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According to the druids, mistletoe was traditionally considered to be the semen of the gods.

I looked at the Hope Valley Sentinel article and wondered if the editor of our local newspaper had gone nuts. “Semen of the gods”? They had the nerve to print such sexual innuendoes in this ethnic, moral, homespun, Wonder Bread suburban Connecticut town?

With my jaw down to my chest (a very common occurrence when I am stunned), I read on that the liquid of the berries looked and had the texture of semen. Geez. They actually printed that in a newspaper where folks like Mrs. Kaminski, the local gossip, Mr. Gansecki, the local over-eighty stud, and Miss Nawrocki, the local moral majority would read it? Yikes.

Slowly I looked up to see the ball of mistletoe hanging from my mother’s foyer ceiling. Then I scrunched up the newspaper (only the semen/berry article) and stuck it into the pocket of my jeans.

Stella Sokol would rather die than hang those kinds of berries from her nineteen sixties ceiling.


And to think I’d kissed Jagger, The Delicious, under it last Christmas Eve. He was my sometimes partner in solving crimes, my all-the-time fantasy man. Yum.

I gulped.

“Pauline? Pauline Sokol, what is taking so long?” my mother yelled from the kitchen.

Even as a nurse, a thirty-something, and as her only single adult child, I couldn’t tell her the truth. “Just reading the paper, Mom.”

“What is so darned, excuse my language, important that you can’t come help your mother make pierogies?”

I blew out a breath. For one thing, I hate making the little pillows of Polish dough, and each year put in my vote to buy ready-made ones, much to Stella Sokol’s horror. And each year I end up taking time off from work to stuff the suckers with cabbage, mashed potatoes or cottage cheese, a process which takes about twenty hours since my married siblings have toys to buy for their kids and don’t have time to help.

I shook my head and told myself that I had no life.

Since I’d given up a thirteen-year nursing career to switch to medical insurance fraud investigating for Scarpello and Tonelli Insurance Company, things haven’t been going too well for me.

“Pauline!” Mom’s voice was so loud I could swear she was—

I swung around—“Oh! Hey, Mom”—then I knocked the rest of the paper onto the floor.

She’d snatched the paper up as if I were some male teen who’d been reading Playboy (okay, nowadays all they had to do was boot up the Internet for peeping, but Stella wouldn’t know that).


She looked down at the paper. “Toothless Holiday? Oh my.”

I said a silent prayer to Saint Theresa for letting me have the foresight to pocket the berry article.

“Pauline? Are you reading about this poor man who doesn’t have his front dentures yet?”

Lying never came easily to me. Catholic school induced conscience and being raised by her, I guess was the reason. I looked at my mother waving the paper at me. “Yep. Very sad, huh?” and wondered why the hell the guy didn’t have his front teeth yet.

She snatched my father’s reading glasses from the top of his head. Daddy had been napping within snatching range in his favorite La-Z-Boy recliner.

He never even stirred.

Guess that’s what over forty-four years of being married did to a couple. Me, I wouldn’t know.

The paper crinkled and crackled in her grip. She stuck on the glasses and read for a bit.

“Oh, my. How sad. How awful indeed. This poor man’s dentist is holding his dentures hostage. Do something about this. Be a Good Samaritan for the holiday season. Or, you could, of course, go back to nursing. I’m sure they have those fill-in kinds of jobs at all the hospitals. Go back to Saint Gregory’s where you used to make a decent living.”

She never failed to remind me about the gigantic, nationwide nursing shortage. “Actually,” she continued, “since you are not snooping around for the next week, go help this man so he can eat his Christmas dinner.” With that she shoved the newspaper at my chest and gave me one of her “motherly” looks. “Seems right up your alley.”


Now, none of us five kids could ever duck fast enough to avoid one of those looks. If “When E.F. Hutton talks, people listen,” then when “Stella Sokol tells her kids something, they better damn well do what she says.”

I grabbed the paper, held it in one hand, and knew that my Christmas vacation plans of R&R, overdosing on chocolate, and maybe dating a few hot guys had come to a screeching halt.

Seemed, for me anyway, the “you know what” of the gods was going to stay in the little white mistletoe berries this year—yet again.

As I stared way too long at the now-fascinating mistletoe, the doorbell rang.

Mother yelled from the kitchen, “Come in, Mr. Jagger,” My heart did a one eighty in my chest. She’d once again invited him over without my knowledge. And he’d never corrected her when she called him “mister” either.

And how the hell did she know his phone number?

The door opened, Jagger nodded at me, and then came forward.

Oh…my…god.

His kiss landed on my right cheek. Cheek? Cheeeeeeeek?

Semen schmemen.

