[bookmark: _GoBack]CWCollateral: Sub-Episode 3 (Part B)
“The Fifth Day to CWC-mas”

Written by Assamite36

Wednesday, December 17, 2008, 9:50 a.m., staff room, CWCville Shopping Center

BANG! Locker #12 slammed as its owner stowed his normal work uniform away, leaving him dressed in long underwear in preparation for his big role in the spotlight. Turning towards the countertop, Kurt Wyczawski took a long hard look at the fluffy red pile of clothes before him. Sighing, he unfurled it and started donning the pants.

“Hey there, jolly ol’ Saint Nick!” called a voice from across the room, carried by the acoustics of metal and tile. Surprised and slightly caught off-guard, Kurt fastened his trousers and turned towards the source of the sound – a thin black man wearing a janitor’s uniform.

“Ho ho ho, yourself!” he chuckled, trying to get into character. Good old Mitch was always in the mood for some friendly ribbing. Anyone who knew Kurt and his normal job at the mall knew that he was far from a jolly sort of fellow. “Still cleaning up Sonee shit, I see?”

“Aw, c’mon, Kurty-boy. That ain’t no way fo’ Santa ta talk! Lighten up once in a while, will ya?” Mitch scoffed as he gazed upon the Santa suit. “Boy, am I glad I never had ta do that.”

The white man knew full well that it was his own body type that had landed him the role. The fact that the mall’s rather pathetic food options had larded him up over the years didn’t help, either. However, CWCville needed a fat man to play the Christmas season’s most beloved figure, and so there he was, adjusting the fake beard provided by a costume shop. It was a welcome break from fixing broken lights and fountains, but he was still quite uneasy.

“It’s not going to be that hard, is it?” Kurt asked. He was middle-aged and divorced, meaning he had extremely limited experience with children, much less his own estranged ones. Being ambivalent about this role was an understatement.

“Nah,” Mitch continued. “Just act all...Santa-like. You remember what Santa’s like, dontcha? All ‘Ho ho ho, Merry Christmas, an’ what do you want, li’l boy or li’l girl...’ Y’know, Santa!”

“I guess so,” nodded the maintenance worker, buttoning up his coat. “Thanks.”

“Any time, fat man!” Mitch let out a hearty laugh. “Now get on out there and break a leg!”

“Just remember,” Kurt noted. “You’re going to have to clean up after I’m done.” Content with the last word, he put on his hat and left for the atrium.

10:27 a.m., Atrium, CWCville Shopping Center

An assortment of families took their place in line behind a velvet rope at the mall’s Christmas display. The exhibit’s centerpiece was a twelve-foot tall plastic tree covered in ball ornaments and tinsel, but that was not what they were there to see. Situated right next to the fake Douglas fir was a wooden chair furnished with bright red velvet, with exposed wooden parts painted in gold. It would soon be occupied by Santa Claus, who would then have children sit in his lap and make their holiday requests. Behind the throne was a festive arch, hiding a little booth covered by a red curtain. It was behind this curtain where Kurt sat, ready to spring forward on cue. The exhibit’s attendants, dressed as elves, were scurrying around frantically, attempting to keep order before the big reveal.

Inside the booth, Kurt sat in a nondescript chair, fully decked out in the Santa outfit. Another member of the mall’s staff stood right next to him, still dressed in his gray uniform.

“The cue’s about to come soon, Kurt. 10:30 on the dot, and you’re not gonna be Kurt anymore. You’re gonna be Santa Claus. Now, you know the cue, right? And the line, too?”

“Yes and yes,” affirmed Kurt, nodding with each answer. He had been given less than an hour to rehearse his parts, but they were simple enough to at least not butcher at the moment of truth.

“Good to know,” the attendant remarked confidently.

As if on cue, the loudspeakers blared on, broadcasting a message that could even be heard from within the booth.

“Ladies and Gentlemen, Girls and Boys, and Dudes of all Teenages, as well as Da Gals... welcome to a ring-ting-ting-a-ling Christmas at CWCville Mall!” Kurt recognized the voice as belonging to CWCville’s only radio announcer, Jamsta. He could see his attendant cringe.

“Now, this rootin’-tootin’ celebration couldn’t have been possible without the hard work of our Mayor, da one and only Christopher Christian ‘Ricardo’ Weston Chandler, who - by the way, ladies - is STILL girlfriend-free!” The line was expected to bring uproarious applause. It failed miserably. “We’ve got all sorts of tinsel-y and winter-y celebration for every one of y’all out there, even the Jews and Buddhists! Now, without further adieu, da star of our show, da one and only... Kris Kringle, Father Christmas, Jolly Saint Nick, it’s…SANTA CLAUS!!”

“Go! Get out there!” commanded the attendant. Kurt did not need a second encouragement. He burst out from behind the curtains, arms wide open in greeting.

“Ho ho ho! Merry Christmas, and good tidings to all!” Kurt bellowed out the words in his best Santa voice. He was pleasantly surprised at how comfortably he fit into the role. “Now, boys and girls, come sit down and ask Santa what you’d like for Christmas!” With that, he took his place on the plush throne, and patiently awaited the first child.

