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The beard itched worst where the strap cut under my left ear, right where the scar tissue
was thickest. | kept my gloved hand away from it; Santa doesn't scratch at his throat like
he's waiting for a court date.

"Next!" the elf girl called. She was maybe nineteen, home from college, had a nose ring,
and still believed Advil and iced coffee could fix a broken world. | remembered when |
believed that. Before the jungle. Before the badge.

The line of kids wobbled toward me, a bright, sticky serpent of snow boots and rigid
parkas. Their parents orbited with phones held up like little black weapons, ready to
shoot every forced smile. Christmas at the North Star Galleria: brought to you by twelve
percent APR and seasonal affective disorder.

The first kid climbed into my lap, a boy with a cowlick that refused to stand at attention.
He stared at my plastic belt buckle like he could see through to the beer gut and the
ghosts underneath.

"And what's your name?" | droned, trying to hide the fact that I'd said it a hundred times
already. They hired me for the voice; the gut and the thousand-yard stare came free of
charge.

"Tyler," he said. "l was here yesterday."

"Well, Santa sees a lot of boys and girls," | said.

He leaned in closer, breath hot and sour from too much candy. "You said you'd make
the man with the big black backpack go away."

His mother laughed, one of those high, embarrassed little sounds. "He's got an
imagination," she said. "Tell Santa what you really want, Ty."

Tyler didn't look at her. He kept his eyes on mine, searching like kids do when they're
trying to figure out if the grown-up in front of them is actually paying attention.

“He’s scary. He said | should not come again tomorrow, because he likes me.”

Something in my chest twitched—just old wiring firing wrong. I've had that since '71. My
body always reacts before my brain does. | patted his shoulder, automatic. | couldn't tell
him that the only thing | could do was sit here in a red suit and hope | didn't sweat to
death.



Next kid. Little girl in a sparkly sweater, chewing the sleeve.
"Make my daddy stop crying at work," she told me.

“Where does he work?” | said.

“Here, back of the shops.”

Then: "Make the man stop bringing the big bag. It scares me."

The third one wanted "no sirens this year." The fourth one wanted me to stop her
nightmares about "people bleeding, lying on the floor," which her mother shushed her
for, eyes sliding away.

By the time my break rolled around, the edges of the mall were closing in like the jungle
used to, when the heat shimmered and you couldn't tell where the tree line ended and
the sky began. Old circuits sparked: exits, cover, lines of fire. It's a hell of a thing, to be
seventy and still see every crowd as a pattern of potential casualties.

All I was supposed to do was ho-ho-ho, hand out candy canes, and not scare the
children. Instead, sitting there under the hot lights, smelling fryer grease and cheap
perfume, | had the sudden, stupid thought that Christmas might be about to blow up on
my watch.

Then again, I'd thought that before. And the only thing that usually exploded was me.
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The dream that night was the usual rerun. Jungle darkness, tracer fire, that hot
breathless second before projectile physics decides who lives and who doesn’t. Only
this time there were Christmas lights tangled in the trees, blinking red-green-red like
wounded eyes.

| woke up to "Jingle Bell Rock" on the clock radio, just like the day before. Darlene Love
hitting the same notes, DJ making the same bad joke about maxed-out cards. My hand
went for the snooze button on the third beat, muscle memory doing the driving.

Coffee. Shower. Check the pill organizer, shake out the little white ones that smooth the
edges enough so | don’t jump at my own reflection.

Outside, the sky had that December color | never got used to—bled-out denim. The
pickup coughed twice, then turned over. Same as yesterday.

Halfway to the mall, a blue SUV cut across two lanes without signaling, missing my
bumper by a yard.

| said the same thing I'd said yesterday. Right down to adjective and hand signal.



At the light by the VA clinic, traffic backed up. An ambulance wailed past and turned into
the parking lot, same as yesterday. That made me recall that most heart attacks happen
right after getting up or right before going to bed. They were sure to get even more
frequent with all that Christmasy eating and drinking.

| counted the seconds after it passed before the quiet rolled back in. Seven. Same as—
well. Same as the other day.

"Coincidence," | muttered. "World'’s full of stupid. It repeats."
But the thing about déja vu is, they don’t usually come with traffic reports.

This time, | drove past the clinic slow enough to look. Couple of guys in scrubs wheeling
somebody in. Yep, heart attack most likely. Out by the smoker’s bench, the usual
collection of ghosts: old guys in surplus jackets, young guys with gym bags and
thousand-yard stares. One of them had a black backpack slung low, the strap worn
shiny where a hand had worried it.

I'd seen that kid before. Iraq or Afghanistan, one of the sandboxes. Never spoke to him,
but you pick up a lot from posture. The way he stood there—tilted toward the doors like
he was thinking about going back in and didn't quite dare—made something in my ribs
shift.

Then the light changed, and the guy in the Hyundai behind me laid on his horn like I'd
insulted his mother. Life goes on, whether you want it to or not.

The North Star Galleria looked exactly the same as it had the day before: inflatable
reindeer straining at their tethers on the roof, banners promising LAST-MINUTE
SAVINGS, the big plastic tree winking in the atrium like it knew better.

Inside, the PA system was still stuck on "Jingle Bell Rock."

The chief elf at the Santa Court—Kayla, I'd learned, home from State, psych major—
gave me the same look over the top of her phone. "You're five minutes late, Santa," she
said. "We got a line already.”

Again.
Yesterday, I'd apologized. Today, | let the word ricochet and get lost.
"I'm on my way," | muttered. "Wouldn’t want to keep the troops waiting."

The suit was right where I'd left it, hanging on the back of the cheap particleboard
cabinet in the changing room, beard limp and yellowing at the elastic. | ran a hand over
the red pile, feeling the tacky spots where some kid’s candy cane had melted into the
fabric. Same spots as—



| stopped.

Sometimes, with the VA pills, you get déja vu. They tell you it's normal. Brain hiccups.
Wiring misfires. But when | walked out and took my place in the chair, and the first kid
marched up with the same cowlick and the same grape lollipop stuck to his sleeve, and
Kayla called out "Okay, Tyler, your turn" in the exact same sing-song—

That was when my skin tried to climb off my body.