 

My hands ached from stuffing a gazillion pierogies with Lord knows what. My mother would stick a bowl in front of me, and I’d spoon it into the dough robotically. I looked up to see Jagger sitting across from me as if nothing on his body pained him—even though he’d been the official dough roller. Mother’d had her wooden rolling pin since the dawn of light, so it didn’t exactly roll like Teflon; but with the strength in those arms (I took a deep breath for a Jagger moment), rolling a gazillion pillows of dough didn’t seem to bother him in the least.

“I need some Tylenol, Mom. Do you have some?”

She eyed me as she waited for the batch of dough pillows to float to the top of the boiling water to signal they’d had enough. “What’s wrong? Menstrual cramps?”

Cramps gripped my insides at that very moment. Talk about the power of suggestion. Of course Stella Sokol’s power came from me nearly dying of embarrassment in front of Jagger.

“No,” I said with a sigh. “My hands hurt.”

Now she shook her head. Mother and Jagger, at times, were like two peas in a pod. Both had a way with their eyes that I didn’t even want to ponder. “Daddy’s baby aspirin are in my medicine cabinet. Someone your size should take two.”

“Two? I’ll need about six,” I mumbled as I stood, brushed flour from my jeans, and turned to go.

Was that a snicker from my buddy?

 

Once the seven baby aspirin kicked in, and I didn’t bleed out, I felt much better, so I decided to sit next to sleeping daddy and read the tooth article. At first I thought it was a joke. I mean they had printed about semen. Why not fake missing teeth? But the more I read the more credible the article became.

Jagger strolled in and sat next to me on the couch. He leaned over to read what I was holding. “What’s so interesting?”


At first I wanted to say, “You can bloody well see for yourself,” but, thinking that would be rude so close to Christmas, I said, “Sounds like dental fraud.”

Did his expression change?

Jagger had this “thing” for medical insurance fraud, yet to this day I had no idea what it was. All I knew was that he was the Robin Hood of catching medical insurance fraud criminals. I mentally shrugged and said, “One Mr. Leonard Niski doesn’t have his front dentures from a Dr. Elfin Santana, and his insurance has already paid for them.”

I looked up. “What?”

Jagger grinned. “You’re kidding. Right?”

I reread the last part of the article. “Nope. All paid for and no choppers.”

Jagger shook his head, which was, I’d learned by now, his rather obvious way of showing annoyance at me. Two shakes and I was in big trouble. Three and I had to hightail it out of his sight. Not sure if I’ve ever suffered a three yet, though. At least not unless it was behind my back.

Which would not surprise me.

“Pauline, Elfin? Santana?”

“I’m guessing he’s Mexican. You know, like Carlos Santana? I—” The look continued. “What the hell is wrong with you?” I asked.

Perfect timing.

“Pauline!” Mother chastised me as she came into the room. This from a woman who thought “darned” was cursing.

“Jagger is annoying me, Mother.”

Now he really did smirk.

He got up and helped my mother get seated. Geez. They’d become real buddies. No wonder she invited him and always took his side. I gasped inside when I realized—she must have invited him for Christmas Eve again too! That was more important to our family than Christmas Day (a day of rest and prayer), being the Polish celebration of Wigilia, which meant the Christmas Eve meal.

Last year was my first Jagger-kiss under the…mistletoe.

“Pauline?…Pauline? Jagger asked you a question.”

I looked up from my daydreaming. “Hmm? What?”

“What are you planning to do about Mr. Niski?” Jagger repeated.

I wanted to say, “You interrupted my mistletoe-kissing daydream for that?” But I kept quiet—mostly because it had been about him. Business always came first with Jagger.

Learning to think quickly on my feet, I said, “Well, for starters, since I don’t have a case for Fabio, I’m going to visit the old man and offer my assistance.”

Fabio was my greasy, very unlikable boss—although he hadn’t fired me yet, so there was at least one positive about him.

 

I knew I should have come alone, I thought as I rang the doorbell at the Twilight Hills Apartment complex, all the while ignoring Jagger with the hopes that he’d disappear like some magical Santa’s elf. Twilight Hills? I still couldn’t get over that name for senior citizen’s housing. Someone had a sick sense of humor.

I looked at my buddy Jagger, and thought, he’s got no sense of humor.

Earlier he’d made fun of the dentist’s “Santa Claus” name, but there wasn’t anything funny about a guy who would take advantage of the elderly as Santana’d obviously done. I loved the elderly. My favorite person in the world was my Uncle Walt, who was pushing eighty-five. We watched Steelers games together, read about cars in his magazines, and shared a laugh or two when he wasn’t napping. Seniors had so many wonderful life experiences to share.

Early on I’d decided I needed to keep fit so I would age gracefully and more importantly—slowly.

“Yeah?” a scratchy kind of voice asked through the intercom.

“Oh, hi, Mr. Niski?”

“None other.”

I smiled even though he couldn’t see me. “You don’t know me—”

“Then beat it. Fixed income here. I can’t buy what you are selling.”