An “elf” unhooked the rope from its post, allowing the first family to come forward and make their requests. They were a mother and son, dressed in faded clothes too large for either of them. The boy, appearing about seven years old, stepped forward at the behest of his mother. He still looked uneasy.

Kurt felt it necessary to give the child a few words of encouragement. “Come on, don’t be shy! What’s your name, little boy?”

“Hey Santa…I’m William, but my mom and my friends all call me Billy.”

“Ho ho ho, Billy! I like that name. Now why don’t you come over here and tell me what you’d like?”

Comforted by Kurt’s Santa voice, Billy went ahead and sat on his lap. Still, he hung his head low.

“Aww, why don’t you show a little spirit? You’ve been a good boy this year, haven’t you?”

"Yes, Santa... I try and try to be good, but no matter how hard I try…me, Mom, and Jenny are still stuck in that stupid Soup Hotel.”

Upon hearing that, Kurt’s heart sank. He knew very well of CWCville’s immense homeless problem, but he had no idea of its impact on children until then. Still, he kept up the act.

“Chin up, Billy!” he said kindly. “It’s never a good time to stop hoping for a miracle! I’m sure that things will turn out better for you and your family!” And for all the rest of us. “So what can Santa do for you? What kind of presents do you want for Christmas?”

“Well... I’d like the whole Harry Potter book collection.” The fantasy novel series, beloved by so many around the world, was banned in CWCville due to the mayor’s perception of it being a rival to Pokémon. Kurt was especially touched by the fact that the boy had sought out literature, instead of more material toys.

“Wonderful, Billy! I’ll see to it that you get your collection.” Of course, as a mere mall Santa, he had no power to do so, but the role called for making empty promises such as that one. “Anything else?”

“Well, Santa,” Billy mused, “my sister Jenny couldn’t make it today ‘cause she’s sick in the hospital. She’d like a hat to cover her head, ‘cause she lost all her hair.”

The dreaded C-word, thought Kurt. “Oh, I’ll get her that and so much more! Let’s all hope she gets better.”

“Thanks, Santa,” replied Billy, finally lifting his chin. “You’re the greatest.”

“Oh, ho ho ho! Merry Christmas and Happy New Year to you, Billy! Now before you leave, would you and your mommy like a picture?” Kurt inquired.

“Okay, Santa.”

Having approval from the child, Kurt turned his head towards Billy’s mother, who nodded in approval. He then turned towards the camera crew. “All right, my little helpers! You heard him!” The crew obeyed, getting into position as both Santa and child looked at the camera. A flash later, Kurt sent the boy on his way back to his mother.

The “elves” sent up the second family from behind the ropes, a family of four. They seemed to be in slightly better spirits, which was not saying much. Their appearance as a complete nuclear family of two parents and two children also assured the mall Santa. Without delay, Kurt invited both children, an eight year-old boy and a five year-old girl, to his side.

“Ho ho ho, little kids! Why don’t you tell me your names?”

“I’m Shana,” answered the girl with a bright smile.

“Toby,” replied the boy, a tad blandly.

“Well, why don’t you two come on over? There’s room on my lap for both of you!” Actually, Kurt was not sure if he could bear the combined weight of two children. He merely wanted to expedite the process and serve both of them at once. Sure enough, their weight bore down on his thighs, though it was nothing harder than lifting heavy equipment.

“So, Shana, Toby,” Kurt began, “have you two been good this year?”

“Yeah, Santa!” said Shana, still smiling. “Well, I was. I don’t know about Toby, though.” This elicited a glare from her older brother.

“I was SO!” Toby retorted, leaning towards his sister threateningly.

Kurt merely laughed at the sass and sibling rivalry. “Oh ho ho HO! Now now, settle down, you two! I’m sure you’ve both been very good children. Now, why don’t you tell Santa what you’d like for Christmas?”

“Let me do it first,” insisted Toby, still locked in rivalry mode. “Santa, I’m not gonna ask for much. I just want new shoes for all of us.”

Kurt was puzzled why Toby chose such a bland request. Why only “new shoes”? Why not “a pair of Air Jordans”, or “cleats”? Then he brought his attention to the children’s feet, which answered his question. They were wearing worn out and torn up sneakers, discolored by presumably many years of use. Kurt was sure that Toby’s were two sizes too small. Looking at their parents, Kurt could see that their feet were similarly adorned.

“Oh ho ho, we’ll have to do something about that, now won’t we?” Kurt punctuated his remark with a wink. He was unsure if dry humor like that was part of Santa’s personality, but Toby seemed to appreciate it with a masked chuckle. “And you, Shana?”

“I wanna have a big dinner, with turkey, cranberry sauce, and yams, and pie, and...” As the girl counted off the dishes in her ideal banquet, Kurt noticed how skinny she was. Indeed, so was her brother. As a matter of fact, the whole family was emaciated, their condition hidden only by layers of wintry clothes. Par for the course in CWCville.

“... ‘cause we didn’t get to have Thanksgiving.” At this point, Shana’s face turned to disappointment, a stark contrast to her mood up until then. Kurt was likewise disheartened, but not in the least surprised. Shana then bounced right back into her previous cheery demeanor “So I want Christmas dinner to be double, to make up for it!”