He climbed into my lap, small weight, same shy sideways stare.

"And what's your name?" | heard myself say, like a recording.

He squinted. "You know my name," he said. "l was here yesterday."

My tongue felt too big in my mouth. "Humor an old man," | managed. "Say it again."

"Tyler." He leaned in, same hot sour breath as yesterday. "You said you'd make the man
with the big black backpack go away."

My heart did that two-step it learned back in 'Nam—one beat for incoming, one for
impact.

Behind Tyler, out in the flow of shoppers, a man with a black backpack cut across the
atrium and disappeared down the escalator toward the lower level. Could’ve been
anyone. Could’'ve been no one.

Tyler's mother laughed the same high, embarrassed little laugh. "He’s got an
imagination," she said. "Tell Santa what you really want, Ty."

Thing was, she had said that yesterday also. Word for word.

Tyler kept staring at me, searching my eyes for something I'd never had enough of,
even for my own kids.

“He’s scary. He said | should not come again tomorrow, because he likes me.”

People talk about their lives playing in front of their eyes. Mine didn’t. Just one piece of
it did: a hot, bright white corridor full of smoke and screaming, the sound of someone
else's rifle where it shouldn’t have been, my own hands empty because I'd frozen for
half a second too long.

| swallowed around the taste of hospital coffee and jungle mold and mall hot dogs.

"Santa hears you, kid," | said. My voice sounded wrong in my own ears—too sober, too
steady. "Santa's listening real close."

| didn’t know what was happening. | didn’t know if I'd died in my sleep and this was
some neurological fireworks show on the way out.



But | knew one thing: whatever was looping, it wasn’t a random day.

It was December twenty-third, all over again, and somebody out there was getting ready
for Christmas.

The third time | lived through December twenty-third, | told myself it was a stroke.

Not a big one—just enough to scramble the tracks so the needle jumped back.
Neurology, not theology. Easier to believe in blood clots than in time tricks.

So | did what you do when you think you might be losing it: | tried to act normal. | went
to work. | let kids climb into my lap. | said the lines.

The world didn’t oblige.

"Make my daddy stop crying at work," Sparkly Sweater said again.
"Make the man stop bringing the big bag," again.

"No sirens this year."

"People bleeding, lying on the floor."

Every wish like a match struck in the same place on the same wall.

On my break | walked the mall in widening circles, eyes on bags and coats and hands. |
found the lower level food court, the back corridors, the unmarked doors that said
AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. | told a rent-a-cop in a too-big uniform that maybe
he should keep an eye on the guy with the backpack.

"What guy?" he said.

| didn’t have a name. Just a shape on a bench outside the VA and a flash of nylon
disappearing down an escalator.

"Just... guys with big bags," | said. "Christmas and all. Crowds. You never know."

He gave me the look you give old men who talk to themselves on buses. "We got a
procedure," he said. "If you see something, you tell Guest Services."

That night | drove to the police station after my shift. | still had a few friends there. Or
people who used to be friends before the disciplinary board told them | wasn’t coming
back.

Desk sergeant was a kid | didn’t know, hair too sharp at the edges. It bothered me that
his nameplate said LOPEZ and he didn’t have the circles under his eyes | associated



with that desk. | told him there was a guy who worried me. Vet, VA clinic, black
backpack, hangs around the mall.

"He threatened somebody?" Lopez said. "Said anything specific?"
"Not to me," | said. "But the kids—"

He held up a hand. "Sir, is this about that rumor on Facebook? 'Shooter at the mall on
Christmas Eve'? We're aware. We got no credible intel on that. If you hear any real
threats, you come back and we’ll be happy to take a statement.”

Real. As opposed to the kind that comes from little kids’ mouths and old men’s nerves.

By the time | got home I'd convinced myself he was right. Rumor. Social media. The
whole country jumpy from too many mass-casualty headlines. My brain just slotted itself
into the groove.

| poured two fingers of cheap bourbon into a coffee mug, drank it standing at the sink,
looking out at the dark, dead lawn. Took my pills. Turned on the TV for noise and let
some Hallmark movie wash over me. Fell asleep in the chair.

| woke up to "Jingle Bell Rock."
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On the fourth December twenty-third, | started changing things out of spite.
| ran the red light by the VA just to see if anything would notice.

No tickets. No celestial lightning. Same ambulance cutting across traffic, same seven
seconds of siren, same kid with the black backpack on the smoker’s bench, head down
in his phone.

This time | pulled into the clinic lot. Parked crooked. Sat there with the engine running
and watched him.

Up close he was younger than I'd thought. Thirty, maybe. Beard patchy, shoulders
hunched like he was expecting impact. The kind of guy who'd had PT three times a
week until the insurance ran out, and now he was on generic pills and a waitlist.

| could’ve gotten out. Could’ve walked over, said something stupid like, "What’s in the
bag, son?" or "You okay?" They teach you in group that asking a man if he’s thinking
about hurting himself isn’t the thing that plants the idea.

But | stayed in the truck, fingers locked around the wheel, heart doing the old rabbit
dance. Because what if | had the wrong guy? What if he looked up with those tired eyes
and saw an old cop in a Santa suit, and | saw myself twenty years ago, and we both
flinched?



Cowardice has a way of camouflaging itself as caution.

| watched him stub out his cigarette, hitch the backpack higher, go inside. Then | went to
the mall and let children tell me their small, sharp fears.

That night | didn’t go to the station. | didn’t go anywhere. | sat at my kitchen table with
the lights off and a pad of paper in front of me, writing down everything that repeated.
Tyler. Sparkly Sweater. The rent-a-cop. The VA kid. The ambulance. The way Kayla’s
voice cracked on the word again.

| made two columns. THINGS THAT CHANGE. THINGS THAT DON'T.
Under THINGS THAT CHANGE | wrote, in small embarrassed letters: Me.
Then | crossed it out.

| stayed up until midnight, just to prove the universe wrong. Watched the digital clock on
the stove crawl toward 12:00. Watched the green numbers shift, minute by minute.
Eleven fifty-eight. Eleven fifty-nine.

