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To Mom and Dad, with love




Tonight

When I was a little girl, I loved Christmas Eve, because it meant the best day of the year was almost here. Candy canes, cocoa with marshmallows, gingerbread men with buttercream faces. Santa Claus and his reindeer and the list he checked twice. My brother and me hanging empty stockings with our names embroidered across the tops, and then bounding down the stairs Christmas morning to find those stockings bulging with gifts. Ripping off colorful wrappings amid shrieks of excitement, because Santa always, always brought what we asked for. That jolly old guy never let us down, not once.

This year, the best thing about Christmas Eve is that I’m finally old news. My home rings with silence. The reporters who lurked outside my townhouse, my office, my life, have decamped in favor of a more interesting disaster. Yesterday’s news is lining today’s garbage cans, or so people said before everything went digital.

Around noon, I called my mother in Phoenix to wish her a merry Christmas. It was a calculated decision. My stepfather has dozens of grandchildren, and on Christmas Eve, they descend en masse on Mom and Phil’s condo. If I didn’t reach Mom first, she’d call in the evening so the kids could wish Auntie Meg in Connecticut a merry Christmas. The prospect of all these semi-relatives chirping with holiday cheer was more than I could stomach.

Mom doesn’t follow Hartford news anymore. Still, I found myself asking, “What did the kids ask Santa for?”

“Oh, they know better than that,” my mother said. “They’re too grown up to believe in Santa Claus.”

Too grown up. Maybe that’s my problem. I need to grow up.

I’ve only spoken with two other humans today: the girl who answered the phone at Hunan Gardens, and the pudgy kid who delivered my food. If he recognized me from the news, he didn’t let on. He wished me a merry Christmas. I told him I’m Jewish (even though I’m not), because only non-Christians or pathetic losers would spend Christmas Eve alone with Kung Pao chicken.

I plunk the bags on the kitchen table. Two of my cats, Harry and David, gallumph down the stairs, summoned by the aroma of sesame shrimp. Lulu, who lived in my office when I had one, used to stand on my desk demanding a share of my lunch. Now, she huddles under the bed in the guest room while Harry and David sniff and scratch outside her door.

The boys wind around my legs as I unpack my order. With all this food, I won’t need to shop until New Year’s. A waxed paper packet contains a dozen fortune cookies. Whoever assembled the order must have assumed I was having a party.

I pour the last of the pinot grigio, upending the bottle to get every drop. “To folly,” I say; my voice cracks. I hold up my glass, but there’s no one to clink with.

The cats stand on their hind legs, sniffing the plastic containers. Egg rolls and fried dumplings sounded appetizing an hour ago, but nothing appeals now. I’ll eat it anyway. I didn’t get to be size fourteen by accident. Unless....

Before my nerve fails, I pick up the phone. My heart pounds as I punch the buttons.

“Hello?” Holly says as if she doesn’t have Caller ID.

“It’s me.”

“Hi.” Her voice is cool.

I should have planned an opener. Instead, I say the first thing that comes into my head: “Just wanted to wish you a merry Christmas.”

“Go ahead.” She’s not giving an inch, and I’m tempted to hang up. I’m not the only one who was wrong.

But I miss my friend. At long last, the dust is settling. I push on: “Merry Christmas.”

“Okay.” Not welcoming, but not slamming the phone down, either.

With all the casualness I can muster, as if we just talked this morning, I toss out the invitation: “Listen, I was wondering if you ate yet. I ordered Chinese, and I guess I got carried away, because I’ve got a boatload of food here and I’ll never finish it all, and I thought maybe if you weren’t doing anything, you might want to come over.” If you’re not doing anything. It’s Christmas Eve, moron. I continue, “The kids, too. I’ve got enough for an army.” Amy should be home from college by now. As far as I know, Jack still lives at home.

“They’re not here,” she says.

“They’re not coming for Christmas?” The news startles me out of my discomfort.

“They’ll be here tomorrow,” Holly says. “Amy’s down in Stamford at her boyfriend’s, and Jack and his fiancée are at her parents’.”

His fiancée. “I didn’t know he was engaged.” Five months ago, I’d have been her first call for news like that.

“Last weekend,” she says, mollifying me slightly.

“Congratulations,” I say. “Mother of the groom. All the fun, none of the hassles.” Even I can hear the forced jollity in my words. One more shot. If that doesn’t work, I’m out of here. “So. Any interest in an egg roll?”

“Is that really why you called?” She’s never had much patience for bullshit.

“No,” I say. “I’m out of wine.”

“Life’s a bitch.” I can almost hear her unspoken thought: And so are you.

I brace myself against the counter. “And I’m sorry.” Silence. “I acted like a complete idiot. I was wrong. About everything.” Everything she knows, and a lot she doesn’t.

More silence. Then— “I was going to call you. I saw the news.” The words are a slap: she knew what was happening, and all I got from her was one lousy text, months ago. If the tables had been turned, I’d have called her.

“I should have called you,” she says as if reading my mind. “I’m sorry. I was—oh, I don’t know. It doesn’t matter. I’m just sorry.”

“Thanks,” I whisper. It’s a start.

“Are you okay?”

Hot tears well up, spill over. “I don’t know what’s going to happen. It’s all up to the grievance committee.” I scrub away the tears with a paper napkin.

I can feel her casting around for something encouraging. “What does Michael say?”

“He’s sure it’ll work out, everything’ll be okay. The usual crap.”

“What about the others? Doesn’t Eckert have any connections?”

“—That’s all over.”

“What do you mean?” But she knows. The squeak on “mean” gives her away.

“I disgraced the firm. They voted me out.”

“What the—can they—oh God, Meg. I’m so sorry.”

“Yeah, well—I can’t say I’m surprised.” The signs were there, but I refused to believe them.

Treading lightly now: “Have you decided what you’re going to do?”

“Dunno. Assuming I can still practice, I guess I’ll open my own firm. It’s not like anybody’s banging down my door.” Funny how things turn out. All I ever wanted a simple, normal life. Nice guy, interesting job. Respectability. Security. Peace.

Too bad nobody in Hartford delivers booze. A distant memory surfaces, and I yank open the freezer. Behind ancient chicken breasts and a frost-covered container of mixed-berry sherbet lurks a bottle of citrus-flavored vodka I once bought for cosmopolitans. “Hey, what goes with vodka?”

“Borscht,” Holly says. “What are you doing?”

I pour an inch of vodka into my wineglass. “Making do.” I take a sip. “God, that’s nasty.” One more sip, and I dump it out.

“Cut it out,” she says. “You made a mistake. It happens.”

Except she doesn’t know the half of it. I trudge into the living room and plop down in the oversized rocker-recliner. Harry jumps into my lap, rocking the chair harder.