Of course, selling sounded more like “shelling” because of the no denture fiasco. I winced. “I’m not selling anything, Mr. Niski. I’m here to help you with your teeth.”

I could feel Jagger behind me shaking his head.

“You got my tweeth?”

“Um. No. I will try to get…please let me in. It is cold out here. I’m a private investigator who specializes in medical insurance fraud.”

No way was I going to turn around and see Jagger’s reaction to “specialize.”

After a few minutes, the door started to open—and a thin, very short (I’m guessing below five feet) elderly man appeared dressed in brown pants, way too big for him, a white button down shirt, way too big for him, and fuzzy black slippers, also way too big.

My first reaction was—I want to hug him.

Instead I held out my hand and introduced Jagger and myself. Mr. Niski’s handshake was weak to say the least, and suddenly I felt sorry for him and very glad my mother had “suggested” that I help him.

We followed him into a tiny studio apartment with brown plaid furniture, a kitchen table that would only fit two, and a radio playing “White Christmas” by Bing Crosby. The place smelled very much like my Uncle Walt’s bedroom. Not an unpleasant scent, merely an elderly scent. I was thinking Old Spice.

I explained to Mr. Niski, who now wanted me to call him Lenny, about how I’d read the article. He’d told us that he’d worked in a factory all his life, making rubber tires. Never married, but had two sisters and five nieces and two nephews. I felt as if I’d known Lenny all my life because I knew hundreds of older Polish men exactly like Leonard Niski.

I noticed there was no Christmas tree in Lenny’s apartment, but he assured me there was a huge one in the dining room of the complex, where he went to eat each night if he didn’t want to cook for himself.

“Mostly can only eat swoup anyway.”

I winced again and looked at Jagger who’d remained silent the entire time.

Lenny must have noticed too. “You with her?” he asked, as if Jagger had come in off the street by himself. “Wife?”

I choked on nothing. “Um. No. We…sometimes we—”


Jagger interrupted with “Work together” as if he was afraid I was going to say, “Sometimes we have hot, wild unforgettable sex.” With that he started to question Lenny and before I knew it, we had a case to work on. Lenny, being a very organized bachelor, had found all the bills and paperwork for his denture work and now had a sparkle in his eyes.

He was going to get his teeth.

On the way out, Lenny gave me a hug, shook hands with Jagger, and said, “All I want for Christmas is—”

I laughed. “I know, Len, your two front teeth.”

He gave me an odd look. “I was going to say to eat my sister Helen’s baked ham without having to stick it in the bwender.”

I nodded and smiled, or at least pretended to smile.

Once in the SUV, I heard Jagger mutter, “Your two front teeth?”

Choosing to ignore him to save some dignity on my part, I said, “Drop me by my place. I feel a toothache coming on and need a dentist appointment.”

From the corner of my eye I could see a slight grin on Jagger’s face, and knew—I’d done good.

 

“Oh, my God, Suga’! What’s the matter with your tooth?” my roommate Goldie Perlman asked. Goldie was a six-foot-tall, darling guy who bought his Armani in the best of men’s departments—and the most fashionable of women’s departments. He put me to shame when he dressed female. Don’t even get me started on his flair for putting on makeup.

Nevertheless he was a whiz at investigating. He was also the loving partner of our other roomie, Miles Scarpello RN, who worked the OR at Saint Greg’s, the hospital where I had my career meltdown several months ago.

“Relax, Gold. My tooth is fine. I’m working a case.” I sat on the white couch and watched Jagger head into the kitchen, where I knew he’d help himself to a bottle of Coors. No need to wait on Jagger. He’d do whatever the hell he wanted to anyway.

“If you really had a toothache, you’d need to go see my doctor. Dr. Francis Perlman, no relation, but a wonder at teeth.” Goldie smiled.

“Your pearly whites are spectacular, Gold, but I need to go see a Dr. Santana.”

“Elfin Santana?”

It actually didn’t surprise me that Goldie knew the “in question” fraudulent dentist. Gold got around and that was partly why he was a star investigator at Scarpello and Tonelli. “You know him?”

“Word on the street is that he can give you the best deal on Da Vinci porcelain veneers. Cheap.”

“And probably hot.”

Goldie gasped. “Several of my friends have gone to Elfin and had no problems.”

“Really?” I settled back on the couch and petted Spanky, our joint-custody Shih tzu–poodle mix’s squirrel-sized head.

“Yeah,” Goldie said, then paused. “Wait a minute.”

I sat upright, setting Spanky on a pillow so he wouldn’t fall. “What?”

Just then Jagger walked back into the room and handed Goldie a glass of Chardonnay, me a bottle of Coors (I didn’t drink out of cans, but liked a bottle instead of a glass), and a Coors for himself. Like some freaking clairvoyant waiter. What a guy.


