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      “This is Detective Elliot Frost. Mapledale Private Investigators. Twenty-fifth of November. 4:15 pm. Across the desk… Miss?” He slides his phone, recording ON, toward me. “State your name.”

      “Holly.” I clear my throat and take a sip from a paper cup. “Holly Lo.”

      Detective Frost leans back in his seat, balancing a legal pad on his lap. Flipping to a fresh page, he uncaps his ballpoint pen. “Whenever you’re ready, Ms. Lo.”

      “I don’t know where to begin.”

      “Tell me why you came here today.”

      This feels unreal. My first deposition…

      At least, I think it’s a deposition.

      This is my first time hiring a private investigator and my first time dealing with crime.

      We have little experience with crime in Mapledale. Unless you count the occasional littering from tourists swarming our picturesque pumpkin patches and Christmas tree farms.

      A statistic for you:

      There hasn’t been a burglary in Mapledale since 1987. The last murder that happened in this cozy corner of New Hampshire happened during the founding days of 1797.

      Rumor on the street is (and by street, I mean the quaint two hundred-year-old cobblestone roundabout in the town center), Detective Elliot Frost worked homicide in New York City before chucking his badge and retiring to Mapledale to open up a P.I. firm.

      Rumor has it he’s seen some truly nasty cases…

      The kind of cases you see on CSI.

      The kind of cases that leaves you twitchy with PTSD and a lifelong drinking problem.

      And judging by his surly demeanor, I believe I’ve hired the right P.I. for the job.

      Granted, he’s the only private investigator in town, so it’s not like I had many options.

      He just looks tough. He’s the kind of guy with a perpetual five o’clock shadow and a steely, cynical stare.

      I could see him scowling his way through a dark alley in a battered trench coat, squatting over a chalk body outline, disgusted by mankind.

      I fidget in my seat, sliding my jade bracelet up and down my wrist.

      Detective Frost notices the movement. In fact, he notices my every nervous tick and is bothered by it. When my right leg shakes, as it tends to do under stressful circumstances, he mutters, “You’re shaking my desk, Miss Lo.”

      And in that moment, I knew that every little thing I do from this point forward will be mentally noted, cataloged, and judged. I bothered him. Heck, humanity bothered him.

      His eyes are mysterious and unreadable, shadowed beneath the brim of an unassuming black baseball cap. That’s how I know he’s the real deal. Who wears a baseball cap in a dank office one hour before sunset?

      “Any time now, Ms. Lo.” His voice is gruff, almost a bark.

      A word cloud of his twenty 1-star Yelp reviews echoes in my head:

      Rude.

      Curt.

      A real jerk.

      The last part sounds a bit harsh.

      I wipe my sweaty palms on my velvet skirt. “Can you catch the perp before Christmas?”

      He blinks. “The perp?”

      “That’s what I’m calling him… or her.” I think for a moment. “‘Perp’ is all-encompassing.”

      He scrubs a hand across his bristled jaw. “Why Christmas? I wasn’t aware we were on a deadline.”

      “We need a deadline! I’m imposing a deadline. Since our phone call last night, I haven’t slept a wink. I can’t eat. I can’t even look at t-t-the…” my hands flutter in the air “… the spot. The crime scene. And you know what, Detective?”

      His eyes swing toward the ceiling for a second too long. “What?” Elliot asks at last.

      “I have a bad feeling that the perp will strike again,” I say. “On Christmas Day.”

      I lean forward, frantically searching his stoic face for signs of empathy.

      Nothing.

      This guy is cold.

      Stone cold.

      You know when someone doesn’t like you? They’ll never say it outright, but you can sense it like a prickling of gooseflesh on your skin.

      Not that I need Detective Frost to like me.

      Not everyone has to like me.

      But it would be helpful if he at least liked me a little, as we’re going to be working together to crack the case.

      Then it came to me. Maybe I’m over-analyzing his stonewall demeanor as ‘cold.’ Maybe he’s just a stoic in the face of adversity. He was a homicide detective, after all. He’s probably desensitized to all manners of unspeakable horrors, which is exactly what I need in a P.I. because I’ve got one hell of an unspeakable horror in my house as we speak.

      Or maybe, just maybe, he didn’t hear the distress in my voice when I said “Christmas Day.”

      “The perp will strike again,” I repeat, making sure every syllable trembles with urgency. “On Christmas Day.”

      The detective stares at me for a spell, then scribbles on his legal pad.