“What’s next?” Holly asks.

“Nobody knows. The state’s attorney’s talking about charging me with aiding and abetting. Geoff says that’s what this professional discipline crap is really about.”

“—Geoff—”

“—my lawyer. He thinks they’re trying to intimidate me, but it could be—I don’t know. If they decide I violated some big-time rule of professional conduct, I could get reprimanded, or have my license suspended, or—” I can’t say it.

“You’re not going to get disbarred,” Holly says. It’s her mommy voice, gentle and reassuring. Too bad she doesn’t have a clue.

“It’s not impossible.” The admission sticks in my throat. “The hearing officer already thinks I’m nuts.”

Her voice turns hesitant. “Have you heard from Ralph?”

“Not lately.” Intentionally vague, but she doesn’t know enough to press.

“What if you called him?”

“He wouldn’t be there. It’s Christmas Eve.”

A long silence. I’m about to hang up when she says, “What did you order?”

Tears well up again. I recite the contents of the containers on my table. “Any interest?”

“In the food, not really. But the company....”

I smile even as I wipe away tears. “You don’t have to.” It’s enough that she offered. That she’s back in my world, on my side. Not completely fixed, but we’re heading in the right direction.

“I know.” I can hear in her voice that she’s smiling, too. At last. “You going up to Derek’s tomorrow?”

My brother lives just outside of Albany. “They’re spending the holiday with Cindy’s aunt in Boston. They asked me, but I couldn’t stand the thought of three days with that crowd.” Or their questions.

“You can come here.” It’s her mommy voice again.

“Thanks, sweetie, but I don’t think so.” Dressing up, making conversation, sitting through a cheery holiday meal. Just the thought exhausts me.

“I’ve got a merlot from Chile. Nice stuff.” It’s the same lilting tone she used to get the kids to eat their carrots.

“Tempting, but I’ll pass. You hang out with your daughter-in-law-to-be. Talk about bridesmaid gowns.” I stretch my legs. Harry raises his head, eyes half-open. I should put the Chinese in the refrigerator. The last thing I need is now food poisoning.

“Can I wish you a merry Christmas?” she asks.

“You can try, but I don’t think it’s going to work.” I hate how self-pitying I sound. “Sorry. I just—” I can’t come up with an excuse.

“Don’t worry about it,” she says, and I know she means it. “Merry Christmas anyway. And the offer for tomorrow stands. We’ll be eating around three.”

“You’re the best,” I say. “And I really am sorry.”

“So am I,” she says. “Good night.”

“Good night.” I punch the lighted button labeled end and hoist Harry to my shoulder. “Come on, buddy, let’s wrap this up.” We lumber into the kitchen to find David on the table with his nose buried in a dumpling. “What do you think you’re doing?” I demand. I wipe his face, shoo him off the table, dispose of his prize, and put the remaining food away.

The house is so silent I can practically hear the snow falling. I yawn to try to convince myself I’m tired. Nobody is fooled. “Bedtime,” I announce. Good creatures of habit, the boys race up the stairs. I stop in the guest room to cuddle Lulu, but she squirms away from the scent of the other cats on me. Her whiskers tremble; her eyes are round and nervous. I need a new office, if only so she can have her own domain.

I don’t expect to fall asleep, but I must have, because something jerks me awake. I sit bolt upright in the darkness, senses











Book One

The Client


One

One year earlier

It was the Monday after the long Christmas weekend, and all through downtown Hartford, computer monitors sat dark at empty desks. In our office, I was the only lawyer present, the others having elected to enjoy the lull after a blizzard of holiday events. Eckert, our managing partner, believed that the firm’s success depended on its reputation in the community, and so the Lundstrom Law Firm attended every possible function. As the firm’s litigators, Michael and I went to events involving judges, prosecutors, defense counsel, bar associations, or anybody else we’d want remembering us warmly when it was time to refer a case. Eckert, our probate guru, and Elsa, who handled corporate matters, appeared at parties thrown by or on behalf of wealthy people, business leaders, and high-ranking politicians. Roy, our numbers expert—tax, bankruptcy, real estate—hated social affairs, but he did his part, handing out business cards at functions attended by CPAs, realtors, and members of zoning boards.

Basking in the prospect of an uninterrupted morning, I settled in with a mug of Irish breakfast tea, a blueberry muffin, and my to-do list. Working when other people weren’t meant I could scatter emails and voicemail messages all over town, checking those tasks off my list because they just became my opponent’s problem. If the morning remained as quiet as I expected, I’d dispose of half a dozen matters before lunch.

At 8:42 a.m., our receptionist, Marilyn, buzzed me. “Belinda on line two.”

“Cripes,” I muttered through a mouthful of muffin. Belinda was the caseflow coordinator at the criminal court. I swallowed and punched the button. “Good morning, Belinda. Did you have a nice holiday?”

“Yes.” Belinda didn’t chat. New lawyers would try to engage her in conversation, only to be met with a perplexed stare: Why are you speaking to me? “Judge Pearce asked me to call you. They’ve got someone in lockup who needs representation for an arraignment.”

So much for my quiet morning. If a judge asked personally for you to represent someone, “no” was not an acceptable response. Not that I’d turn down this judge anyway; I’d known the Honorable Ethan Harrison Pearce for nearly twenty years, since our first year of law school when everybody called him Spike. “Of course. What’s the charge?”

“Burglary. Criminal trespass.”

“No problem.” But it was curious request. Public defenders always handled arraignments. Afterward, the PDs might send the case to a “special public defender”—a private lawyer who covered criminal defense matters for the state—but not until the plea was in. Still, it wasn’t a big deal. Most likely it was a staffing issue: on the first court day after the long Christmas weekend, there was probably a shortage of PDs and a plethora of defendants. “When was the arrest?”

“Thursday night. The twenty-fourth.”

What a dirtbag. “Who breaks into somebody’s house on Christmas Eve?”

Then I heard a sound I’d never heard from Belinda: a laugh. Not just a snort or a giggle. An honest-to-God laugh. “Arraignment is at ten.”

“Hang on—what’s the defendant’s name?”

More laughter. “Claus. C-L-A-U-S. First name, Ralph.”

“Ralph Claus?”

“The state thanks you.”


Two

The marshal escorted me into the small windowless room. “Here’s your lawyer,” he said to the man seated at the metal table which was bolted to the floor. The marshal withdrew, closing the heavy door with a clank.

My new client rose. He was tall and lanky, with dark hair and four days’ worth of whiskers. His eyes were a surprisingly light green, and his nose had a high, prominent bridge. His city-issued orange jumpsuit clashed with his olive-toned skin. He reached out his hand. “Thank you for doing this, Ms.—”

“Riley. Megan Riley.” I took his hand. His grip was firm and sure.

