at the bottle until his eyes drifted shut. Soon after, Sam fell asleep.

The only job he could find was playing Santa Claus in a local department store. Every morning Sam would rise at ten, wash up, and go to the store to start his long shift.  He ate at the lunch counter. Fortunately, lunch came with the job. Afterwards, he would change into his big red suit, sit in the chair next to the toy department, and listen to the excited voices of the children at his arrival.

Although he wasn’t a particularly zealous Santa Claus, the children seemed to like him, so the store manager kept him on. The holiday season would be over in two weeks anyway, and help at a minimum wage was hard to find this time of year.

At nine every night, Sam would change back into his street clothes and stop somewhere to eat on his walk back to his room. Once his belly was full of cheap diner food, he would return to his room and lie on the bed. His eyes never left that bottle of pills until sleep forced them to close.

On the third day of his seasonal job, Sam met Joey. Joey was one of many kids in line waiting to see Santa. When it came to be his turn, Joey climbed into Sam’s lap and didn’t say anything. Sam guessed Joey was about seven years old, and he had short black hair and gloomy brown eyes. His clothes were typical for the neighborhood: faded jeans, wool plaid shirt, and a zip-up windbreaker with a patch on the left
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