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      I created a Spotify playlist for this book. At the end of the chapters you will see the link to the playlist. This is something new I am trying. If it’s annoying drop me a line and let me know.

      kristi@kristirosebooks.com

      

      THANKS! Happy reading :-)

      

      Spotify playlist: https://kristirose.net/TroubleunderTreePlaylist
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            FRIDAY, 8:13 A.M

          

        

      

    

    
      December in Washington State—the month when we all desperately wanted snow but knew we wouldn’t get it. A white Christmas was a rarity. Instead, we got this: gray skies and a steady icy drizzle that made tourist umbrellas bloom like mushrooms across Wind River's town square.

      I sipped my coffee and watched volunteers wheel a variety of market goods to their booths. But not even our predictably soggy weather could dampen my spirits. Candy Cane Lane was opening that day, and that meant everything to me. Candy Cane Lane kicked off Wind River’s holiday season. It had opened every first Friday in December since I was in elementary school. A person could set their calendar by it. Some traditions were too precious to skip.

      A shuffling sound behind me drew my attention, and I found Chuck—from Chuck’s Market, our local small grocery and lunch counter—wheeling cases of soft drinks out of his cold storage on the side of his store.

      “Need a hand?” I asked. Chuck and my dad played poker together. He was like an uncle to me.

       

      “Not from you, I don’t,” Chuck quipped.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I’m saying, Samantha True, that sometimes the things you touch don’t turn to gold, and I’d rather take my chances than get your help.”

      I reared back. “Mean!”

      He snorted a laugh. “If you get chased by a bad guy, could you run away from both the market and my store?" He jerked his head in the direction that was away from everything, a wide grin on his face.

      "I'll do my best," I deadpanned. "Hard to plan those things."

      Chuck laughed and pushed the dolly to the front of his store. I didn’t mind Chuck making fun of me because I knew this was his love language. Being one of the local PIs meant I drew a lot of attention—often negative.

      But that day, I did not care one ounce. The market was opening. The season was kicking off. The holidays were coming, and I, for one, was going to love every second of them. I turned back to the market preparations, watching vendors arrange Christmas wreaths and string lights between lampposts. The familiar scents of cinnamon and pine already mingled with the damp morning air.

      Candy Cane Lane wasn't just any Christmas market—it was Wind River's crown jewel. If I made a list of my ten most favorite things about Wind River, Candy Cane Lane would definitely be in the top five. The other four would be an eclectic group of activities, such as listening to true crime podcasts or audiobooks. I loved to get lost in a book. Being dyslexic had not made me hate reading, though it had come close when I was in school. Also in the list of five would be a cold beer any day of the week and any week of the year with Leo. He would be my number-one favorite thing. Leo was my… boyfriend? Partner? Significant other? Did it matter? Leo and I were together. That was what counted.

      And this would be our first year spending the holidays together and sharing the goodness that was Candy Cane Lane. It would be the much-needed downtime we required as a couple. I mean, a romance couldn’t be built off chaos and danger. People might be able to fall for each other over a highly stressful situation, but more of those would eventually wear a person down. See divorce rates for cops. That was why I wanted to make this holiday memorable for us.

      I got gushy just thinking about spending time with Leo. The man made me witless. I bet I did the same to him but in a less flattering, more dramatic and scary way.

      I tapped the tracking device pinned to my waistband. This gadget gave Leo peace of mind. If I went missing for a few hours, people tended to freak out—rightly so. Hence the device.

      Lately, I’d been focusing on making good memories. So much of Leo’s and my time together had been dosed with scary moments, so I was determined to make this Christmas our chance for a reset. And it couldn’t get much better than Candy Cane Lane. Vendors came from local towns to sell their wares, the street food that was part junk, part farm to table, and Santa spent hours listening to kids tell him what they wanted. At seven o’clock, the giant Christmas tree in the middle of Riverfront Park would light up with carolers, kicking off the whole vibe.

      I just needed Leo to get back in town for the festivities. The tree lighting especially. That was my favorite part. But if he was a little late, I could live with that. Nothing was going to kill my festive holiday mood, which was why, when half of my dad’s freelance staff called out with the flu or covid or both, I’d stepped up and said I’d be the photographer for the town’s newspaper, which he owned and ran. I did have a degree in picture taking, so him using me to photograph Candy Lane was a no-brainer.