Goldie took a sip of his wine then said, “Now I remember. Marty Poston. He never got his veneers finished. We all figured he couldn’t afford to have the bottom teeth done, but he swore he’d paid for them and never got them.”
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I looked from Jagger to Goldie. “Marty Poston never got his bottom veneers done by Dr. Santana?”

Goldie shook his head as he sipped.

“Hmm. I’ll just bet there’s something fishy going on here. I’m guessing Santana doesn’t do some of the work he submits claims for.” I looked at Jagger.

No head shaking. No grin. No smile.

A nonreaction by Jagger was sometimes just as good as an “atta girl.” Not being too proud, I took what I could get.

“Okay. So we have someplace to start.” I sipped my drink and looked at Jagger.

“Where?” he asked. Looking at him, I once again thought of how I should have taken Body Language 101.

“Well, we get into Santana’s office and check out his files. Then we make a few calls to patients to see if they’ve had all the work done that he’s sent in claims for, and Santana gets busted while Lenny gets his choppers by Christmas Eve and enjoys his ham.”

Goldie looked at me.

“Don’t ask.” I waved my hand and noticed Jagger glaring at me. “What?” I sighed. “What now?” I refused to look at him and instead focused on the all white room, Miles’s impeccable taste, and the gold clock ticking on the mantel.

“Nothing. Sounds like a plan. A damn good one.”

I looked back. My grin went from the clichéd ear-to-ear until I noticed him still staring as if he had more to say.

“Go ahead,” I said.

“Damn good plan. How do you figure you’re going to initiate it?”

Details. There had to be an easy way. But no way was I going to tell Jagger that I didn’t have any ideas at the moment. To stall, I took a long, slow sip of my beer. Then I cleared my throat and started to cough. I kept that up for a few minutes longer while I brainstormed.

Jagger was still staring.

One thing I figured was that if I went in as a patient, I wouldn’t have much time or opportunity to snoop. “Okay. Here goes. Now realize that this is only a start. A beginning plan. A—”

“You have to get a job working for Santana and look in the files,” Jagger said.

Goldie’s eyes widened, and I think he gasped.

The reason I wasn’t sure was because I had gasped at the same time.

“You are nuts if you think I’m going to…”

 

“I have to wear what to work this week?” I asked as I looked at the dentist glaring at me from across the desk, which was covered with a miniature Christmas village the likes of Hope Valley. It even included little, teeny, tiny lampposts and mailboxes and kids skating on glassy-looking ponds.


The thought of the damn outfit aside, it was a perfect Christmas gift that Doc Santana was looking for temporary help.

He chuckled. Sounded as if it came straight from a Santa CD. Very authentic. Despite his suggestion of work attire, I kinda liked the guy or at least liked his holiday spirit and dress, although I wondered what his patients thought about his red suit, with white trim, and his black boots.

Too bad he was a crook.

“Pauline. Can I call you Holline? You know, for Holly?”

“No.”

He shook his head. “Too bad. Well, I’ll call you Ms. Pauline Holly, and I insist you wear the Christmas outfit. That is, if you want the job. While my regular girl is off on her honeymoon, I only need you for the next week.”

I nodded and thanked Saint T for the early “gift,” and decided it was in my best “eternal rest” interest not to mention the outfit.

“What if it doesn’t fit, Dr. Santana? The stupid…the outfit that is. Then can I wear my scrubs? I have red and green ones with little tiny squiggles that could pass as reindeer on them. Real cute. And professional-looking.”

Dr. Santana leaned back in his black chair, tugged on his real white beard, adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses, and said, “It’ll fit. Amazingly enough, you and she are about the same size.”

I contemplated eating an entire batch of high-calorie pierogies tonight.


Dr. Santana got up and walked to the door. I shook my head as I watched him go.

How could you take a guy, who is going to drill your teeth, seriously when he was dressed like that? Then again with the never-ending Christmas music around here, and the festive decorations, he probably put a lot of his patients at ease.

“Be right back, Ms. Holly.”

I rolled my eyes, sank back in my chair, and looked around.

His office was by no means fancy. Actually it was very homey. He had pictures of what I guessed was his family—including seven children. Seven! There was a fish tank on the shelf filled with little goldfish, the inexpensive ones. No pretentious saltwater, thirty-bucks-per-fish kind. On the wall near the window was a pedestal with a gigantic white tooth on it, and draped across it was the old-fashioned kind of toothbrush—big enough to clean King Kong’s teeth.

Sitting there, I chuckled to myself.

Then I thought of Lenny and Marty.

I sat straight up in my furor as the doc walked in, carrying the dreaded outfit, covered in plastic from the cleaners.

“Freshly cleaned. Take it home and try it on. Then I’ll see you at nine tomorrow. Don’t be late. My wife always comes in at eight forty-five with hot apple cider and donuts during this season.”

