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  Introduction


Home for the holidays. 
It reaches across cultural differences and religious diversity. It transcends feuds and family vendettas. It stands independent of demographics or personal circumstances. I speak of the primal drive within each of us to be home—meaning among loved ones—at special times.
It’s the comfort food of companionship.
Life, however, doesn’t always arrange things to conveniently accommodate the human longing to be home for the holidays. I didn’t watch a lot of television growing up, but one of my sharpest childhood TV memories is the scene from Happy Days when Fonzie heats a can of ravioli over a hotplate and dines alone on Christmas Eve.
Any number of factors can interfere with the desire to be home and among loved ones for Christmas. Job demands might figure into it. Geographical and economic challenges might get in the way. War, disease, death, divorce, or family discord may play a part.
In this book, the common factor is crime.
Sheriff’s Deputy Randall Steadman is the hero of the full-length thriller, Steadman’s Blind. He also features in two of the short stories in this collection. 
“And To All a Good Night,” takes Steadman and his wife, Vivi, to a friend’s mountain retreat for Christmas. Vivi’s fear that it will be a busman’s holiday is justified when a murderer strikes, calling Steadman to work outside his jurisdiction to solve the crime.
With Vivi by his side, Steadman considers himself home for the holidays. But someone else at the retreat has come home to kill.
The other Steadman story, “Silver Secrets, Crimson Ties,” keeps Steadman busy over the holidays with a murder to solve and a Christmas festival on hold until he does.
In “Santa’s Eyes,” a recently divorced young woman faces Christmas alone, with only her suspicions about a rogue department store Santa to keep her company. In this case, crime may be the key to bringing her home for the holiday.
“Mall Cop Christmas Parade” is all about one man’s quest to get home for Christmas. He’s just got one tiny thing to pick up at the mall first.
“Incredible Christmas Capers” takes you right up close for a unique and unpredictable home invasion experience you won’t soon forget.
In a very special collaboration mystery, “Duet for Piano and Chisel” brings my series characters Riley Forte and David Peeler together, pooling their skills to crack a case that will keep you guessing to the end.
“A Very Krampus Christmas” brings Homeland Security agent, Tal Bannerman, into the action when he and his partner attempt to pull off a wacky heist during a crime boss’s Christmas party.
And Tal Bannerman is back for more off-the-wall and high-stakes action in “Green Storm Rising,” a zany little thriller set near the town of North Pole, Alaska—very far from home and family.
But someone’s got to keep the world safe so others can enjoy Christmas at home.
And in the spirit of the season, I’ve got a couple extra gifts for you. I included a mini-mystery for you to solve. Have fun with it but don’t peek at the answer until you’ve given it your best shot!
And to round off the holiday season, there’s a bonus story for the New Year, inspired by actual events because truth really can be stranger than fiction.
Get ready to kick back and settle in for these stories full of Christmas treats and surprises. You’ll feel right at home for the holidays.
Joslyn Chase
Bavaria, Germany






  
  Mall Cop Christmas Parade


The boisterous noise of a reveling crowd broke over Bradford Hines like a smashing wave on the surf as he left the mall restroom and turned toward the fountain at the heart of the shopping superstructure. The buzz of excited patrons with their armfuls of rustling bags rose and fell like the murmuring sea. An occasional shout of glee floated overhead, reminding Brad of a seagull’s call, and above it all, the holiday carol soundtrack played in imitation of a constant ocean breeze. 
Christmas in California.
In the river flow of mall traffic, Brad got caught behind a family of six. Mom pushed a stroller laden with purchases and holding a small screaming bundle wearing a red knit hat with antlers. The three older children shouted jubilantly along to Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer, erupting with “Like a light bulb!” at random intervals.
Brad felt a pang. His own three little ones were in Maryland, waiting for him to come home for Christmas. He did not intend to disappoint them. 
