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Last Year





The door to Matthews’s office flew open, hitting the wall with the sharp crack of a snare drum. 

A-rum-pa-pum-pum, Russ caught himself thinking sarcastically, even as the vibrations from the impact still rippled through his chair and up his spine. 

His coffee cup hovered next to his bottom lip, steam warming the tip of his nose. One of his favorite things about this particular newsroom was the coffee. Brewed with a real percolator, not one of those electric things that only made swill that reminded him of sweat socks at the gym. Real percolator coffee, a deep, thick, dark brown, so strong it was just nearly bitter but never actually was. That was his favorite flavor of anything, that razor line before bitter. 

Hard to believe the rest of the newsroom liked their coffee the same way. And yet, for the past six years, that was all their break room had ever had. A fresh pot waiting right there for the taking.

“Keegan!” Matthews bellowed, Russ’s last name now vibrating through his bones. Matthews was a bit of a sitcom version of an editor, with his balding head and his perpetually loosened, crooked necktie, his sloppily rolled shirtsleeves, his hands on his hips, the large curve of his belly.

And the scowl. Which he was never seen without. And that last name thing. It was always just Matthews. Somehow, he didn’t seem like a person who should have ever had a first name. Never, not once in the six years that Russ had worked at this particular paper, had there ever been a time when Matthews had spoken of his home life (Russ had no idea if he was even married or not), or hummed a favorite song under his breath. He had not smoked, or popped his knuckles, or revealed any other sort of humanizing bad habit. He had also never given a single reporter any leeway regarding a deadline (Russ’s personal preference—he liked the rush of meeting a concrete deadline with less than three minutes to spare). Russ had never so much as seen the tiniest hint of a smile from Matthews. There was just nothing personal about him.  

Jim from sports winced in sympathy. Jim was a byline vet like Russ, the sort with gray flecked through his beard. They had gravitated toward one another from Russ’s first day on the job. It had been good to have a friend in the newsroom. It didn’t always happen that way. In fact, Russ had once tried to remember how he and Jim had introduced themselves to one another, but no such memory had ever surfaced. It was more like the two of them had always been friendly. Like all the years before knowing each other were more like a pause before seeing each other again. Funny how some people just fit like that. Like…

Well. Come to think of it, that had never actually happened to Russ before. 

Russ put his cup down without taking a sip. No need to ruin a good cup of coffee with whatever Matthews was about to unleash on him. 

As he stood, his eyes only barely glanced at his keyboard, a sea of gray squares. He’d long ago rubbed the letters off from all the typing, and the only ones with any of the white labels left were the rarely used escape and function keys. 

“Before I start collecting my social security, Keegan,” Matthews growled, mostly, Russ knew, as a way to put on a show for the rest of the reporters. Tight ship and no questioning his demands and all the rest of that sitcom-style barking that was so like Matthews. 

Russ grabbed his sweater off the back of his chair. Matthews’s office was always a meat locker. As he shrugged into it, he caught sight of the snow outside his window. Funny how it was pitch black and yet the snow nearly glowed it was so bright white. Must have somehow been reflecting the light from inside the newsroom, Russ caught himself thinking as he tugged his shirt sleeves down beneath his sweater, taking a few beats to watch it fall. 

Yes, in Russ’s mind, the snow fell. It didn’t dance or trickle or swirl. No need for fussy, frilly words when something straightforward would do. 

Patricia, the newest hire, blushed as he passed. Averted her eyes, too. Almost like some damsel out of a silent movie. The shy girl who can’t come right out and admit her crush but also doesn’t want to pretend it doesn’t exist or potentially discourage said object of the crush from making his move. 

Poor Patricia. She didn’t know that Russ was done with all that. With crushes and love and dating. But it was nice to still be thought of that way, especially by a woman who had to be nearly twenty years his junior. 

Josie used to tease him about liking attention from other women too  much. Didn’t everyone, secretly, deep down? No matter how in love you already were with someone else? 