      “What’s that? What are you writing?” I cock my head to the side. His penmanship is pure chicken scratch, but I think I read “neurotic.”

      Wait…

      Is he calling me neurotic? The next line he scratches reads suspiciously like ‘suspect??’

      I frown. “Did you just write–?”

      “Miss Lo…” He checks the clock above the door. “Let’s begin.”

      A drooping Christmas tree sits in the corner, loaded with dollar store ornaments. No presents.

      The merry glow of Christmas lights streams through battered Venetian blinds, slashing harsh light across his unsmiling face.

      I have never felt more like I stumbled onto the set of a film noir. Sam Spade before me, taking no bull and dripping with cynicism.

      I suppose that makes me the femme fatale.

      Trouble in high heels. In my case, my black Mary Janes comes with a sensible chunky heel. In preparation for this meeting, I’d picked out my most festive red velvet dress. ‘Vixen red’ to be specific. The bust is two sizes too small, so my 34Bs look like 34Cs. I’ve doused myself in vanilla perfume, so I smell like a cupcake. I’ve even curled my hair and added a poinsettia barrette.

      Don’t get me wrong. I’m not here to seduce Detective Frost. I’m here on business. But that doesn’t mean I don’t want to make a good second first impression after completely tanking my actual first impression. I was rather frazzled (see neurotic) during our phone conversation.

      You see, I’ve harbored a teeny school girl crush for the detective since he moved in three doors down from my shop. One glance at that scowling expression and chiseled jawline, and I was a goner. Pride and Prejudice ruined me and cursed me with a weakness for unfriendly men with regal profiles. What can I say? It’s a sickness. I personally blame Jane Austen for my many failed relationships, but when I discovered the grumpy newcomer’s last name was ‘Frost,’ I began making plans to melt his frozen heart.

      So far, my plans have backfired in the face of a tall, dark, and handsome nuclear winter. Except for a few curt hellos, this is the second time I’ve had a full conversation with him.

      I only wish it was under better circumstances.

      Maybe when this ordeal blows over and the perp is apprehended, we can grab a cup of coffee or dinner or… something.

      Sadly, Detective Frost is immune to my charms. He taps his wristwatch. “Twenty-fifth of November. 4:26 pm. Dash the delay from the record and begin again. This is the interrogation of–”

      I nearly jump out of my seat. “Did you just say ‘interrogation?’”

      “That is what I said.”

      “But Elliot!”

      “Detective,” he corrects me. “When we’re on the clock, I’m Detective. This is strictly a matter of protocol.”

      “I thought I was supposed to tell my story!”

      He holds up his palms, shrugs. “Just checking the boxes, eliminating all potential suspects.”

      I blink, stunned by what I’m hearing. “I’m a suspect? But I’m your client! I hired you.”

      “Nine times out of ten, he who reported the crime committed the crime. Boy cries wolf. Husband kills wife. She who smelt it…” He pauses, his lips twitching in the first hint of a smile I’ve seen tonight. “Dealt it.”

      “Well!” I cross my arms over my chest. “That’s very insulting.”

      “I can’t rule you out of the suspect pool just yet.”

      “By the book, are you?”

      “Just doing my job, Miss.”

      At least he’s thorough. “Whatever happened to ‘innocent until proven guilty.’?”

      Elliot arches an eyebrow. “Are you taking the perp to court?”

      “I don’t know yet,” I grumble.

      “‘Innocent until proven guilty’ only applies in a court of law. We are not in a court of law. You’ve hired me to suspect everyone.” He lets that sit for a moment. “Including you.”

      “Hmph!”

      His gaze travels over my festive dress to my crossed legs and settles on my anxiously shaking foot. “Twitchy for a reason?”

      Sheepishly, I try to recross my legs without pulling a Sharon Stone. I am wearing underwear, by the way. Full coverage period underwear. The most granny of granny panties and the last thing I want is to flash him.

      “Let’s get back to your interrogation.” He pushes his cap back, nods at his phone. Dark brown eyes lock onto mine. “Name?”

      I snort. “You know my name.”

      “Speak into the recorder.”

      “Holly Lo.” I clear my throat. “Hi! I’m Holly Lo,” I say, as if I’m the guest on a true crime podcast. “I’m the victim of the crime in question.”

      He arches a brow. “When did the crime take place, Ms. Lo?”

      “Yesterday evening. Thanksgiving. It happened during Thanksgiving.”

      “And that was when you called my personal number.” He shoots me a chiding glance. “For the record, you called at 11:35 pm.”