When it hit midnight, nothing exploded. No angels sang. The date on my phone rolled
over calm as you please: December 23.

It should have been 24. What was wrong with the clock? I'd seen it roll, didn’t I?
| watched it for ten minutes, waiting for it to roll again. It didn't.

Eventually exhaustion won. Old bodies don’t care about metaphysics; they just shut
down. | dozed in the chair, TV light stuttering across the walls.

| woke up to "Jingle Bell Rock."
The clock radio still said December twenty-third.
This December twenty-third, even | had to admit | might be crazy.

Not in the fun, Christmas-crazy way, where you forget where you hid the presents. The
other kind. The kind where you start keeping track of your own sentences and they keep
lining up like railroad ties.

| stared at the phone for a full minute before | picked it up. The number for North Star
Galleria Santa Operations—yes, that was what they’d printed on the laminated sheet—
was stuck to the fridge with a magnet shaped like a snowman.

Kayla answered. Too early for her, but | guessed she was stuck into elf captain duty
same way as | was.



"Santa Hotline," she said around a yawn.
"It's Frank," | said. "I'm not coming in today."
A pause. "You sick?"

"Yeah," | said. "Brain flu."

Another pause, longer this time. "You okay?"

That was the whole problem, wasn't it. "Not sure," | said. "Tell the elves I'm... ho-ho-
hospitalized."

She snorted. "That’s dark, Santa."
"College kids like dark," | said. "You can handle it."
| hung up before she could ask anything real.
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The VA waiting room smelled like burnt coffee and antiseptic and the ghost of cigarettes
from twenty years ago. Same chairs, same posters about coping skills taped crooked on
the walls. Same TV bolted to the corner, silently playing a loop of patriotic commercials
and drug ads with happy side effects like incontinence and death.

| checked in at the desk, gave my name, date of birth, last four. The clerk tapped at the
keyboard, eyes never really finding my face.

"Dr. Patel’s got an opening at ten," she said. "You can wait."
| took a seat where | could see the door and the hallway both. Old habits.

The kid with the black backpack was two chairs down, hunched over his phone. Up
close you could see the tremor in his knee, the way his foot bounced like it was trying to
keep him tethered to the floor.

"Morning," | said.

He flicked his eyes up, saw red sweater, red socks, white beard stubble, half the whole
mess. "Hey, Santa," he said, and looked back at his screen.

So. He’d seen me around the mall. That tightened something in my gut.
"You a regular here?" | said.

"Aren’t we all?" he said without looking.

"Army?" | guessed. He had the build. And the look.

"Marines." There was a little pride in it, even through the flatness. "Two tours. You?"



"Army," | said. "One and change. Long time ago."

He nodded, as if that put me in a file folder he recognized. Still didn’t look away from his
phone. His thumb had stopped scrolling; the screen was on some news site. | couldn’t
see the headlines but | guessed them well enough from nearly a week of cloned
evening news.

"You always carry that pack?" | asked, casual as | could. My voice came out heavier
than | meant.

His fingers tightened on the strap. "You always show up in costume?" he shot back.
Fair.

There was a plastic Christmas tree in the corner by the magazines, tinsel sagging, one
string of lights out. Someone had hung paper snowflakes cut by shaky hands, marker
names scrawled in the centers. MEN’'S GROUP. PTSD GROUP. WOMEN VETS
SUPPORT.

"You got kids?" | asked, because the silence was suffocating.
He hesitated. "Little girl," he said finally. "Five. Lives with her mom."
"She come see you at the mall?" | said.

He shook his head, a quick, angry little motion. "Her mom says it’s not a good
environment."

Our eyes met for half a second. | saw too many snapshots at once: compound walls,
Christmas in-country with a paper tree, guys trying to pretend they weren't counting
days; a young man standing outside a Playground fence, not going in.

| wanted to say: | get it. | wanted to say: | left mine too.
What | said was, "She’d like the lights."

He grunted, noncommittal.

"Mr. O’Neill?" the nurse called from the hallway.

Saved by the bell.
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Dr. Patel had a face that didn’t give you much. That was the point, | suppose. If your
shrink flinches, you stop talking.

She glanced at my chart, then at me. "We don’t usually see you between appointments,
Frank," she said. "What’s going on?"



| sat, hands on my knees, feeling like a kid called to the principal’s office. A seventy-
year-old kid with war in his bones.

"You ever have déja vu?" | said.
"Everyone does," she said. "lt's a common—"

"l mean the kind where the whole damn day reruns," | cut in. "Same song on the radio,
same blue SUV cuts me off, same ambulance at the light. Same kid with the same
lollipop stuck to his sleeve asking me to stop a man with a black backpack."

Her eyes sharpened just a hair. "How long has this been happening?"

"Today," | said. "And... today." | let out a breath | hadn’t realized | was holding. "And
today again, if | wake up tomorrow and the calendar still says twenty-third. | know how
that sounds."

She didn’t write anything down yet. That was almost worse.

"Any changes in your medication?" she asked. "Dosage? Timing?"

"No."

"Any alcohol?"

"Yes," | said. "It's December."

She didn’t smile. "Frank."

"A couple at night," | said. "Not enough to time-travel."

"Any new stressors?" she said, like the last fifty years had been a mild inconvenience.

"Christmas," | said again. "And the job. And the fact that every kid who climbs into my
lap has some version of the same bad dream, and | keep seeing a guy out front here
with a bag big enough to fit a rifle."

Now she did write something. "Tell me about the man," she said.

"Marine," | said. "Young. Jumpy. Hangs around the VA, hangs around the mall. Some of
the kids’ dads work back-of-house there. They’re scared of him, or of what he’s bringing
in that bag."

"Has he threatened anyone?" she said. "Spoken about harming himself or others, that
you’ve heard?"

"Not to me," | admitted. "He barely talks."



She tapped her pen against the pad. "Frank, | can’t report a patient or visitor based on
another patient’s... sense of foreboding. You know that. If you believe he’s an
immediate danger, you can call the police, but they’ll ask the same questions | am."

"Yeah," | said. "They already did."
She looked up. "What do you think is happening?"

| rubbed my palms on my jeans. The room felt too small. "Option one, I'm crazy," | said.
"Option two, the universe has got me on a loop until | do something right this time.
Option three, both. Take your pick."