He passed a shop styled like a Swiss chalet and the tempting aroma of roasting sugared nuts made his stomach growl. He thought about stopping, but wanted to finish his business here and get to the airport on time. Pressing on toward the crossroads, he made his way to the busiest part of the mall, adjacent to the food court and packed with a swarm of people.
An enormous Christmas tree rose majestic beside the fountain, trimmed with red velvet bows, pine cones, and gold beads. Tiny lights twinkled from its evergreen branches like merry points of starlight and a myriad of elves beneath it handed out coupons and invitations to sales events.
Brad stopped beside a pillar and let the crowd surge past him. Pulling a phone from his jeans pocket, he pretended interest in it while surreptitiously studying the hoard of shoppers. In this mass of humanity it was almost too easy to find what he wanted. Slipping back into the stream, he navigated toward an Asian gentleman browsing a jewelry kiosk. The man’s jacket gaped open as he leaned over to examine pieces that caught his eye.
His wallet was ripe for the picking.
Joggling into the Asian man, Brad apologized and let the crowd carry him away in its momentum. He had the wallet, and it felt fat with goodies. Strolling casually through the food court, he stopped as if considering his choice between pizza and fried chicken. He thumbed quickly through the brown leather wallet, noting the wad of cash, the row of credit cards.
And something else interesting. It appeared to be a postage stamp but felt stiffer and looked a little off-color. Like an LSD blotter. Brad tucked the tiny bit of paper away for later and pocketed the wallet.
As he neared the exit, he wondered how quickly he could summon an Uber to take him to the airport. Three steps before he reached the glass doors edged with silver-frosted snowflakes, a hand grasped his shoulder and he turned to see a woman, her red hair pulled into a no-nonsense bun at the back of her head.
“Stop right there, sir,” she said, without a trace of holiday cheer. “You need to come with me.”
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“I don’t think so,” he told her, shifting his weight toward the exit. “I have a plane to catch.”
Her grip on his shoulder tightened and she tilted her head, drawing his gaze to the blouse beneath her jacket where he caught a glimpse of a shoulder holster.
She was armed. He wasn’t.
“Mall security,” she said, flashing an ID card. “We need to talk.”
Brad weighed his options and decided to go with the woman, avoid a scene, a chase, the empty threat of a bullet in the back. Mall cops don’t shoot pickpockets, do they?
She led him to a table at the edge of the food court and motioned him into a chair.
“If you’re straight with me,” she said, “we can handle this nice and easy. Here and now.”
She sat very upright in her chair, glaring at him with narrowed eyes. Brad judged her to be about thirty, pale skin, no freckles. She had a pointy nose that combined with her reddish hair to create the impression of a fox, and her green eyes, too close together, gave the otherwise pretty face a feral look.
She crossed her arms over her chest. “You need to work on your technique.”
Brad mirrored her body language. “I don’t know what you mean.”
“Come off it,” she snorted. “I saw you take the wallet from that Asian man at the jewelry counter. There’s no point denying it.”
The look she gave him was a challenge to do exactly that, but he didn’t oblige. After a moment, she laid one hand on the table, palm up, inviting him to hand over the wallet. 
Briefly, Brad mulled over possible courses of action. Sighing, he pulled the wallet from his jacket and placed it in her open hand.
“You’re right. I’m sorry. In the spirit of the season, can we consider the matter closed?” he pleaded. “I have a family to get home to—my wife, three small children. Please don’t ruin Christmas for them.”
Pursing her lips, the woman stared at Brad for almost a full minute. She peeked into the wallet, making sure he hadn’t swiped the money and credit cards.
“I suppose—in the spirit of the season—I can return the wallet to the owner and let you off with a warning. But if I ever see you in this mall again, you’re toast,” she warned, giving him a nasty look with her green close-set eyes.
“Of course,” Brad promised. “You won’t see me here again.” He rose from the table. “Thank you.”
The woman stood also, giving him a tight smile. They stepped away from each other and once more Brad started toward the exit doors. He hadn’t gone three steps when two men in mall cop uniforms closed in, blocking the way.
“We got ‘em,” one of the men said into his radio.