He veered off closer to an external wall, away from Patricia’s desk, and found that the constant tapping in his ears, a steady at the newsroom, only intensified. Was the incessant soft clicking the sound of fingertips throughout the newsroom, each pair of hands racing to meet deadlines? Or had the precipitation outside begun to turn to sleet? 

Russ wasn’t exactly in the mood for sledding home. Sledding, hot cocoa, tinsel…the plastic parts of Christmas made his feet itch like he needed to start running. Six years ago, maybe there had been a chance that he would not have become yet another middle-aged humbug. Maybe there had still been a flicker inside of him, some instinct to see Christmas differently. Six years ago, maybe something warm and tingly had even stirred in the deepest part of him. Something that could have been the Christmas spirit. But this year, a full six years after losing his Josie on Christmas Eve, he was content to put on his blinders so he didn’t have to see the obnoxious sale signs and automated, dancing Santas and those awful shiny, pre-made bows you were supposed to buy in bulk and stick on presents. 

Yes, plastic. That was the word he leaned on. But the truth was, Russ knew there was joy out there. Not all Christmas was fake. The joy part was real. It was just that joy was gone now, for Russ. So all that was left were a bunch of faded Santas with white plastic beards that reminded Russ of shredded Walmart bags.

At least, Russ thought as he snaked his way between his colleagues’ desks, each of them chipped and scuffed and beaten from the grind of pounding out daily headlines, he would not be forced to endure a holiday party. A man like Matthews did not go for that sort of thing. Not ever. And here, the day before Christmas Eve, no one else in the office was going to go suggesting some awkward Secret Santa exchange or plunk a tin of homemade cookies on the edge of his desk and grin in that sickening way that said, Now your turn. 

Yes, the danger had passed. Yet again. Year six. No lit-up ties. No radio tuned to one of those all-day caroling marathons. And no schmaltzy human-interest assignments. As Russ closed in on Matthews’ office, Jim made it a point to pass him on his way to the copier. Flashed a grimace. Russ only shot him a look back that said it would be fine, whatever it was. He could endure whatever chewing out Matthews had in mind. The man could tear his recent work to bloody shreds and roar that he should be demoted to writing pet obituaries for the Pennysaver. It was all endurable as long as Russ did not have to crank out some sort of holiday memories claptrap.

Matthews was drumming his fingers on the desk like he’d been waiting for Russ for the better part of December as he slipped through the open doorway. 

“Need you to go to Sullivan,” Matthews said, motioning for Russ to shut the door. 

Russ’s stomach behaved as though he had just sped downhill on a sled. One of those plastic disks with no brakes. “Sullivan?”

“Yeah,” Matthews growled. “Somebody’s gotta investigate this tip.”

Relief warmed Russ, even in the chill of Matthews’s office. A tip. That didn’t sound like fluff. “Mayoral corruption?” He attempted to beam, but it was hard when his voice sounded pitiful and far away, like some poor whimper at the bottom of an empty well, a plea for help. 

“No corruption. Nothing political at all.” Matthews flopped back in his chair. The screws screeched against his weight. “I hate to burden you with this garbage, but you're the one with no family. Won't mind a Christmas Eve assignment, will you?”

Russ cleared his throat and sat up straighter in the chair on the other side of Matthews's desk, the one that had always looked to him like it had been squirmed in by a nervous cub reporter with a box cutter in his back pocket. “Christmas Eve?” Russ parroted, his voice buried beneath the clatter of Matthews suddenly digging through his bottom desk drawer.

“Wouldn’t give it so much as a second thought, usually,” Matthews admitted, “but circulation’s down. We could really use a boost. Some of that human-interest drivel. Hate sending my best reporter to cover it. Kind of like sending Cronkite to cover a kitten’s oak tree rescue.” He wasn’t even looking at Russ. Did he not have the guts? 

“What—?” Russ tried. “What’s the actual—?” Everything inside of him ached. He felt like a human-sized canker sore.

