Holly’s Days

 Holly Martinez



Unpack The Santa Suit
 
In 2006, my daughter-in-law Maria organized a community event sponsored by her law firm to promote child safety. She arranged for Santa to arrive in a fire truck to surprise the children, including her toddler daughter, Kaylee.  
Maria had heard stories about my husband Felix, the bilingual Santa. Knowing he owned a Santa suit inspired her idea: She asked Felix (Papa) to dress up as Santa, ride in the fire truck, and wave and talk to the children. 
He happily agreed.  
Many children lined up to have their pictures taken and fingerprints printed onto identification safety cards.
As time passed, Kaylee’s twinkling eyes began to close, and her smile faded. Maria asked me to hand her to Papa so she could ride around and nap on his lap. 
One little girl saw me give Kaylee to Papa, and I overheard her say, “Wow, that little girl is really lucky. She knows Santa.”  
Now that the Santa suit came out of storage, I had an idea. I scheduled a photo shoot with Papa wearing the Santa suit and holding his cheerful, smiling granddaughter, Kaylee, with her big brown eyes.  
That is how the first traditional yearly Santa picture began.
 
Santa Is Coming
I had just turned five in the early nineteen fifties. My parents took me to the Lions Club Christmas party, where my father was the president. 
The children gathered in the assembly hall, eagerly awaiting Santa's arrival. When Santa walked in the door, their eyes lit up. They clapped, cheered, and bounced up and down. He waved his large hand, covered in white gloves. “Ho ho ho,” he exclaimed as he made his way to the front of the room, pulling his giant red sack behind him. Then Santa settled into a large, Santa-sized chair and picked up the microphone. One by one, he called each child by name to come to the front.
It felt like ages, but finally, he called my name. I skipped up the aisle, my blond braids bouncing from side to side as I went to meet him.
He spoke into the microphone, “Holly, I have these paper dolls for you.”
I quickly took them from his hand. “Thank you, Santa. Thank you.”
Santa continued, saying, “If you promise not to suck your thumb anymore.”
I thought about it for a moment before handing him the paper dolls. “Santa, you can keep the dolls. I’ll keep my thumb.” Then I ran back to my mom as fast as I could.
Later that night, my dad took me aside when we got home. Tearfully, he revealed that he had dressed up as Santa. He hugged me and apologized for embarrassing me.
Now, much to my sadness, I realized no Santa was sneaking down the chimney, and there would be no paper dolls for me. I felt like I had disappointed my parents. But I quietly slipped my favorite thumb into my mouth when I went to bed that night. My thumb has never, ever disappointed me.

Goodbye Santa
I didn't realize my Christmas at seven would be my last until I met Grandma Soledad Martinez eighteen years later.
My mother became involved with a cult that preached that Christmas, along with all other holidays and events outside its beliefs, was worldly and forbidden. They branded these practices as sins and labeled them pagan. The leader manipulated people and instilled deep fear in her followers.
Due to what the cult leader deemed as her unacceptable worldly beliefs, I was forcibly kept isolated and hidden from my dad from the age of seven until I was twelve years old.
I learned a lot by observing the leader's schemes and her exploitation of innocent people.
The leader proclaimed my destiny to marry her son at eighteen.
However, her plan backfired when, at eighteen, I discovered I was pregnant by the boy who lived across the street. Since he wasn't part of the church compound, the cult excommunicated me.
There are no mistakes. My freedom from the cult and my survival were blessings.
I knew I carried gifts within me, liberated from their grasp. I held these gifts close to my heart because I felt love, compassion, care, and truth inside me, which starkly contrasted with the cult's teachings. They failed to recognize these gifts.
My happiness didn't depend on Christmas or external influences—there were no presents, decorations, or insincere people. I didn't need a pretender in a Santa suit to convince me I needed a store-bought gift. I never subscribed to the Santa myth or misled my children about it.
Instead, I taught them we all possess God-given light and energy within us and should actively honor and treasure this awareness.
This was my gift.  