But it was his smile that stopped me. Full lips and strong-looking white teeth bespoke years of good nutrition and probably a mother who made him brush after meals. A slight dimple in his right cheek showed beneath the whiskers. And a curious familiarity, as though he was greeting a friend, not meeting a stranger.

“Please sit down, Mr.Claus.” I draped my coat over one of the chairs on my side of the table and dug in my briefcase for my pen, the firm’s representation agreement, and the intake sheet from the bail commissioner. My impossible-to-control curls—nearly as dark as his, except for a few silver threads—fell forward, hiding my face from his scrutiny. I took my seat and took charge. “Your full name, please?”

“Ralph Henry Claus. C-L-A-U-S.”

“Address?” The space on the intake sheet was blank.

His smile faded. “This is confidential, right?”

The question was encouraging. Regulars in criminal court knew all about the attorney-client privilege. If this one wasn’t a frequent flier, the judge might be a bit more lenient. “I’ve been appointed to represent you this morning. Assuming you agree to that, yes. Do you agree?” When he nodded, I handed him the representation agreement and my pen. He skimmed the document, scrawled his name, and passed it back across the table. I tucked the form away. “Now, whatever you tell me about your case is privileged. So, as I was saying—what’s your address?”

“I don’t exactly have one.”

“Are you homeless?” Ordinarily, I tried to be sensitive about such matters, but we were due upstairs in a few minutes.

“I live at the family compound. There’s no street address.”

The family compound. A far cry from indigent, and yet Spike Pearce had appointed counsel. Something wasn’t adding up. Maybe the bail commissioner had suspected mental illness. I tried a different angle. “How do you get your mail?”

“Most of it’s electronic. The snail mail gets picked up and brought home.”

“Picked up from where? What post office?” He didn’t answer, and I didn’t have time to play twenty questions. “Mr.Claus, please tell me where you live.”

“Why? You’re not going to believe me.” The smile was back.

“You tell me, and I’ll decide what I believe.” I glanced at my watch. “One more time: where do you live?”

He met my eyes squarely. “The North Pole.” Before I could respond, he added, “I told you you wouldn’t believe me.”

Whatever. “What were you doing at the—” I scanned the document known in criminal proceedings as the “information.” “—Leopolds’? Why were you there?”

“To deliver Christmas presents.”

Okay, I should have seen that one coming. “So, you’re not just Ralph Claus—you’re Santa Claus.”

“Not quite.”

Spike Pearce owed me big-time. “We’ve got—” I checked my watch “—three minutes. Explain.”

“My father is Santa Claus. When he retires, I’ll inherit the job. For now, I help out.”

“Like the Santas at the mall?” That had always been my mother’s explanation when I asked how there could be so many Santas all over town.

“Not exactly. Delivering all those gifts in one night—nobody could do that. It’s always been a team effort.”

I scanned the paperwork. No mention of an accomplice. “What happened with the Leopolds? Didn’t they like their presents?”

“I don’t know,” said Ralph. “I was just putting them down when Trevor Leopold came into the room. He’s only six, but he’s got a set of lungs that would stop a train. Next thing I knew, Victoria—that’s his mom—was screaming into the phone that there was a cat burglar in her house.”

“A cat burglar?” Granted, he was a lot younger and skinnier than the traditional Santa pictures, but the red suit should have been a clue.

“Probably because of the clothes,” he said. My confusion must have shown, because he explained, “We wear all black—even boots and gloves. Soot doesn’t show, and it’s harder to see us in the dark.”

“What about the red suit with the white fur?”

“Are you kidding? The laundry crew would kill us. You ever try to get soot out of fur? The red and white is strictly the dress uniform. It’s only used for very special appearances. You wouldn’t expect soldiers or cops to run around in their dress blues all the time, would you?”

I couldn’t deny the logic. Still, if I found a stranger dressed in black in my house in the middle of the night, my first thought would definitely not be about the gifts he’d brought.

“What happened to the presents?” He looked away, saying nothing. I leaned forward. “Mr.Claus. Ralph. What happened to the presents you were supposed to be delivering?”

“The gifts for the Leopolds were delivered, and the rest were picked up.” He sounded detached, as if he was talking about someone else’s crime.

“They ‘were delivered’? By whom? And who picked up ‘the rest’, whatever those are, and when? And how? Was somebody else with you?” I texted my paralegal to check with caseflow immediately to see if anybody else had been picked up on similar-sounding charges. All I needed was another defendant with a conflicting story, and Ralph Henry Claus was screwed.

“Does it matter? This case is just about whether I broke into the Leopolds’ house, right? What does it matter what happened to the rest of the gifts?” For the first time, he sounded edgy.

A sharp rap on the metal door interrupted us. The door opened, and a slight sandy-haired young woman with freckles poked her head in. “Sorry to interrupt, counselor, but we need to get the defendant upstairs.”

“Thank you, marshal. One more minute, please.” I waited until the door closed behind her before I asked my client, “Do I assume correctly that you’re pleading guilty?”

“That depends,” he said. “What exactly would I be pleading guilty to?”

I consulted the information. “Burglary in the second degree. It means you unlawfully entered the Leopolds’ home at night with the intent to commit a crime. Criminal trespass. It means you went in when you knew you weren’t allowed to, and you didn’t leave when somebody told you to.”

“I never intended to commit a crime, and I wasn’t there unlawfully.”

“Victoria Leopold says you were.”

“She’s wrong. Trevor invited me. He wrote a letter to Santa and asked us to bring him a catcher’s mitt. Left-handed. I did. Ask him. We left it.”

Fine. I wasn’t about to get into the question of who “we” might be. Enough that I could argue he was there by invitation. That would suffice for purposes of a good-faith plea of “not guilty” at the arraignment.

Which, as it turned out, was the easy part.


Four

By the time I got down to the client consultation room, Kat Williams from KW Bail Bonds was sitting with Ralph. Kat had been bonding out my clients ever since I started practice fifteen years ago. All Ralph had to do now was to come up with five hundred dollars—ten percent of the bail—and he’d be out of jail until I got his case pled out.

Except Ralph was shaking his head with a rueful smile. “I don’t have any money,” he said as I came in. “Just the ten bucks I had when they arrested me.”

“Do you have access to any other funds? Anybody y’all can borrow from? Friends, family, boss?” Twenty years in New England, and her Georgia drawl was still as thick as honey.

“I could ask my family,” Ralph said. “It might take a little time to get it, though. They’re not from around here.”

“That’s okay,” Kat said. “Be sure to tell them you’re lucky it’s so little. Five thou is really low, especially from Judge Marcos. He must have liked you.”

