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Donny glanced across, trying to hide just how horrified he was at hearing words like those come out of the mouth of, well, Santa. Red suit, white beard, but a stream of profanity emerging through it, as Saint Nick rubbed at his lower back with both hands and cussed out the stack of packages he had to lift along with life in general. 

Donny knew there was no such person as Santa, of course. Sure, he might have dropped out of high school at sixteen, but that was mainly because while the books sounded interesting, the words didn't usually make a huge amount of sense to him. As opposed to everything you needed to do, day by day, on a farm. That never required the sort of deep thinking that has you scratching your head and wishing you were someplace else. 

The chores start to dry up on a working farm when it's about wintertime, though, and so for the past two years since leaving school, Donny had spent the holidays working at the local mall. Mom appreciated the extra money when it came to buying presents for his younger brothers and sisters, while pop said it did him good to keep out of trouble. Not that Donny was particularly certain about what sort of trouble his old man had in mind to worry about. 

Anyway, no, Donny didn't still believe that Santa was a magical old guy who somehow squeezed down your chimney in time to leave parcels under a tree on Christmas morning. He knew full well that it was Derek behind the beard with its elastic straps. The late middle-aged guy had played the role for the past five or six years, he'd said, though his "helpful advice" to Donny had amounted to not working a minute past your shift, and complaining as much as possible when you were just about out of earshot of management. 

Still, Donny knew that Mr McAllister, the mall manager and Derek and Donny's boss, did not take kindly to bad language from his staff. Particularly when they were in costume.

"Do you know why Santa is so important at the mall each year, eh?" he'd asked them, standing with his arms folded behind his back and not quite making eye-contact, like he always did. Mr McAllister hadn't waited for a reply, either. "It keeps the kiddies happy, and that means they ask for more toys!" 

The manager had chuckled at that, as though it was some grand insight, though Donny thought it seemed fairly obvious that kids would want new toys at Christmas. His siblings sure did. 

"Meanwhile," McAllister had continued, "it stops the moms from being distracted from the very important task of shopping." He'd managed to look down at that point, from the spot just above Donny and Derek's heads which he seemed to fixate on. "The mall very much likes it when the moms are focused on the important task of shopping."

Mr McAllister had a strange habit of talking about the mall as if it was a living, breathing animal that got very pleased when people shopped in it. Donny didn't quite understand, but Derek seemed to know exactly what was required. 

"Yes sir, Mr McAllister!" he'd replied, with a chirpiness that Donny couldn't really balance with how sullen and grumpy he was normally. Still, the overall message had been clear: Santa, and his elf helper, were to do everything in their power to keep their role in the holiday season moving smoothly, unless that is they wanted to find themselves looking for new jobs before the festivities were even over.

Donny's dad would be spitting mad if he lost this job, he knew, and from everything Derek had muttered bitterly about his ex-wife's spending habits, he couldn't exactly afford to be without the pay check either. 

"Back giving you trouble?" Donny asked, then, hoping to settle things down before they had to go out to the Holiday House - really just an oversized garden playhouse strung with colorful lights and a dizzying amount of fake snow - for their shift. 

Derek hissed in pain. "Fucking boxes, I thought we were meant to be the true meaning of the holidays, eh?" He rubbed at his back again, then stretched up. "But no, old Santa is out here working his ass off." Derek glared at Donny across the stockroom. "I should tell that bastard exactly what I think about his shitty mall."

Donny gulped. "I don't think that's maybe such a good idea..." 

Derek grunted in unhappy response, then hissed and clutched at his hips. "Oh crap on a shoelace," he groaned.

"Um, Derek..." Donny started. The groaning had started to shift into pained moaning, and what he could see of the man's face around the Santa beard was turning a shade of red that came close to matching the suit. "Are you... are you okay?"

Tottering back, Derek propped himself against the stockroom wall, still clutching his sides. 

"I can't..." he started, then tried to lean forward before, gasping, quickly standing upright again. "Oh motherfucker, nope, that's really gone and done it."

Donny was starting to get worried at this point. "We have to be out there in, like..." he glanced at the clock, and felt his eyes widen in panic, "four minutes!" 