She didn’t bite on the metaphysics. "You've talked in the past about feeling responsible
for events that were outside your control," she said. "The corridor in Saigon. The
domestic call that went bad when you were on the force. Sometimes the mind tries to
rewrite those stories. Gives you another chance, in dreams, in intrusive thoughts."

"This isn’'t a dream," | said. "It's the worst Christmas special ever made, and I’'m the re-
run."

"l hear that it feels very real," she said gently. "We can adjust your medication. Schedule
a few extra sessions, maybe consider a short inpatient stay if you feel unsafe."

Unsafe. That was one word for it.

| looked at the diplomas on her wall, the bookshelf, the clock ticking down my fifteen
minutes. | thought about the kid with the backpack in the waiting room. Thought about
Tyler on my lap, breath dripping with sugar, whispering about a man who "likes" him and
told him not to come back.

"If I'm wrong," | said slowly, "nothing happens. I'm the crazy old vet who saw ghosts in
Christmas lights, and the worst thing that comes of it is a higher dose and a few extra
co-pays."

"If you're right?" she asked.

"If 'm right and | sit on my hands," | said, "then we both get to watch the news and say
we never saw it coming."

She didn’t answer that.
We both knew she couldn’t.

When | left her office, the kid with the backpack was gone. Outside, the wind had picked
up, cutting through the Santa coat like it was made of tissue paper

| stood by my truck a long time, phone cold in my hand, thumb hovering over 9-1-1.
Then | put it back in my pocket.



Cowardice, caution. Hard to tell the difference when you’re the one holding the match.
December twenty-third wasn’t done with me yet.
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| left the VA with a headache and a copy of my revised prescription printed on pink
paper like a hall pass. The rational part of the visit—that part of me that still believed in
blood chemistry and best practices—said Dr. Patel was right. Check the meds. Watch
for escalation. Don’t make any big decisions while your wiring’s sparking.

The rest of me drove to the mall.

Without the suit, nobody would look twice if | avoided Santa’s Court on the second floor.
Just another old man in a coat too thin for the wind, moving a little stiff in the knees. |
parked in a different row, went in through a side entrance by the loading docks. No
inflatable reindeer there, just dumpsters and a smell that could strip paint.

Back-of-house was a different planet. Concrete floors, rolling racks with plastic-wrapped
clothes, a maze of beige corridors with EXIT signs that might as well have read GOOD
LUCK. Men and women in polo shirts and name badges slipped past me carrying
boxes, not making eye contact. Nobody stopped me. Nobody ever stops someone who
looks like he knows where he’s going.

| found the break room by following the smell of burnt coffee and microwaved noodles.
Through the narrow window in the door, | saw him: a man in a stained stockroom shirt,
elbows on the table, head in his hands. Same posture as half the guys at the VA. Little
girl's voice in my head: Make my daddy stop crying at work.

| stepped inside and poured myself a coffee like | belonged there. The man straightened
up fast, wiped at his face.

"Staff only," he said automatically, then he saw my age and softened. "You lost, sir?"
"Always," | said. "Heard there was free coffee."

He almost smiled. "It's not good coffee."

"Didn’t say it had to be good."

| took a sip. He was right.

"You here for a delivery?" he asked. "Maintenance?"

"Seasonal," | said. "Santa." The word tasted stranger without the suit. "Day off."
"Oh." He blinked. "My kid was going to see you today."

"Sparkly sweater?" | said.



That got a real smile, small but there. "Yeah. That’s her. Seen her already?"
"She’s worried about you," | said before | could stop myself.

His face closed down like a store at nine p.m. "She’s five," he said. "She worries about
monsters under the bed. She doesn’t need to be talking to Santa about... about
anything else."

"She asked for you to stop crying at work," | said, gentle as | knew how. "Kids don’t
need words for the things they see. They just see them."

For a second | thought he’d throw the coffee in my face. Instead he looked down at his
hands.

"It's just a job," he said. "Sorry, | gotta—"

He stood up too fast, chair scraping. As he brushed past me, | smelled stress-sweat and
something else—gun oil, faint and familiar, clinging to his sleeves.

"Hey," | said. "You got a guy coming through here with a backpack? Big one, black?
Makes people nervous?"

He hesitated at the door. "Half the guys in shipping have bags," he said. "People gotta
change clothes, bring lunch."

"This one tell your girl not to come back to the mall?" | said.

His shoulders hunched. "Look, | don’t know what she told you, but if you’re going to start
some rumor about—"

"I’'m not starting anything," | said. "I’'m trying to stop something."

He shook his head, more angry at himself than at me. "You don’t stop things," he
muttered. "You just... clean up." Then he was gone, out into the corridor.

| stayed a minute longer, staring at the sad little bulletin board with its faded staff
memos and HELP WANTED sheets nobody had taken a tab from.

Back in the main mall, the music was louder without the beard muffling it. "Jingle Bell
Rock." Always "Jingle Bell Rock."

| drifted past the Santa Court. A cardboard cutout of me sat in the chair, promoting photo
packages. Kayla was juggling two kids in line and a screaming baby, cheeks flushed,
eyes scanning the crowd for a fat old man who wasn’t going to show.

Guilt tugged, but fear yanked harder. | kept walking.

Downstairs, near the food court, | saw him.



Black backpack. Marines’ haircut grown out just enough to say | don’t belong to you
anymore. Same kid from the VA bench that morning, standing by the rail, watching the
escalators. No shopping bags, no kids. Hands locked on the strap of the pack like it was
the only solid thing in the building.

If this were a movie, this is where the old hero would walk up, say something cutting
and kind at the same time, crack the shell. Camera would push in on the kid’s face as
realization dawned. Music would swell.

In real life, my feet stopped ten yards away. My mouth went dry. My heart counted exits,
distances, trajectories. Too many civilians. Too many angles. Not enough backup.

What was | going to say? Hey son, I've been reliving this day, and a bunch of terrified
children and my insomnia think you're going to do something terrible tomorrow, mind
opening your bag so we can clear that up?

