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IT WAS THE DAY BEFORE Christmas. Festive decorations hung from street lights and poles. Storefront windows were covered in watercolor Santas and his reindeer. Malls played Christmas movie music dating back to the 30s. A beribboned and lighted giant Christmas tree filled the mall common area. All of it helped to contribute to flushed, excited, and squealing children accompanied by harried mothers and loud music.

It wasn't exactly my idea of a good time in a shopping mall.

I was immersed in it up to my overstuffed stomach barely concealed by a Santa suit. I couldn't make the claim I was on a stakeout. I was no longer a cop. Oh, and my stomach wasn't what was overstuffed. The Santa suit I was wearing was stuffed with a pillow.

Two, to be exact. I had to fill out the suit to play the part.

Paying attention to the exaggerated Christmas celebration spectacle spread out before me wasn't part of my strong suit. That is, until Santa's little elf helper revealed herself. She looked pretty good in the green elf suit and short skirt—good looking enough to make me think this Santa gig I found myself in might not be so bad after all.

The sweet-looking little elf did insist on one thing, though. It was the emerald-green leotard. I can't imagine why.

“Don't be a perv, Jim Nash,” Allie said. “The moms wouldn't be happy at the thought of their husbands' eyes riveted to Santa's elf wearing thigh-highs underneath a short skirt, even if the stockings are Christmas green.”

“What century are you living in?” he asked. “The last time I saw a man standing with his wife and kids in a Santa lineup was, like, never,” Jim insisted.

“If you're a good Santa, I'll wear them for you tonight.” Allie patted Jim's bulging stomach. “I have something to tell you,” she said.

I wandered through my own Christmas list, trying to remember what Allie Sands, my partner, said I had to do once the Santa gig was behind us and we were back home. I came up blank. She was going to have to remind me. I made a mental note to pick up a bottle of wine and some chocolates to go along with everything else under our tree.

The Santa throne I was planted on was so uncomfortable, I considered removing a pillow and using it to pad my rear. I belayed that thought when I looked out over the growing crowd. Women young and old accompanied by screaming children, grandchildren, brothers, sisters, cousins and miscellaneous hangers-on, stretched out in front of me. The line appeared unending, populated as it was with impatient, fidgeting children of all ages. Each would be demanding Santa listen to their interminable lists of needs, wants, and desires for expedited delivery by Christmas morning.

Thankfully, Christmas Eve was only hours away. This would be Santa's—and my own—last public gig. I made a furtive attempt at adjusting the double pillows concealed beneath the oversize red jacket barely contained by the shiny wide black belt. While I did that, I made sure to inhale deeply.

Good girl Zelda settled in at Santa's feet with a minimum of protest. Her tail waved nervously. She must have picked up on my vibe. She didn't appear very enthusiastic or comfortable about being in a noisy shopping mall so close to Christmas Eve. She looked pretty good in her red bandana, though. When I put it on her in our tiny dressing room, she woofed her approval and preened before prancing out into the maelstrom.

I was almost certain the dog put up with it to keep peace and harmony. And to keep the treats coming. Perhaps she even had one or two Christmas wishes for herself.

The black Labrador turned out to be a huge hit with the little ones, though. Once the children noticed her at Santa's feet, the dog almost got more attention than Santa. That wasn't an entirely bad thing as far as I was concerned.

Misery loves company.

To tell the truth, I really was enjoying myself. Allie was doing a great job as Santa's elf. Not to mention she looked pretty good to my tired eyes in the snug green Santa's helper costume that allowed Santa a fresh look at her curves.

The Santa suit, the Christmas-themed music, the decorations, Allie, and Zelda my helper, all contributed to my good spirits. I wouldn't have minded a little fortified eggnog just because, but it wouldn't look or smell good in front of the kids. Besides, Allie already informed Santa that she wouldn't permit it.

“It's only for another few hours, Mr. Claus,” she said. “It'll be Christmas Eve soon enough. The mall businesses will be closed, and you'll forget all about it before we're even home.”

“I'm not minding it all in the slightest,” I said. “In fact, Santa Claus is looking forward to getting home and helping Santa's elf take off her costume. Is there any chance she might put on those emerald-green stockings beforehand?” I looked at her wistfully.

Allie grinned and blushed crimson and got all flustered and looked too cute. She went back to ignoring me while she chatted with the younger children and their mothers already in line.

“Speaking of mall businesses, did you happen to notice the two with eyes on the bank's business?” I asked. By then Allie was farther down the line. She didn't hear me and I ended up talking to myself.