      “Sorry.” I sink back in my seat. “Did I wake you?”

      “How did you get my personal number, Ms. Lo?” He glowers at me.

      “From Paige.”

      “P-A-G-E,” he jots down in his legal pad.

      “It’s Paige with an i.”

      “Paige with an unnecessary letter to her name,” he mutters, adding a crooked ‘i.’

      Remember what I said about my passing schoolgirl crush on this guy? Strike that from the record.

      I can’t harbor a crush on anyone who thinks I’m capable of such a despicable crime. No longer concerned about showing off my figure to its best advantage, I slump in my seat, soured by his attitude.

      “Who’s Paige?” he asks.

      “You know who Paige is. You visit her coffee shop every morning. You order a large cup of Americano. Black. No Sugar.”

      “For the record, Ms. Lo,” he says, gesturing to his phone. “Who is Paige?”

      He really is by the book.

      “Paige Westbrook. She owns the Honey Latte Lounge on the corner of 1st street and Main.”

      “What’s her relationship to you?”

      “She’s my best friend.”

      “Best friend,” he scribbles. “How did she get my number?”

      I nod at his sandwich scrap, half hidden in the cafe’s biodegradable takeout container. “Don’t you order takeout from her cafe every day?”

      With a sweep of his hand, the sandwich lands in the trash. “I’ll ask the questions here.” He clears his throat. “For the record, what is your occupation?”

      I narrow my eyes. “You know what I do. I’m just down the block.”

      “For the record,” he says, nodding to the recording.

      “‘For the record’ must be your favorite phrase. Ever hear of a ‘broken record’? That’s what you sound like.”

      Elliot issues a highly bothered sigh. “Just answer the question, Miss.”

      “I own Crystals & Sundry.” I square my shoulders.“It’s a gift shop.”

      “Define ‘sundry.’”

      “You bought a candle just a month ago. For your mom’s birthday, right? Strawberry Champagne, one of our bestsellers. Did she enjoy the gift?”

      Detective Frost frowns. I’ve noticed he does that a lot. It’s on the tip of my tongue to advise him to stop or he’ll get premature forehead wrinkles. You know, Dectective. Leonardo DiCaprio had a baby face once and now look at him. Something tells me that wouldn’t go over well.

      “Just answer the question,” he says.

      “Do we have to–”

      The no-nonsense look he shoots me would make a grown man shrivel and a red-blooded woman melt. I clear my throat. “Fine. I have one hundred varieties of candles and the odd crystal.”

      “What—”

      I raise my hand, halting his next question. “I know what you’re thinking. I stock more candles than crystals. Ergo, the store should be called ‘Candles & Sundry.’ There was a great crystal shortage during the winter of my grand opening. Candles are so easy to make. And it’s not like I confine my wares to just crystals and candles. I sell gifts. Many gifts. Cuckoo clocks, snow globes, and other bits and bobs.”

      Elliot has the confounded expression of someone who just got sucked into a tornado and came out the other side. He yanks off his hat and rakes his hand through an enviable mop of raven-black hair. “Define ‘bits and bobs.”

      “Ornaments. Greeting cards. Macrame plant hangers. Knitwear. Imported chocolates. When I’m able to acquire them, I sell the odd crystal.” I take a deep breath, waiting for him to jot down every item. “Is this really necessary? Listing out everything I sell?”

      “I’m building a criminal profile,” he says without glancing up from his notes.

      “What?!”

      Elliot underlines (quite brutally, mind you) an item on the list. “Let’s backtrack. What do you mean by ‘the odd crystal’?”

      “I’ve acquired a giant amethyst geode and other such rocks from my trip to Sedona last spring. Other than that, I make candles shaped like crystals. That’s all.”

      He refers to his notes. “And yet your store is called ‘Crystals and Sundry,’ but you mostly sell candles.”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “Yet you have, and I quote, ‘A giant geode and a few rocks.’”

      Air quotes? He’s actually doing air quotes? “Look, I already told you. The Great Crystal Shortage of 2021 took me for a ride!”

      “We are not in 2021, are we?” Elliot pauses, meeting my eye. “Surely the Great Crystal Shortage should have corrected itself in the three plus years you’ve been in business.”

      “Rome wasn’t built in a day.” My right leg begins to jimmy on its own. “Establishing a foothold in the crystal business takes time. You have to know the right people. There are relationships to form⁠—”

      Elliot, furiously scribbling, pokes his head up. “Palms to grease?”