I cringed and said “Sounds delicious, I’m very punctual” as I took the stupid outfit from his outstretched hands.

Amazing what I would stoop to for a case.


 

Since I’d spent about a half hour tugging, pulling, yanking, and bending over until I was dizzy to hide most of the cleavage that the Miss Santa outfit revealed, I was nearly late for hot cider, donuts, and getting a load of Mrs. Claus…er…Mrs. Santana.

“My, dearie, you look lovely. Elfin has such nice taste in receptionists,” his wife said as she smiled at me, her damn blue eyes twinkling from behind her wire-rimmed glasses. Yes, she wore a Mrs. Santa Claus outfit that looked way too real on her. No cleavage involved, and the length went down to her ankles.

It was hard to believe she was married to a crook and probably helping him out. I mean, I really got a motherly feeling from her, and I was usually an expert on those kinds of feelings—having been raised by Stella Sokol, Mother of the World.

After Mrs. S gave me a crash course in Receptionist for Dummies 101, I watched her bustle about the office as I sat down at the desk, sipped on hot cider, which I hated, and realized that Mrs. Claus/Santana didn’t seem flustered about her husband’s choice in receptionists or, more importantly, the sexy outfits he had them wear.

Clearly that’s why seven kids.

I yanked at the bodice of my top again and pulled up enough white fluff to cover some exposed flesh. Before Mrs. Santana could say another word, the door opened and in walked a couple that appeared to be in their seventies. The guy winked at me. She nudged him and chuckled.

“Merry Christmas, dolly. Where’s the other one?” he said, leaning over way too far.


I backed up and said, “Honeymoon. And you are?”

“The Shepherds.” He chuckled again. “Appropriate for this time of year. Huh?”

I mentally shook my head and looked at the appointment book to see that there was, in fact, two appointments for them. As I contemplated the strangeness of working here at the North Pole, I told them both to sit and wait, grabbed their charts and took them to stick in the holders outside each of the exam rooms.

Just then the back door, used by employees only, swung open. In walked a guy. But not just any guy. A hot, sexy guy about an inch taller than Jagger but with hair the color of spun gold. Wow. He looked at me.

I looked at him.

One of us sighed.

“Hey. I’m Jay North, dental hygienist extraordinaire.” He laughed.

I couldn’t help but join him. He had on jeans and a brown leather jacket with a lambs’ wool collar. Made a great first impression.

Nothing Christmasy about this guy. Thank God.

“Pauline Sokol, temp receptionist.”

“I see you are about the same size as the receptionist, Holly Lightly.”

Holly? I should have known. I nodded and felt as if I stood there naked. Okay, maybe just wishful thinking.

Dr. Santana came out of one of the exam rooms. “Oh, morning, Jay. I see you met Ms. Holly.”

“Pauline,” I corrected.

Jay winked at me and took off his jacket to reveal a dynamite chest of muscles honed to perfection. However, covering said muscles was a green felt shirt, and before I could blink, he’d donned an elf hat—which amazingly made him look even sexier.

Even though it bordered on perverted, he looked hot.

The doctor left us standing alone in the hallway.

Speechless, I could only force a smile.

“I know,” Jay said and put his arm around me. “We do this each year for him.” He nodded toward the doctor’s office.

All I could think was, his arm is around me. How pathetic was I? Slowly I eased free, so I could get some work done.

“Doc grew up in an orphanage. Some children’s home in Mexico, where his American mother’d left him. Thus the name. Never had a real Christmas so it means a lot to him.” With that he turned and walked into Exam Room One.

I could only stare and nod. At least the last name now made sense, and despite my belief that the doctor was as crooked as a candy cane top, I felt sorry for him.

When I heard a tapping sound coming from Santana’s office, I got up and stuck my head in the doorway. “Um, sorry to interrupt—”

Dear old Elfin was hammering a wooden horse together.

Oh…my…god! This was becoming more like a Tim Burton version of The Nightmare Before Christmas. Orphanage or not—this was all way too weird.

It’s all right, I told myself. Everything is just coincidental. I got the Shepherds settled in the exam chairs, and decided it was time to take a peek at the files. Mrs. Santana wasn’t around. Maybe she had some shopping to do for her seven offspring—unless their presents were always homemade.

Back at my desk, I looked around to make sure the coast was clear, and bent over to pull out the desk drawer where a section of recent files were kept. I took out A–L and set them on my desk. First I had to get myself acquainted with how the files were set up and what they covered. I started with Acorn—and didn’t even think twice about the name.

My nursing background did, in fact, help with my investigating. Very quickly I found out how to read the treatments each patient had received and check the billing section to see what their insurance covered. Before the next appointment showed up, I had a list of ten patients to call later in the day.

Damn. This was going to be a piece of cake.