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The Little Drummer Boy played in the background as static burst over the security man’s radio, followed by something Brad couldn’t make out.
The larger of the two mall cops, whose badge identified him as Ronald Moore, nodded as if the man on the receiving end could see him. “We’re bringing them in now.”
“All right,” said the other security officer, Duncan Samuels. “Let’s take a walk. Whatever the two of you are trying to pull, it stops now.”
Moore, a man with the color and build of a brick wall, placed a firm hand on Brad’s arm while the smaller man gripped the red-haired woman by the elbow.
“Don’t give us any trouble,” he warned. “Let’s go down to the office and see if we can clear this up.”
As they pressed through the holiday crowd, Brad reached for his phone and hit a number on speed dial. He started to speak, but Moore removed the phone from his hand and ended the call, sliding the phone into his own pocket.
“I’ll pass this on to the police and they can decide whether to let you use it.”
They crossed in front of the Swiss chalet again but now the smell of roasting nuts made Brad’s stomach do a slow turn in his gut, all appetite erased. He thought of Bonnie, his wife, and the kids at home. He thought of the 747 that would be leaving without him.
Turning down a corridor, they passed through a thick metal door that closed behind them, instantly dampening the cheery noise of the masses. The room was dim, light kept low to facilitate viewing on the bank of monitors stretching the length of one wall. Two additional men in uniform sat in swivel chairs, ignoring their arrival, eyes glued to the screens. 
“Have a seat.” Moore’s words were an order rather than in invitation. Brad sat. The woman hesitated, her chin jutting out in silent protest before she sank slowly into one of the molded plastic chairs against the wall. A row of paper snowflakes taped to the cinder block fluttered a little in the breeze of a ceiling ventilator.
“First, let’s have the wallet,” Samuels said. He held out a hand toward the woman.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, her tone glacial.
“You don’t know what we’re talking about?” Moore turned to one of the men at the monitors. “Cue up that video, Al. Let’s have another look.”
Brad watched himself on the grainy playback, moving toward the Asian man, slipping the wallet from his jacket and disappearing into the crowd. He shuddered. The woman was right—he needed to work on his technique.
“Al catches that on the video,” Samuels said, “and gives us a shout-out on the radio. But before we can work our way through the crowd, he sees this on a different monitor.”
The view switched to the food court, Brad and the woman at a table, the wallet changing hands.
“And that’s what we’re talking about,” Moore said. “The wallet, please.”
Brad cleared his throat. “She’s carrying,” he warned. “You might want to make that your priority.”
Instant tension filled the room. Moore’s face went from brick to stone. Hard and gray. 
The woman raised her arms above her head. “I don’t have a weapon,” she said, giving Brad a poisonous look. Samuels moved forward, flicking open the woman’s jacket to reveal the shoulder holster. Empty.
But the wallet was there too, in an inner pocket, and Samuels took it. He poked through it, nodding when he saw the money and plastic still in place.
“Okay,” Moore said, “we’re shutting down your little duo act. I suggest you each get your own lawyer and stay the hell apart.”
The woman leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms, staring at the ceiling as if cursing the moon. “We are not a duo.”
“Damn right we’re not,” Brad agreed. “I don’t know who she is and I wish we’d never met.”
A metallic click sounded and the door opened. A blonde woman in uniform entered, laden with bags from the food court.
“Lunch is served,” she announced.
As the security team gathered around the bags to collect their lunch items, Brad leaned over to the red-haired woman, giving her a hard glare.
“Why’d you tell me you were security?”
She glared back. “This is my turf. Find your own mall.”
Moore and Samuels sat at a table with the blonde, eating lunch. Al and his partner kept their places at the bank of monitors, watching while they munched. Brad sneaked a peek at his watch. 
Samuels saw the gesture. “You in a hurry?” he asked.
“I got a plane to catch.”
The group at the table laughed. Moore pointed a burrito at Brad. “No plane for you, son.”
“Soon as we’re done eating,” Samuels said, “we’re calling the cops. Maybe they’ll be kind enough to drop you at the airport.”