      I stiffen. “What are you implying?”

      “Look, Ms. Lo,” he rolls up his sleeves, “as you’re the first suspect in this unfortunate crime⁠—”

      “A crime done to me! I’m the victim!”

      “That’s what they all say,” he mutters. “Let me get to the point: you wouldn’t happen to be…” He arches a sooty eyebrow. “Making crystals in the back room?”

      A rush of heat surges to my cheeks. “What are you insinuating? That I’m cooking crystal meth in the backroom of my candle shop?”

      His face is an unreadable mask. He jots something down in his notepad. “Interesting…”

      I lean forward. “W-w-what are you writing?”

      Obviously, I’m not the guilty party here, so why do I feel guilty? How is it possible that he’s made me feel like I’ve got something to hide? I wipe my damp brow.

      The action did not go unnoticed by Detective Frost. “Hot?”

      “Thirsty, actually.” I attempt to swallow. The back of my throat is as scratchy as sandpaper. “Can I have some water?”

      He scribbles on his notepad, his keen gaze settling over my flushed face for a beat. And even though he doesn’t say it, I can hear his voice in my ear, “Interesting…”

      Suddenly, he stands up and strides toward the mini fridge in the corner, hands me a bottle of water without missing a beat. He watches me finish the bottle in three gulps, monitors me as I wipe the droplets from my mouth.

      Sated, I collapse back in my seat.

      “Nervous?”

      “Not especially.”

      “Dry mouth and cold sweats are a sign of withdrawal. You wouldn’t happen to be sampling your own supplies?”

      I leap to my feet, almost toppling my chair. “Detective Frost! I’m a respected member of this town. I run a business of repute! I’m part of the council. For five consecutive years, I’ve been awarded the keys to Mapledale. I’m running for mayor in this year's election and I have it in strictest confidence that I’m likely to win. Do I look like a meth addict to you?”

      Elliot studies my face, his gaze traveling down to my…

      Dare I say it?

      My heaving bosom.

      Look, I’m aware that I’m huffing and puffing, my cheeks flushed with indignation. I’m turning red, but I still have control of the situation. My appearance is the opposite of ‘strung-out drug addict.’ I’m the clear-skinned, wide-eyed, best dressed picture of wholesomeness.

      I know I’m a model citizen.

      I’ve spent thirty-three years following a straight and narrow path to molding myself into a model citizen.

      My childhood bedroom is a shrine to all my awards: homecoming queen, prom queen, valedictorian, senior class president, varsity tennis champion. I haven’t won the Mapledale mayoral election yet, but I have a gut feeling the win is in the bag.

      I’d been training to become mayor all my life. How dare this guy insinuate that I’m breaking bad in the backroom of my gift shop?

      The only thing I have in my backroom is a thoroughly stocked wall of wrapping paper.

      I’m offended in every way a person can be offended.

      I’ve never hated anybody in my life. Actually, hate is a strong word. Hate is an emotion I’m not capable of. Let me retract. I’ve never disliked anyone in my life. There’s never been a cause to dislike anyone because no one, not friend nor stranger, has ever disliked me.

      No one has ever questioned my character before. My character is beyond reproach.

      Am I saying I’m starting to dislike Detective Elliot Frost?

      I think I am.

      “You’re a mean person,” I blurt out.

      He blinks, surprised by my sudden vitriol. “I’m a mean person?”

      “The meanest person I’ve ever met. And you know what else?”

      A weighted pause. “I’m afraid to ask,” he says.

      “Your Yelp reviews were right. You’re a real jerk.”

      “A jerk?” he repeats, nonplussed.

      I respond with a curt nod. I’m not taking it back. “A massive jerk.”

      And then, amazingly, his lips, which had been a rigid, unfriendly line until now, twitches. “I see,” he says, and immediately bows his head. Must be a defense mechanism against verbal abuse.

      I can’t see his face under the brim of his baseball cap, but I suspect he’s withering under my dressing down. Maybe calling him a massive jerk was too harsh?

      Oh no. His shoulders are shaking. Is he sobbing? Did I make him cry?

      At last, he pokes his head up. The light catches the unmistakable gleam of tears. One tear, actually, but if you were to ask me, one tear is enough to contain a river of hurt.

      I clasp my hands over my mouth. “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean that. I have a temper and sometimes I forget my manners. You’re not a jerk. Well…” I tip my head to the side, “you’re not a massive jerk.”

      “I’ve been called worse,” he says.