The door swung open to the sounds of “Jingle Bells” and a guy walked in. Wow. I thought Jay was a looker. This patient was built a tad better, had aviator sunglasses on, a moustache, and also wore leather, but black not brown. He had the same shade of blond hair as Jay, but wore it much longer and under a baseball cap. Guess Jay kept his short to be more professional, and maybe to keep it out of patients’ mouths.

I swallowed and tried to make my voice come out steady, but to no avail. “Um. Hi. May I…may I help you?” I had to go on a date soon. Real soon. Suddenly the mistletoe crept into my thoughts. White berries. Teeny white berries. I felt my face burn as the patient came closer.

“Name?” What difference did a guy’s name make when he looked like this one?


He hesitated.

I looked at the appointment book to see a new patient listed. A Mr. John Winters at nine forty-five. “Mr. Winters?”

He nodded.

“A toothache?”

“Uh-hah.”

I reached for the clipboard with the new-patient-chart information form on it. “Please fill this out, sir. The doctor will then be with you shortly.” I think I sighed, but Mr. Winters politely didn’t notice or at least comment.

He walked to the chair by the Christmas tree and sat down.

Yes, I did stare at his butt on his trip over. Snug jeans worn out in strategic places hugged a firm, muscular backside.

Wait a minute!

Oh…my…god.

It looked familiar.
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Through clenched teeth I muttered, “Jagger. Jagger!”

He didn’t even look up but kept writing.

Damn. Jagger was a master of disguise as evidenced by several of the other cases we’d worked. However, I had also been wrong about him a few times and accosted innocent victims, thinking they were Jagger in costume. This time I’d be more cautious—although I’d bet my next paycheck I was correct. I was getting better and better at recognizing him.


I got up, walked toward Mr. Winters and pretended to fix a few ornaments on the tree.

He didn’t budge.

I tried to look at the handwriting—oh yeah, I’d always noted the small things about Jagger. But I couldn’t see the form too well, and upside down it really didn’t look that similar. For a few seconds I just stood there to see if any pheromones would waft in my direction.

Mistletoe, I thought and felt rather hot inside.

Ah-ha! There was my proof. This was Jagger in disguise!

“How’s it going, Mr. Winters?” I asked, deciding I’d play his game to see why the hell he was here.

He looked up and held the clipboard out toward me. “Fine.”

With shaky hands (this because of the stupid mistletoe thought) I managed to take it and head back to my desk, where I sat down with a thud. I looked up and smiled.

Jay came to the doorway. “Hey, Pauline, the Shepherds are done. I’ll take the next one in for you.”

I held out the form, then said, “Hold it. Let me fix the chart.” I stuck it into a new-patient folder and then gave it to Jay while the Shepherds came bustling out, eating donuts and sipping on hot cider.

Could Mrs. Claus be far behind?

I watched “Mr. Winters” follow Jay through the doorway and mumbled, “I hope you have a cavity. A Grand Canyon one.”

 

After I’d successfully ushered out the Shepherds—once the hubby got tired of talking to my chest, I might add—two more patients came in. One was sent into Exam Room Two and the other sat quietly in the waiting room. I noted how no one seemed very nervous waiting in a dentist’s office.

Me, I’d be kneading and rekneading my fingers over and over. I hated dental work—even with Novocain. Of course, my old dentist, Dr. Scklagen, never even offered us Novocain for fillings. He’d say, “This doesn’t hurt,” while my father, who always took us kids there, would stand by and watch.

I often thought Daddy looked as if he wanted to slug the dentist. Thank goodness for fluoride.

I tucked the list of patient names and phone numbers from the files into the pocket of my skirt—which barely covered my thighs. Luckily I’d had green tights at home to at least give myself some modesty. Geez. Oddly enough I didn’t miss the fact that I wasn’t getting paid for this investigation—the season of giving must have hit me smack in the face.

I had to go see Lenny and get more info from him. Jay would show the remaining patients, including “Mr. Winters,” out.

Thank goodness it was nearly lunchtime. I’d make a little home visit to Lenny—despite my outfit. Then again, if he were a long-term patient of the doc, he probably would expect me to be dressed as a Victoria’s Secret Santa girl a few days before Christmas.

 

“I’m on a fixed income. Not buying what you are selling,” the disembodied voice said through the intercom.

“It’s me, Lenny. Pauline.” I shivered, standing outside in the cold. To top it off, it had started snowing when I left the office for my lunch break. Since the doc gave me an hour, I grabbed a turkey sub from the nearby deli and headed to talk to Lenny.

“Pauwine who?”

I curled my lips. “Pauline Sokol. It’s freezing out here. Let me in, Lenny.”

“Don’t think I know any Sokow. I’m on a fixed income—”

I’ll fix your income, I thought, but didn’t want to sound mean during the holidays. Actually with my Catholic-school induced conscience, I never wanted to sound mean. But Lenny was becoming a real pip.

