Nutball Season

by Kristine Kathryn Rusch

In my business, nutball season starts on Halloween, and goes to about Christmas. Oh, you get your
occasiond Friday-the-Thirteenth run on the precinct, and you gotta pray you get every full moon off, but
the red serious wackos don't seem to surface until about the last week in October, and they don't
disappear until New Y ear's Day. What they do the rest of the year, | haven't the dightest. But up until
then, they're harassing me and mine, or folksjust like usdl over the country.

Every year, | got my favorite nut story. But last year's| don't talk about much. Because | ain't sure
exactly who the nut is, me or the geezer what started it all.

Y ou see, he walked into the stationhouse a shade before midnight on December twenty-third, wearing a
red Santa suit and looking pasty and tired, that kindatired we al get when we pull too many shiftsina
row. The house was empty that night. The desk sarge was handling some crisis, the dispatch was doing
hisnails, for godssake, and most everyone else was either at their own homes or doing their beats.

Me, | was at my desk. I'd stopped in the precinct after a collar to finish up some paperwork before going
home to macaroni, cheese, and tuna, my speciaty. Not that | minded. It was better than Cindy Lou's
meatloaf surprise, which | missed even lessthan | missed her. So | wasn't redlly in ahurry to leave—even
though soaking up the camaraderie of the stationhouse at that time of night was kindaliketrying to deep
in arooms-by-the-hour motel.

Theold guy camein as| wastyping the last part of my report. He sat down in the meta chair before my
desk, leaned over thefileslike he owned the place, and said, "Excuse me."

| held up my hand, sgnaling he should wait until | wasfinished, hoping someone ese would comeinto the
house and the old guy would trot off to them. No luck.

"Excuseme," hesaid again. "Where do | go to fileacomplant?’
| knew | wasn't gonnaget rid of him aseasy as| wanted, so | said, "A complaint about what?'
"Mrs. Billings. She plansto shoot meif | land on her roof tomorrow night.”

Now to understand that sentence, you had to know that the next night was Chrigmas Eve. And Since it
was Christmas Eve, and he was an ederly guy with along white beard dressed dl inred, it was pretty
clear who he was gonnaimpersonate.

At leadt, that was how | thought of it at that moment. But | wasn't being quick on the uptake. | didn't
think about the implications of asking this guy aquestion. Which | did.

"DoesthisMrs. Billings have achild?'

"Well, of course," theold guy said in his preciseway, and | redized then and there that | should have
kept my mouth shut because | was buying into hisfantasy.

Of course, my mouth hadn't stayed shut, and now | wasin deep, and | tried tofix it, | redlly did. | told
him, you know, that maybe he could wait aday or stay off the roof or just plain get outta town.



Helooked a melike it was sixth grade again and he was Sister Mary Catherinetrying to explain
Algebra

"Y ou smply do not understand,” he said. "'l cannot stay out of town. | must come, and | must arrive on
that night. | cannot change that. Too many children will be disappointed.”

"Ligten, bub,” I said. "I know it's Chrismas and dl, but you know, kidsredlly can't tell time. They won't
notice if Santaarrives on Chrissmas Eve or the day after."

"They'll notice," he said in that precise way of his. It was his manner of speaking that redly got meto look
at him. He didn't sound like he was from around here.

| know, | know, | don't exactly sound Upstate either, but you can tell 1 do belong in New Y ork. Thisguy
sounded kinda English, but kinda like K atharine Hepburn, too. Y ou know. Cultured.

And the voice didn't quite suit him, neither. | mean how do you expect aguy dressed like Santato
sound? Me, I'd think al deep-voiced and jolly. But no oned think jolly about this guy. They wouldn't
even think fat. Thisguy was big, but he was al muscle. His eyesweren't twinkling. They were that hard
stedl gray that some beat cops get after too many long days. And his beard wasn't snowy white. It wasa
ydlowish slver, the yelow probably being tobacco stains from the pipe clenched tightly in histhin mouth.

"Takeitfromme" | said to him, "when | wasakid, there was this guy next door who worked for
PhilcoFord. Thiswasin the days when companiesredly cared about their workers, you know? And this
guy'skid, he was my age. The company Santadrops by every year, not just to this guy's house, but to
ours, too, and he aways come on a Sunday, but | don't really notice, you know—"

"Not until thirteen-year-old Michael Trent pointed it out to you. | know," the geezer said. "He got codl in
his stocking that year."