      The morning started with a sharp chill in the air, as if a cold rain or snow was headed our way. Which was great because we didn’t always get snow, and when we did, it was sometimes as late as April. No lie.

      I leaned against the building of Chuck’s and warmed up my shutter finger with shots of the market before it opened. But the streets weren’t quiet; dozens of people were needed to pull off this two week-long event. Mr. Jankowski, the local real estate agent was setting up his booth with Vonda Reynolds, one of his agents. Their gingerbread-house theme, while dressed like the characters of the Wizard of Oz, their banner, There Is No Place like Home, was outstanding. They always hit it out the park. Lark Ogilvy and Penny Sampson had their coffee-and-baked-goods station, and the bookstore had the cutest table tree made from books. Watching the vendors set up was a sort of magic itself. Even the piped-in holiday music felt right and festive.

      Humming, I slouched and snapped some pics. My phone vibrated with a text, and when I checked it, there was a picture from my dad. Lady M, cutest sugar glider on the face of the planet, was curled up on his shoulder, awake and looking at the camera.

      Lady M—the M was for marmalade—was the emotional-support animal of Toby, my IT guru coworker and friend. Toby didn’t need emotional support while skiing in Colorado with his family, so I was on babysitting duty. I’d left her with Dad because she’d been escaping her cage and roaming freely in my apartment, and I was worried I was going to lose her. The thought of losing Toby’s precious baby filled me with terror.

      “Samantha!”

      Looking up from the viewfinder, I smiled at my best friend, Precious, who had snuck up next to me.

      “What are you taking pictures of?” She was dressed in red-and-black-plaid wool leggings and a solid-red sweaterdress, with a black peacoat over that. She wore furry boots and was sporting one of those hats that warmed her ears and head but had a hole for her ponytail. A coach’s whistle, her signature accessory, hung from a long, red lanyard around her neck.

      “I’m getting shots of the mayor. She’s over by the tree, freaking out because it looks like some of the ornaments might be broken.” The mayor being my mother, the photos being potential blackmail material to be used at a later date.

      “I can guess what you plan to do with those,” Precious said.

      “I might sell them to my dad so he can use them to negotiate for more than a salad at dinner.” My dad had suffered a heart attack a few months before, and my mom did not let him forget it for a moment. She’d gone all scorched-earth on him about his diet.

      I winked at Precious, then went back to getting a variety of shots of the vendors setting up and the handymen hired to help them put the booths together. Right then, the Santa Claus section was being decorated with large nutcrackers and giant painted boxes decorated to look like presents. One of the nutcrackers was missing his sword.

      “Are you doing the pics for fun or for a purpose?” Precious asked.

      “A purpose. All of Dad’s help is out sick.” I look up at her. “Why?”

      She shrugged one shoulder. Her coach whistle swung in response, and I was reminded that she hadn’t worn one of those in a while—not since moving her business to more online and less in-person life coaching.

      “What did you do?” I swung my camera at her and snapped several shots in succession.

      “I blame this on you, you know.”

      “First, I’d like to know what exactly is my fault, and second, why.”

      “One day, I was sitting at my desk, thinking about how you can’t solve that case with the exploding car⁠—”

      “And there goes my mood.”

      Precious ignored me. “And how you haven’t fully given up your other jobs, like at the grocery store, and I wondered if you missed being a PI. I thought maybe it was easier to deal with living people than dead people, and then I wondered how long it had been since I’d actually had an in-person, real-life client. Ages is the answer. It’s been ages since I had a life coach client in the flesh, and now here I am, dealing with the consequences of your actions.”

      “My actions?” I barked, surprised.

      “Yeah. You’re doing everything but PI work. You love being a PI, yet you aren’t doing it as much as you can. You turned down a job the other day.”

      “To chase a cheating husband. Not how I want to spend Christmas.”

      “But you want to get other people their groceries, even though you hate grocery shopping.” She lowered her voice. “Why? Are you having a midlife crisis?”