“Please buzz me up, Lenny. I’m the one who is going to help you get your teeth before Christmas.”

Buzz. Buzz.

Thank you Saint T.

When I got to the front door of Lenny’s place, I juggled my sub and bottle of water and managed to knock on the door.

It opened slightly and Lenny poked his head out—which landed smack at my chest level.

Oh, Geez.

“Hey, Lenny.”

He stared at me a few minutes. If he mentioned his fixed income, I was going to bop him on the head with my water bottle.

Slowly the door opened. “Hi, Miss Sokow. Are you working for Dr. Santana?”

Suddenly Leonard Niski sounded like a genius. I figured maybe he was one of those savants who was a whiz at math but everyday life kinda escaped him. Or, he was a typical sweet old Polish guy who eeked out a living and got ripped off along the way.

“Yeah, Len, I’m working for the doc. Are you hungry?” I made myself at home and walked into the kitchen section of his tiny place. When I went to the table and pulled out the chair, a fat black cat sprung up and flew past me. “Oh!”

“Midnight Clear. She’s very particular,” Lenny said, sitting down next to me.

About what? I wondered, but didn’t really want to know. “Do you want some of my turkey sub? There’s plenty.”

He eyed the sandwich but shook his head. Poor guy was probably thinking it’d be hard to chew.

“I think the bread is very soft.” I ripped off a piece of the sandwich and held it out toward him.

Lenny gingerly took the sub as if it were some poisonous snake. Then he fiddled with it, trying to chew on the right side—without luck—then the left. I stared down at my own food so I didn’t have to watch the painful sight of Leonard Niski trying to eat sans his front teeth. Actually, from what I could see, he was missing more than just the front ones. Maybe about five in a row.

“So, tell me, Lenny, how long ago did you pay for your teeth?”

With a piece of bread poking out through the gapping opening, he managed to say, “Thwee months.”

Wow. “Okay. You know, I am working just this week at Dr. Santana’s office to see what I can find out. I have to tell you, though, all the patients I’ve seen today seem very happy with him.”

“Hot cwider and donuts will do that to you.”

“I’m not sure that menu would take away the fact that I thought my dentist was a crook, Len. I’d be more cautious and suspicious and not act as if he were a real-life Santa Claus.”

Lenny merely stared at me.

For a few minutes we ate in silence. I figured he had enough to do to get his lunch masticated, and I could observe dear Lenny in the interim.

He chewed and nibbled as best he could, but what started to bother me was that Lenny kept looking to his right side as if someone were there.

“Midnight Clear is in the living room,” I said. “I can see her off to the left curled up on that brown stuffed chair.”

Lenny looked at me as if I was an idiot savant only minus the savant part. “Who cares?”

Oops. “Well…I thought you were looking for her. Never mind.” I shut up and went back to observing.

Again Lenny looked to the right and this time mumbled something. Great. Either my star client was talking to himself or he really saw someone there.

Suddenly Leonard Niski was not a reliable font of information who could help his own case.

What the hell? “Len, are you sure you ordered teeth from Dr. Santana?”

His eyes darkened. His forehead wrinkled. His lips curled.

I held on to the table but looked across the room in case an emergency exit was needed—fast.

“You read about it in the newspaper, Ms. Sokol.”

As if that would make it true.

 

Once I’d excused myself from my lunch “date,” I hurried out and into my car, where I promptly called Jagger and left a message that I thought one Leonard Niski might be missing a bit more than just teeth.

When I got back to the office, I sat at my desk and pulled the Niski chart out.

Sure enough, Lenny was correct. He’d been measured and fitted for a dental bridge—which would surely help him eat much better than he could now. So it was true. I fiddled through the pages but part of the chart seemed to be missing!

Great.

Had someone been trying to cover up the fact that Lenny, in fact, had been ripped off? There was an insurance claim submitted and from what I could tell, the claim had been paid—to Dr. Elfin Santana.

“Miss?”

I looked up from Lenny’s chart to see Jagger as “Mr. Winters” standing at cleavage-viewing level. I leaned back and smiled. “You’re here again?”

“The doc hadn’t finished, and I needed to go do something.”

Mid teeth cleaning?

“I’m back now,” he added.

Yeah, to spy on me.

Jagger could make a living disguising his voice. If I didn’t know him so well, and that pheromone thing and all, he probably would have fooled me again.

“Oh. Fine.” I looked at the appointment book. “Someone penciled your name in.” That annoyed me since I wasn’t informed, and I was supposed to be the receptionist. Even in these fake jobs, I took my work seriously. If nothing else, Pauline Sokol was a damn good worker.


“Mr. Winters” was staring at me.