I looked down at Zelda. Even she was ignoring me, sitting as she was and doing her little front foot dance by lifting one and then the other. I thought it looked like practice to avoid the little feet that she sensed would be tramping up to her all too soon.

Plainly visible through the mall's double doors, a parked armored car idled. Ex-cop that I am, I kept eyes on those kinds of things. What really drew my attention, though, was the two teenagers giving the bank the eagle eye. I first noticed them yesterday. They were doing the same thing then, too.

They didn't look to be long into their teenage years. Short-haired. Well-dressed in clean clothes. Short jackets told me they didn't have any long guns or swords, at least. So intent were they on what was going on in the bank that they didn't bother doing what most teenagers did—meet up with friends and wander aimlessly around the mall.

The sliding doors rattled open, allowing a blast of fresh, cold air to rush into the building. Bored guards pushed empty rolling cash-boxes on rickety wheels. They squeaked rhythmically in the direction of the bank. The attentive duo switched their glances from the bank to the boxes.

No one in Santa's lineup paid attention to any of it. Well, except for Santa, but he was engrossed in excited, squealing kids and their demands.

I didn't notice the third member of the entourage until I started looking for trouble. I found trouble standing across the walkway from the bank, in line with the bank entrance. From his position he could keep an eye on everything going on at this end of the building.

It looked to me like he was the scout, the lookout. It occurred to me I was so bored with my own surroundings that I was on the lookout for something—anything—to ease the boredom. Fantasizing about a bank robbery did the trick.

It did occur to me to wonder how three young-looking guys, probably no more than in their early to mid-teens, could appear so practiced. Maybe they played too many video games, or watched a lot of movies, and they were acting out.

“Allie, I need you to do something,” I called to her.

My practiced eye told me one thing. My gut agreed. Yet I was still doubtful. They were only kids, after all.

“Go out to the car and get the bag in the trunk for me. Please. Go now,” I insisted.

Her eyes widened and she excused herself from the line of squealing children and headed for the exit. She didn't hesitate. She didn't ask why.

She knew what I kept there.
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PERHAPS IT WAS MY OVERACTIVE imagination. Idle kids at a mall weren't new, not by a long shot. These guys even had skateboards and backpacks. There was nothing unusual there.

Loud Christmas music continued to blare from overhead speakers. Children laughed. Others, younger and impatient, wailed their lungs out, drowning out the buzz of adult conversation in Santa's lineup. It was all pretty standard fare, given the time of year.

I focused on my Santa duties and banished my suspicions. Like me, Zelda had settled in. Her tail nervously thumped the floor every time a new kid approached Santa's knee. She patiently put up with all manner of tail-pulling and ear-scratching and belly-rubbing and paw-shaking the young ones could inflict, and then some. She deserved a medal.

Mom or grandma or some near and distant relative grinned and nodded and clapped and pulled out a camera. It was a tossup who was more popular—Santa or Zelda. I didn't mind if Zelda took the accolades. It took some of the weight off of me and Santa.

I barely had time to leer at Allie in her elf costume as she hurried toward the door to honor my request. If there was a woman here who deserved a good leering, it was definitely Allie in that costume.

Satisfied that nothing unusual was going on, I meant to call her back, but already she was through the door and on her way to the parking lot. To put the parents in the proper frame of mind, I continued with the compulsory questions. I wanted each of the little ones to think they had a direct line to the North Pole.

The little girl's mother held her hand and led her up to Santa's knee. As she lifted the girl onto my lap she told the girl about the dog at my feet. The girl stretched and Santa leaned over to listen as she whispered into my ear.

“What's your dog's name, Santa?” she asked.

I whispered back. “Her name is Zelda. What's yours?”

She answered matter-of-fact, like most little kids. “Misti.”

“I think Zelda would like it if you gave her a hug, Misti,” I told her.

Zelda got up and sat on her haunches at the mention of her name. Misti wriggled off Santa's lap and I helped her toward a patient Zelda on the floor beside me. The dog went through the motions while the little girl sat down beside the dog and scratched her tummy and gave her a hug.

Misti's mother was in the midst of lifting her daughter back onto my lap when the shit hit the fan, if Santa could be forgiven for saying so. Poor Misti never got the chance to tell Santa about her Christmas wish-list.

Instead, the third teenager ran up and grabbed Misti from Santa's lap. Santa wasn't the first one off the mark. Zelda barked and sprang up on all fours, ready for action.

Misti's mother screamed. “She's blind! My little
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