      “No. I’m fine.”

      “You’re not fine. You haven’t solved that case, and I know it’s eating you alive.”

      “It’s not.”

      It totally was. I was having trouble sleeping. But maybe that was more about Leo being out of town than my career choice. He wasn’t having the same problem. In fact, he’d been sleeping great. How did I know? He told me so. How was that for boosting a girl’s confidence? He begrudgingly admitted that he liked that I was working at anything but a PI job while he was out of town. 

      “You’re telling me you took on an in-person client because I was still doing odd jobs?” I asked.

      “Yes. You made me doubt myself, and here I am, saddled with a bro man.”

      “Blaming me is not life coach behavior, if I do say so myself.” I snapped another shot of her up close. “And as much as what you’ve said could really ruin my day, I am not going to let it. Do you know why?”

      Precious gave a clipped nod and held up five fingers. “One, because your sister and niece are home visiting.” She tucked her thumb into her palm, rightfully putting family first. “Two, Leo and Hue will be back in town soon.”

      Leo’s brother, Hue, was my other best friend.

      She tucked her pinkie in. “Three, you have Lady M, and she makes everyone feel good.” Her ring finger went in. “And Carson’s been missing for about a month, and you’re enjoying the peace and quiet.” She tucked in her index finger, and all that was left was her middle finger, which she held in my face. “If only I could tuck this finger away by saying you solved that pesky case.” She wiggled the finger.

      I flicked it with one of my own. “There are literally zero trails or clues to follow. The case is dead in the water. You’re right about one through four, and I will not let you ruin this holiday by reminding me of my failures.” I had so much to be happy about. I was not going to wallow. This was going to be the best dang Christmas ever.

      “It’s not a failure—it’s a hiccup. Like me and my client. A hiccup. A stupid, annoying hiccup.” Precious shifted awkwardly. Awkward was not something this girl normally did.

      “That bad?”

      “No. I’m just not making headway, and I think I did the wrong thing by taking on a client.” She ducked her head, her cheeks pink. “He got me at a moment of weakness.”

      “You used to love working with people in person. What’s happened? Do you prefer the cold, remote interaction of the internet?”

      “To in-person interaction with this guy? Yes. Yes I do.”

      I barked out a laugh. “So why did you do it? Other than because my actions guilted you into it.”

      “He offered me a lot of money. Trevor struggles to keep a job, a girlfriend, and quality friends—his words, not mine. He wants to know how to change himself so he can change his situation. He’s a nice guy, but he seems to have learned how to be a bro by watching late-night eighties’ TV, because he feels very much like a throwback.”

      “How much longer are you working together?”

      “Through January. Oh, here he comes. We’ll talk later.” She waved to someone over my shoulder.

      “Well, he can work for the paper. My dad needs all the help he can get.”

      I turned to get a view of this Trevor. He was tall, thin—but not gaunt—clean-cut, and moderately handsome in that frat-boy, cute way. The dimple on his right side made him come off as endearing or innocent. Maybe both.

      “Hey, Erika. Thanks for letting me hang out with you today.” He shrugged, stuffing his hands into his pockets. Maybe he was feeling awkward around Precious. Most guys did.

      Ah yes. Precious’s real name was Erika Shurmann, but only those new to her called her that. Growing up, we’d all heard her dad call her Precious, and it had stuck. Precious didn’t take her nickname to mean she was fragile and delicate but rather that she was beloved and valuable. And don’t you forget it, because she will remind you.

      “Trevor, this is my friend Samantha.”

      “Hey.” I stuck out my hand. His return shake was normal and not at all sweaty gross or too tight. So far, I didn’t see the misogynist Precious had alluded to. “Hey,” I said getting her attention. “Speaking of Carson, have you talked to Lockett? I really thought I would have heard from him by now. “

      Lockett was Carson’s BFF, Carson being my ex-husband, if that was what I was supposed to call the guy I’d married in Vegas who also just so happened to already be married. To someone else. Actually, I’m not sure how I am supposed to refer to Carson. Maybe fraud husband should be the term.

      Vegas, amirite?