My insides suddenly warmed and knotted all at the same time. The anger started to well inside me. I was about to let him have it, when Jay popped his head out from the back.

“Hey, Miss Holly,” Jay said. He laughed. “Send in Winters before the two o’clock filling shows up.”

I took Winters’s chart, handed it to Jay, and whispered, “Even in this North Pole office, it’s Pauline.”

Jay laughed.

I joined him.

And “Mr. Winters” looked pissed.

Good.

 

The afternoon got busier than this morning because it was after-school hours. Damn if the kids all didn’t look thrilled to be here, especially when each one walked out of the exam room carrying a little Christmas-wrapped gift.

I had to shake my head at that.

For some reason, I felt as if this case was not going to be the piece of cake that I thought earlier—more like fruitcake, with darling Lenny as the main ingredient.

Jagger had once again mysteriously disappeared, and I half expected “Mr. Winters” or some other Jagger–disguised patient to pop in that afternoon. But he never came back.

After I cleaned up my desk for the day and made sure the last patient had left, I grabbed my coat (the long gray one, to hide as much of my “outfit” as possible) and said goodbye to Jay, the doctor, and Mrs. Santana, who had a knack for popping in and out of the office all day.

So she could assist in the crimes?
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I walked to my car in the parking lot, glad the snow had stopped and there was only a dusting on the ground. I hated to drive in the slippery mess. But as I looked around, I had to admit it was like a winter wonderland.

The Santana dental practice was located in—what else?—a huge Victorian house, with sparkling windows of tiny white lights, snowcapped turrets, pink, violet, and mauve painted details, and a sign shaped like a Christmas tree that held Dr. Santana’s name.

It was hard to believe this Christmas-addicted man was dishonest; however, I’d learned in this business that no one was squeaky clean—least of all the quiet, innocent-looking ones.

When I stopped looking at the decor to stick my key in the lock, I felt someone come up behind me.

Suddenly my body zoomed into heightened alert.

Adrenaline shot through my system.

Self-defense techniques surged through my brain.

I held my keys with one sticking out of my fist in case I needed to shove them at my attacker’s eyes.

Before I could touch the now unlocked door handle, someone grabbed my arm.

“No!” I swung around and held the keys toward…“Mr. Winter’s” face!


“You!” I pulled my fist back and eased out of his hold. “Are you crazy?” My voice sounded surprisingly calm despite the fact that my gut felt as if I’d swallowed a gallon of barium and it stuck mid-stomach and, oops, I’d nearly gouged out Jagger’s eyes.

He stood for a few seconds looking at me. And when I saw him grin, something snapped inside me. Without a thought, I reached up and took his face in my hands. Before he had a chance to pull back (thank God he didn’t) I stood on my tiptoes and planted a kiss on his lips!

I was not sure who was more surprised, me or “Mr. Winters.” However, he hesitated, kissed a bit longer, then pulled back.

“What the hell was that all about? You in the habit of kissing strangers? Don’t you know how dangerous that could be?”

Now I grinned. Dangerous, yes, but remarkably so.

I looked him in the eye. “Yes, I do, Jagger.”

For several glorious minutes, Jagger was speechless.

Finally he said, “Okay.”

And I wanted to hug him.

Ever the guy, though, he leaned closer and said, “Lesson one-o-one in self-defense. Never trust anyone and let your guard down like that again.” His lips came dangerously close to mine.

My eyes widened. He sounded so lethal. Threatening. Sexy.

And was he talking about my real safety…or the kiss?

“It’s just…I…stop sneaking up on me. You do that on every damn case!” This time I steadied myself with the car door behind me.


But Jagger looked so delicious and harmless—two qualities I realized I couldn’t trust in a guy.

So I pulled my shoulders straight and held on to the door handle to keep my wits about me.

Right then I felt less vulnerable.

“That’s a hell of a lot better…” he said as he turned to leave, then over his shoulder said, “Sherlock.”

 

Sherlock? Sherlock? Why did I melt when he called me that?

It took several minutes for me to revive myself, then I started yelling at Jagger before he could make it to his SUV. Damn it. I was annoyed that he’d just given me a lesson in self-preservation—and he’d probably been at the office to make sure I was safe—and then the kiss and poof, he was gone.

I tried to tell myself he had good intentions—about the making-sure-I-was-safe part.

Across the parking lot, the lights of his SUV blinked on, the engine purred, and the vehicle soon zoomed past me—with Jagger looking straight at me.

And damned if he wasn’t grinning.

All the way home, I told myself that I was going to get even with him, knowing full well that that was probably wishful thinking. But there would come a day when I would pull one over on him—I’d start my novena tonight to make that happen in the upcoming new year—and not feel one iota of guilt for involving St. Theresa in my revenge scheme. She was probably used to it when it came to Jagger anyway.

And I’d had a damn good start today when I’d taken him by
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