“I’m sure that’s it,” I said. “Kat, can I talk to you outside?”

“Sure,” she said. To Ralph, she added, “If you want to give me a number, I can call somebody for you.”

“We’ll be right back,” I said before he could take her up on it. We went out into the hall, and I closed the door.

“What’s up?” she asked.

“What has he told you?”

“His name and his bail amount. Why? What should he have told me?” She didn’t sound concerned. After thousands of bonds, there was practically nothing Kat hadn’t heard.

“Look, I can’t breach client confidentiality, but—well, this guy may have a screw loose.” I had absolute faith in Kat’s discretion, but Ralph Claus had made a point of not disclosing his North Pole affiliation until I assured him of confidentiality, so it was clear this was what the law called a communication in furtherance of the representation. In other words, his claimed address was privileged information, which meant my lawyer-lips were sealed.

“Let me guess,” she said. “He’s got an internet startup that’ll be worth millions if we all give him twenty bucks?”

“I can’t say anything. Just—be careful.” I tried to invest my words with heavy-duty meaning.

“You’re the one who needs to be careful,” she said. “I heard some of the guys talking before y’all came back down. Victoria Leopold has friends.” Her emphasis on the word made it clear she wasn’t talking about workout buddies or a Mommy-and-Me group.

“Politicians or mob?”

“Politicians. Her cousin is a legislative assistant to Senator Zenkman. She might be related to him, too. The guys weren’t sure.”

“Oh, jeez.” Hal Zenkman was a Greenwich millionaire whose primary qualification for public office was the number of companies he’d taken over, dismembered, and sold for parts at enormous personal profit. Unions had fought his election, citing his well-documented position that collective bargaining undermined the free market. Teachers’ organizations had banded with parents’ groups against his stated intention to preserve tax loopholes for high-end estates by cutting school-funded meals and after-school programs for children of working parents. When challenged on this particular legislation, he’d once been heard to say, “You dance with the one that brought you.”

“Any chance your boy’s a rich Republican?” Kat asked.

“Doubt it.” This was a guy who gave away free stuff without making anybody take a drug test.

“Then he needs a bond,” she said. “’Cause if he doesn’t have influence someplace, you’re gonna have a tough time getting Antonio to agree to anything, and Mr.Santa there is going to be going over next year’s naughty-and-nice list in jail.”

“Mr.Claus,” I corrected her. We went back into the room to see Ralph Claus looking as relaxed as someone sitting in a coffee shop with a latte. “Here’s the thing,” I said without preamble. “You need to come up with five hundred dollars, or you’ll be sitting in jail until we dispose of your case.”

Ralph frowned slightly. “I really need to get back home. Post-holiday clean-up is a bear.”

I met his eyes hard, then glanced meaningfully at Kat and shook my head slightly. “You’re not going anywhere. If you make bail, you still have to stay in the state until your case is over. If you don’t make bail, you’re definitely not going any place. Those are the only options, Mr.Claus.”

Ralph’s mouth pursed with mild irritation. “I need to make a call.” Kat mumbled something about checking in with her office and slipped out of the room. Once the door closed, I handed him the phone I kept exclusively for client use. “It’s an international call,” he warned. I gestured for him to proceed, and he punched in what seemed like a very long string of numbers, even for an international call. “Hey, Ivy, it’s me.... Don’t worry, I’m fine.... I know. But everything got delivered all right? ... Good.... Listen, is Phil around? ... I really don’t have time to talk to her right now.... No, I really don’t—hi, Mom.... Yes, I’m fine.... It’s just a misunderstanding. I’ve got a lawyer, and I’m getting out on bail, but I’m not allowed to leave the state.... Connecticut, remember? ... I know. Maybe next time.... Look, I’m in kind of a hurry. Can you transfer me to Phil? ... Because I need money for a few things.... It’s Hartford. I figured I’d buy some insurance while I’m here—I’m kidding. Bail, for one. Can I just talk to Phil? ... Yeah, well, time zones are like that. What are you doing up at this hour, anyway? ... Mom, I’m fine. Everybody’s been terrific. Let me talk to Phil.... Hey, buddy.... Okay, but I need cash.. .. Bail, lawyer, living expenses.... Hang on.” To me, he said, “Any idea how long I’ll be here?”

“Could be a few days, could be months. Depends on the prosecutor.” I’d explain about Zenkman later.

He repeated my words into the phone. “Uh-huh.... Yeah, that’s what I was thinking.... I know, I know. Next time, someplace warm.... How about Aruba? ... Fine. Next time I get arrested, I’ll make sure I’m in Aruba.... Oh, for the love of—Philip, take twenty bucks and buy yourself a sense of humor, okay? ’Cause I don’t think there’s anybody in the workshop who can make something that small.... Look, I’ve gotta go. My extremely patient lawyer is waiting, and we’re running up her phone bill.... Don’t be stupid. Of course, we’re paying for it.... Hang on.” He turned to me again. “How much should I have him send for legal fees?”

“I was appointed.” Which was another discussion we needed to have since it appeared that he did have funds to pay for counsel.

He waved his hand impatiently. “We’re paying you. Just tell me how much.” A rare statement, to be sure. I could practically hear my partners shouting “Hallelujah!”

“Tell him to send the bail money, plus a retainer of five thousand. If the case goes fast, that should do it.”

“And if it doesn’t?”

“We can deal with that later.” My partner, Roy, was probably clutching his chest in sudden agony. Any lawyer knows that if a client offers to pay, you take the money before they decide they’d rather put it toward a month on the Cape or a new roof.

“Ten thousand for the lawyer,” he said into the phone. I held up my hand, five fingers spread, but he shook his head. “Hey, what can I say? Lawyers are expensive down here.... No, I can’t use Kristofer.... All he does are contracts and websites.... I don’t know. Reykjavik? Why are you asking me this? ... Philip, I’m sitting in the basement of an American courthouse running up my lawyer’s cellphone bill—which reminds me, I need a new phone.... One of the reindeer stepped on it. Now, can we wrap this up? Who’s bringing everything down? ... No. Absolutely not.... Because she’ll never leave... . I don’t care. Tell her you’re using carrier pigeons.... I swear to you, if she shows up down here, I’m jumping bail, and I’m coming home and I’m going to beat the crap out of you and your computer, and you can have Kristofer sue me if he can find a courthouse.... You know what? Transfer me to Charles.... Thanks, buddy.... Hey, Chaz. Sorry to wake you. I need a favor. Very quiet.... Yup.... No, nothing like that.” He glanced at me. “Phil’s putting together some stuff for me, and I need somebody to bring it down to Connecticut.... Exactly.... Double-check with Ted, but I’d use Chloe and Blitzen.... Huh-uh. Check his hoof. He was landing rough the last few houses.... Whatever. Just move fast, because she already knows I called, and she’s going to be trying to organize this.... Hang on.” He turned back to me. “What’s your address?” I handed him my card, and he read it into the phone. “What’s the ETA?” He listened, then said to me, “They might not get here by five. Is that okay?”