The hair on the back of my neck stood out. The moment was abit too Miracle on 341 Street for me.
Now, there coulda been athousand explanations for him knowing that—I mean, | told that Story a
hundred times—but how he knew he'd get methat night, | couldn't figure.

| decided to ignore the geezer's last comment.
"Anyway," | said. "Thepointis—"

"That the children don't notice, but they do. They have an interna sense of what's right and what's not,
particularly when it comesto Chrigmas. And that's at the heart of my dilemma.”

"How'sthat?' | ask.

"She hasachild. A boy of three. HE's agood boy, too, and doesn't ask for much. Her neighbors
children have dl grown, and they visit their grandchildren on the holidays, so her sonisthe only child on
the block. Logic dictatesthat | skip the house, but | smply cannot. In the centuries that | have been doing
thiswork—"

Those hairsrose again. | was gonna have to get them trimmed.
"—I haven't kipped asingle child. At least, not asingle child who met the criteria”

| didn't want to ask about criteria. | didn't want to know the details. | was sure the old guy would give
themto me.



"Mr.—"
"Kringle

"Yeah, right. Listen, we can visit the lady, ask her to stop threatening you, but without proof or an
incident there ain't much we could do. Now you can get yoursdlf alawyer, and have some judge order
her to stay away from you, but even that won't do no good when you go visit her house, don't you see?
Maybe there's some other way you can get the presentsto the kid."

He stared at me for amoment, and | got the sense, even though he was too politeto say it, that | just
didn't get it.

"I have proof," he said softly.

"You do?' For al hiscomplaints againgt thiswoman, he never once said nothing about proof. "Well,
leseeit.”

He gave me photocopies—dozens of them—all letters, dl from different children, dl return addresses
right herein our little burg. As he passed the copiesto me, he stuck hisfinger on thetop letter and hit it
with such force that the sound echoed through the empty precinct.

"Right'—tap—"there"

| glanced at the top letter. It was from anine-year-old girl. It said that she heard Mrs. Prudence Billings
say she'd shoot Santaiif helanded on her roof. Thelittle girl, she was writing to warn Santa, and to tell
him it was okay if he skipped her this year because sheld rather he'd be safe.

The kid was probably trying to guarantee free presentsfor life.

Then | thumbed through the letters. They were dl versons of the samething: the kids had heard this
Prudence Billings say shed shoot Santa.

What agreat woman. Jeez. What was she doing telling children them things?
"You need alawyer, miger," | said, handing the letters back to him.
"But that doesn't solve my dilemma," he said. "'l need to go to her house."

"Likel said, get someone dseto deliver." And | leaned back in my chair thinking about her poor kid.
Imagine having amom who didn't let you believe in Santa, who didn't et you have that one night when
you thought anything was possible, when you actualy believed somefat bastard who had flying reindeer
could squeeze himsdlf into a space barely wide enough for abroom and give you your heart's desire.

"l can't get someone elseto ddliver," the geezer said, sounding kindaforlorn. "Thisisn't atask that can be
handed from person to person.”

| was fedling abit bad now. | mean, everyone's entitled to their own delusonsif they didn't hurt nobody.
But the guy wanted to waste police time on something that wasn't ever gonna happen, and | had to let
him know that we didn't send squads chasing after every ef in the bushes, metaphoricaly speaking.

But then, on the other hand, they teach you at the academy to listen to these nuts on the offsides that even
nuts sometimes know something what might be true.

So | got to thinking | had this guy figured out, so | leaned forward and | said, "Pop, | know it'stough
when familiesdon't get dong, and it ain't fair your daughter keeping you away from your grandson, but



you know, thekid ain't gonnahold it againgt you if you get afriend to bring him histoysthisyear. Thekid
isgonnabe amight upset if his mom takes out the deer rifle and pops you one. | mean, if those're your
options, you gotta know which one | recommend.”

He got up and hisvoice went dl deep, just like | wasthinking it shouldabeen, except it sill wasn'tjolly,
and hesaid, "I hate going to the established authorities. They never believe me. Why can't you people
have an open mind for once?"

The dispatch, he looked up from his nails, and the desk sarge, who had come back in from wherever the
hell held been, looked at the old guy throw afit right in front of me, avery cultured fit, but afit dl the
same, and | knew what the sarge was thinking: he was thinking, there goes Mantino again, pissing off
somecitizen.

I'd already heard the lecture about my melancholy state, about the way | should maybe get some help
now that Cindy Lou was gone, only the lecture probably wouldn't go that way. It probably would be a
bit harsher since Cindy Lou'd been gone nearly six months, and my mood hadn't improved much. It was
that empty house, you know, the starter, with two bedrooms the size of a closet, and the one empty asa
grave, what was supposed to befor the firg little Mantino way back when me and Cindy Lou actualy
liked each other. I'd been spending those last six months thinking, not about Cindy Lou, because me and
her we weren't right, but about family and how some people want one and never get it and how some
people get one and never warnt it.