      “Worse than ‘jerk’? I can’t imagine.”

      Suddenly, his mouth curls into a lopsided and surprisingly charismatic smile. “Trust me.”

      I’m struck dumb and speechless. This was the first real smile I’ve seen from him this evening, the first smile I’ve seen from him ever, and it lit up his face with warmth. I’ve always thought the growly newcomer was cute, but now I see that he’s beautiful and capable of compassion. A little compassion from a beautiful stranger and a shoulder to cry on is what I need right now, but Elliot breaks the moment by glancing down at his notes.

      The magic vanishes.

      His stern mask returns. “Would you say, Ms. Lo, that you enjoy attention?”

      “I … I what?”

      “Attention,” he repeats. “Do you enjoy it?”

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “You’re running for mayor of Mapledale.”

      I frown. “I am.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I think I can change this town for the better. Really clean it up.”

      “Clean it up from what? There’s no litter on the streets. No crime to speak of. Your case is the only crime I’ve encountered since I’ve moved here. I may be new here, but even I know Ivan Thornberry’s been mayor for eight years now.”

      “A term that long sounds like a dictatorship to me,” I mutter. “Look, Ivan’s done fantastic things during his reign, but I think Mapledale is ready for fresh blood and new ideas.”

      “Ready for you, you mean.” He glances at his notes. “So you enjoy the attention. Lots of attention.”

      I choose my words carefully. “I don’t mind being in the public eye, if that’s what you’re implying.” I study his profile more carefully. Then it clicks. “Wait… You think that I staged the crime or did the deed myself because I’m attention hungry?”

      Elliot shrugs, taking a mental tally of my reaction. “Are you?”

      “Detective Frost,” I began slowly, “do I look like someone who would or could do…” I flutter my hand in the air, unable to put the crime into words. Well, I can put it into words, but it wouldn’t be appropriate around the dinner table or in polite society and I have to think about my image. I am running for mayor, after all. “Do I look like someone who could do that?”

      “That,” he repeats. “Define that.”

      “That despicable, disgusting, revolting deed? To myself? For attention?”

      His eyes dart from my boiling-red cheeks to my velvet dress. Now he takes notice of my outfit. “Anyone is capable of anything.”

      I grit my teeth. “No, Detective. No. I. Did. Not.”

      This time, he leans forward into his phone. “Let the record show, Ms. Lo pleads innocence.” He flips a page, pokes at one of his scribbles. “You’re very confident you’ll win this election. ‘I have it in strictest confidence that I’ll win.’ Your words.” Keeping his eyes on me, Elliot reclines and steeples his fingers. “Why are you so confident, Ms. Lo? To my knowledge, Mapledale loves and respects Mayor Thornberry. Those are pretty big shoes to fill.”

      “Not that big,” I blurt out.

      Elliot arches a skeptical eyebrow.

      I immediately regret my words. “I don’t mean to come off smug,” I backtrack. “What I mean is, I grew up in Mapledale. I love Mapledale. I am Mapledale.”

      “I’m familiar with your campaign slogan,” he interrupts. “It’s plastered on all the lampposts. You don’t need to recite it to me.”

      “I know it sounds cheesy, but I speak from the heart. This town is in my blood and I’m the lifeblood of Mapledale. I’m involved in every event, charity drive, potluck. I even volunteer to clean out the gutters at the senior center. I truly love Mapledale with my entire soul.”

      “What a very impressive résumé,” he says. “But does Mapledale love you?”

      “Of course. I know everyone in town on a first name basis. Everyone is a friend.”

      “Are they?” Before I can respond, he taps a few keys on his laptop and flips it around.

      My fingernails sink into my chair’s armrest. “Oh dear mother of–” I turn my head away.

      “I’ve taken the liberty of enhancing the crime scene photos you sent me,” he says. “I want you to take a good look.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut. “I don’t want to.”

      “Why so squeamish? You took the photo.”

      “Out of necessity,” I say, fighting the urge to toss my cookies. “I know what happened. I don’t need to relive this.”

      “Look at the photo, Ms. Lo.”

      “No!”

      “Ms. Lo… Holly.” He clears his throat. “Look at the photo.”

      “I don’t need to look,” I say. “I know what’s there.”

      “For the record,” he says, “what is that on your living room floor, under your Christmas tree, three inches shy of your tree skirt?”

      Begrudgingly, I open my eyes and face the offending picture. Elliot leaves his seat and perches himself on the edge of his desk.