“Somebody’ll be there.” For ten thousand dollars, somebody would definitely be there.

He ended the call and handed the phone back. “Be sure to put that on my bill.” I was looking forward to that phone bill myself.

I dropped the phone into my briefcase and headed out into the hall where Kat was still waiting. “He says the money’s on its way, but it might not be here by five.”

She picked up her bag. “I’ll go through the paperwork with him now, and tomorrow morning, we’ll get him out.”

A thought began to form. “Why don’t you get started, but don’t fill in the release date yet. I’ll be right back.” I headed down the hall to the locked double doors. A marshal waved me through, and I entered a much nicer corridor with tightly-looped dark red carpet and chalky paint that looked as if it had been applied more recently than the Reagan administration. At the gray steel door to the lawyers’ lounge, I punched the code on the door lock and slipped into the least-dingy public room in the courthouse. Luckily, no one else was there. I closed the door firmly behind me, took out the phone, and punched “redial.”

The beeping of the dial took much longer than a typical international call. I didn’t recognize the country code. One ring, and I heard, “North Pole, this is Ivy. How may I direct your call?”

“Sorry, wrong number.” I disconnected. Aloud, I said, “He’s good.” He must have known I’d do this, so he set it up—but how? Unless he planned it before he went to the Leopolds’. Maybe this was a much more elaborate scheme than a simple break-in. Maybe that charming “I’m Santa” bit was a mask for something bigger, darker.

Except that after years being lied to, my bullshit detector was first-rate, and I wasn’t getting the con vibe from this client. For better or worse, he meant what he was saying.

On the way back to lockup, it occurred to me that I might have a bigger problem than Ralph Claus making bond. If he’d mentioned this North Pole nonsense to anyone else, we could have a media situation. If Judge Marcos and Kat were any indication, the jokes were already starting. All we needed was somebody posting about Santa breaking and entering, and we’d be lucky if it didn’t go viral—in which case, Senator Zenkman was liable to take up the cause of his friend or relative or whatever she was, especially if he could get some air time out of it. The most dangerous place in Connecticut was between Hal Zenkman and a television camera.

I rapped once on the metal door to the miniscule client consultation room, then opened it without waiting to be invited. “Kat, can I talk to my client for a second?”

“Sure. Give me a call whenever you’re ready.” She gathered up the documents.

“No, don’t go anywhere. He may not be done.” Kat pursed her rosy lips in confusion, but she went outside and closed the door.

“Everything okay?” Ralph asked.

“I’m not sure.”

He broke into a wide grin. “You hit redial, didn’t you?”

“That doesn’t matter. Listen, have you mentioned this North Pole thing to anyone other than me?” He shook his head, and I persisted, “What about when you were being booked? What did you say when the police asked for your address?”

“That I don’t have one. Which is true. The North Pole isn’t an address. I mean, Connecticut isn’t your address, right? It’s just the place where you live.”

His logic wasn’t sterling, but as long as he hadn’t been having North Pole conversations, I didn’t care. “So you haven’t told anybody except me that you’re Santa Claus.”

“I’m not Santa. I’m his son.”

Fine. “You haven’t told anybody you were at the Leopolds’ on Santa’s behalf, right?”

“Well—not exactly.”

Shit. “What do you mean? Exactly.”

“You know how it is. Everybody’s sitting around, and when somebody new comes in, they ask what you’re in for. I said trespassing. They asked where, and I said I was in somebody’s house. Right then, the cop called my name, and when those guys heard ‘Claus,’ they started calling me Santa Claus and ragging on how I must have come down the chimney, all that stuff. I told them I wasn’t Santa, but that was what they called me the rest of the time I was there.”

“The cops, or the other people in jail?”

“At first, it was just the other guys, but the cops started to pick it up.”

I thought fast. Cops, criminals, the judge, and Kat. By tomorrow, everybody in the Hartford defense bar. The best way to shut down this Santa thing was to get Ralph out of there. Out of sight, out of mind. But the money wasn’t arriving until this evening, which meant at least another twenty-four hours until he could be bonded out.

I should have left right then. Called it a day, packed up my bag, gotten out into the brisk December air, and returned the next day with the bail money in hand. Much later, when I was asked why I hadn’t done precisely that, I said I was concerned that if he stayed in jail, this Santa Claus story would gain traction and garner publicity, and it would be that much harder to cut a deal. I said I’d been assessing client credibility for a long time, and I believed him when he said the money was coming. I said that advancing client costs wasn’t unheard-of, and having him out of jail would make it easier for me to get to the bottom of everything. I denied vehemently that I was attracted to him at that point or that this attraction was the real reason I fronted the bond money. I told them I wrote the check on my personal account because I didn’t have an office check with me and I never carried that much cash, especially in the vicinity of the criminal court.

Most of what I said was true.

I didn’t mention how Kat told me flat out that I was crazy, or how I retorted that if she didn’t want to write the bond, I’d find someone who would. And I didn’t tell them that later, when it all fell apart, Kat sent me a text that said simply, Anything I can do? I texted back, No, thanks.

Because by then, there was nothing anybody could do.


Five

An hour later, I was walking the three blocks to my office alongside my newest client. Our breath made little clouds in the frosty air. He had no coat, but he’d brushed off my offer to fetch my car and pick him up. “Compared to home, this is nothing,” he assured me.

After a block of companionable silence, I decided to test his claim. “Do you really make toys at the North Pole?”

“Not me specifically,” he said. “Mainly the elves.”

“What about video games and tablets?” The Christmas movies of my childhood depicted short people with pointy ears hammering on wooden toys.

“We have an electronics department. They can do anything the kids ask for. A couple of them work with my brother, Phil, on the office computer system.”

“Your naughty-and-nice list is on a computer?” So much for romantic images of Santa poring over long sheets of foolscap.

“That, and everything else.” My sudden trepidation must have shown, because he added, “Names, addresses, gift requests. What did you think we had on our hard drives? Creepy pictures of little kids?”

“Of course not!” Of course not, please, God.

“You wouldn’t be the first,” he sighed. “We see it all over the internet. Santa-porn. Makes me sick. I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but my little brother is really good at crashing those sites.”