He looked up, eyes tracking the crowd. For half a second they brushed past me,
uncomprehending. | was no one to him. Just another part of the scenery.

| could have stepped forward. | could have said his name—if I'd ever bothered to learn
it.
Instead | turned away, blending into the Christmas traffic like smoke.

By the time | looked back, he was gone. The spot by the rail was empty. The food court
buzzed on. Somebody spilled a tray; a kid laughed; an espresso machine screamed like
incoming artillery.

| went home before my shift would have ended, sat in the dark with the TV off, and
listened to the house creak. My hands shook when | poured the bourbon. Maybe from
age. Maybe from knowing I'd just failed a test | hadn’t even known | was taking.

Around eleven-thirty | made coffee and sat there, square on in front of the stove clock,
watching the green digits.

Eleven fifty-eight.
Eleven fifty-nine.
Midnight.

Nothing. No trumpets. No voiceover. Just the tiny click inside the clock and the numbers
rolling from 11:59 to 12:00, then to 12:01.

December 23.
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| woke up without remembering how I'd made it to bed. No TV glow, no empty glass on
the nightstand, no trail of clothes across the floor. Just the clock radio humming quiet,
the red digits steady as a heartbeat.

December 23.
Again.
"All right," | told the ceiling. "Message received."

No point going back to Dr. Patel to have her tell me my brain was cross-wired. The
wiring was the least of my problems. The problem was the loop, and the fact that every
time | flinched, it spat me back here to try again.

| opened the bottom drawer of the dresser. The sidearm lay where it always lay,
wrapped in an old T-shirt I'd been meaning to throw out. | took it out instead. The metal
was cold and too familiar in my hand.

| checked the action, the magazine, the chamber. Muscle memory did the work. | hadn’t
carried regularly in years, but some things don’t leak out. | cleaned it for the first time in
months, not because | wanted to shoot anyone, but because if | was going to, it damn
well wasn’t going to jam.

| strapped it on under my coat. Old weight on an old hip.
Then | went to work.

The mall hadn’t gotten the memo that this was its last twenty-third. Same banners,
same inflatable reindeer, same recorded cheer leaking out the doors like bad air
freshener. "Jingle Bell Rock" chased me in from the parking lot.

Kayla’s nose ring glinted when she said, "You’re five minutes late, Santa. We got a line
already.”

The suit waited, limp and accusing. | pulled it on, settled the beard, tugged the hat
down. Checked the holster one more time, making sure the coat fell right. Santa with a
sidearm. Norman Rockwell could eat his heart out.

The kids came, one by one, like always. Tyler with his cowlick and his sour candy
breath.

"You said you’d make the man with the big black backpack go away," he reminded me.
"I'm working on it," | said. "You see him today? You see him yesterday?"

Tyler frowned, thinking hard. "He talks to my mom'’s friend," he said finally. "The one
who works behind the stores. He gives him boxes."



"Downstairs?" | said. "Near the food court?"

He nodded solemnly, like this was a court deposition.

"Okay," | said. "You stay upstairs today, all right? Stay where the lights are."
Next was Sparkly Sweater, sleeve in her mouth.

"Make my daddy stop crying at work," she said again.

"I'm trying," | said. "What does the man with the big bag say to him?"

"That it's only boxes," she said. "That it’s just for tomorrow. Daddy says we’re not
supposed to come tomorrow. He says he’ll make it up.”

Her eyes were big and wet and tired. Five going on fifty.

"Your daddy’s a good man," | lied, or hoped | was lying. "He just needs help
remembering."

By the time my break rolled around, | couldn’t sit in that chair anymore. The fake snow,
the phone flashes, the parents with their rehearsed smiles—it all felt like a wooden set
waiting for gasoline.

"I'm taking my lunch," | told Kayla.

"You just had your—" she started, then saw my face and shut her mouth. "Yeah," she
said. "Okay. | got this."

| left Santa in the chair and went looking for a man who cried at work.

Back-of-house was the same maze of beige and concrete it had been last time | snuck
in, but this time | walked like | belonged. Older guy in a red coat, clipboard in hand—I'd
stolen one from the lost and found on my way through. Nobody stopped me. Nobody
ever stops someone who looks like they know where they’re going.

The break room door was propped open with a mop bucket. Inside, the coffee pot was
half-full and burning. The little girl's father sat at the table, shoulders caved in, staring at
nothing.

"Staff only," he said automatically when he heard me, then looked up. "Oh. Santa."
"Day off," | said. "Thought I'd see how the elves live."

He tried for a smile and didn’t make it. His eyes were raw. He'd been crying recently or
was about to start again.



"Your girl came to see me again," | said, pouring myself some coffee to have something
to do with my hands. It tasted like someone had filtered it through an old sock. "She’s
worried about you."

He stiffened. "She shouldn’t be talking to strangers about—"

"About her dad crying at work?" | said. "About a man with a big black bag who keeps
coming back here and making you nervous enough to tell her not to set foot in this place
tomorrow?"

He went very still, like a man who's just realized the snake in the room is under his
chair.

"l don’t know what she told you," he said carefully, "but | think you should leave."

"l think you should tell me the truth," | said. | stepped closer, set the mug down on the
table between us. "Look at me. I've lived this day more times than either of us deserve.
Every time, your kid climbs into my lap and asks me to fix you. Every time, she talks
about a man with a bag. Every time, | see a young Marine with that same bag outside
the VA and downstairs by the food court. | am done pretending this is nothing."

He swallowed. His hands clenched on the edge of the table, whitening the knuckles.

"He said it was just merch," he said finally, voice low. "Overstock. Said he’d worked here
before, knew the managers. Said if | let him in the service entrance and stashed the
boxes in the old storeroom, he’d—he’d square me up. I've been short on rent. Hours got
cut."

"How many times?" | asked.

"Twice," he said. "Three, counting today. | told him that was it, that | wasn’t comfortable,
that—"

"You told your daughter not to come back tomorrow," | said. "Why tomorrow?"

He pressed his lips together like he was holding back a scream. "He said | should take
the day," he whispered. "Said it'd be crowded and | didn’t like crowds anyway. Said...
said | should keep my family home. He smiled when he said it. Not the good kind."

| let that hang between us. The smell of burnt coffee, the hum of the soda machine, the
faint thump of Christmas music bleeding in from the public side.