All thiswent through my brain in like a split second, while the geezer's using his eegant voice to
broadcast to the whole house how | failed him. So | got up, and | said, not so loud that the sarge could
hear, but loud enough to shut up the geezer, "'If you got the magic that can make reindeer fly, how come
you can't land on aroof without some wacko with a shotgun seeing you?"

The geezer sghed and got back in his chair. The desk sarge looked down, the dispatch went back to his
nails, and dl was right with the world.

Momentarily.
"The magic workslikethis" the geezer said. "Anyone who beievesin me can seeme.”
| said, "Look, fromwhat | can seein them letters, she don't believein you.”

"Y ou haven't read closely enough,” the old man said. " She believes strongly enough to see me as athreat
to the entire civilized world. Unfortunately, sheis probably the person who bdievesin me the most of al
the adultsin al theworld."

He had a point. He had a delusion, she had adelusion, and it was shared and there was agun mentioned,
and | probably shoulda been taking thiswhole thing alot more serioudy than | had been.

"Okay," | said. "Whattayou want meto do?"

"I want you to go see her," he said, "and make her promise not to shoot me tomorrow night.”
"Y ou think that much hate is going to keep apromise?' | ask.

"She'safanatic, isn't she?' he said. " She should keep aholy vow."

Right. Like | could extract a holy vow from awoman who hated Santa Claus. But it wasn't the hardest
thing I'd ever had to do on thisjob.



Solikeanidiot, | agreed.

Christmas Eve, my shift sarted at noon, and since | didn't have afamily, | was thinking maybe I'd work
late and then pick up some hours Christmas Day. | wasn't lying to mysdlf that one day waslike another; |
knew Christmaswas specid. | just figured if | worked throughit, | wouldn't notice.

When | was akid, the festivities started with the whole Advent season. The second the decorations went
up in church, they'd go up at home. My mom did the Advent calendars and the whole nine yards, and it
made December something else. I'd felt the lack ever since | moved from home—it wasn't the same after
I'd left, and it got worse after she died—but it was never so bad as on Christmas and Christmas Eve.

| probably shouldagone to midnight Mass. | had it in my head I'd do it when | got off work, but | wasn't
sure | wanted to see dll them folks and their familiesin thered velvet and the fake fur coats, and me
coming ininmy uniform. | didn't figureit'd look right, you know?

And that'swhat | wastrying not to think about as| drove up to this Prudence Billings house. Shelivedin
one of them ritzy areas of town—you know, those colonia houses with the columns and the eight miles of
lawn before you even get to the front door. Santa had not just his choice of roofs, but he had his choice
of chimneys here.

| didn't like her even worsethan | didn't like her before, and that was before | got outta the squad.

| walked up that long sidewak done, noting that whoever shoveled didn't do afinejob asthere was ill
athin layer of icethat cracked beneath my boots. Someone had sated the steps, and the salt had melted
through the ice, but no one'd bothered to kick the ice away, which | did, just asa courtesy.

Then | rang the bell.

The door opened and there was thiskid wearing apair of red shorts and a Santa hat, and grinning like
there was no tomorrow. In that face, | saw every devil that ever walked, and | knew that the geezer lied.

Thiskid wasn't good, he was hell on whedls, and | was just about to give him flight.
| caught him with one arm as he was about to sail into the snowy depths of the yard.
"Hey, kiddo," | said. "Y ou ain't dressed for winter."

"Dont care," he said, struggling against me.

| wrapped my arm around him, lifted him off the ground, and stepped inside with him. The halway was
one of them al-wood jobbieswith a staircase going up the side. The banister was covered in pine
boughs, and there were ornaments hanging every which way.

"Miles?' awoman's voice shouted from above.

"He'sdown here," | said, hoping | didn't give her too much of agtart. "'l caught him going out the door."



| heard someone running across the floor upstairs, and then this girl peeked around the banister. Only it
took me a hdf second to redlize that wasn't no girl. That was awoman about my age who managed not
only to keep her figure, but to keep lines off her face aswell. Only her eyestold me sheld seen more of
the world than any twenty-year-old ever could.

"And you are?' she asked, like someone in auniform stood in her entry every day of the week.

"Name's Mantino, maam," | said with as much dignity as aman could muster when athree-year-old was
squirming over hisleft arm and kicking him periloudy closeto his private parts. "'I'm with the police.”