      Anyway, Lockett had come into what I’d thought was my very normal life when Carson, on a work trip, had been killed in a fiery car accident. On that fateful day, Lockett, a lawyer, had been the bearer of bad news, plus other information, like that I was not legally married to Carson and his real wife had found out about me and was gunning for revenge, and there was some serious doubt that Carson was for-real dead. Slippery sucker, that man. But that was a story for another time, and I usually needed a few strong drinks before I would share it. Humiliation and all that.

      One would think a person would hate the bearer of such life-altering bad news. In one hour, Lockett’s news had changed my life, turning it upside down. But we’d become friends, and I really liked him—a silver lining to an unhappy story, as my dad always said. 

      Carson was off the face of the earth, nowhere to be found, and part of me wondered if he was really dead this time. He’d been into some shady stuff and had been on the run since his first fake death, so truthfully, anything was possible. Though, if Carson was really dead, I assumed Lockett would know. I had an endless list of complaints regarding my ex, but Lockett definitely had my back a lot this last year, and honestly, he was the reason Leo and I were together. So there was that, and that was wonderful.

      But was he dead or alive? I really wanted to know. Closure and all that.

      “Lockett’s surfing in Tahiti. He’ll be back in a few weeks.”

      I chuffed. “He could have said something before he left.”

      “Have you tried to reach out to him?”

      She had a point.

      “Who’s Lockett? Your boyfriend?” Trevor asked Precious.

      She caught my eye and gave me the watch this look as she toyed with her coach’s whistle. Then she turned to give Trevor her full attention. “No, he’s not. I don’t have a boyfriend.”

      Trevor looked shocked. “What? A pretty girl like you without a man? That’s a crime. You would make excellent arm candy.” He waggled his brows.

      Aaannnddd there it is.

      Precious blew her whistle right in his face. This girl came to slay, not play. Vendors still working on their stalls gave her sideways glances as Trevor and I grimaced.

      “What?” He threw up his arms in frustration. “What did I say wrong?”

      “Sam, you want to play the part of Trevor?” Precious liked to use role playing for teachable moments.

      “Sure. Where do you want to start?”

      “My answer to his question. Ready?”

      I nodded.

      “No, Trevor, he’s not. I don’t have a boyfriend.” She pointed her finger at me while staring at him. That was my cue to show him the alternative.

      “Really?” I said, making my voice deep. “I’m surprised. You’re such a nice person. You’re smart and pretty too. Having a girlfriend like you would be any man’s honor.” I cleared my throat and returned to my normal voice. “Or just say, ‘Sorry I assumed.’”

      She waved her fingers in my face. “Notice Sam did not waggle her brows.”

      “What’s with the weird voice?” he asked.

      “That was you,” I said. “You’re welcome.”

      “Isn’t that what I said?”

      “Nope. What you said sounded lecherous and creepy, and you accentuated your words with that thing you did with your eyebrows. Instant creep vibe.”

      Trevor looked shocked.

      I hid my laughter behind the camera. I caught a guy wheeling one of those giant presents off a truck and toward the Santa area. He had to go over a curb and struggled to get the dolly up and over. The boxes must have been stupid heavy. I did not envy him. Once over the curb, he rolled the dolly to the middle of the space and slid the giant present off.

      “Not there!” Britney Knolls screeched. The tall redhead, a few years older than me, used her Stanley cup to point to the space next to another box. “There! That’s where the present goes. Duh!” She threw down her ball of lights in frustration. She’d been wrestling with them one-handed.

      “Jeez, lady, chill,” the guy said before moving it.

      “Britney looks stressed,” Precious said.

      Britney, the city’s event planner and manager, was always stressed out. My mom was not a gossip, but there were days I’d see her after work with a beer in her hand, and she’d just shake her head and say, “Britney.”

      Trevor cuffed his hands around his mouth and yelled, “Hey, girl, relax! It’s supposed to be a party. Why are you freaking everyone out like a crazy person?”

      Britney glared at us, and I could have sworn I saw steam come from her ears.

      Precious blew her whistle. Trevor threw up his hands in disgust. “What now?”

      “He’s got a point,” I mumbled.

      “Do you know her?” Precious asked.