Amid snickers, the door clicked open again and two men entered. The security team jumped to their feet, clearly surprised.
One of the men, a distinguished-looking Asian in a custom-tailored dark blue suit, held a gun. He turned it in Brad’s direction, motioning him and the redhead to their feet.
“We’ll take it from here,” he told the room.
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The Asian turned an expressionless face to Moore and his team. “We’re from corporate,” he said. “We got word you apprehended two members of the Kaplin gang.”
His companion, a burly man with a blond ponytail and muscles barely contained within the strained seams of his gray suit jacket, rounded on Brad and his supposed accomplice like a sheep dog driving his flock.
The Asian smiled approvingly. “This is above your pay grade, gentlemen. And lady.” He bowed to the female member of the security team. “No need to call the police. We’ll deal with this internally. The wallet, please.”
He held out his hand and Samuels promptly handed off the wallet.
“And now,” said the Asian, ‘we’ll take our leave. Merry Christmas.”
He gave another small bow and gestured with the gun for Brad and the redhead to exit the room. The burly man wrapped a hand the size of a baseball glove around Brad’s upper arm as if the gun was not enough encouragement to keep him moving. 
Deeper into the bowels of the mall they went, taking a narrow flight of stairs downward. Brad didn’t know who these new players were, but he felt sure about one thing—they weren’t from corporate. A chill feathered down his back.
“How did you do that?” he asked the Asian. “Just get them to hand over the wallet and turn us out?”
“Ancient Chinese secret,” said the blond man. “I get a kick out of it every single time.”
The Asian pressed his lips together in a prim, self-satisfied smile. “I used a simple pattern interrupt. Surprise creates suggestibility, allowing authoritative demeanor to carry the day.”
“They’ll be second-guessing themselves now,” Brad said.
“Yes,” the Asian agreed. “But the chickens have flown the coop. You are now in our hands.”
The ponytailed blond stopped at a service door, pushing it open to reveal an underground loading area. He prodded Brad toward a waiting panel van with a dry cleaning logo on the side. The engine started as they approached and Brad caught a glimpse of another Asian, young with a pencil mustache, behind the wheel.
Ponytail rolled open the side door of the van. “Get in,” he said, giving Brad a shove.
Brad and the redhead climbed in and sat down on the bare metal floor. She scowled at him as if this was his fault. He scowled back. If she hadn’t stepped in, he’d be boarding a plane to Baltimore right about now.
Instead, he had no idea where he’d be by the end of the day.
The van pulled forward, moving fast, and Brad’s heart revved, keeping time with the engine. They headed up a slope and breached daylight, making a left turn into busy Christmas traffic. Ponytail sat on the floor, too. He’d pulled a gun from somewhere on his person and sat holding it almost casually in his lap, a bemused smile on his lips.
They drove for roughly twenty minutes in what Brad thought was a northerly direction. The road thrummed away beneath them, sending vibrations up through the metal floor into every nerve-ending in Brad’s body. The pounding of his heart had gone from overdrive to somewhere around fourth gear when he looked toward the front passenger seat and saw the Asian searching through the wallet. 
Brad guessed he was looking for something more than money and credit cards. He watched the man pull the wallet apart, then bark an order at the driver. The van pulled to an abrupt stop.
Apparently he hadn’t found what he was looking for.
The door rolled open and Brad caught a peek at a strip of forest land, pines and maples. He smelled piles of damp, dead leaves, dissolving into the loamy earth. He saw the Asian’s face, grim and determined.
“Where is it?”
And that’s when Brad accepted he might not make it home for Christmas.
Might not make it home at all.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the woman said.
Ponytail pulled on her bun, sending her hair tumbling to her shoulders. He took a handful and yanked.
“I don’t know what you want!” she shrieked, her eyes going wide with pain and fear.
The Asian turned his gaze to Brad.
“I don’t know either,” Brad said. “I clearly picked the wrong man to pickpocket. It was a random choice, a bad one.”