"You go to the cops?" | asked.

He shook his head violently. "And tell them | let some guy bring God-knows-what into
my workplace? | got priors, man. Petty crap, but they’ll nail me to the wall. He said if |
talked, it'd be my fault. Said he’d..."



He trailed off. | didn’t ask.
"You know his name?" | said.

"First name," he said. "Ryan. He said he was Marine Corps. Said the VA screwed him."
A bitter little laugh twisted out of him. "Join the club."

"Address," | said.
"I don't—"

| stepped in, put my hand on his shoulder, just this side of a grab. He looked up fast. |
let my coat fall open an inch, just enough for him to see the outline at my hip.

"I'm not here as Santa," | said quietly. "I'm not here as a cop, either. I'm the guy your kid
deputized when she climbed into my lap and begged me to stop her shame. You can lie
to me. You can keep crying at work. Or you can give me what you’ve got and maybe
wake up tomorrow with a clear conscience and a living daughter. Your call."

He held my gaze for a long, shaking breath. Then his shoulders slumped.

"Pine Terrace Apartments," he said. "l drove him home once when his car wouldn’t start.
He was too upset to drive, he said. | thought | was doing a good turn."

"Guess we both did," | said.
He scrubbed his face with his hands. "You're going to kill him, aren’t you."

"I'm going to try not to," | said. "But I'm done letting you and your five-year-old and a
mall full of strangers carry this alone."

He made a sound that might have been a sob or a laugh. | left him there with his coffee
and his ghosts and went to find mine.

*k%

Pine Terrace was the kind of apartment complex that looked temporary even if you lived
there ten years. Long, low rectangles of tired brick, stairwells that smelled like mildew
and someone else’s cooking, parking lot lights buzzing high and mean.

| found Ryan’s apartment on the mailboxes, climbed the stairs to the third floor, knees
complaining, coat hiding the weight at my hip. Outside 3C, | stopped and listened.

The TV was on inside, low. No voices. | knocked.
Nothing.

"Ryan?" | said. "It's Frank. From the VA. From the mall."



Silence stretched. | was about to knock again when the deadbolt clicked and the door
opened two inches, chain still on.

He peered out through the crack. His eyes were red-rimmed, skin sallow. The black
backpack sat on the floor behind him, by the couch.

"What do you want?" he said.
"To talk," | said. "About tomorrow."

He tried to slam the door. | stuck my boot in the gap, leaned my shoulder in. The chain
held.

"Get out of here, old man," he said, voice rising. "You don’t—"

"Tyler asked me to make the man with the black backpack go away," | said. "Your friend
in back-of-house is crying himself sick. My morning keeps starting over until | do
something about you. So here | am."

He froze. For a second | thought he’'d throw himself at the chain. Instead, he stepped
back, unhooked it, and opened the door.

"Five minutes," he said. "Then you leave."

The place was small and airless. One-bedroom, hand-me-down furniture, dishes piled in
the sink. On the coffee table: a half-emptied bottle of generic mood stabilizers, a stack
of past-due bills, a printed map of the mall with pen marks on it.

The backpack loomed in my peripheral vision like a live thing.
"You planning a surprise party?" | said, nodding at the map.

"Planning to get their attention," he snapped. "Nobody listened when | did it the right
way. You think they care about some Marine with a busted knee and a discharge code?
| signed what they told me to sign, | did what they told me to do, | came home and stood
in line at the VA for six hours at a time while they lost my paperwork. Only people who
notice I'm alive are the debt collectors.”

"Your doc notices," | said. "Your group notices."

"They notice enough to hand me pills that make me feel like a ghost," he said. "They
don't notice enough to fix the part of me that wakes up every night hearing screaming
and smelling diesel and blood. So yeah. | thought maybe if | made a lot of noise in the
place everybody takes their kids this time of year, somebody would finally write my
name down."

His eyes were bright, fevered. He was young enough to be my grandson.



"You shoot a bunch of strangers at the mall," | said, "nobody at the Pentagon gives a
damn. Nobody at the VA gives a damn. All you do is give the politicians something to
wring their hands over for forty-eight hours before they move on to the next headline."

He laughed, harsh. "What, you’re going to give me the 'this isn’t the answer' speech?
I've heard it."

"Have you heard it from someone who’s already done nothing and lived with it?" | said.
That shut him up.

"l had my chance," | said. "More than once. Saigon corridor, screaming and smoke and

somebody else’s rifle where it shouldn’t have been. Couple of domestic calls back when
| wore a badge in town. Times | saw something was wrong and told myself it was above
my pay grade, that | didn’t have enough proof, that somebody else would handle it. You

know what | got for all those smart decisions?"

He watched me warily. "What?"

"Fifty years of lying awake at three a.m. wondering how many bodies have my
fingerprints on them," | said. "And a part-time gig in a red suit where terrified five-year-
olds confess things to me their parents can’t bear to hear."

His jaw worked. He looked away, toward the backpack.

"You don’t owe me your story," | said. "You don’t owe them anything, either. You know
who you owe? That little girl you mentioned in the waiting room. Five, lives with her
mom. The one who never comes to see you because Mom says the mall’'s a bad
environment."

At that, something in his face cracked.

"You think she doesn’t see you on the news with 'shooter' under your name?" | said
quietly. "You think that helps her? You think she grows up saying, 'At least now
somebody paid attention to my dad"?"

His hands were shaking now. Mine were, too.
"They’re not going to fix me," he said. "You know that."

"l know they might not," | said. "But they sure as hell aren’t going to fix anything if you
go through with this. All you’re doing is passing your pain along to some other kid. You
want to break the loop? This is where you stop."

For a heartbeat, | thought | had him. His shoulders sagged, eyes wet.

Then they flicked to the backpack again.



"Get out," he whispered. "You don'’t get it. You had a life. You had a family. This is all |
got left."

He took a step toward the bag.

My body moved before my brain did. Forty years of drills don’t care how old you are.
"Ryan," | said, louder. "Don’t."