“Supper club. In Sullivan, Missouri. What’s the name…” Matthews tugged his attention from the drawer long enough to riffle through some of the papers scattered on his desk.

“Ruby’s Place,” Russ tried. But his voice completely gave out on him.

“I just wrote it down,” Matthews grumbled.

Russ felt it smash into him, painfully: the last time he had ever been happy. Six years ago, that Christmas Eve with Josie, in Sullivan. It hit him like some sort of horrific sucker punch, the kind of thing that happened in contrived melodramatic movies. Was this a joke? He had already run from Sullivan. Run from the loss and also from the knowing that came with that kind of loss. The knowing that recognized a lifetime never promised that kind of joy. Not even once. Happiness like he had known that Christmas Eve with Josie in Ruby’s Place was neither recoverable nor repeatable. Once that kind of happiness shattered, it was gone. 

The running had brought him here, to this city, this newsroom. Not far in miles, maybe, but how did you measure the distance of the heart? Whatever it was, this place was the equivalent of light years from Sullivan. All these years later, the ache wasn’t gone, but at least he wasn’t having to look at it face-to-face. And now—what? Matthews was…he wasn’t sending him back, was he? For what?

“Ruby’s Place!” Matthews declared, finally finding his note-to-self. He returned to digging through that dumb drawer. Sounded like that thing had roughly twenty-three pounds of loose paperclips in it. Maybe a dozen or so random ball bearings for good measure. 

“What—was the—tip?” Russ tried. 

Six years ago, he and Josie had worked together, in another newsroom, one that had nothing to do with Matthews. And the last-minute holiday story that had brought them to Sullivan had been a retail worker walk-out. In the final shopping hours of Christmas Eve, no less. They had conducted their interviews and pounded out their story in the car, debating every last word choice as Josie typed it into her laptop. They’d tethered Russ’s phone to gather up just enough of a signal to email it to the newsroom from the backseat a full twenty minutes to spare before their deadline. And then, at Josie’s insistence, it was time to celebrate. Maybe not the story—it was not exactly Pulitzer Prize material—but certainly the holiday. And so they had driven, night having fully fallen, the holiday lights on all the businesses pouring through the windshield to outline Josie’s profile in gold. 

“There,” Josie had insisted, pointing at the red Ruby’s Place neon sign. He had been prepared to only humor her, but once he had stepped inside…oh, the feel of it. Russ had never been able to shake it off, no matter how far away he tried to tell himself his heart was. Just the two of them, dancing, because even in a crowded room there was no one else, just them, partners in stories and everything else, her laughter and the mistletoe she had stuck behind her ear, her long dark hair cascading. That was the exact word he had leaned on back then, the jasmine smell of her long hair in his nose. Back then, frilly words hadn’t bothered him so much. 

An out-of-nowhere Christmas Eve tornado warning had buzzed through their phones, interrupting their dance and creating a bit of a stir in the portion of the crowd closest to them. Always reporters, always powered by the instinct to be the first on the scene, they’d rushed to get back on the road, racing the wind. They had no way of knowing then they were in their last few minutes together, that they were about to become the story. 

Or Josie would, anyway. In the most horrifically final way. 

“Can you believe it?” Matthews wheezed, laughter spilling straight into the still-open drawer, mixing with all the loose keys he couldn’t toss because he’d forgotten what they unlocked.

“Believe what?”

“Weren’t you listening? That it’s haunted.”

“Ruby’s Place?” Russ frowned. That night he and Josie had spent inside Ruby’s had been filled with crystal chandeliers and linen tablecloths and piano music. And everyone there had been so dolled up. That was Josie’s description, shouted into his ear. Heels and cufflinks, he remembered. And gifts being passed around, hand to hand. And singing that never stopped. One carol after another, barely enough of a pause between them for a breath. He had never quite forgotten the smell of the owner’s homemade marshmallows, either, the ones Josie’d coaxed him into trying. He hadn’t been able to stop, one after another, even though marshmallows had always been too sweet for him. Annoyingly sweet. What was the word he had used? Cloying, that was it.