      “No.”

      “Then shut up. You don’t need to give everyone your opinion at all times.”

      “She’s sucking up all the Christmas spirit. Someone should spike her Stanley,” Trevor groused. His ears had turned red.

      I felt a little bad for him. I caught sight of our police chief by the cat-lady vendor. Literally, she sold all things for cats, but her most famous items were sweaters for cats, with images—such as a cat that looked like Harry Potter—or words like Purr-fect.

      “Come with me, Trevor,” I said. “Let me introduce you to someone. I’d like to get your opinion of him.”

      I gestured for them to follow me. Precious snickered; she knew where we were going. I sidled up to the chief, who just happened to have gone to high school with me and Precious and was the biggest tool on the West Coast. He used to tease me about not being a good reader and then cheat off me every chance he could get.

      “Hey, DB. How’s it going? Looking for a sweater for your girlfriend?” I nodded toward the cat sweaters.

      “Ha ha, dum-dum. These are sweaters for cats.”

      There was a moment of silence as I blinked at him. Then I said, “I’m just gonna let those words stay right there for you to spend time with later.”

      Trevor howled with laughter.

      Precious gave me a look that said, Okay, maybe Trevor isn’t hopeless.

      “Dweebie, this is Trevor. Show him how awesome you are.” I knew exactly how to push all of DB’s buttons, good and bad. Well, I wasn’t sure he had a lot of good.

      DB flexed his arms, making his biceps pop. He was wearing his uniform with the sleeves rolled up to show off his arms. DB was nothing if not consistent and vain. After making them pop, he kissed each bulky side. I snapped a few pictures.

      Precious pointed her whistle at DB. “Sam and DB have known each other for decades, and you and Britney have not.”

      “Okay, I get it now,” Trevor said to Precious, who chuckled.

      DB sniffed his pits and smiled, presumably because he liked the smell. “Send me some of those, will ya, True? And try to stay out of trouble, please. I’d like to have a quiet Christmas.”

      He said that like I was the one going around murdering people and committing all the crimes. I rolled my eyes and took a close-up of his face just to annoy him.
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            FRIDAY, 10:52 A.M

          

        

      

    

    
      Usually, DB and I kept thirty feet between us at all times, as if we had a restraining order against each other, because when we had to mingle… well, we weren’t kind to each other. If he were ever kind to me, I would know that aliens existed and had taken over his body. I probably wouldn’t tell anyone about it either. I’d let the aliens have him.

      The market was coming together well. The gates would open in thirty minutes, and already, there was a line for getting to see Santa. Stuart Roth played our Santa, and he was the best. I’d never gotten to visit him as a kid—my Santa had retired and moved to Arizona fifteen years ago—but Stuart always made time to talk to the teens. Every year, he’d ask me what I wanted, and every year, I would get it.

      The line for Santa was growing. My sister and niece were there, sixth in line, and I took some shots of them. The images I’d captured showed the evolution of the market, and though I’d watched it get to its final stage, that took nothing away from how stunningly festive it looked. There was a holiday vibe in the air, and excitement.

      I moved away to get some wide shots of the Santa section. Britney had managed to string up her ball of lights and was now barking out orders between hits from her Stanley. The handymen and Santa’s elves were scurrying. Britney was most definitely not making the mood jolly.

      Resting on my haunches, I was scrolling through what I had—to see if I’d forgotten after images—when I lost my balance and put my hand down on the road to catch myself. My palm pressed against a chain and a metal object. When I lifted my hand, there rested a coiled silver-chain necklace with a small antique key on it. It was a real key, not a charm. I snapped a picture simply out of habit, picked it up, turned it over a few times, then stuck it in my pocket.

      “Has anyone seen Stuart? Where is Stuart?” Britney screeched at the two teens dressed as elves.

      Why they had taken on this role, I had no idea. I wondered if it was some sort of punishment. One was a boy and the other a girl. The guy was not okay with being in tights and an elf costume, based on the way he kept adjusting himself—that and how he flipped off a group of same-aged teens off when they heckled him from the still-blocked entrance.

      The two elves shrugged at Britney.

      She threw up her hands. “Where is Stuart?”