Our office was halfway down South Pine Street. If you stood in front of the building and looked to the north, you’d see the sun gleaming off the gold dome of the capitol. Like a dozen other law firms on South Pine, we occupied a converted Victorian with a tasteful sign and a handkerchief-sized parcel of grass on either side of the slate walk leading to our front door; at this time of year, the grass was dull and soggy with half-melted snow. The backyard was paved, fenced, and marked with signs proclaiming that parking was for staff and visitors of the Lundstrom Law Firm only. It was a prime location, but we’d been spared the exorbitant rent some of our neighbors paid because Eckert had bought the house for an excellent price from the widow of his law school classmate, Judge Oliver.

The judge hadn’t been much for decorating, but Elsa’s girlfriend Desirée was an interior designer who understood the kind of décor a house like ours needed. The framed artwork included pieces she’d found at high-end galleries, regional antique shops, and local juried art shows, giving the place an air that was polished yet unconventional. The oak floors gleamed where they weren’t covered with Oriental-style rugs. Not a smudge marred the freshly-painted plaster walls. The glossy table in our large conference room began its life in a private gentlemen’s club, and the receptionist’s desk originally belonged to a bootlegger who had been forced to sell off his holdings when the repeal of Prohibition made him redundant. Most of the other furnishings boasted similar origins, and nearly nothing matched, but we liked it that way. Eckert wouldn’t have traded his nineteenth-century British umbrella stand for a dozen matching secretarial stations.

In Eckert’s office on the main floor, Judge Oliver’s mahogany desk graced the far end; a pine conference table from His Honor’s chambers, flanked with four armchairs, occupied the near end. On the second floor, Elsa’s office blended vintage molding with contemporary furnishings. The fabrics were sumptuous, the lines were elegant, and the artwork proclaimed that someone had superb taste and a significant budget.

To no one’s surprise, Roy had resisted authorizing unnecessary expenditures on his workspace—unnecessary meaning anything more than inexpensive, basic, and functional. Michael bet me a hundred bucks that Roy would furnish his entire office at IKEA. He hadn’t, but only because he was even less comfortable with a screwdriver than he was at social functions. As a result, his furniture came from a discount office supply catalogue. The only decoration was his fifteen-year-old wedding portrait, framed in ceramic pastel roses and placed by the bride on the gray metal bookcase.

Michael didn’t notice his surroundings as long as they were reasonably comfortable, which meant Desirée had free rein until the day she presented him with the bill for an antique conference table that cost half his annual draw. The table went back, and Michael’s wife Ruby took over decorating his office.

For my solitary space on the top floor, Holly and I spent weekends searching estate sales and consignment shops. Our efforts produced a honey-colored Shaker desk and matching side table, a pair of wingback chairs in front of the desk and a club chair in the corner, draped with a blanket to protect it from Lulu’s shedding. My favorite of Holly’s watercolors—a tilted umbrella, beach blanket, and blue-striped towels, waves breaking on the sand and sailboats barely visible in the distance—hung on the wall opposite my desk; she said it was to remind me that there was more to life than work.

Ralph and I entered the office to find Marilyn at the reception desk, sorting mail with her customary frown. Tight marigold-colored curls bore witness to her traditional holiday perm and color job. “Hey, Meg,” she said, barely looking up. Then, she caught sight of Ralph, and she straightened. “Can I help you, sir?”

“He’s with me,” I said. “We’re going up to my office. Ralph, would you like coffee?”

Ralph smiled at Marilyn. “I’d love some.”

Just like that, her frown softened. “I’ll bring it up,” she said, an event that was practically unprecedented.

I took Ralph up the wide staircase leading from the first floor to the second, and then up the narrower carpeted one to the third floor. The payoff for this hike was space and privacy. My legal assistant Robin occupied the smaller office on the other side of the bathroom, and the remainder of the third floor contained eight years’ worth of closed files.

The conference table in the middle of the room was topped with white ceramic tile. I loved it because Lulu could jump on and off without leaving scratches. I invited Ralph to sit, but he’d already caught sight of my girl in her club chair. “Who’s that?”

“Lulu.” One triangular black ear flicked at the sound of her name, but she gave no other hint that she knew she was under discussion.

“Is she yours?”

“She’s my office kitty. I found her in the parking lot last summer. I tried taking her home, but she and my other cats didn’t get along.” To put it mildly: every time I tried to effect a rapprochement, one of the boys hissed or swatted, and petite Lulu dove under the bed. After three stressful weeks, I told myself we’d have more time together if she lived at the office. Now, she reigned over the third floor.

“Does she like to be petted?”

“Go ahead.” Lulu was very picky about who was allowed to touch her. She was one of the best barometers for character I’d ever known.

Ralph squatted beside the chair. Normally, this kind of familiarity from a stranger would be enough to send her leaping to the floor and out the door. But she didn’t move as he stroked her silky back. Across the room, I could hear her purring.

Lulu approved.

Marilyn appeared with a tray. “Cream and sugar?” she asked in a breathy tone that nearly made my jaw drop. “Or milk? Or fake sweetener?”

Ralph straightened, smiling at her. “Black is fine, thanks.” He accepted the cup, and I thought she was going to melt into a puddle of adoration. The woman was a grandmother, for crying out loud, and she was acting like a groupie meeting her favorite rock star.

And she didn’t even know who this guy claimed to be.

As soon as she left the room, I handed Ralph a pad and pen. “I want you to write down everything you remember about that night at the Leopolds’. Every detail, no matter how insignificant. You never know what could be useful.”

“I thought you and the prosecutor were going to work this out,” Ralph said.

“There’s a possible complication. The Leopolds have connections to a state senator. He shouldn’t be a huge problem, but there may be some delays if he decides to get involved. The best thing is to write down everything now, while it’s still fresh.”

“Sure. Do you want the letter, too?”

“The letter?”

“Trevor’s letter to Santa—well, his email. That’s how most kids do it now. I’ll have it forwarded to you.”

“A six-year-old wrote an email?” Six years old meant first grade. Dear Santa, bring me a catcher’s mitt sounded pretty sophisticated for someone who was just meeting Dick and Jane.

“Kids almost never write their own letters,” he said. “Usually it’s Mom or Dad. Most kids who are old enough to write for themselves have already stopped believing.”

“Can you tell whose computer it came from?” If Victoria Leopold sent the email asking Santa to come to her house, she could hardly object when he accepted the invitation.

His responsive laugh wasn’t quite ho-ho-ho, but it was close. “I’m afraid you’ve got me confused with somebody who knows tech. Maybe my brother can track it. Can I have your phone?” I fished the phone out of my bag and tossed it to him. He caught it easily. “You’re a better pitcher than my brother, Phil,” he said.

“You play baseball at the North Pole?

“Sure. One of the elves has been the home-run champion for twenty-seven years.”

He made it all sound so plausible. “The letter,” I reminded him.