The older guy grunted again, his eyes squeezed shut from the pain. "You might do. I'm not moving from this spot right here. Don't think I could move, actually. Holy shitting fucksticks."

Too worried even to wince at the language, Donny found his mouth was opening and closing but very little was coming out in terms of words. Derek, true to his word, showed no sign whatsoever of heading towards the door.

"But what about Santa?" he demanded, hearing the nerves in his voice but unable to do a thing about it. 

Derek started to shrug, but then clearly thought better of it. 

"You'll have to do it," he suggested. "Spare suit is in the box."

Donny glanced at the cardboard carton with "Holiday Supplies" scrawled on the side in messy black marker. There was a spare Santa costume in there, hurriedly bought after it became clear one year that the holiday excitement was enough to drive some kids to projectile vomiting. The Holiday House had needed quite a few peppermint air fresheners after that, and even now the distinctive smell of candy canes wasn't quite the same for Donny.

"But... but..." he stammered, brain full of excuses and reasons why this simply wouldn't work. "I don't look anything like Santa!" 

Derek grunted in what sounded like it was meant to be a laugh. "And I do? That's why you have the fake beard, idiot."

Donny found himself walking on autopilot to the box, even as his brain still fumbled through all the ways in which this was a terrible idea. The clock on the wall behind him, ticking ever-closer to the start of their shift, felt like a physical pressure on his back. 

"But what about the elf? Who's going to be the elf?" 

He was, of course, the elf to Derek's Santa. At six foot four and with a farm worker's build, mind, he wasn't exactly the pocket-sized helper you might envision whittling wooden toys at the North Pole. A couple of years of heaving hay bales and wrestling stubborn cattle had turned out useful, though, when it came to removing particularly stubborn children from Santa's lap. 

"That little shit who thinks he's too good for us all can do it," Derek suggested, waving a hand vaguely at the other room. "Will do him good to get out there among the adoring public."

Donny knew exactly who his colleague was referring to, and the thought of it was enough to make him wince. AJ was, like him, part of the holiday team. Unlike Donny, though, he'd not dropped out of school when he turned sixteen. Instead he was due to graduate the coming summer. 

Being in the same class as AJ had left Donny entirely relieved that, though they both had jobs at the mall, they were in different departments and so they rarely overlapped. It wasn't that the guy was a bully, or even particularly unpleasant to anybody else. More that, any time Donny had been forced into speaking to him, he always suspected AJ was secretly laughing at him for not being clever enough to understand what they were actually talking about. 

Probably, he knew, it was all in his head. After all, he was a little self-conscious still that his smarts came in the form of coaxing cattle from one paddock to another, or the best route to take when you're plowing a field, not when it came to books and tests. That didn't stop him from feeling super-awkward whenever AJ was around. 

Derek wasn't going to let him waste the minutes - two minutes, in fact, Donny realized in dismay - thinking up more excuses, though. 

"Go tell the little shit he's got to pretend to get on with people for once," he barked, "and then put on the goddamn suit. If McAllister finds that crappy little shed empty with a line of greasy faced kids waiting outside, we'll both be out of a job."

Maybe it was desperation, or maybe the fact that Derek's bark strummed the same part of Donny's brain that his pop's commands had trained. Either way, he leapt up and rushed into the next room, mentally crossing his fingers that AJ would be there. 

He didn't see him at first, eyes frantically casting around the stacks of boxes and cartons as the heavy beating of his heart felt like the ominous throb of the clock. "Come on come on come on," Donny found himself whispering under his breath. Of all the days for AJ to go missing, it would have to be the one time Donny actually wanted to run into him!

But no, there, in the corner between two laden shelving units. A thin cloud of smoke curling up between the crates. 

"AJ!" Donny yelped, working his way around the piles. "AJ, are you there!"

An audible sigh. Then, as Donny skirted around the last cluster of pallets, the eighteen year old emerged from his hiding place between the shelves. 

"What?" he demanded, voice low. 

Donny could see the vape in AJ's hand, flicking left to right as the youth span it between his fingers. Closer, the artificial scent of cherries was
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