“Aww... I’ll tell you what,” Kurt proposed. “Come with your family to your nearest Soup Hotel, and I’ll provide you with all the turkey and pie you want!” Worth a shot.

“But my daddy doesn’t like the Soup Hotels,” remarked Shana. To confirm this, Kurt looked past her towards her father, who only nodded profusely with a look of fear on his face. And who could blame him? The Soup Hotels were not only home to many unsavory types, but also infamously infested with feral chu larvae. Poor bastard must be pouring all of his paycheck into rent, Kurt thought, under the assumption that the man actually had a job.

“Well... I guess I’ll just have to drop a turkey dinner down the chimney, won’t I?” Kurt jested, having surrendered all hope for helping the girl’s family. Now, would you like a picture?”

11:41 a.m, Atrium, CWCville Shopping Center

“.. and I want a model Jerkop Battle Bus, too!”

Such was the final request of the boy that was sitting on Kurt’s lap at the moment. That caused the mall Santa to do a double take. It was true that the escapades of the PVCC squadron were renowned in the human community of CWCville, although to laud them as out in the open as the boy just did was still rather taboo under the watch of the police state. Still, he could not help but admire the boy’s naïve bluntness.

Forcing out a chuckle, Kurt dismissed the request in an effort to diffuse attention. “Oh ho ho, silly boy! I’m sure that they don’t make Battle Bus models!” Then, leaning into the boy’s ear, he whispered, “But I’m sure I can get my elves to work on one.”

“Really?!” asked the boy, his eyes wide with astonishment and hope. Kurt’s response was only to wink and put a finger to his lips in the universal gesture requesting silence. Understanding the cue, the boy expressed his jubilation only to himself. Sending the boy off on his way after a complimentary photo, Kurt pondered on just how far he had come along. Within one hour, he had adjusted to the role of a mall Santa quite well. During this short period, he had met a fair amount of lower-class CWCville children, each with their own horror stories, as well as varyingly positive attitudes in spite of them. One of the children that she saw had lost her best friend to Chandler’s “Nanny Program” in the past year. Recounting the loss brought her to tears, and Kurt could not help but offer some sniffles of his own. Sadly, he was completely powerless in granting her wish. He shuddered to think of what was being done to the kidnapped children, snatched in plain sight from the grips of loving parents, only to be replaced by diminutive pseudo-children.

Almost as if on cue, his thoughts were interrupted by a voice that was way too high-pitched for a human to tolerate.

“SANNA!!!!!”

Cringing, Kurt turned towards the source of the sound. In the distance, he saw a chu couple clad in Christmastime wear, overseeing their multicolored litter. One of the Roseys was bouncing up and down, hurriedly waving an armstub in his direction. The Electric Hedgehog Pokémon had finally arrived at the mall. Upon hearing the Rosey’s shriek, many other larvae turned their heads towards Kurt with eerie simultaneity. Soon, the mall was filled with shrill exclamations vaguely resembling the name of the character that he was playing. The humans were all covering their ears, the aural assault too painful for them to stand. Even then, that was not the worst to come.

The squeaks were soon accompanied by the pitter-patter of baby recolors attempting to run towards the center of the mall. Naturally, their lack of coordination caused them to trip many times, sometimes over each other, but with some help from their parents, they were able to make their way to the Christmas display.

When chu clashed with human, nothing could look good for the latter. When the first plastic sneaker touched the red carpet, the hapless humans huddled together for safety. As was well known, although the infants were pathetic weaklings individually, they were deadly in large numbers. And although homebred Sonees and Roseys had none of the fighting instincts of their feral cousins, the humans were not taking any chances.

Soon, the swarm was all over the atrium, with all of the decorum expected of stampeding Electric Hedgehog Pokemon. One little girl found herself unable to bear the onslaught of the little monsters, and was pushed off-balance by a couple of Sonees; a costumed mall employee was able to rescue her quickly from a more grim fate. Placed among the festive decorations were a Hanukkah menorah and a gold statue of Budai (undoubtedly mistaken by Chandler for Buddha), both included by the mayor’s administration as a token gesture to CWCville’s religious minorities; they, too, received the amount of respect that was accorded to them when several of his “grandchildren” knocked them to the ground and trampled all over them. After all, why should an item belonging JEWS get in the way of Santa?

In the middle of the chaos, Kurt tried desperately to seek a solution. These were Sonees and Roseys raised in homes, and yet they were acting like ferals in the abandoned zone! Surely, something could be done to make them behave in that artificially sweet way of theirs.

Then it occurred to him.

“HO, HO, HO!” he bellowed as loud as he could, trying to catch their attention. All of the larvae stopped in their tracks to hear what Santa had to say.

“Now, there’s no need to rush there, little babies, is there? I promise each and every one of you that you’ll get your presents! But only if you behave and stand in line! You can make friends with those Sonees and Roseys next to you!”

That was enough for the homebreds. The dual prospects of getting presents and playing with friends got them to obey Santa’s call. One by one, litter by litter, the toddlers stood in a neat queue, their parents catching up with them. As they bunched together, Kurt did a quick estimate of just how many were there. A stark contrast from when they were a mob, where they illusorily appeared voluminous, the infant chus probably numbered no more than fifty in reality.

That’s still way too damn many, remarked Kurt to himself.