“Oh, okay.” He punched redial, just as I’d done a short time earlier. “Hey, Ivy, me again. Is Til around? ... Thanks.... Hey, Tillie, it’s me.... No big deal. I’ll be down here for a little while, but we should wrap it up pretty fast. Listen, I need you to do me a favor.... My lawyer needs the letter from Trevor Leopold. West Hartford, Connecticut, U.S.... Catcher’s mitt.... Lefty.... Because I’m that good.... See if Mitch can figure out who sent it.... You know you’re my favorite, right? ... Let me ask.” He turned to me. “Where should she send it?”

“Use this address.” I handed him a sheet of office stationery.

He read the email address into the phone. “How long? ... Terrific. Tillie, you’re the best.... I love you, too, sweetheart. I’ll see you soon. Bye.” He pressed the “end” button and handed the phone back to me. “You should have it in a few minutes.”

“Was that your wife?” I felt my cheeks getting hot as soon as the words were out of my mouth. Hastily, I turned to look for something, anything, in the file cabinet.

“Who, Tillie?” He laughed—a rich, happy laugh. “Tillie’s my father’s cousin. In some ways, she’s been more of a mother to me than my own mother.”

“What do you mean?” It wasn’t even close to being an appropriate question, but somehow, I knew it was all right to ask.

Ralph leaned back and sipped his coffee. “Mom is the CEO of the organization. She’s got the heart and soul of a CEO, and thank God she does. Somebody needs to oversee this conglomerate. Someday, I’ll tell you all about it. Suffice to say that she married Pop, moved north, and when my grandparents retired a few years later, Mom stepped into the job at the ripe old age of about twenty-four. Don’t get me wrong—she’s amazing. It’s just—well, she’s a little tough to take sometimes. She likes to run things.”

“Like what?”

“Like everything. Like if Charles doesn’t sneak that delivery out of there before she realizes it’s gone, she’s going to be on your doorstep come nightfall. She gets obsessed with details, and she’s definitely not about to take chances with the next in line.”

“With what?”

“Me. I’m the eldest, so when Pop steps down, the job is mine. From what I’ve heard, she hasn’t lost sight of that since the minute she figured out she was pregnant.”

I jotted a note. Maybe the pressure of parental expectations—even imaginary ones—could cause some sort of psychotic break.

“She does a great job managing everything,” he continued. “Back in August, we were having a problem with supplies, and she was on the phone around the clock.”

“How do you get supplies?” I asked as casually as I could manage.

“We have a handful of suppliers,” he said. “They all have strict confidentiality agreements, of course.”

Of course. “And they ship to the North Pole?”

“We have a site in Iceland for business. All our deliveries are sent there, and then our people pick them up and get them up to the Pole.”

It was so logical. Too logical. “Is that where you run your finances through, too?”

He looked at me sharply, but I didn’t back off. I wanted to see how far he’d worked out his story.

“Phil handles the finances,” he said, but he was dodging the question and we both knew it.

I sat down at the table across from him. “You need to level with me. What were you doing in the Leopold house on December 24?”

“Delivering Trevor’s gifts. I told you that.” His voice had a slight edge now. “Look, I know you think I’m either a nutcase or a liar, but just for one minute, could you maybe consider the possibility that I am who I say I am?”

“I don’t mean to insult you,” I said. “The thing is, I need to be able to sell the prosecutor on an account of the facts, and if I start with the notion that you’re Santa Claus—”

“—I’m not Santa, I’m his son—”

I held up my hand. “Okay, you’re Santa’s helper or whatever. In any case, if I try to tell the prosecutor that, not only will he not cut a deal, but we’ll have to go to trial with that story. I don’t know what you’ve heard, but real life isn’t like Miracle on 34th Street. In real life, it doesn’t matter how well-meaning the guy is who’s claiming to be Santa. In real life, when somebody with political connections finds an intruder in her living room in the middle of the night, that intruder is going to jail unless there’s a credible explanation, and Santa’s helper delivering the presents isn’t a credible explanation. Now, did somebody hire you to play Santa? Do you know Trevor, and maybe you were doing this as a surprise for him? Is there something else you can give me?”

Ralph regarded me for a long minute. “No,” he said at last. “I was delivering Trevor’s gifts from Santa. That’s all I can tell you. If it means I’m going to jail, then I guess I’m going to jail.”

Obviously, I’d handled this badly. “Let me look at the letter when it comes in. Maybe we can get somewhere with that. In the meantime, we need to find you a place to stay.” I buzzed for Robin, who appeared in the doorway almost instantly. Her blue-black hair shone in the lamplight, and her brown eyes were impenetrable behind her dark-rimmed glasses. A tiny silver ring pierced one nostril. Robin was a single mother with a four-year-old son, and she was the best assistant I’d ever had. Nothing was asking too much. If I was unavailable on a Saturday or Sunday, she came in to feed Lulu, and she routinely took my girl home over holiday weekends. When she finally left for law school—and I knew she’d make it someday—Lulu and I would both miss her like crazy.

I introduced them. “Robin, Ralph is out on bond, but he’s from out of state. He needs in-state accommodations.”

“Sure thing.” She was out of the room before he could respond.

“She can do that?” He sounded impressed.

“You’re not the first client who’s needed temporary housing while he’s out on bail. We know a few people who rent out rooms short-term.”

“What kind of information are they going to want?”

“They don’t care what you’re charged with,” I reassured him.

“That’s not what I mean,” he said. “I don’t advertise who I am to just anybody. I told you because it was confidential, but I’d rather not have everybody in Hartford talking about how Santa Claus has really come to town.”

“Like you said, you’re not Santa, so that shouldn’t be an issue,” I said. “These places are used to getting referrals from me. Mainly, they want to know you’ll be quiet and well-behaved and pay the rent on time.”

Ten minutes later, Robin came back. “Carla and Sergio have space.” To Ralph, she added, “You’ll like them. Really nice, and the house is immaculate. You don’t smoke, do you?” He shook his head. “Good. The house is on the bus line, so you can get around. Rent’s reasonable.” She quoted a figure.

“That sounds great, thanks,” he said.

“I’ll tell them you’ll be over shortly,” she said, already on her way back to her office.

Ralph smiled at me, little crinkles appearing at the corners of his eyes. “This is above and beyond the call of duty. I really appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome,” was all I said, but I could have added that I had a vested interest in making sure he didn’t leave town. If he ran out on me, not only would it cost me money, but it would damage my credibility the next time I argued for a low bail. I’d learned early in my practice was that no case was so completely isolated that it wasn’t going to affect another one. As Marilyn liked to say when another lawyer did something dirty, “Karma’s a bitch.”

Much later, when everything fell apart, I would wonder whether karma was to blame, and if so, what terrible thing I’d done.