      “Three lumps of coal,” I mutter. “Someone left me three lumps of coal.”

      He snorts. “That’s a nice way of putting it,” he says. “Ms. Lo, this is the reason why you need my assistance. Someone in Mapledale doesn’t like you. In fact, by the deliberate nature of this crime, I’d say someone in Mapledale hates you. Someone you know and trust. It’s time to stop deluding yourself and face facts. So for the record, will you cooperate?”

      Gritting my teeth, I give him a curt nod.

      He slaps his laptop shut and pushes his phone toward me, Voice Memo still running. “What happened on the night of November 24th?”

      I take a shaky breath and meet his eye. “I was hosting Thanksgiving dinner…”

      “And what happened at 10:55 pm? After all the guests have left?”

      “I was cleaning up when I discovered…” I gulp down another wave of revulsion. “I discovered that under my Christmas tree.”

      “Three lumps of coal,” he repeats. “But it isn’t coal, is it?”

      “No,” I sob. “It’s most definitely not coal.”

      “What is it, Holly?”

      He says my name softly, compassionately, and I burst into tears. “It’s poop!”

      “Three giant turds,” he hands me a tissue. “Let the record show,” he speaks into his phone, “Ms. Lo is convinced the feces is not animal, but…” he clears his throat, “Human.”

      A full body shiver zips through me.

      “One of your guests shat on your carpet, didn’t they?”

      “Yes! Yes! Someone took a dump under my Christmas tree!”

      So far, I’ve successfully compartmentalized last night’s events, blacked out everything except the pertinent details. Now it comes flooding back. The texture of the turd. The scent. The smear…On my brand new carpet.

      I want to gag.

      I do gag.

      Elliot hands me another bottle of water and watches patiently as I drain it. He pats me on the back, rubbing calming circles between my shoulder blades. “Tell me everything you were doing. The music you played. If the TV was on. What kind of food you served and when you served them. Time frames, if you can remember them. I want any photos you or anyone one at the crime scene snapped. The guest list, those who showed up, those who declined.”

      I take a shuddering breath. I’m violated and disgusted, vulnerable and enraged. The thought that someone I trusted, someone I invited into my home, would do something so unforgivably rude as to go to the bathroom on my living room floor. In the middle of a party, no less. How many people saw him? Or her? Or them? Was there a cover-up?

      My God…

      How many of my friends and family were complicit in this crime?

      Strangely enough, Detective Frost’s unexpected interrogation has riled me up.

      I want vengeance against the person or persons who ruined my Thanksgiving party. Cold revenge that could only be sated by the hot blood of justice.

      “Names,” he says. “I want names.”

      “I’ll give you names… I’ll give you the whole damn guest list.” I crumple my water bottle and chuck it on the floor.

      Acquiescing to the drama of the moment, Elliot picks up the bottle and tosses it into the recycling bin behind his desk.

      I blow my nose. “Promise me you’ll catch ‘em, Detective. Can you catch them before Christmas?”

      “I make no promises,” he says, then adds with a touch of pride, “but I assure you I’m very good at my job.”

      “Good,” I say. “Catch ‘em and make them pay. I want to know which one of my guests shat on my floor!”
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      “A table set for twelve, plus the host, you.” Detective Frost locks his gaze on me across my dining room table. “Thirteen suspects.”

      “Twelve suspects,” I correct.

      “Thirteen.” Elliot stands firm, eyeing me up and down like I’m a derelict he picked up off the streets. “The jury is still out on you.”

      As he brushes past me, I stick my tongue out at his back. This guy is the most suspicious person to ever walk the earth. Maybe that’s a good thing, considering the circumstances.

      My house is a war zone. Leftover plates and empty wine glasses litter the dining table. My kitchen sink overflows with dirty plates and the carcass of last night’s turkey sits in a coagulated pool of its own basting juices. Under normal circumstances, I would never have guests over with my house in this state of chaos, but I was a little distracted last night.

      Mortified by the mess, I grab a tipped over wineglass. “Let me just clear this up.”

      “No!” Elliot moves to block me. “Drop that wineglass. Don’t touch anything. This is a crime scene.”

      “Um…” I slowly set down the wineglass. “Can’t I just tidy up a bit?”

      “No.” He slips out his phone and starts snapping photos.

      “Ohhhh.” I nod in understanding. Okay. Crime scene photos. Just like in CSI. Now we’re talking. We’re finally rolling up our sleeves and getting down to business.

      I hover behind Elliot as he snaps photo after photo of the abandoned dinner table.