His hand went for the zipper.

| drew and fired once.

The report in that small room was a cannon blast. My ears rang, the muzzle flash
seared my vision. Ryan screamed and went down hard, clutching his thigh, blood
blooming dark and sudden through his jeans.

The smell of cordite and copper hit me like a memory.
"God—oh God—" he gasped, trying to crawl toward the pack.

| kicked it away, hard, sending it skidding under the table. The pain in my toes after they
hit it told me everything | hadn’t wanted to know.

"Stay down," | said, voice rough in my own ears. "You're not dying today. That’s the
deal."

He was sobbing now, half rage, half shock. | holstered, grabbed a dish towel from the
counter, pressed it into the wound, put my weight on his leg. He tried to push me off and
didn’t have the strength.

"Easy," | said. "I've got you. Breathe."
With my free hand | pulled out my phone and dialed 9-1-1.
"Nine-one-one, what is your emergency?" a woman’s voice said, tinny and calm.

"There’s been a shooting," | said. My own voice sounded like it came from somewhere
down the hall. "Pine Terrace Apartments, Building C, third floor, Number Three C. One
male down, gunshot to the leg, conscious and breathing. You’re going to want EMS and
a lot of police units."

"Are you safe right now, sir?" she asked.

"Safe’s a big word," | said. "The gun’s out of his reach. Mine’s holstered. There's a
backpack here you're not going to like the contents of."

"Stay on the line with me," she said. "What is your name?"

| looked down at Ryan. He was staring back at me, teeth gritted, eyes wild.



"Frank," | said. "Frank O’Neill." | was done with hiding.

"All right, Mr. O’Neill. Help is on the way. Keep pressure on the wound. Don’t let him
move."

"Wasn'’t planning to," | said.

Ryan’s head thumped back against the base of the couch, his breathing a wet, shallow
staccato. The rage was gone, replaced by the gray-green mask of shock.

“Listen to me, son,” | said, leaning in so close | could see the sweat beads on his upper
lip. “The sirens are five minutes out. This is the only chance you get to do something
right.”

He didn't answer; his eyes were fixed on the black bag under the table like it was an
unexploded shell.

“They’re going to ask who let you into the loading docks,” | said. “They’re going to ask
who helped you stash those boxes. You tell them you acted alone. You tell them you
picked the lock or found a door propped open. You don't give them a name.”

Ryan’s throat worked as he tried to swallow. “Why?”

“Because the man who let you in has a daughter who is five years old,” | said. “And
she’s already spent half her Christmas asking Santa to make her daddy stop crying.
She doesn't need to watch him get hauled off in zip-ties on the evening news. You take
the hit, Ryan. You keep the girl out of the blast radius.”

The first wail of a siren cut through the glass of the window, thin and cold. Ryan looked
at me for a long, vibrating second. The fear was still there, but something else settled
behind his eyes—a memory? He gave a single, slow nod.

It wasn't a confession or a prayer; it was a deal. Good enough for me.

Two minutes later, boots on the stairs. Shouted commands. The door was kicked the
rest of the way open, and the hallway light spilled in, harsh and clinical.

"Police! Drop your weapons!"

| stayed on my knees next to Ryan, keeping the pressure on the dish towel. | lifted my
free hand and hollered, “| have a sidearm, holstered, right hip.”

Sergeant Miller—fresh out of academy when | dropped out, bright future ahead if he
manages to stay alive—burst through the door next, service weapon leveled at my
chest. He stopped dead. His eyes went from the blood on the floor to my face, then to
the white beard stubble and the red sweater.

"Frank?" he breathed, his voice cracking the professional frost. "Frank, what the hell?"



"Saving his life," | said, nodding at Ryan. "And probably a few dozen more. Check the
backpack under the table. Carefully."

By then the room was swarming with uniforms. Someone pulled me off Ryan so the
medics could get in. Miller didn't cuff me. He watched as one of the officers pulled the
black bag out with a gloved hand and peeked inside. The officer’s face went the color of
the mall’'s fake snow.

"Sarge," the officer whispered. "We got multiple devices. This kid wasn't just making
noise.".

Miller looked at me for a long time. The "hard cop" look was fighting with twenty years of
history. "You're an ex-cop with a disciplinary file a mile long, Frank," he said quietly,
stepping between me and the other officers. "If | book you for this, the DA is going to

have a field day with 'Vigilante Santa.".
"l know the drill," | said. "Do what you gotta do."

"Here’s what I'm going to do," he said, voice dropping to a low growl. "I’'m going to write
in the report that we responded to a 9-1-1 call about a self-inflicted accidental
discharge. We arrived to find the suspect down and an anonymous tipster on the scene
who vanished before we could get a statement. I'm taking your piece, Frank. It's going
into the furnace. If | ever see you with so much as a pocketknife again, I'll bury you.

"Fair enough," | said.

"Now get out of here," he said, glancing back at the paramedics. "Before | change my
mind and remember | actually like following procedure."

*k*
| woke up to silence.

For a second | thought I'd finally had the stroke Dr. Patel hadn’t wanted to name. No
Darlene Love, no DJ joke, no "Jingle Bell Rock" drilling into my skull.

Then the clock radio clicked on.

"...and on this Christmas Eve morning," the announcer said, too bright, "we’ve got clear
skies and cold temps in Northbridge, so bundle up if you're heading out for that last-
minute shopping!"

| sat up slow. The red digits on the clock read 7:02 a.m.
December 24.

The universe had finally decided to turn the page.



My hip ached. My ears still felt cotton-stuffed. When | swung my legs out of bed, my
knees complained like a committee. In the bathroom mirror, | looked the same as |
always did: an old man with a face like a road map and a beard that could never quite
decide if it wanted to be white or yellow.

Miller had taken my service Smith & Wesson, but a man like me doesn't keep all his
eggs in one basket. | went to the kitchen, reached behind the false panel under the sink,
and pulled out the snub-nosed .38 I'd kept since my days in vice. | put it back together,
slid it into the holster, hesitated, then buckled it on anyway.

Bad habits die slower than men.