Eight

The rest of the afternoon passed in a blur of phone calls and emails. A surprising number of people were working today after all. Either they remembered the Christmas bills that would come due, or they were escaping the chaos of noisy kids and visiting relatives.

Or maybe they had nothing else to do. The solitary might be invited for meals on major holidays, but the next day was life as usual.

By the time I hung up the phone for the last time, the streets had gone quiet. Snow was falling lightly. Everybody else was probably at home in flannel pjs or enjoying a candlelight dinner with an attractive partner. I deposited a scoop of Super Salmon Supper in Lulu’s dish. Her munching rang in the stillness.

A knock on my open door made me jump. Lulu darted down the hall to Robin’s dark office as Ralph stuck his head in. “The delivery arrived,” he said.

“I didn’t know you were still here.” The wall clock showed it was nearly six-thirty.

“I waited downstairs. I didn’t want to disturb you.” He handed me a manila envelope. “Everything’s in there.”

“Who else is still here?” Surely my colleagues wouldn’t have left a client unattended.

“Charles. He just got here.”

I dumped the contents of the envelope on the desk. Ten—no, fifteen—bundles of fifty-dollar bills. With forced casualness, I picked one up and flipped through it. Twenty bills. One thousand dollars. I was alone with a strange man—make that two strange men—and fifteen thousand dollars in cash.

“Ten is yours,” Ralph said. “Except—you covered the bail bond, didn’t you?” I managed a nod. “Then this is yours, too.” He moved ten bundles off to one side, then opened another and counted out five hundred dollars, adding it to my stack. “I told Carla I’d bring them the rent money tonight, but she said tomorrow was fine. Nice people. Listen, do you have a safe here? I’m not nuts about carrying this kind of cash around.”

“Sure, fine.” I knew I sounded distracted even before his brow crinkled. Focus, I told myself. “Let me give you a receipt,” I said when the lawyer part of my brain came to life. For a few minutes, there was no sound except the clicking of my keyboard. I sent the documents to print, and the normally quiet hum of my small printer buzzed like a swarm of angry yellow jackets.

“Hey, Ralph, if you don’t need me, I’m going to head back.” The deep voice couldn’t have startled me more if it had been a gunshot. A very short man of indeterminate age stood in my doorway. Dark-rimmed glasses perched on his bulbous nose. His pale scalp shone in the gleam of the energy-saver lights. A gingery beard began where sideburns would normally have ended, as if somebody had put his hair on upside down.

He wore a black jumpsuit and clunky black boots that were clearly designed for much more severe weather than we ever saw in Connecticut. He held black gloves and a black hat in one hand. What looked like ski goggles hung around his neck.

“Come in and meet my lawyer,” said Ralph. “Meg, this is Charles. Charles, this is Attorney Riley.”

“Meg,” I corrected him. “How do you do?”

“Nice to meet you,” said Charles. He strode across the room, his hand extended. The top of his shiny head barely cleared Ralph’s belt. His ears were as pointy as Lulu’s. His grip was firm and hearty.

Pleasantries completed, he said to Ralph, “You good?”

Ralph nodded. “Thanks again, Chaz. Appreciate it.”

“Just don’t break this phone,” Charles said. “It’s not like there’s boxes of them sitting around.”

“I know, I know,” said Ralph amiably. To me, he said, “One of the reindeer stepped on my phone outside of Vancouver. That’s why I didn’t have one before.”

“You don’t have any reindeer this time, so this shouldn’t be a problem,” Charles said.

“Unless I fall down the stairs and break my neck and land on the phone,” Ralph said.

“Funny,” said Charles. “That’s what we all need. A funny Santa.”

“You haven’t seen Pop in action,” Ralph said.

Charles snorted. “I was seeing your old man in action before you got your first candy cane,” he said. “Believe me, I know how to take care of Santa.”

“I know,” was all Ralph said, but a look passed between them as if a great deal more was being said than just those few words.

Charles turned to me. “You have any trouble with him, call me. The number’s in there.” He pointed to the non-cash papers that had fallen out of the envelope. “And make them put you through to me personally. Don’t take any crap from anybody.”

“Watch your language,” said Ralph.

“Sorry, ma’am,” Charles said. “I’m just saying. Ivy tries to put you through to the missus, you tell her no. Hang up if you have to.”

“—the missus—”

“My mother,” Ralph clarified.

“Whatever it is, you call me,” said Charles. “Not her.”

“Thank you.” I shuffled through the papers; a small yellow sheet, no bigger than an index card, bore a number and the word “Charles.” I tucked it into the side pocket of my purse. Then, because I couldn’t resist, I asked, “Are you going back to the North Pole tonight?”

“Of course,” said Charles. “I got work to do.” He shook my hand. “Nice to meet you, counselor. And you—” he poked a finger at Ralph’s chest. “Behave yourself.”

“Why start now?” Ralph winked at me.

“Clauses,” Charles muttered. He waved goodnight, and Ralph followed him out of the room. I stuffed the cash back into its envelope. It needed to get into the safe, pronto. I moved to the window to close the blinds, and—well, I couldn’t have said for certain since the lights in my office made it hard to see outside, but for an instant, I thought I saw something down on the street the size of a small vehicle, with creatures in front that might have been Shetland ponies. I squinted, and it was gone.

I was still standing at the window when Ralph returned, his head and shoulders dusted with snow. I didn’t know what to say, what to think. Finally, I said, “Is he—” I couldn’t finish.

“—an elf?” His voice was gentle. “Yep. Been with the family his whole life.” I must have looked skeptical, because he said, “Tell you what. You let me take you out to dinner with some of that cash, and you can ask me anything you want about elves.” He reached into the envelope and extracted one of the bundles of fifties, peeling off several bills. “Put this stuff away, and take me to the one restaurant where you’ve always wanted to go. We’ll have Christmas dinner a few nights late. Deal?”

“Deal.” I knew I sounded dazed, but I didn’t care. I adjusted the receipts, he signed them, and I made copies for him. “Wait for me by the back door,” I said. When I heard him reach the bottom of the stairs, I went to Eckert’s office to stash the original receipts and the cash in the fireproof safe in his closet where we kept original wills and other irreplaceable documents. Then I headed down to the first floor where Ralph was waiting, holding my coat. As his hands brushed my shoulders, I closed my eyes, savoring the brief contact. Then, I picked up my purse, and led the way out of the office, locking the door and resetting the alarm.

I turned around to see him watching me. In the light of the parking lot, softened by the snow, he almost looked sad. Our eyes met, his smile returned, and he offered me his arm.

“Let’s go,” he said, and I knew again the feeling I had watching him with Charles, that a great deal more was being said than just those few words.

The question was: what?
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