      “Did you get that,” I say, gesturing to Aunt Cherry’s lipstick-stained wineglass. “Don’t forget this hair. Did you see this hair? I think it belonged to Ivy, my cousin’s wife. Wait, you’re not— You’re not photographing it right…” I follow him around the room. “I can take the photos while you investigate.”

      Lowering his phone, Elliot nods to the head of the table. “Stand over there!”

      “Go to my seat?”

      “Yes,” he says, watching me move to the spot. “Far over there.”

      Something tells me he didn’t actually need me that far away.

      “Now…” He slaps his hands together. “Set the scene. I’m sure you have a Thanksgiving table setting mapped out months in advance.”

      I arch an eyebrow, impressed. “How did you know?”

      “You just seem like the type,” he mutters and quickly points to my right. “Who sat there?”

      “My mom.”

      “And next to her? The one with the green beans mashed into the tablecloth.” Elliot snaps a picture of the mess and glances expectantly at me.

      “My sister Jen,” I grumble.

      “Younger sister, I presume?”

      My eyes dart to the side. “Yeah…”

      “Let me guess. There’s an age gap. You’re … how old are you?”

      “Thirty-three.”

      “And Jen is…” He studies the smashed food. “Three?”

      I sigh. “She’s twenty-four.” I hold up my hand at his surprise. “She didn’t have an accident. She’s just…” I shrug, trying to find the exact words to describe Jen.

      How do I put this nicely? A whiny little brat when she doesn’t get her way?

      “We had a tiny argument last night,” I say instead. “And she just smashed her beans into my tablecloth.”

      Elliot frowns. “What was the argument about?”

      I throw my hands up in the air. “I just noticed that she was eating her green beans with her hands and I merely suggested that she use a fork. Or a chopstick. Our family usually does an East-West potluck: turkey, mashed potatoes, stuffing,” I explain. “My parents used to run the banquet hall off Haymarket Square…”

      He nods. “I know it. The Twin Dragons Seafood Palace.”

      “After my father died, my mom sold it to my Aunt Cherry and Uncle Tony. Long story short, in addition to turkey and stuffing, we had the equivalent of a Chinese wedding banquet for Thanksgiving: roast suckling pig, garlic fried shrimp, braised bok choy, and your choice of utensils. But when I gently suggested to Jen to stop eating with her hands…”

      “She picked up her fork and started smashing her green beans on my tablecloth.” I glance down at Jen’s handiwork in exasperation.

      Nodding, Elliot slips a small reporter’s notebook out of his back pocket and jots something down. “Mmm hmm.”

      As I fume over our argument last night, the obvious dawns on me. “You don’t think Jen pooped on my floor, do you?”

      Elliot flips his notebook shut. “It’s not looking good for Jen.”

      “But Jen is family! Even if she’s a brat at times, she couldn’t possibly do…” I caution a glance toward the Christmas tree and shudder. “She would never…”

      “Your sister has shown a propensity toward spite,” Elliot says. “To defecate on someone’s floor is an act of spite. After you, she’s the second suspect.”

      “After me?” I know Elliot has to be thorough as a detective, but this cloud of unfounded suspicion toward the victim is starting to get on my nerves. “Meaning I’m the prime suspect?”

      “Then you’re saying Jen is the first suspect? You said, and I quote ‘She’s family. She would never…’”

      “I don’t think she did it, but I definitely didn’t do it! If it was between the two of us, she’s more likely than me.”

      Elliot shakes his head and makes a note of my comment. “Throwing your own sister under the bus.”

      “Let me remind you,” I grit my teeth, “I’m the victim here. I’m the one who has been wronged. This is my house. My carpet. My Thanksgiving ruined. My cleaning fee. My psychological damage.” I march up to him and poke him in the chest. “You’re my employee. You’re supposed to be on my side!”

      “I’m a free agent, Miss,” he says, “the only side I’m on is the side of justice. You asked for my help in solving this heinous crime and I’m going to solve this crime, which means leaving no stone unturned, no suspect written off. I’ve worked many cases that may appear clear cut at first, but when you chip away at it, you unravel many layers of deceit and subterfuge.” He takes a step back and jams his hands into the pockets of his wool trench coat. “I had a case once, brought to me by a pretty broad just like you⁠—”

      “Broad?” I scoff. “Are you for real?”

      “Excuse me. A lovely lady just like you… Took out a life insurance policy on her late husband.” He shudders at the memory.