"I would hope s0," she said. "Would you mind closing the door? It's got to be at |east twenty degrees out
there.”

"Eighteen, maam," | said, mostly because she had me a bit flustered. | didn't expect a person named
Prudence Billingsto look like this, kinda like aballet dancer only without the ugly feet.

"Miles" shesaid, "where did you get that hat?

Thekid froze like he'd been dipped inice, and truth be told, | kinda did, too. | only heard one other
woman on earth use that tone, and it was my mother back when | knew sheld caught me at something
but good. My backside was twitching, and | would wager Milesswas, too.

Still, helifted his head over my bicep and grinned that Ain't-1-Cute? grin. "Got it & school,” he said.
"W, tekeit off," she said. Y ou know we don't allow that rubbish in here."

"Ma—"

"Miles"

Helooked up at me and whispered, "Sorry, but | gottago now," and squirmed hisway outtamy arm.
Then he tossed the hat a melike | gaveit to him and took off like abat outta hell in the opposite
direction. From that way, | smelled Christmas cookies, so | was wagering he was off to the kitchen to
torment some poor housekeeper.

Thelady sighed and came down the stairs. She was barefoot like | said, and her toenails were painted
red and green and decorated with sprinkles that accented the colors. When she stopped on the landing, |
noticed she was shorter than | expected. | figured when she was standing flat-foot on the floor, she
wasn't even gonna come up to my shoulders.

"What can | do for you, Officer?'

| wastwigting the red hat around in my handslike it was mine. She held out her hand for it, and | gaveit
to her. Her fingernails were long and painted the same as her toenails. She didn't wear any rings.

"Prudence Billings?"
"Yes" shesad.

| glanced at the hallway, lowered my voice, and then said, "'l got some geezer come to the stationhouse
last night saying you've been threstening Santa Claus.”

She laughed. The sound was like aseries of bellsringing on agtarry night. "I have been.”

| nearly took off my hat and started twisting it in my hands. "Y ou said if he landed on your roof, you'd



take a shotgun after him?”
"l sad it to anyonewho'd listen, Officer.”
"Did you mean it?'

She looked a me, and | got the sense that this woman didn't do nothing she didn't mean. "Why do you
ak?'

"Likel said, we gottacomplaint—"

"Yes, | know. But not many folkswould follow up on it. After al, my threat is only good if some man
dressed in ared suit has hisflying reindeer land adeigh on my roof. In fact, | won't redly do anything
unless he dides down my chimney. | don't plan to St on the lawn with the guninmy lap.”

"Good thing," | said, "sinceit ain't something the neighbors would appreciate.”
She laughed even though | was serious. So | got just atad more serious.
"Y ou gottalicense for that shotgun?"

Her smiledidn't just fade, it vanished like it never was, and | knew | had alady who knew nothing about
gunsat dl. A lady, agun, and akid. | didn't like how thiswas shaping up.

"Fraid you gottagiveit to me." | figured I'd keep it for the next few days, and the geezer wouldn't got
nothing to worry about. By then maybe sheld rethink the whole gun-owning business. And if shedidn',
I'd give her astern lecture when | got back on gun respongibility.

She stood on the landing and said, "If you take the gun, will you protect me?"

"Seemsto methat's a husband'sjob, maam,” | said.

She looked up a me, and anger flared in her pretty eyes. | kindaliked the spark.

"WEell, seeing as | don't have ahusband, I'm relying on either myself or the police for protection.”
"Protection from what, maam?

"SantaClaus.”

| sighed. | couldn't help it. "Y ou know, maiam, seemsto metheré's alot more to worry about in this
world than aman in ared suit who lands on your roof."

"You don't seeit my way."

"No, maam. | dways thought Santawas one of those guyswho brought alittle joy in theworld, if you
know what | mean, maam." | was treading lightly here because while this broad was one of the most
beautiful creatures I'd ever seen, she was probably some religious nut, and | wasn't in the mood to argue
thereligiousimplications of jolly ole St. Nick.

"He doesn't dways bring joy," she said.

"No, he don't. Sometimes he misseskids. But the fire department and us, we do what we can to make
surethem kids get something.”

"To keep up the myth." Her voice wasrising. | knew then I'd made some kindamistake,



"Well, you know, it's kinda nice to have something to believein." Then | winced, thinking sheid launch
into the Jesuslecture, you know, the putting Christ back into Christmasthingie.

"No, it'snot," shesaid, and | looked at her. | mean redlly looked at her.