The momentary orderliness of the chus gave the attendants ample opportunity to corral them behind a velvet rope. Just for good measure, they pulled out plastic rope and placed it at shin level. Unfortunately for those of the human species, they were unceremoniously shunted aside. Those who had been slated to have a session with Santa could only watch helplessly as the chus took their place in line. The scrunched look of misery on a little girl’s face told Kurt everything.

As the elves struggled to keep the furballs behind the makeshift barrier, Kurt dreaded the moment that the first chu would come to sit on his lap. Still, knowing that the pseudo-children were bound to get restless, he girded his loins and made the first call.

“Ho ho ho, could the first family come up?”

Having vocal permission to come forth across the threshold, the litter took it as an entitlement to rush to Santa with wild abandon. One of the Sonees, a rather generic yellow one, managed to make his way all the way to the foot of Santa’s throne before falling flat on his face, typical of his kind. Before Kurt knew it, armstubs were batting his boot-covered shins, their owners vainly attempting to climb up his lap.

“I wanna tewl Sanna wat I want fiwst!” bawled a pink Rosey, the largest of the bunch.

“No, I wanna! I got here fiwst!” retorted a slightly smaller Sonee, who in fact did not get there first.

Surely, Kurt was in for a treat. At long last, the brood was finally assisted up his lap by their parents, who did not even bother to do as little as make eye contact. Kurt rather preferred it that way, as the adult chus’ mono-eyes unnerved him to no end. Suddenly, he felt a crushing weight on his thighs - odd, considering that there were only three of them: one Rosey and two Sonees. Must weigh at least twenty-five pounds apiece, he thought. Accompanied by the heavy pressure was a screeching cry of “YAY!”, the three larvae having finally accomplished their goal.

“OOF!” Kurt grunted reflexively. “You sure are getting big, kids, aren’t you?”

Not understanding the subtext, the larger of the Sonees nodded enthusiastically in response.  “Yuh-huh! An I’m gwowing so fast, wun day, I’wl be as fast an stwong as Daddy!” It was a rather expected response of his species.

“Nuh-uh!” his brother, the one that tripped so cluse to Kurt’s ankles, fired back. “I’m gonna be da fast wun fiwst!” Amidst this fraternal war of words, Kurt glanced up at the Sonees’ father, who could only look on with a smile of fatherly pride. Keeping his reaction to himself, Kurt looked back down and tried to do the most diplomatic thing he could - reward neither of them.

Turning towards their sister, who had been fidgeting and whimpering all along, he asked, “So, little girl, what’s your-”

“I wanna Bawbie Jeep, a new dowlhowse fow my dowlwey Soozy, an a Easy-Bayke Ovwen, an da whowe cowwekshun of My Widdwe...” Before Kurt could even ask her name, let alone whether or not she has behaved over the past year, the Rosey fired off her litany of a Christmas list. Overwhelmed, the mall Santa could only sit back and pretend to listen, playing his part well.

“...an da new WiddweBigPwanit wif awl da downwoad wevewls an costumes an stuff!”

“My, my, that’s quite a lot to ask for Santa, isn’t it?” Once again, the hidden meaning of Kurt’s rhetorical question was too implicit for their primitive minds to grasp.

“Yup! An’ I wan’ dem AWL in a biiiiig bawx wif wed wapping paypew an’ a gowld bow!”

Kurt merely gave a token acknowledgement to her oddly specific demands about packaging, before moving on to the brother at her left.

“MY TUWN!” yelled the other brother, too selfish to bother with patience. “I wanna wayce-cawr fwom Matchbawx, wif a Dewuxe Twack, an da new Indiana Jownes Wego Pwayset-”

“No, I wanna new Indiana Jownes Wego Pwayset!” the other Sonee butted in.

Kurt quickly spout out the first diplomatic response he could think of in order to defuse the fomenting dispute. “Okay, you can BOTH have the playset, ho ho ho!” And have your tax-leeching dad pay for them.

“YAY!” the two shrieked in unison, their conflict resolved for the moment. The interrupted Sonee proceeded with the rest of his list, but to Kurt, it all seemed like a blur of gender-appropriate toys. When he finished after Arceus knew how long, the last of the babies started his list immediately without prompting from the mall Santa. As before, Kurt found himself tuning out most of the list, hearing only bits and pieces such as “twain” and “Powew Waynja”.

“...an a shuvewl fow da sanbawx, too!” Thus concluded the Christmas lists of the first chu family... out of scores more. Kurt prayed to Arceus for the strength to endure all of them.

“Ho ho ho! That’s a pretty nice list for kind little Sonees and a kind little Rosey like you,” Kurt lied, “but how am I going to send all these wonderful little presents if I don’t know your names?” Truth be told, he was not interested in knowing them at all, but he felt that he had to offer this token gesture, lest the brood’s parents disapprove.

The Rosey took the initiative to answer on behalf of them all. “My nayme is Annie Wosey, an I’m da owdest,” she announced smugly, thumping her rotund gut with an armstub. “An dis is Buwt Sonee an Petey Sonee,” she continued, gesturing to them both. “An we wiv on Fowty-Fouw Frankwin Stweet; dat’s da bwoo howse, so get it wite!” The Rosey, whose name Kurt did not even bother to remember, recounted her address speedily, wanting to ensure that Santa would not err on this delivery of utmost importance. “Now, PICSHUWE!”