      “Let me guess,” I say. “It involved a double indemnity clause about said husband dying on a train? And together with her lover, she manages to kill her husband on said train?”

      Elliot scoffs, returning his attention to me. “That’s very silly. There are no double indemnity clauses involving trains in my experience.” He frowns and studies my face. “Interesting that your mind would dart straight to murder…”

      “Oh, for the love of–” I take a deep breath and shut my eyes. “Do you honestly think I’m the kind of person who can just…” I march over to my Christmas tree and point at the stains on my carpet, “squat down in the middle of a party and defecate on my living room floor?”

      “Miss,” Elliot mutters, “as far as I’m concerned, everyone is capable of defecating at a party. It’s just a matter of motive.”

      Urgh.

      I can tell this is going to be the beginning of an infuriating partnership, one that will result in hair loss. Two days in and I already want to rip out all my hair and bludgeon Detective Frost in the study with a candlestick.

      Propping my hands on my hips, I tilt my chin up to meet his suspicious gaze. “What’s my motive, then?”

      He narrows his eyes. “I can’t tell a suspect.”

      “What about a paying client?”

      “In that case, I can tell you,” he says matter-of-factly. “I believe you to be a raging narcissist who isn’t beyond crying wolf in exchange for attention, sympathy, and votes. Do you want me to go on?”

      I’m stunned into silence. I just stand there with my mouth open making incomprehensible squeaks. “What is this? A criminal profile?”

      He nods. “Just a casual one.”

      “You think I’m a liar?”

      “I never said that.”

      “But you implied it,” I say.

      He tips his head to the side. “Yes,” he says after a long pause. “I suppose I did. If it’s any consolation, I don’t believe you’re a malicious liar. You’re a people pleaser. You want everyone to like you and will do anything to make that happen, including telling little white lies to make yourself look better.”

      Wow. That’s it. I don’t have anything to add to his assessment of my character. Just wow.

      I fold my arms across my chest. “I really don’t like you.”

      Elliot considers my declaration. At last, he shrugs. “This is one instance where I’m absolutely certain you’re telling the truth.”
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        * * *

      

      “Walk me through the scene, Ms. Lo.” Elliot moves to the head of the table. “It’s Thanksgiving Day…”

      “I’m hosting,” I say.

      “As per usual?”

      “No,” I shake my head. “This is my third year hosting Thanksgiving. It’s a tradition to spend it with my parents, but after Dad passed, it just wasn’t the same. Last year, I closed on this house.”

      I gesture vaguely to the pocket doors separating the dining room from the living room. “This was my dream home. Jen and I used to walk by this house on our way home from school and imagine what it would be like inside this big Victorian birthday cake. See?” I nod to the Christmas tree, cozy in its nook. “The bay windows used to glow during the holidays and it always smelled like cinnamon sugar and happiness.”

      “‘Cinnamon spun happiness’ my dad used to say.” I glance down, realizing too late that I’ve been chewing on my thumbnail. I thought I'd rid myself of that habit years ago. Sheepishly, I jammed my hand in my pocket.

      When I looked up again, Elliot was watching me carefully, a groove between his brow as if he was trying to piece together a difficult puzzle. He clears his throat and tips his head up to admire the coffered ceiling.

      The big Victorian on the corner hasn’t changed since I made my fifth-grade vow to make it my home. It still looks like a frosty pink three-tiered birthday cake.

      “Looks like you had your cake and ate it too,” he says softly.

      I narrow my eyes, ready to pounce on any hint of sarcasm. The detective was sincere.

      “I wanted to share my cake with all the people I love and someone vandalized it.” I shake my head, unable and unwilling to comprehend how something like this could happen.

      My Christmas tree looms in my peripheral vision. I bought the grandest evergreen at the Christmas tree farm, loaded it with antique ornaments (and a few Hallmark ones) and wrapped it in ribbon and tinsel. I had the tree skirt, a lush red velvet, imported from Denmark. I’d just unboxed it and spread it out mere minutes before the first guest arrived for Thanksgiving (one must get a head start on Christmas, I always say).

      To think that someone wandered into my cozy Christmas tree nook, trampled on the velvet skirt, squatted down in front of the bay windows where any passerby could see… and had a bowel movement!

      “Holly!” Elliot snaps his fingers in front of my face. “Focus! We’ll get to the crime later.”

      “How am I expected to focus when the crime scene is right there? Mocking me!”

      With an exasperated sigh, he grips my
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      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
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      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
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      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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