Thislady was scared.

So | sad, "Tdl mewhy youredoing this. It ain't natural to have something againgt Santa Claus.”
"I'mtrying to protect my son.”

She was aloony. | sortalet the sgh out thistime. "Lady, Santaleaves presents. | ain't never once heard a
story where he traded 'em for the kids."

"That'snotit," shesaid. "You saw him." And a fird, I'm thinking she meant SantaClaus. Then | redlize
she meant the kid.

"Yegh," | sdd. "He'sapigol.”

"Exactly." She camethe rest of the way down the stairs, and | was right. She didn't come up to my
shoulders. But she smdled likeroses, dl delicate and fragile. "Milesisjust like my brother."

"|sthat agood thing, maam?"'
"Not in thiscase. You're new to town, aren't you, Officer?'
"Been here moren two years, malam."

She shook her head. "When he wasllittle, my brother fell off that roof and died. Broke his neck, which
was probably for the bet, or so they tell me, since we didn't find him until Christmas morning. By then he
wasfrozen iff."

| didn't like how thiswas going. "I'm sorry to hear it, malam.”

"He was seven. He was up there to watch Santaland.” She swallowed. "My sonisjust like him. | don't
want him to get wrapped up in the Santamyth. I'm afraid helll do the samething, and then I'll lose him,
too."

Her voice broke alittle, and | put ahand on her shoulder. She didn't seem to mind.

"Look, maam," | said, fedling for her, knowing that we al go alittle crazy over the thingsthat hurt us
most. "Y our son ain't your brother—"

"I know," shesaid, "but | worry. And | think the best thing isto let him know that Santaisn't redl, so then
hell avoid the whole thing. And hewould be ableto if the town didn't buy into this. | tried to prevent
them from doing o, but it didn't work. Everyone still talks about Santa, and you've seen what it doesto
my son. He's got his Santa hat, and he's ready to show me that I'm wrong."

"Well, | think you are, maam," | said. " Santaain't about materiaism, not redlly, if you think about it. HE's
kindaa cherished cultural whatchamacallit—"

"lcon," shesad.

"Y eah, whatever," | said. "He's one of them. Not because he brings us stuff, but because we think he
does." That didn't come out the way | wanted it to, so | took a deep breath and started over. "What I'm



trying to say isthisguy is okay to believe in because he's like pure good, you know. How many other
examples do we got of someone who spends hiswhole year making stuff for others, then givesit al away
in one night—to everyone, no one left out?"

"That's not how it works."

"Aintit?" | sad. "l been on various police forces for the last twenty years, and in al that time, | never
seen akid get missed by Santa, even if the Santawas a Toysfor Tots program.”

"If Santawerered," shesad, "my brother wouldn't be dead.”

"Ah, lady." | wanted to crouch down, face her at eyelevel and talk to her like akid, because that's what
she was sounding like. Somelittle teeny kid. "How old was you when al this came down?”

"Three," she whispered.

Y ou didn't have to be no rocket scientist to figure out who she was protecting here, and it wasn't that
underage demon in the red pants munchin' cookies in the kitchen.

"Look," | said, Y ou give meyour shotgun, and I'll come back here when I'm off duty. I'll make sure
Miles staysin hisroom, and Santa stays outside.”

Sheraised her head. Her eyeswere wide, and | thought 1'd never seen anything so pretty in my whole
life

"You'd do that?' she asked. "Why?'

"Let'sjust say | think every kid needs alittle guaranteed joy once ayear, and threestoo young to have it
snatched away from you. Besides'—I smiled a her—"1 met your kid. He seemsto meto be the type
who'd go to the roof to prove to you that Santa does exig."

"I've been worried about that," shesaid. "1 just hoped if | talked about it enough, the whole town would
forget about this nonsense.”

"It @n't nonsense, and no onell forget,” | said. "Wedl remember what it'slike to be akid and having that
hope on Christmas Eve. We ain't gonnagive it up, and we ain't gonnadeny our kidsthe samething.”

"Do you havekids, Officer?' she asked.
"l an't found the right woman to have them with," | said.

She put asmdl hand on the side of my face. " Some woman doesn't know what she'smissing,” she said.
Then she went upgtairs and brought me the gun.

| worked my regular shift, got off around eight, and flew outta the stationhouse. The dispatch, he made
some crack about me having adate, and the whole group laughed likeit wasn't possible, but | didn't say
nothing. | just droveto the Billings place, hoping | wasn't too early. Asit was, they waswaiting for me,



Prudence Billings opened the door when | pulled up out front and motioned meinsde. The pistol was
wearing feet pgjamas and his Santa cap and holding a plate of cookies. | wasthinking thiskid wasn't
gonnadeep for two weeks, judging by the brightnessin hiseyes.