      “I saw him go into Chuck’s earlier, like, really early, when I first got out here,” I said.

      She gave me a look that said, Yeah, and…?

      “I haven’t seen him since. Not that I’ve been looking.” That part was to myself. Britney was a tyrant. 

      Ray Rutherford stepped from behind a vendor’s unit. “I can do it. I have my suit in the car.” 

      Ray was the backup Santa. He’d done it maybe two or three times before, and honestly, as much as I loved Stuart, Ray had the perfect build for a jolly Santa, with his own natural white beard. Stuart did not have the beard, but he had the laugh.

      Britney pointed to Ray. “Do it—suit up, now. We have ten minutes before we start seeing kids.”

      Ray took off like a flash, pretty quick for a guy with a belly and some age on him.

      “Hey, I asked for those presents to be moved closer. You, guy elf—move the boxes. And someone find this nutcracker’s sword. If he doesn’t have a sword, he’s just some weird wooden guy standing there with his arms in an awkward position.”

      Guy elf? The kid is wearing a name tag.

      “She’s a tool,” Trevor said from beside me, causing me to jump.

       I pressed my hand to my rapidly beating heart. “Holy crap. I did not hear you come up to me.”

      He thrust out a tall paper coffee mug. “Precious said to give this to you. It’s your favorite. She also said she was inside, helping your dad with stuff. I’m to ask if I can hang with you. I think it’s because I was getting on her nerves.” He shrugged one shoulder, then took a sip from his own cup.

      “Thanks.” I smelled the coffee and silently thanked Precious for the gift I hadn’t known I needed.

      “What’s with the chicks in this town? The coffee babe was a weirdo and just as high-strung as this one here.” Using his cup, he gestured to Britney.

      “You do realize that I am not your bro and am, in fact, one of the chicks in this town?”

      “Yeah, but you’re cool. That nutter, though—jeesh. Am I right?”

      I wanted to laugh. I couldn’t, because that would be giving mixed signals, but still... I wanted to.

      “Life coach tip—some women find words like nutter and chick offensive. Maybe keep that kind of talk between you and your closest friends.”

      “I don’t got any, and why would a person get upset if I said they were acting like a nutter when they’re acting like a nutter?”

      “Because you called her a nutter. You didn’t say she was acting like one. See the difference?”

      He nodded once. “Actually, I do. Okay, so, that girl over there is acting like a nutter, am I right? Better?”

      “Sure.”

      “Sure I’m right, or sure that was better?” His expression was so earnest.

      “Both,” I said with a smile.

      Ray jogged back to the Santa throne, looking winded and glistening with sweat. He had the largest grin on his face when he took a seat. I got some shots. He looked great.

      Britney was still running around like a… nutter whose head might pop off. She stepped back to make sure the scene was set perfectly, then cued the effects guy to start the machine that would blow snow over Santa Land.

      “Doesn’t that look fantastic?” I asked Trevor.

      “Yeah, it kinda does. Those kids are lucky bastards.”

      I shot him a look.

      “Sorry. Those kids are lucky. I never got to see Santa when I was a kid.” He sounded wistful.

      “Why not?”

      “Never had anyone who would take me. Foster parents aren’t typically into helping a kid make good memories.”

      I bumped him with my shoulder, wondering what he meant about not having anyone who would take him. “Ray is a great guy. When he takes a break, go talk to him. He’ll ask you what you want for Christmas. It’s not like sitting on his knee, but it still feels good.”

      “Maybe,” he said.

      The market was in Riverfront Park and made a U, with three sides made up of vendors and the tree and Santa in the center. I had positioned myself so I was across the street near the entrance and had a wide shot of it all. Britney came over to stand next to me and surveyed Santa Land.

      She gave my coffee a look of longing. “I could use one of those.”

      “Not a good idea,” Trevor said. “You’re already insanely high-strung.”

      Britney gasped and swung her head toward Trevor. She was the type to go off on a person anywhere, anytime.

      “I think what he means is that this looks like it’s been stressful, and caffeine might not be the soothing drink you need,” I said.

      Trevor jerked his thumb toward me. “Yeah, what she said.”