Not that night, though. 

“Are you sure you have that right?” Russ asked. “Haunted?” The place had been old, even six years ago, but in a vintage, mid-century way. Not in a Halloween cobweb sort of way. 

“Well,” Matthews admitted. “Not haunted exactly. I—there!” He finally  unearthed an item from his drawer and held it up for Russ to see. The pride on his face was the first spec of emotion Russ had ever seen him wear. 

“Is that a typewriter ribbon?” Russ asked. 

“It is at that.”

“I thought typewriter ribbon was too old-fashioned even for this place,” Russ blurted. One of his favorite things about this current newsroom, and why he had so relentlessly pursued the job. He loved the seriousness of the atmosphere, the bare-bones, unfancy professionalism of it, the unrelenting buzz of everyone’s pursuit of a better story. Better than anyone else’s story, better than their own last story. It was hard to find a place like that. Every year, every job, a little harder than the last. 

And here Russ had been, working at the same place for six years. He couldn’t have dreamed up a luckier gig. 

“Old-fashioned?” Matthews said. “I guess it is.” His face went all calendar on Russ. That was how he’d always thought of it, anyway. That faraway expression people got when you were asking them to go back in their minds, back to some momentous thing that had happened to them. Usually, for the news, a somewhat traumatic event. 

“If I had a nickel for every typewriter ribbon I changed out in my day,” Matthews muttered. His face reflected the memories of stories circling through his head. For the first time, Russ saw the hint of something personal. He wasn’t sure if he warmed to it or if it unnerved him. 

“Anyway,” Matthews said, “I thought maybe I could turn it into some sort of decoration.”

“You what?”

“Yeah, sort of like tinsel or something. Maybe get one of those small tabletop trees and decorate it like a proper newsroom tree. Typewriter ribbon, press badges…”

“You want to decorate?”

“Why wouldn’t I? It’s almost Christmas.” 

“I just—I thought we were so close—and you—don’t usually go—for that.”

“Too bad you won’t be here to see it,” Matthews said. 

Russ stared at him with an expression that could only be described as unmoored. Why wouldn’t he be here? Matthews was really going to make him go?

“The locals out there, in—”

“Sullivan,” Russ finished.

“Right. Sullivan. The locals apparently claim that on one night a year, Christmas Eve, the spirits come to life in Ruby’s Place.”

“The…Christmas…spirits?” Russ croaked. Talk about cloying.

“I know. Corny as all get-out,” Matthews agreed. “They say—this tip, that is—it said that on Christmas Eve, you get a chance to finally see that one person again.”

Russ’s insides began to buzz in a painful way. Where had this story come from? He had been there. In Ruby’s. It had been a holiday spectacle, but there had been no hint of this. Not some story about—what? “You can connect with the dead?” Russ asked. “That’s what you’re saying?”

“Not all dead. Just one dead. The one person who was important to you,” Matthews said. “The one you thought was gone forever. You get to tell them whatever was left unsaid. You know—oh, I love you so much or I miss you or—”

“I’m so sorry.” Russ whispered it, the one thing he would have said to Josie, given a chance.

But there would never be a chance. This tip of Matthews’s was a total fabrication. A dumb schmaltzy piece of fiction, not unlike Santa Claus. 

“What’s that? What’d you say?” Matthew pressed, leaning over his desk, closer to Russ, as though to hear him better.

Russ shook his head in a Nothing, never mind, not important sort of way. But he felt a lot like that chair beneath him: torn to shreds by some invisible blade.

“Since this is all so last minute,” Matthews said, “I did go ahead and make you a reservation. The Sullivan Inn. But since you’ll probably pay through the teeth for anything else you’ll need this close to the holiday, I wanted you to have this.” Matthews held up the company credit card, the fluorescent office lights somehow dancing like white twinkle lights across the laminated front. 

He slammed it on the desk in front of Russ, the whack echoing through the tiny office.

A-rum-pa-pum-pum, Russ thought.
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