"Miz Billings?" I'd changed into jeans and my heavy winter coat, figuring | was spending the night outside,
waiting for thejingle of tiny deigh bells.

"Priddy," shesad.
"Ah, beg pardon?'
"Cdl mePriddy," shesad. "Everyone does.” Then she grinned. "It's better than Prude.”

"Much," | said, thinking it seemed more accurate, too. The house waslooking nice. Therewasatreein
the living room and white lights on the evergreen bows on the stairs. The place wasfairly bursting to be
festive, and | figured it wouldn't take alot of work to get Priddy Billingsto start celebrating in away
that'd satisfy the kid.

"| got cookiesfor you, migter,” the pistol said.

"Thanks," | said, and took one. It was asugar cookie with a bit too much frosting, but it had a sweet
lemony taste like the ones my mom used to make. Thetaste of Christmas, sureas| breathed.

"It'sofficer,” Priddy was saying to the kid. "Officer Mantino."

"Actudly," | sad, "it'sNick."

She grinned. "How appropriate,” she said.

| guessit was. | never thought of it that way. "Wdl," | sad, "what's the plan?’

"The planisto get Milesto bed, and then I'll hold down the insde while you guard the outside.”
"Seemsfair," | said. "Y ou ready to deep, sport?"

"I'm not gonnadeep,” he said. "I'm gonnashow Mom that Santals coming.”

Priddy closed her pretty eyes.

"Wadl," | said, crouching downto beat hislevd. "Y ou an't gonnado that by staying awake."
"Why not?" the kid asked.

"You don't know?' | said. "Santadon't come to houses where kids are awake."

| thought Priddy's mouth was gonnafal off her face. | guess she hadn't thought of that one. It wasa
smple solution to her problem. Keep the kid awake dl night and Santa wouldn't show up. Too late now.
I'd spilled the beans.

"That true?' the kid asked.
"Scout's honor," | said, holding up my hand.
"Y ou was ascout?' he asked.

"Eagle" | sad, not lying.



"Wow," hesaid. "Y ou know, | wanna be a scout.”
"Miles," Priddy said in that voice again.

"Ah, Mom," he said, but started up the stairs anyway. Halfway up, he stopped. ™Y ou wannaread to me,
migter?'

"Officer Mantino has done enough.” Priddy marched past me and went with the kid. "Helll be guarding
the house tonight, so you say thank you."

"Thank you," thekid said. "Merry Christmas.”
That last was alittleforlorn, so | grinned at him. "Merry Christmas, sport.”

Then he trudged the rest of the way up the stairs. She followed. | wandered into the living room,
wondering if she really wanted me to snoop that far into their lives. The tree was big and green and
smelled like pine heaven. Under it were more presents than 1'd received since I'd grown up, al in that
shiny wrapping paper that reflected the lights.

Thelady wasn't loony. She wasjust fighting something she shoulda dealt with long ago. She'dd mixed up
believing in Santawith the death of her brother, and then with the growing up of her kid. | wasredly glad
now | got the shotgun outta the house. | wasn't looking forward to anight in the snow, but | figured it was
asmall priceto pay for what | hoped was a chance to take Priddy Billings to dinne—when the holidays
was over and she turned back into anormal person again.

It took her awhile, but shefinadly came down the stairs. | was back in the hallway by then. She put a
finger to her lipsand led meinto the kitchen. In there, | saw the remains of a Christmas ham. She handed
me abag filled with sandwiches and athermos of coffee.

"Sorry to send you out on anight like this."

| shrugged. It wasn't abad night. Just cold. "I volunteered.”
"You'reaniceman," shesaid.

"I got my moments.”

"You think I'm crazy, don't you?"

That's one of them trick questions. If | said yes, | doomed this friendship for life. If | said no, I'd be lying.
"l think you got issues," | said.

"You're polite, too," she said.

| set the bag and the thermaos on the table, then pulled my gloves outta my pocket and put my wool cap
over my ears. "l'd better get out there.”

"Youthink hell comethisearly?'

"Priddy." | liked the way the name sounded when | said it. "I don't think hell comeat dl, but | think we
should be vigilant now, just in case.”

"Good point," she said, and went back upstairs. She stopped at the kitchen door. "Thank you, Nick."