      “Hey, elf boy!” Britney called.

      “Britney, you know him. You eat at his parents’ restaurant at least weekly. That’s Logan. And he’s wearing a name tag.”

      She flipped her hand dismissively. “They all look the same to me.”

      Which was funny because she wasn’t even thirty, and she was acting like she couldn’t tell teen boys apart.

      Logan jogged over. “Yeah?”

      “Go to the Steamy Cup and get me a large Americano!” Britney barked, pointing to Lark’s coffee shop half a block away. 

      “Please,” I added.

      Logan stood there and blinked. Then he looked down at his costume. “Do I have to?”

      “No,” Trevor said. “I’ll get it.” To Britney, he held out his hand.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Money? That gal in the store isn’t giving her coffee out for free, ya know. And you can’t make that kid go out of here in that costume. Sorry, brother. Not sure what you did to get stuck wearing that.”

      “Broke curfew,” Logan said.

      Trevor grimaced.

      I made a mental note to tell Precious that there might actually be times when Trevor didn’t have to curb himself.

      “Logan, can you open the gate?” Britney said.

      “Please,” I added.

      Logan jogged off while Britney dug into her pocket. She slapped some bills on Trevor’s palm. I gave Trevor a thumbs-up.

      “Doesn’t make any sense.” Trevor backstepped toward the coffee shop, mumbling, “I’m the butthead?”

      The gates opened, and kids flooded straight toward Santa Land. The market was open.

      “Can you believe Stuart didn’t show up?”

      “No. That doesn’t sound like him, does it?”

      Britney shook her head, then shouted, “Hey, snow guy! Do it in bursts of ten minutes. Let me see how that looks.”

      He gave her a nod, and, hand to God, she marked the time on her watch.

      Britney turned her attention back to me. “And to answer your question, no. That doesn’t sound like him. I wonder if there’s been some accident. Why would he leave the market?”

      “Did you try to call him?”

      She shook her head but took out her phone and dialed, then handed it to me. “I have to help them organize the line, but can you try? And when you get him on the line, tell him I’m sick of his crap, and he can’t bully me like this.” She took off toward the long line of kids, shouting orders at her elves. 

      I listened to the line ring, then go to voicemail. I caught up with Britney. “Nothing,” I told her when I tried to hand back her phone.

      “He is so getting fired.”

      “Unless he’s sick or in an accident or something that he couldn’t help “

      “Sure,” she said dismissively. “Try him again in a few.” Her anger toward him seemed to have evaporated at the mention that something could be seriously wrong.

      Whatever is holding him up had better be forgivable, because she is gonna give him an earful.

      I followed Britney to Santa Land to get some pictures. I particularly wanted ones of my niece, Cora. Santa Land had its own photographer but only for posed photos. I wanted candids. I tried to stay out of the way, tucking myself behind one of the presents. They came up hip level, so I could duck slightly and not mess up the ambience.

      Trevor returned and handed Britney her drink, then crouched behind the present with me. She took a sip and shot him a glare. He gave her wave. She turned her back to him but kept drinking.

      “I got her a chai. How gruesome would it be if she exploded in front of all those kids because she was all jacked up on coffee?”

      He wasn’t wrong. The thought of Santa Land being violated with an explosion made me sick to my stomach.

      I handed Britney’s phone to Trevor. “Here. Keep trying this number and see if you can get ahold of anyone. You’re trying to reach Stuart, the Santa who was supposed to be here.”

      “Got it.” He took the phone and hit Redial.

      I moved away to get some shots. Cora was soon to be up. How many more years will she be believing in this? I positioned myself to get as many shots as possible. My sister Rachel gave me a thumbs-up.

      “Psst, Sam.” Trevor waved me over.

      I glanced back at the line and knew I had a second. Begrudgingly, I went to him. “What’s up? Did you get ahold of him?”

      He looked a little confused. “Listen to this.”

      “What am I listening to?”

      “Nothing yet.” He hit redial on the phone. A few seconds later, somewhere near us, a phone rang.

      Trevor hit the off button, and the ringing stopped. He held up a finger, telling me to wait, then hit redial again. Like before, a few seconds later, a phone started ringing nearby. I started to move around, trying to find the location. The sound was muted.