“You don’t know how bad,” the Asian told him. He gestured to his goon and Ponytail shoved the woman aside and focused his attentions on Brad, grabbing his right hand in a bone-breaking grip.
“I can see the wallet is very important to you,” Brad managed to say through gritted teeth. “But I really have no idea why.”
The Asian nodded and Ponytail applied pressure to Brad’s middle finger, snapping it like a pencil. He groaned, felt sweat break out on his forehead.
“We’re not members of the gang you’re looking for,” he said. “You have to believe me.”
Ponytail laughed. The Asian said, “I do believe you. We know you are not members of a gang. You spy for the FBI.”
“What!” Brad sputtered, shaking his head. “I’m a carpet cleaner. That’s all.” He hesitated. “And a part-time pickpocket.”
“Enough!” The Asian slammed his fist against the side of the van. “The man you stole the wallet from is Kang Bolin.”
Brad stifled a moan. His finger throbbed like a son of a gun. “The name means nothing to me.”
“He works for Chinese Intelligence,” the Asian said. “For the Ministry of State Security. He’s been leaking Chinese national secrets to you.”
“No! You’re mistaken,” Brad said. He fought down a wave of nausea. “Boy, am I having a bad day.”
“Your day is about to get much worse.”
The Asian tipped his head and Ponytail grasped another finger. Brad tensed, preparing for another jolt of searing pain, but before the breaking pressure was applied, he heard the blat-blat of helicopter blades and swirls of dust danced up from the ground.
A voice came through the chopper’s loudspeaker.
“This is the FBI.”


      [image: ]“Surrender your weapons immediately and exit the vehicle with your hands up,” the voice commanded.
Ponytail dropped Brad’s hand but kept a firm grip on his shoulder. The helicopter dropped lower and Brad felt the force of the wind generated by its whirring blades. The sound bouncing off his eardrums rocked him—an auditory assault, but a welcome one.
And then another sound pierced through the barrage. Sharper. Louder.
Gunfire.
The young Asian driver ran for the woods, firing skyward at the helicopter as he went. A series of shots rang out from the chopper and the man fell, sprawling to the earth. He didn’t move.
Three black SUVs squealed to a stop behind the white panel van. Their doors flew open and six FBI agents emerged, taking cover behind the open doors.
“Drop your weapons! Step away from the vehicle and keep your hands where I can see them,” ordered one of the agents, a man with a deep raspy voice. Brad squinted through the glaring light and swirling dust. He saw the Asian in the dark blue suit standing with his hands raised, a gun at his feet.
The woman jumped out of the van, presenting her empty hands like a game show hostess displaying a prize. Brad took a step forward. Ponytail’s hands dropped to his center of gravity and shoved hard, catapulting Brad from the van.
He hit the dirt and rolled to a stop. The white panel van roared to life, tearing down the road with Ponytail at the wheel. The helicopter followed, spewing bullets.
Brad watched the van fishtail, swerving off the road. It dipped and crashed into a stand of pines, coming to an abrupt standstill with one of its wheels suspended above the surface soil, spinning.
“You, on the ground!” the deep-voiced agent shouted. “Put your hands where I can see them.”
Brad, on his belly in the dirt, raised his hands, showing them empty. Immediately, an agent was on him, securing his hands, shackling his wrists. 
“Watch it!” Brad shouted, wincing. “That thug broke my finger.”
The agent yanked him to his feet, ignoring the plea for gentleness. Brad stood, shaking with adrenaline, finger throbbing, flanked by the FBI.
A female agent held the red-head by one arm. The hair Ponytail had loosed fell across her face, veiling it from Brad’s view, but he figured she was giving him the stink-eye. She was cuffed like him, hands behind her, enclosed by clanking hardware.
Three agents surrounded the Asian who stood with expressionless face, wrists similarly cuffed. With the helicopter’s noise fading into the distance, Brad was able to pick out pieces of the conversation.
“…got Gong Wei at last.”
“…commendation for this one, no doubt.”
“…for interrogation, but what about the other two?”