"Yourewelcome" | said, and let mysdlf out the back.



| wasn't gonna hide. | thought the worst thing | could do was wedge myself behind some bush and freeze
to death, making Priddy relive her Christmas horror and giving the kid abad fright, too. | had thisal
figured. In my car were afew thingsthat a sales clerk assured me athree-year-old boy would like. | was
gonnagive 'em to Priddy around dawn, before the kid was up. | figured it was up to her to say whether
the stuff came from me, astranger, or Santa, amade-up Stranger.

Maybe by then sheld be willing to acknowledge Santa. If we made it through the night without him, that
is. And | figured we would. First, you know, adult common sense said there was no such thing as Santa.
But if there was, no self-respecting Santa would show up when people were looking for him. But | did
figure there was a chance the geezer would come, and | kinda wanted to head him off at the pass.
Maybe sometime in the next year, him and Priddy would resolve whatever differencesthey had. Maybe
I'd still be around to help ‘em doit.

So that'swhat | wasthinking. | trudged around the yard, wearing a hole in the snow that probably wasn't
doing the lawn any good. | watched the neighbors lights go out one by one, and | sucked down too
much coffee and had to wait until one whole side of the neighborhood was dark before getting rid of
someof it.

| think it was|ong about one A.M. when | got the bright ideaito get the ice off Priddy's sidewalk. It was
too late to use a shovel—that scrape-scrape-scrape would wake up the dead—so | decided to use my
boot.

| was working my way from the porch to the road when | saw something move on the roof. | let out a
four-banger blue alarm cuss that woulda sent me packing if Priddy heard it, and stepped back for a
better |ook.

Damned if the geezer wasn't there, in hisred suit and red hat, and looking jolly. Behind him was
reindeer—at least, some kinda deer—hooked onto adeigh that was made of dark wood with red trim. It
had curled runners, and the back end was piled high with toy sacks.

The geezer held up his mittened hand and waved a me. Then he hoisted himself onto the chimney, and |
darted cussing again. | mean, what was | gonnado to stop him, pelt him with snowbals? By thetimel
got to the back door, the geezer'd disappeared through the chimney and | was praying to every god |
could think of that Priddy hadn't hid another weapon where | couldn't seeiit.

| did through the back door and tracked dudge on the linoleum. | dammed open the swinging doors,
hurried through the decorated hallway, and stopped in the living room.

There he was, crouched beside thetree, laying train tracks—bright yellow and blue PlaySkool® train
trackswith abig fat engine just perfect for athree-year-old. He set a kid-sized basketball hoop on the
antique chair beside the fireplace and put asmall basketball benesth it. Then he turned around and
pointed at me.

"| expect you to make sure he usesthis,”" the geezer said in that prim tone of his.



"Me?' | said, looking behind me, thinking maybe Priddy was there. But she wasn't. | could hear her light
step on the floor above. "Hey, you didn't tell me the whole story.”

"But | do want to thank you," the geezer said. "'l didn't see ashotgun.”

"| got the shotgun,” | said. "But she has alegitimate gripe. Her brother died on Chrismas Eve. Hefell off
the roof. Y ou got magic. How come you didn't do nothing?"

Thejolly left the geezer'sface. Suddenly it waslike he was eighty years older than held been before,

"Magic haslimitations" he said. "Mineislimited to thiskind of joyfulness. Do you know how many little
children ask meto get their mommies and daddies back together or to put an end towar?| can't. | don't
have the power."

"Y ou got the power to grab some kid who's diding off aroof,” | said, and there was a bit of force behind
my words. Y ou know, if this guy waswho he said he was—and he had to be, didn't he?, | seenthe
deer—then I'd been idolizing him for sometime. | coulda caught a kid with one hand and pulled him to
safety. This geezer coulda, too.

"No, | don't," he said. "And you know why."

"Thehdl | do," | said.

He squinted at me.

"Because," hesaid, "l don't come to houses where people are awake."
"I'm awake."

"Yes, | know," hesad. "But | asked you for help with Miss Billings. It'sadightly different circumstance.
And | wouldn't be here if Milesweren't degping. Soundly.”

"So you didn't come at dl that night, the night the kid died?!
"Ask MissBillings" the geezer said, looking over my shoulder.

| turned. She was behind me, looking small. Her eyeswere bright with unspent tears. They reflected the
treelights.

"You didn't come, did you?' shesaid in that little kid voice. "There were no specia presents under the
tree. | remember now. | hadn't thought of that. It hadn't seemed like Christmas that day. Y ou didn't come
because | was awake. | was waiting for my brother to come back to bed. Oh, God," she said, and her
voice broke. "I killed him."