The TV, when | turned it on, gave me a local anchor with perfect hair talking about "an
incident involving a local veteran last night" and "quick-responding first responders at
Pine Terrace Apartments." The words "no fatalities" scrolled under her. They cut to a
shot of police tape and flashing lights. No names. No mention of a Santa suit.

"In other news," she chirped, "shoppers can expect an increased security presence at
North Star Galleria today, but officials stress there are no credible threats to public
safety."

| snorted. Credibility was in the eye of the beholder.
| had nowhere else to be, so | went to work.

The mall felt different on the twenty-fourth. Not in the decorations—they were the same
cheap tinsel and plastic greenery—but in the way the air sat in the chest. Lighter,
somehow, like a storm that had decided to go bother some other town.

There were cops at the entrances now, real ones, not rent-a-cops. A squad car idled by
the loading docks. A K-9 unit stood by while a bored German shepherd sniffed bags.

"Morning, Santa," one of the officers said as | shuffled past. | recognized her from my
old days on the force, a rookie then, a sergeant now.

"Morning, Sarge," | said.
"You hear about that thing at Pine Terrace last night?" she asked, watching my face.
"News was on when | got up," | said. "Hell of a thing."

"Yeah," she said. "Anonymous tip came in just in time, they’re saying. We found enough
in that backpack to turn the food court into a crater. Vet kid. Sad story."

"Aren’t they all," | said.

“It seems he shot himself in the leg,” she said. She studied me for a second, then
clapped my shoulder. "Stay safe, Santa," she said. "We got eyes on the rest."



"For once," | said, and went inside.

Kayla hugged me when | walked up to the Santa Court.

"You scared me," she said into my coat. "You keep disappearing."
"Occupational hazard," | said. "You get the day off tomorrow?"

"Yeah," she said, stepping back, wiping at one eye. "Going to my mom’s. You?"
"Working on it," | said.

The chair was the same. The line was longer. The kids, though—they were different. Or
maybe | was. No sign of Tyler or Sparkly Sweater.

They wanted bikes and game consoles and for their parents not to argue. The usual.
Nobody asked me to stop sirens. Nobody mentioned blood on the shiny floor.

Halfway through the morning, a boy climbed into my lap and frowned at my middle.
"Santa," he said loudly, "why do you have a gun?"

Parents’ heads snapped around. Kayla went pale.

| shifted, coat tugging tight. The edge of the holster must have printed when | sat down.

"Because sometimes," | said carefully, keeping my voice low and even, "Santa has to
protect the elves."

The boy considered this, then nodded solemnly. "Okay," he said. "Can | have a
Nintendo?"

Management was less understanding.

"Frank," the mall manager said when he pulled me aside half an hour later, "we
appreciate your... enthusiasm, but you can’t, uh, carry a firearm in costume. Liability.
Optics. You understand.”

| did. | also understood that a week ago, nobody had worried | might not be armed.
"l can go home," | said. "Let one of the part-timers take the suit."

He looked relieved and guilty all at once. "We'll still pay you for the day," he said. "Merry
Christmas."

"Yeah," | said. "You too."

| changed out of the suit for what might be the last time. The beard came off clean,
leaving the elastic mark under my left ear, right where the scar tissue was thickest.



On my way out, | walked the atrium one more time. Families milled, kids laughed,
teenagers loitered in packs trying to look colder than they felt. No sirens. No screaming.
Just "Jingle Bell Rock" and the hiss of the espresso machine.

Being sent home early because you made people nervous was not the worst thing that
could happen in a mall at Christmas. | could live with it.

For the first time in a long time, | thought | might actually want to.

| found Sparkly Sweater’s father in the back-of-house break room, the same place he’'d
been every other yesterday. He wasn't crying this time. He was leaning against the
vending machine, holding a lukewarm coffee, staring at the news report on the silent TV.

He saw me in the doorway—no suit, just an old man in a thin coat. His eyes went wide,
searching my face for the disaster he’d been waiting for.

| gave him a single, slow nod.

His shoulders didn't just drop; they seemed to deflate, who knows how many weeks’
worth of tension leaving him in one shaky breath. He didn't say thank you. He didn't
have to. He just looked back at the TV where the anchor was talking about a lone actor
and an accidental discharge.

The secret was a lead weight, but we were both strong enough to carry it. | turned and
walked toward the exit, leaving him to the daughter who was waiting for a father who
had finally stopped being afraid.

The house was as I'd left it. Quiet, dim, the TV remote on the arm of the chair like a
faithful dog. | set the gun on the table, sat down, and stared at the phone.

I'd looked up the number enough times over the years that my fingers knew it without
my eyes. It rang twice before she picked up.

"Hello?" Her voice was a punch to the solar plexus. It wasn'’t the voice of the girl I'd
married; it was the voice of a woman who had learned to live without me.

"It's me, Frank," | said. | waited for her to hang up. | would have.

"Frank," she said, her breath hitching just enough to be audible. "It's nearly dinner time.
Is something wrong?"

"No. Nothing’s wrong. For once." | looked at the red Santa suit balled up in the trash can
by the door. "l just... I've had a very long couple of days. | realized | haven't talked to
anyone who knew me before the jungle. Before | started seeing everything as a target.”

Along silence. | could hear the hum of her refrigerator. "You sound different, Frank. You
sound tired."



"I'm exhausted," | admitted. "Look, | know I’'m a ghost in your house. I'm not asking for a
seat at the table tomorrow. But maybe... maybe the day after? Coffee... for an hour or
so?”

She didn't answer right away. | could picture her leaning against her kitchen counter,
looking at the life she’d built without my nightmares.

"I'll have to ask them, Frank. They’re grown. They’ve got their own kids."

"l know," | said. "I'd like to meet them before they’re my age."

A sound then, soft and halfway to a laugh. "You don’t change," she said.

"I'm trying to," | said. "Slowly. One day at a time. One very long day."

"Okay," she whispered. "I'll call you tomorrow morning. Merry Christmas, Frank."
"Merry Christmas, Martha."

We hung up before either of us could ruin it. The house didn't feel empty anymore. It
just felt quiet.

The clock on the stove ticked over to 5:00 p.m. December 24 and stayed where it was.
For the first time in a long time, so did I.
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