      Trevor pointed to the oversized present just as I realized where the sound was coming from. I pressed cancel, and the ringing stopped. Trevor and I stepped up to the present, and letting my camera hang from my neck, I lifted the lid with two hands.

      Trevor and I looked inside.

      Oh no. This is not good. Not good at all.

      “Guess Santy will visit the funeral home this year,” Trevor said in a twisted nod to a popular Home Alone quote.

      I slammed the lid down, but not before the girl elf, Laney, screamed behind me. “Oh, my God, Santa is dead!”
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      I spun to grab Laney. There was no time to process what I’d just seen.

      “Hush,” I whispered, taking her by the upper arm and pushing her away from the box of death and out of sight of the crowd. Not creating a catastrophic scene at the market meant containing her hysteria.

      What will the people do if they know a body is in the box? Panic? Freak out? All the above?

      But it was too late. Laney was like a deer in headlights with shock coming on. And the crowd around us had gone eerily silent. She started babbling, “The box, Santa…”

      Trevor was by my side.

      “Take her someplace away from here to sit and calm down,” I whispered.

      He didn’t hesitate to steer her away. I looked back at the crowd, scanning until I found Precious across the way. She was heading toward us. We made eye contact, and I flicked my eyes and paired that with a slight nod toward DB at the corn dog stand. I looked back at Precious and repeated the motion until she followed my gaze, hoping she’d received, telepathically, the information that the crap was about to hit the fan. Then I did the same but looked at the box. I grimaced and repeated the action: DB, box, grimace, DB, box, grimace.

      She was awesome at reading people. Plus, we’d been through enough crap-meets-fan situations. She pivoted without further hesitation and beelined for the police chief.

      Ray, Britney, the kids in line, and their parents were all staring at me. Some people at the periphery of Laney’s exclamation had gone back to shopping, none the wiser. But those with the up-close entertainment option were frozen. How they would respond depended on me and my next move. 

      “Sorry, there’s, uhhh… a small glitch with one of the, uh… decorations. Don’t mind us.” I gestured to the staff working Santa Land.

      Three very long beats passed before people began to return to what they’d been doing, some still casting me speculative glances. I made eye contact with my sister and gave her the tiniest of nods toward my dad’s building. She was a nurse in the US Navy and was no stranger to dealing with stressful situations and not creating chaos. Also, she thought people dropped like flies around me, like I was a harbinger of death simply because when she’d been deployed a while back, someone had died, and I’d been accused of the crime. Now she thought that kind of stuff made up my days…  aaannnnnddd…. she would not be totally wrong.

      “Oh no!” Rachel exclaimed. “We have to go see Grandpa real quick. I’m sorry. We’ll get back in line.”

      “But, Mom, we got here early to get a good spot in line, and you want to get out?” Cora asked. They were next to see Santa. “The line is getting longer. We’ll have to go to the back.”

      Rachel’s eyes met mine. “Something tells me the line will be really short in a few minutes.” She dragged my petulant niece away.

      Britney rushed to me and, in a hurried whisper, asked, “What just happened? What was that girl saying?”

      Fortunately, Ray was acting none the wiser and was distracting the kid and family who were visiting with him.

      I turned to Britney. “You need to close this line down and do it now. And we need to block this area so no one can see it.” I tapped the present. “I found Stuart.”

      Britney paled and swayed on her feet. Trevor, who’d returned from calming Laney, was quick to respond and steadied Britney by grabbing her by her shoulders. Her mouth gaped, and no words came out. If the moment hadn’t been so tragic, I’d have made a joke about her finally having nothing to say.

      “I… I…” Her eyes went to the present, and she looked confused. “I don’t know if I understand.”

      “You understand,” Trevor said patiently.

      Besides, there’s no time to explain it.

      DB and Precious were making their way to us, and subtlety and concern for others was not DB’s strong suit. I didn’t want these kids to have a bad experience. Britney just stood there, blinking, so I took control.

      I held up my hands. “Excuse me, folks. Sorry. Santa needs to step away for a minute, so we’re going to
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