FINALLY, it’s gonna be over, Kurt sighed, unnoticed by the imps on his lap. The brats turned their heads towards the camera simultaneously, flashing their trademark wide-eyed stare and visibly creeping out the cameraman.

“Say cheese,” uttered the operator, not even looking at his subjects. A flash later, the furballs leapt off of Kurt’s lap joyously with a final “YAY!” as they joined their parents to have some more family-oriented fun throughout the rest of the mall.

Meanwhile, Kurt inhaled a deep breath of relief as blood rushed back to his pained lap. Massaging his thighs with gloved hands, he managed to clean off a not insignificant amount of pink and yellow hairs, molted by the larvae that had just left. Shuddering in disgust, he looked up towards the next batch. The attendant had given up on keeping them behind the ropes, going ahead and sending them forth without warning.

Here goes...

12:04 p.m., Atrium, CWCville Shopping Center

“.. an I wanna Staw Waws Cwone Waws Cwone Twanspowt Ship, wif fifty cwones inside!”

With that, the last of five in a brood had finished his Christmas list. This litter was not only the most demanding, but also collectively the heaviest. Being unable to fit fully into Kurt’s lap, the obese furballs had migrated towards his gut, restricting his breathing.

"Oh -huff- okay, boys and girls! -gasp- I'll ask my elves what to do. Now can you let Santa -oof- have some room to breathe?"

"NO WAY! Sanna, we wanna picshuwe fiwst!” demanded the middle larva, a Rosey.

Christ on a cracker.

The attendant obediently snapped his camera. The resulting image showed that Santa was not exactly in the mood to be there. In fact, upon examination of the photos taken since the arrival of the chus, Kurt appeared increasingly depressed. After eight families, the last photo depicted a torture victim in a red suit and a fake beard.

“YAY!” The larvae leapt off his lap, the Roseys opening their skirtachutes on the way down. As soon as they went into the air off his body, Kurt inhaled a deep gulp of sorely-needed oxygen, kicking his legs in sheer relief. Normally, it would not be expected of Santa to act so undignified, but he had lost his dignity long ago to the first batch of baby recolors. Working the blood flow back to his lap, he peered ahead at the next batch to which he would become victim. Good, there’s only three of them, he thought, certainly nothing as monumental as listening to the demands of five Sonees and Roseys. Then he took a closer look.

Oh no... One Sonee, wearing nothing but standard-issue blue shoes, was flanked by two Roseys: One the normal pink... and the other, a shade of purple found in cheap marker boxes. The latter was staring straight into a small hand mirror, a telltale sign of what Kurt was looking at. Oh no, oh no, oh no no no... He attempted to deny it, but the fact of the matter was that he was going to encounter the First Family of Electric Hedgehog Pokémon very soon.

As soon as Kurt’s eyes hit the pink Rosey, he was met with a wide-eyed glare that was, at the same time, both staring off into space and directed straight at him. True, it was the trademark stare of all hedgehog larvae, but for some reason it was much creepier coming out of this one. The Rosey continued to stare at the mall Santa, as if awaiting some kind of response. His only response was to break eye contact and look nervous. Kurt redirected his eyesight upwards to meet the babies’ guardian - a short-haired Latina of stocky build, wearing a magenta sweatshirt and loose grey sweatpants. Lady’s got the hardest job in the world, he thought. She had to look after the brats 24/7, while he hopefully only had to deal with them for five minutes at most. That gave him an assuring sense of perspective.

Any assurance was wiped away as soon as the attendant unhooked the ankle-height rope, while mouthing Arceus help you towards Kurt. With a predictable unison cry of “YAY!”, the gaudy-colored spawn waddled towards Santa’s throne at a steady pace. That was, except for the Sonee, who began to accelerate two steps into his journey, falling flat on his face not even two steps afterwards. Righting himself with shocking ease, the Sonee resumed his journey, attempting to catch up with and eventually outrun his sisters. Naturally, he resumed his routine of run, trip, fall, get up, and run again. Obviously, he had never been taught the fable of the Tortoise and the Hare. Eventually, after what seemed like an eternity to Kurt, all three hoglets reached their destination. The Sonee, which Kurt presumed to be Robbie, was batting feverishly at his shins - not in an attempt to climb, but in order to demand something of Santa. The pink Rosey, which Kurt deduced was Cera, was the first to speak, vocalizing her brother’s wishes for him.

“Wet us up, Sanna!” she screeched, bouncing up and down. The purple Rosey, who was the notorious Christine, merely stood there silently as she stared right back at her hand mirror. It was patently obvious that not one of these babies was going to give an ounce of effort to achieve their goal, preferring instead to wait for an adult to help them. This suited Kurt just fine, as he did not want to waste any of his strength handling the larvae, although he wondered how long this standoff would last.

Adult help eventually did arrive in the form of the nanny coming up and lifting them all in one fell swoop, a feat to which she was obviously no stranger. Kurt wanted to protest, but realizing her daily situation stopped him from doing so. Thus, he resigned himself to allowing her to place the babies onto his lap. The three shrieked their victory cry of “YAY!”, then proceeded to bounce up and down, putting potentially injurious torture upon his femurs.