“…Christmas in county lockup.”
Brad watched agents load the Asian, presumably Gong Wei, into the back of one of the SUVs. Red-head climbed into another, and agents on either side of him led Brad to the third.
“I’m innocent,” he told them. “I had nothing to do with this. Those guys took me hostage.”
The car door opened and a hand atop his head guided Brad into the back seat of the SUV.
“Tell it to the judge,” said the agent.
“I was just trying to get home for Christmas,” Brad said.
“Yeah, aren’t we all.”
The car door slammed and the convoy of black SUVs pulled onto the road, passing the smashed white panel van already swarming with crime scene personnel.
Brad watched it grow small in the rearview mirror.


      [image: ]The faint odor of burning oil hung in the air and Brad, straining his eyes at the dashboard, saw the Check Engine indicator glowing red. The SUV’s powerful motor hummed and he found it somehow soothing, relaxing the claw of tension that had been squeezing his gut. He drew a full breath for the first time in what seemed like weeks. 
The SUV bumped over railroad tracks, joggling Brad, making the cuffs dig into his wrists and waking the pain in his broken finger. Brad thought they’d been fastened unnecessarily tight.
“Hey,” he called to the passenger agent up front. “I’m pretty uncomfortable back here.”
The agent turned his head, grinning. He tossed Brad a key.
“Give you a chance to work on your skills, Hines.”
Brad caught the key in his lap and let it fall to the seat between his legs.
“There you go, Carter,” he said. “Always thinking about the welfare of your agents.”
The man up front laughed, watching while Brad scooted and stretched, wriggling until he had the key in his hand. His broken finger screamed in protest but Brad didn’t want to look like a wimp so he swallowed the pain.
Finally, he managed to fit the key into the cuffs and release his wrists. He rubbed them to restore full circulation, taking care not to knock his aching finger.
Carter nodded approvingly. “Not bad, under the circumstances.” He paused, his eyes going hard in a piercing gaze. “Did you get it?”
Brad gave him a thumbs up. “I got it.”
“How’d he hide it?”
“He put it in an A-bomb, acid blotter. Looks like a postage stamp.”
“Microdot, you think?”
“Yeah, lab technicians will break it loose and the analysts will crack it,” Brad said. “One more leg up on the Chinese.”
“Well done, Hines. And good job maintaining your cover.”
“What can I say? I’m just a simple carpet cleaner caught in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
The agent’s face softened. “I’m afraid you missed your flight and won’t be able to catch another one tonight. Debriefing will take a while and you’ll have to get that finger splinted.”
Brad sighed. He’d expected nothing more. Or less. All part of the job. He was looking at a long night ahead.
But tomorrow?
Tomorrow was Christmas Eve, and he’d be on a plane by midday. Home in time to kiss his wife, tuck the kids in their beds, and play Santa.
Home for Christmas.
He couldn’t ask for better than that.






  
  Santa’s Eyes


Santa’s eyes froze me midstride. 
The store was crowded—just three days left on everyone’s advent calendar—and impatient customers pushed past where I stood rooted to the faux wooden floor. Sleigh bells jingled, ring-ting-tingled, and an announcement came over the store’s intercom system.
“Customer needs gift-wrap service in the houseware department. Gift wrap to housewares.”
I pulled in a deep breath laced with the scent of popcorn balls and fudge. I’d frozen next to the candy counter and the heady fragrance helped snap me out of my trance. Stepping clear of the flow of traffic, I turned to watch Santa’s retreating figure.
One department store Santa looks very much like every other department store Santa. It’s in their job description. But above the standard white beard, the eyes remain uncovered, windows to the soul.
And I’d just glimpsed a dark soul.
I was convinced of it.
I’d recognize those ice blue orbs anywhere. Floyd Rickles had worn a Santa suit and listened to the demands and desires of lined-up boys and girls when I’d worked at Macy’s four years ago. I’d often heard his hearty “Ho, ho, ho!” and seen children’s faces light up during my rounds as assistant manager.