Grandma Soledad’s Gift
On Christmas Eve, I clung tightly to my boyfriend’s arm as we climbed the creaky wooden stairs blanketed with snow and frozen slush. “What if they don’t like me?” 
“You? My blonde bombshell? They’ll adore you.” 
When my boyfriend opened the door, the sounds of a Mariachi guitar and a flurry of warm hugs and kisses greeted us. The serenades and vibrant scene—a black leather bar, a floor-to-ceiling gold mirror reflecting colorful red and gold flocked wallpaper, a pink and turquoise floral carpet, an impressive winding staircase, and a Felix the Cat clock wagging its tail on the wall—overwhelmed me. 
In front of the staircase stood a two-story Christmas tree adorned with shockingly bright red, orange, purple, and green ornaments. 
Hidden among the branches was a maddeningly loud, squawking bird. 
Every year at eight p.m., a knock signaled Santa’s arrival as he walked in with his sacks of goodies. 
***
Seven years later, nothing had changed. This year, Grandma had Santa give her fourteen grandchildren and great-grandchildren Ingenious Space Blasters. Each gun emitted loud, annoying sounds and multicolored lights that flashed in sync with the clattering of the Space Blaster. Before long, the house erupted into joyful chaos. The children dashed up and down the grand staircase, past Grandma, through the kitchen, dining room, and living room in an endless loop of laughter and flashing lights. 
Glancing at Grandma Soledad Martinez, seated in her gold and royal blue chair, clapping her frail fingers as she watched her family play and laugh, she turned to me, placed her shaking hands on her heart, smiled proudly, and said, “These are all my childrenS. I love them.”  
This was her gift, a home filled with love and joy. 
I learned the true meaning of Christmas from her: family, love, and joy.
         
The 2024 Letter
 2024 What I’ve learned this year.
 Be thankful for every moment.
 Never take, not even a second for granted.
 When we lose someone we love, we must learn not to live without them but to live with the love they left behind.
I’m blessed to have had Felix/Chino/Papa for forty-seven years.
Now, I’m learning to reinvent Holly. A Holly I didn’t even realize existed with just myself.
This is all new to me.
What do I do about so many things without Papa here by my side? What about the tools, sculptures, canes, and traditional Papa Santa/family pictures?
Do I pack away Papa’s Santa suit, gift it to another Santa, or hand it down to his legacy and keep the tradition going?
Memories you create and share define life. They’re all you leave behind.
Life is more than just this moment. 
Count your life by smiles and by friends. Count not the years but the life you live.
A fellow buddy writer wrote and sent me this. These words gave me the moxie and endurance to continue: “No one else I know smiles the way you do. You live a life with lots of good and hard. Every time I see you, you’re in the game. There’s no waiting around for Holly. You seize today.”
Smile at others. Speak kind words. You never know the effect they have on someone else. 
Despite Felix's death and Martin County's death-defying tornados, hurricanes, and the weakening of my skylight, I remain standing.
Be the shining light thread in the beautiful tapestry of the world. Make each year the best year and enjoy your ride.
I love my journey.
I thank you for supporting me through my voyage, whether you are near or far. You intensify my heart and my soul.
 
In Honor of Felix Martinez
We took annual photos without our beloved Felix—my husband, Dad, Papa, Santa—but we still upheld the tradition. 
My children came to celebrate my birthday during the first week of December. I organized our annual photo session, carefully planning outfit changes and capturing countless images. The photos included Holly's birthday, Kaylee's Christmas, and a family picture with our pets and Santa. However, after eighteen years of this cherished tradition, we no longer had Felix to keep it alive. There wasn’t a Papa to wear the Santa suit. 
With hopeful expressions, I asked the children what we should do. 
They all shared the same sentiment: "I don’t know." 
I called Kaylee’s dad, Jonah, for advice. He suggested, “Mom, bring the picture of Dad and Kaylee’s first Santa suit photo." 
Great idea! 
He also recommended that I bring the Santa suit. I sifted through drawers and stacks of photos until I found Kaylee’s first picture with her Papa Santa. I gathered the jacket, pants, boots, belt, gloves, and hat, packing them all into a bag to take with us. 
It broke our hearts to face our first celebration without Felix, Dad, and Papa. 
For Kaylee’s photo this year, she held her Papa’s picture, which added a lovely touch. 
After we took all the pictures on the list, Jonah reached into the bag and put on Papa’s Santa jacket and hat. He transformed into half Santa and half Jonah. What a beautiful tribute.
We took our family picture with tears as Jonah changed into the spirit of Santa/Dad.
I’m uncertain about this year’s Christmas spirit but feel deeply grateful. 
My gift is having such heartfelt children. 
In memory and honor of Felix Martinez. 
 
 
 
 