 “Ho ho ho, little children! What are your names?” Kurt asked in character, immediately regretting it afterwards.

“You shouwd know us by now!” Cera squealed. “I’m Cewa Wosey, an dis is Chwistine Wosey!”

“An’ I’m Wobbie Sonee!” the Sonee burst out, raising his armstubs in joy. Kurt felt something warm trickling down his leg, accompanied by an acrid odor. The spot on his costume around where Robbie was sitting began to turn dark, confirming his fears. It took every fiber of his being not to go ballistic on the un-housebroken turd.

The last of the Sonichu children had yet to speak, preferring to keep her glassy blue eyes locked on her reflection. Without prompting, she turned her gaze towards Santa, asking the question that was obviously on everyone’s mind. “Do you tink ima pwetty Wosey?”

Urban legend had it that no human who heard that utterance had escaped with his or her sanity. Kurt was determined not to make himself proof of that. “Ho, ho, ho! Of course I do, Christine!” The lie was blatant to all who were not Electric Hedgehog Pokémon. However, for the Rosey, it was all the confirmation that she needed. After all, Santa had visited Roseys all over the world, and only she alone had the distinction of being called pretty - the prettiest one of all.

“It’s ‘cuz ima SHINY Wosey!!” she stated in knowing glee. Kurt, however, knew otherwise. He had seen several purple Roseys during his tenure as Santa, and not one of them claimed that they were “shiny”. Having a parent colored purple probably helped in that regard.

Picking up where his sister had left off, Robbie continued, “Owr daddy is da owiginaw Sawnichoo, an he’s da fastewst ting in da wowld! Wun day, I’wl be as fast as Daddy, even dough I twip a wot.” Robbie’s harelipped grin turned into a frown in order to punctuate that statement, as if the complete stranger behind the Santa suit could even give two shits about it.

 “Ho, ho! Of course you’ll be as fast as him - maybe faster!” Kurt lied. He found that he could say the words with a straight face by thinking of the stunted baby as an actual Olympic track star.

Robbie continued, “So did is wat I wan’ fow Chwissmas, Sanna!” Kurt was partially thankful that this was moving along. “I want wotsa candee in my stawking, and maybe da noo Wii Owympic gayme wif Unca Sawnic. OOH! An’ I wan’ da big Wegow Poweece Stayshun Set, wike I wote in my wetter!” The last statement baffled the mall Santa, who wondered if the toddler could even read at all. As Robbie’s face contorted into one of deep thought, a task too Sisyphean for his stunted brain, Kurt genuinely felt surprise at how brief the list was.

Before he could turn to the next crotchfruit of Rosechu’s, though, he was preempted by Robbie, who was apparently done with all that thinking. “OOH! An I want Ewebits fow da Nintendow DS, an’ Animaw Cwossing fow da Nintendow Wii, wif da Wii Speek, an’ sum noo wunnin shoos, cuz my owd wuns awe getting bwoken an’ diwtee. Noo shoos! YAY!” Robbie stretched his harelip mouth so wide that its shape was soon reminiscent of several types of Klingon ceremonial blades. Kurt took a cursory glance at Robbie’s feet, and sure enough, his plastic shoes had not the slightest indication of wear or dirt.

 “Okay, now what do YOU want?” he growled at Cera, quite uncharacteristic of Santa. His veneer of patience was quickly decaying, and he was doing whatever he could to end it quickly.

“Sanna, I wan’ sum cookee cuttews wif da howiday shaypes, an a wollwing pin. An I wanna fwying pan, ‘cuz ima big giwl now.” The Rosey stopped then and there, making Kurt wonder if she would continue with an outlandishly long list of domestic implements. When she did not, he shrugged and moved on to the last of Sonichu’s brood.

Christine was still marveling at how stunningly beautiful she was, so Kurt repeatedly calling her to attention had failed to move her at all. Only after the mall Santa literally prodded her did she break out of her trance and snap back to reality. She turned to face Santa, who was at long last putting her at the center of attention.

“And what would you like for Christmas?” Kurt had a strong feeling what it was going to be.

“I want wotsa pwetty dwesses; sum spawkwee, a bwoo wun an a wed wun an a pink wun, an a puwple wun wike my shiny fuw, an pwetty bows ta attach dem! An I want da Pwetty Puwfect Pwincess maykeup kit, wif big eyewashes, an pwus I wanna no-fowg maykeup miwwor fow da bafwoom, an a miwwor fow da fwunt doow, an a miwwor fow da kitchin, an a miwwor fow my dowl howse, an ten mowe miwwors ta cawwy awownd...”

Listening to that list caused something to snap within the beleaguered maintenance worker. However, it simply was not within his personality to explode. Instead, he gathered his composure and vented in a manner consistent with his character.

“Ho, ho, ho! Those are many many presents! I’m not sure if my workshop elves can handle such a load!” Kurt chortled, and the three fuzzballs only looked at him, wide-eyed with horror.

“Anyway,” he continued quickly. “Those kinds of presents are for good children.” He proceeded to ask what he had never dared to ask any other chu. “So…have you been good this year?”