He’d done a good job. Most of the employees agreed that he was a superior Santa, though perhaps a little standoffish as a person. Sales in the toy department had flourished under Floyd’s reign as St. Nick. Pleased parents had unleashed credit cards and indulged their offspring at an unprecedented rate that Christmas season. All had seemed well.
Until Santa hauled away the jewelry department in his big red bag.
And now, that same Santa was here, using his time and handy disguise to case the jewelry display at Hardison’s, where I was now employed as Head Clerk.
I plunged back into the stream of shoppers and let it carry me to the escalators. Joggling my way onto the rising metal staircase I gnawed at my lip, crammed between a woman laden with shopping bags and a man holding a coat covered with wiry hairs and smelling of dog.
The giant support pillars were festooned with gold-colored garlands and scarlet Christmas stockings twined with tiny twinkling lights. The air hummed with the expectant noise and antsy movement of a crowd intent on crossing every item off their gift lists. As we ascended, the heavy smell of clashing colognes let me know we’d be met at the top by the perfume sprayer from Cosmetics.
I dodged her and made my way to Mr. Beckham’s office.
“He’s busy, Ms. Sattler,” his secretary said when she saw me.
“This is urgent,” I assured her.
Sighing, she lifted her handset and motioned me in.
Gerald Beckham, General Manager of Hardison’s Department Store, sat behind a desk littered with papers and envelopes. His scalp, a mottled shade of purple, shone through a layer of thinning hair and each of his double chins bore a dimple dead center. He shuffled through the papers with a distracted manner and waved his hand at me as if shooing away a pesky fly.
“I really don’t have time, Molly.”
“Would you say that if you knew a thief was robbing the jewelry department?”
He stood, startled, his chins quivering. “What!”
“Not at this very moment,” I said, sitting down and drawing the chair closer to his desk. “But very soon, Mr. Beckham.”
He sat too, and regarded me with narrowed eyes. “As I think I mentioned, I’m busy. Explain yourself, and make it snappy.”
“The Santa you hired is Floyd Rickles. The man who carried away the entire stock of Macy’s jewelry in his red velvet bag.”
Beckham’s mottled purple grew a shade deeper. “He most certainly is not. The man’s name is Joseph Dilber, and I had him thoroughly vetted. What’s more,” he said, letting his gaze return to the stacks of paper on his desk, “the toy department is thriving and Joe Dilber is a big part of that.”
“I’m telling you, Mr. Beckham, it’s in the eyes. That Santa is Floyd Rickles.”
“You’re mistaken, Molly. Now please—you stick with your duties and let me attend to mine.”
I’d been dismissed. 
No matter. I happened to know that Warren Woolrich, the store’s owner, was on the premises this very moment, buying gifts and creating photo ops for his personal assistant to post on social media. I tracked him down and managed to pull him aside while the PA passed out candy canes to  a gaggle of children.
I told him what I knew about Floyd Rickles.
“But my dear Ms. Sattler,” he said, patting at his mustache. “It’s not the same man. This one is Joe Something-or-Other, and Gerald tells me he’s doing a splendid job. Receipts from the toy department are rolling in.”
“Yes, he’s an excellent Santa,” I agreed, “but that’s how he distracts us from his true purpose in the store. Everyone’s so impressed with his ho, ho, ho, that they don’t notice him casing the joint.”
“Casing the joint?” He chuckled. “This is no gangster film, Ms. Sattler. Besides,” he added, taking her hand and patting it, tilting his head for a smile at the camera, “the man you’re talking about was tried in a court of law and acquitted.”
“I saw that on TV, just like everyone else, Mr. Woolrich. But Macy’s surveillance video clearly showed Santa emptying trays of jewelry into his bag and leaving the store.”
“Of course it did. And as Rickles’s defense attorney pointed out, anyone could have put on a Santa suit to rob the store. It’s the perfect Christmas disguise. The police searched Rickles’s house. Not a trace of the jewelry, or anything else to tie him to the crime.”
He dropped my
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