"No," | said.

"No," the geezer said at the same time. Only hewent on. "It was one of those things that magic doesn't
have asolution to. I'm so very sorry.”

Wewere slent for what seemed like forever, waiting to see what Priddy would do. Findly, she blinked
and one of the tearsfell. Then she looked at the tree.

"Arethosefor Miles?' she asked.

"Yes," the geezer said.



"Wait," she said, and disappeared around the corner. | was hoping that she didn't go to do something
stupid, but | didn't stop her. It was between her and the geezer now.

"You couldatold me" | said.

"Y ou had to discover it for yoursdlf,” the geezer said.

"Why?" | ask.

He smiled. "Because | can't do anything without making agift out of it."
"A gift?' | say.

He nodded, and then Priddy came back into the room. She was carrying that plate of cookiesthat Miles
had out for me, and aglass of milk.

"We need to follow thetradition,”" she said.

The geezer took one of the cookies and ate it. He grabbed the rest of the cookies and shoved themin his
pocket—"for the reindeer,” he said around the food—all except one, a Santa whose red suit was a bit
too pink. He bit the head off it and left it and abunch of crumbs on the plate. "A tradition,” he said, and
swallowed. He took the milk from Priddy, drank it al, and handed her the glass back. His mustache was

dripping.
Helooked at Priddy. "I'm glad thisisfindly settled.”
"Between usit'ssettled,” shesad. "But it'll never bedl right.”

That sad look was back on hisface. "My dear, thingslike thisare never dl right. But we do learn how to
go onliving, despitethe pain.”

"l guesswedo," shesaid.
Then heamiled a her. "Thereisagift for you here, too,” hesaid. "If you only seeit.”

She looked at thetree. | waswatching him. He put afinger dongside his nose, gave me anod—and just
like in the damn poem—up the chimney herose.

Priddy looked back at me.

"He'sgone," shesad.

"Yep," | said. Then| cleared my throat. "I guessyou won't be needing me no more.”
She put ahand on my arm. "It was kind of you to give up your family timeto help us."
| shrugged. "Ain't got family no more, maam. So it was no bother at dl."

Shelooked at me like shewas seeing mefor thefirst time. "Then | ingst you stay. We have aguest room,
and a Christmasturkey that'stoo big for Milesand me."

"l couldn't,” | said. "It'safamily day."
"It'sno bother," shesaid. "Redlly. Y ou helped us. I'd like to repay you."
Then | grinned. She meant it. Sheredly did. "I got stuff for Milesin the car.”



"Y ou were going to be Santa," she said.

"| think it'simportant,” | said.

She glanced at the chimney.

"l guessit'simportant,” she said, "even when we don't admit it."

"Egpedidly then," | said.

Now | wouldn'tatold you all this except in the context that we been discussing nutcases. Y ou see, the
next morning, over Priddy's protests, | went out on that roof, and there weren't no deigh marks or
footprints or hoofprints. There wasn't no soot on Priddy's polished floor, neither, and later | found a
receipt for one basketbal | hoop, child-sized, by the cookie jar in the pantry.

| wouldathought Priddy was humbugging us dl with them threatswhile celebrating like everyone ese did
if I hadn't come down with ahumdinger of acold from standing outside for too long on an icy December
night. Priddy brought me her housekeeper's famous chicken soup and she took care of me during that
awful week.

Weve become something of athing, you know, me and Priddy, and the guys at the stationhouse think it's
funny; some woman from old money hooking up with aguy like me. But they don't know that we have
lotsto share, her and me. I'm the one who believesin stuff; she's the one who needsto. She'sthe one
with the family; I'm the one who needs one. Stuff like thet.

We're gonnamakeit officia next Christmas season, but we're getting anew house. Something between
my starter and her colonia, something that'sjust ours. It'll have aroof, but nothing too high, soif thekid
gets adventurous—and he won't, not while I'm around—he won't get killed if he dips off.

| just keep thinking about the geezer, you know? | keep thinking maybe we should invite him to the
wedding. After dl, he'sthe one what brought us together. And | wonder if we send awedding inviteto
that North Pole addressthe kids use, if hell get it, and if he getsit, will he show?

Then | think about what I'm worrying about, and | check to seeif it'safull moon or something. You
know. Nutball season.

Because theresapart of methat's still embarrassed | believe in the old guy, even though | do. Since he
wasright. He gave dl three of usagift that night.

He gave the kid Christmas and he gave me and Priddy each other.

And that's enough to make anyone beieve in Santa—even nutbdls. Like me.

TheEnd
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