“Wat?” asked Robbie, a confused look on his face. Where had this crazy question come from?

“Well, I have a list of all the good and bad little children in the world,” Kurt expounded, being as dramatic as he could manage, “and I have to find out who’s been a nice child, or a naughty child. “Children who are kind to their friends and respectful of their elders get lots and lots of presents! But...” His brow furrowed to emphasize his counterpoint. “Children who never do nice favors for their friends, or are mean to them, or talk back to their parents and never do what they say-”

“Dose awe twolls!” interjected Cera with a frown, shaking her armstub at the unseen enemy.

Kurt’s eye twitched slightly, just imperceptibly. “They are naughty children, and they don’t get presents. All they get is a lump of coal in their stocking. So... have you been naughty or nice?”

Even a wicked child with a modicum of wit would have answered “nice”. However, the idea of rewarding moral behavior was absolutely foreign to the spoiled-rotten baby chus, whose parents simply gave them what they wanted whenever they asked. Mommy and Daddy and Grandpa gave them presents because they were three wonderful little angels who blessed the lives of the world with their every word and action. So why wouldn’t Santa? The concept of a benevolent figure who sought something in exchange for gifts gave them too much Prickly-Wicklies to bear.

“W…W…W…WAAAAAAAAHHHHHHH!!!” The trio of larvae did what they could only do in that kind of situation, and in that moment, Kurt just then realized how bad the consequences of his little act of rebellion could get. Tears flowed down (and cartoonishly outward) from their reptilian eyes as they screamed their overpowered lungs out in an aural caricature of how babies actually cry. Kurt considered retracting his statement and apologizing, but by then it was too late.

“What the deuce?!” A voice familiar to all the residents of CWCville rang out. The opposite of “YAY!” had reached the original copyrighted Sonichu’s elongated ears, and within a split second he had arrived on the scene, carrying his wife in his arms. As his spawn continued to bawl, Sonichu looked sternly at the mall Santa. “What did you do to my kids?!”

Kurt had a feeling that this would not end well, but nonetheless he answered nonchalantly, reverting to his own voice, “Well, I was simply teaching them how Santa works -”

“You’re giving him STRESS, that’s what.” As Rosechu dismounted, simply nodding with an angry expression, Sonichu leaned forward and put his hands on his hips in a vaguely feminine pose. He continued, “And NO ONE gives my little angels stress! The Mexican HOMO learned that long ago!” He firmly pointed a finger at the caretaker from before, who simply shook her head and muttered inaudible Spanish curses.

Sonichu continued to give Kurt the lecture of his life. “You’re a danged dirty TROLL who must be stopped; the consequences will never be the same! I’m getting Father!”

“Yeah!” Rosechu assented with a single word. With that, her husband shot off towards the Mayor’s office in a dash of yellow. She then bent over to collect her hatchlings, offering them words of consolation.

“Aww, don’t cry, my little babies! Mommy’s here!” She pulled each child off of Kurt’s lap and placed them on the ground. As Kurt tended to his legs, she cooed, “Don’t y’all worry; Daddy’s getting Grandpa, and soon he’ll take care of everything!” Forgetting the emotional strain that they just underwent, the three flipped their happy/sad switches and shrieked another piercing “YAY!” as their shattered Heart Levels were instantly restored to 100%. The confirmation of her children’s happiness gave their mother a chance to direct her attention to the man in the red suit.

“Just you wait, ‘Santa’!” she cried dramatically. “My hubby-bolt will be back soon with Father, and soon you will understand the full might of their Electric Hedgehog power!”

It had occurred to Kurt that the threat of reprisal was more than genuine, but he still wondered about the severity of his punishment. After all, summary executions were commonplace in this dystopic metropolis. Would the mayor be cruel enough to end his life on the spot, in front of all those children and homebred larvae? Like all beings aware of their mortality, Kurt’s breath shortened and his heart accelerated.

Just then, two blurs, one yellow and the other blue, dashed into his field of view. They skidded to a halt, and Kurt realized that Sonichu came back with a recolored version of himself. The latter pressed the white patch of fur on his chest shaped like his own head, and in a flash an obese man in thick glasses and a striped shirt materialized.

“There he is, Father!” Sonichu shouted, pointing an accusing finger straight at Kurt. “That’s the dang troll Santa Claus who made my little partner and my little princess and Cera so stressed!”

“What in tha name of God an’ tha Bear do ya think you are doing?” The voice that emerged was agitated, nasal, and high-pitched - the Mayor’s “angry voice”, known by all who had heard his periodical Captain’s Logs, wherein he often railed against the innumerable enemies of the state.

“Mr. Mayor, if you’d let me explain…”

“Mister Mall Santa Fred Brinkley,” the Mayor addressed Kurt, extremely sure that ‘Fred Brinkley’ was his employee’s name and nothing less, “Do…d’ya know what you were task, uh, what you were made ta do? You have a VERY important role as tha Santa for CWCville Mall.”

No shit, thought Kurt. “Mayor, my name is K-”

“I was not…I was not finished SPEECHING!” snapped Chandler. “You, Fred, you are a Mall Santa. And as y’all know, ALL Mall Santas play an imp…have a role in tha Christmas miracle of tha REAL Santa in tha North Pole! So, uh, dey all have a sike-ick link, with tha hub starting from tha North Pole, and linking ta different places. And CWCville is hap…proudly on tha East Coast, Virginia, sike-ik server!” The Mayor flashed a thumbs-up, directed at his mixed audience. Kurt quickly took the opportunity to examine his surroundings. All around, the chu species were loudly applauding their creator, while the humans stared, dumbfounded. Even the larvae were cheering shrilly, blissfully unaware that their red-suited saint had just been exposed as a fake.

The Mayor’s victory speech continued. “An’ it is tha every- tha job of EVERY man on dis link to, uh, hear tha wishes an’ lists, to re- uh, send dem sike-ick-ally over tha network ta Santa Claus. ‘Cause Santa can’t hear ALL tha wishes of tha ten billion children roun’ tha world, so he trusts Mall Santas ta do dat job.”

The Mayor’s hand formed into his trademark threatening claw. “But YOU, Fred Brinkley, you... you VI-YO-LAY-TED dat trust. You were CRUEL, and UNHELPFUL, to tha kids, ta Sonichu’s kids, MY GRANDKIDS, an’ now dere Chrissmas wishes won’t get heard by tha Real Santa. Dat is a CRIME, and you wi- you shall now suffer!”

Here it comes. Kurt shut his eyes and gritted his teeth, preparing to accept his final fate.

“As, as tha Mayor of CWCville an’ owner of dis fine essablishment, I hereby BANISH you from CWCville Mall, never ta step inside again! YOU’RE FIRED!” The Mayor pointed his finger straight at Kurt in a passable imitation of a certain business mogul.

I’m done for- wait, WHAT?! Kurt was expecting never to open his eyes again, but there was a Christmas miracle, and he got off with a lighter sentence. Still, Chandler banning someone from the grounds of the mall seemed a bit odd to Kurt for some reason.

“So...” Chandler concluded on a lighter mood, “pack, uh, pack your stuff in a box... an’ clear your cubicle by tomorrow. Y’all have a safe day an’ stay STRAIGHT! Peace!”

 “I don’t work from a cubicle, Mister Mayor,” Kurt stated sternly, gazing directly into Chandler’s creepily-staring eyes as he ripped off his beard and hat and hurled them away in disgust. This did not register as an insult to the Mayor, so he did not feel that it warranted a harsher sentence.

As Kurt stomped off in his soiled red suit, it finally dawned on the Sonees and Roseys that Santa was no longer there. The beginnings of a collective mass wail were brewing, and the Mayor, knowing the emotional gauge of his creations despite his mental blocks and ignorant nature, quickly tried to preempt it. “Don’cha worry, Sonees and Roseys! I’m da Grandpa Mayor of dis here mall, and if Santa ain’t gonna help y’all get y’all’s presents, den I’LL get ‘em fer y’all!”

At this, the “YAY!” to end all “YAY!”s exploded from the larval audience.

Kurt strolled through the throng of human families as this was going on. There would be no cries of joy for these children. The only way for their wishes to be fulfilled was for the Mayor to think about anything but his insipid creations. Truth be told, he was a bit glad to be away from a place where the chus constantly prowled…but this was his place of employment, and the only thing keeping him from falling into poverty, just like so many of the children he’d served as Santa.

Guess it’s the Soup Hotel for me after all, he thought with regret, and stepped out into the street.
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Wednesday, December 17, 2008, 9:50 a.m., staff room, CWCville Shopping Center


 


 


BANG! Locker #12 slammed as its owner stowed his normal work uniform away, leaving him dressed in 


long underwear in preparation for his big role in the spotlight. Turning towards the countertop, Kurt 


Wyczawski took a long hard look at the fluffy red pile o


f clothes before him. Sighing, he unfurled it and 


started donning the pants.


 


 


“Hey there, jolly ol’ Saint Nick!” called a voice from across the room, carried by the acoustics of metal 


and tile. Surprised and slightly caught off


-


guard, Kurt fastened his tro


users and turned towards the 


source of the sound 


–


 


a thin black man wearing a janitor’s uniform.


 


 


“Ho ho ho, yourself!” he chuckled, trying to get into character. Good old Mitch was always in the mood 


for some friendly ribbing. Anyone who knew Kurt and his


 


normal job at the mall knew that he was far 


from a jolly sort of fellow. “Still cleaning up Sonee shit, I see?”


 


 


“Aw, c’mon, Kurty


-


boy. That ain’t no way fo’ Santa ta talk! Lighten up once in a while, will ya?” Mitch 


scoffed as he gazed upon the Santa sui


t. “Boy, am I glad I never had ta do that.”


 


 


The white man knew full well that it was his own body type that had landed him the role. The fact that 


the mall’s rather pathetic food options had larded him up over the years didn’t help, either. However, 


CWCvi


lle needed a fat man to play the Christmas season’s most beloved figure, and so there he was, 


adjusting the fake beard provided by a costume shop. It was a welcome break from fixing broken lights 


and fountains, but he was still quite uneasy.


 


 


“It’s not goi


ng to be that hard, is it?” Kurt asked. He was middle


-


aged and divorced, meaning he had 


extremely limited experience with children, much less his own estranged ones. Being ambivalent about 


this role was an understatement.
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