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Night Before Christmas (Holiday Crime Short Story, #1)

More from Matthew W. Grant

FBI Senior Special Agent Ross Benson stifled a yawn as he unwrapped a hard candy and scanned the empty inbox on the computer screen. His boss had stuck him with the Christmas Eve shift assignment. Again. “I knew you wouldn’t mind since you don’t have a family,” she’d said in her squeaky, bureaucratic voice as she walked away from his cubicle.

So insulting! Ross didn’t actually object to working on Christmas. He hated the holiday anyway and with good reason. It was other people’s presumptions he objected to.

“Single people have families too,” he had mumbled under his breath. She didn’t hear him though. She was already planning her ski vacation with the kids at some snowed in resort in Vermont or some such place. Besides, Ross, used to have a family. If you counted a greedy ex-wife and a Yorkshire Terrier that he technically had shared custody of, neither of which he’d seen in six years. Both of which now lived with his old partner, Jerrold, who Ross also hadn’t seen in six years.

Other agents his age bragged about their grandchildren getting into elite colleges. Ross displayed six year old pictures of the dog on his desk. Only about half the high school students who worked the ticket counter at the local movie theater offered him the senior citizen discount which went into effect for moviegoers 55 or older. When they offered, he accepted as he had indeed turned 55 that year. If they didn’t offer, he happily paid full price while basking in the idea that at least some of them thought he was too young to qualify.

He also consoled himself thinking that maybe some of them gave him a discount because they just felt bad to see an older man going to the movies by himself all the time. In any case, he often met informants in the back rows of the darkened theater. Whether full or half price, his Bureau expense account, a.k.a. the taxpayers, paid for the tickets anyway.

With most of the overhead fluorescent lights off, the large room sat bathed in a twilight-like state. The glow from a few random screens left on at various workstations appeared here and there eerily rising above the deserted cubicles. Obviously, the energy saving features of the monitors weren’t set properly. That would have turned the flat screen monitors off automatically after a period of inactivity. Most of the agents didn't care about shit like that; after all, once again it was the taxpayers’ money they were wasting, not their own. 

The only sound in the room, other than Ross’s breathing, came from the electronic equipment. Normally, he wouldn’t even notice the quiet hum of computer or photo copier fans and the background static from LED screens. On an otherwise silent night, alone in a room dedicated to crime, those usually innocuous sounds rose to a disconcerting din.

Ross stood up from his mostly undecorated cubicle. Mindy, the round-faced and bouncy receptionist/office administrator, had left a handmade candy present/decoration at every station before she left earlier that day. It must have taken the woman countless hours to cut the pipe cleaners, twist them around the hard candy wrappers, and then stick them into the Styrofoam shapes. Some people got wreaths and some got stars. Mindy had given Ross a tree. As far as he could see on the other desks among those that left their gifts behind, his was the only tree in the bunch.

It made Ross feel special. He often wondered if Mindy had feelings for him beyond those of a random colleague. He had to admit that seeing her smiling face sure brightened his otherwise dark days.

Could Ross see himself with a woman like Mindy? He could just imagine their home on Christmas Eve... He’d be polishing his gun while reviewing a gruesome serial killer file while she wore an ugly Christmas sweater, hummed holiday carols (she wouldn’t know why he hated them so much; he wouldn’t burden her with that), and pierced foam shapes with hard candy.

Ross stretched while he indulged in the incongruous scene playing in his mind. If only he could experience a normal Christmas like a normal person. Somehow, that seemed too much to ask.

He peered out of the window located a couple rows of cubicles away. The angry winter wind whipped gusts of snow around outside the building. Typical late December weather in – oops, he almost gave the location away. Only a rookie would make a mistake like that. Even in his own daydreams.

Considering the various transfers over the past few years, Ross sometimes congratulated himself for knowing where he was, even when he declined to identify the location silently.

The lingering scent of homemade lasagna wafted out from the nearby breakroom. Ross had completely forgotten that he’d microwaved his food fifteen minutes earlier. Mindy had saved him a piece from the holiday office party that he’d missed earlier in the day. She placed a large hunk dripping with mozzarella cheese on a Santa theme paper plate and wrapped it in plastic. She labeled it with a piece of masking tape with his name on it.

When he examined it closely, he could have sworn Mindy turned the letter “o” in his first and last name into a mini heart. Wishful thinking? Over analysis? Maybe she just found it difficult to display perfect penmanship while writing on masking tape on a piece of plastic wrapped lasagna.

Ross’s stomach grumbled to remind him that he hadn’t eaten in hours. As Ross sauntered towards the breakroom, a jolting metal sound banged overhead. It startled him. The warm blast of air showered him from above. The sound came from the ventilation system kicking in.

Ross chastised himself for being so jumpy. Hardly a becoming trait for an FBI agent in the Cyber Crimes division. 

His mouth watered at the thought of sinking his teeth into a bite of Mindy’s lasagna. He could practically taste the tangy tomato sauce and fresh herbs (basil, rosemary, and oregano, all of which she grew herself). Ross and his coworkers often commented that the woman knew her way around a kitchen. While some of the less charitable ones meant that as a dig about Mindy’s weight, the rest, including Ross, meant it as a compliment to her culinary skills.

Mindy’s extra weight looked good on her. At 40, the plumper face hid any trace of lines or crow’s feet. She knew how to dress her larger body. The plunging V-necklines showed off the goods in an enticing, but not offensive or pushy way. Her cinched waist and knee length dresses also garnered Ross Benson’s attention on many occasions.

Ross laughed to himself when he realized how easily he could now describe women’s clothing, something he couldn’t even do when he was married. That was one advantage to his most recent partner, Tad, being a gay guy into fashion. The skill actually came in quite handy when writing reports and interviewing witnesses.

Ross stopped laughing when he observed that another advantage to having a gay partner was that he didn’t have to worry about the guy stealing his wife.

Just as Ross reached the open doorway to the breakroom, he heard the microwave reminder beep. How had he missed it before? He must have been more heavily invested in imagining a Christmas Eve with Mindy than he realized.

A different, louder tone caught his attention. Three dots. Three dashes. Three more dots. SOS!

The Morse code distress signal. He would know that sound anywhere. He and his friend used it when they were little boys playing secret agents with their walkie-talkies. Ross figured kids today probably don’t know the fun of those since they start kindergarten with cell phones glued to their hands.

Ross’s eyes swept the room. Nothing looked out of the ordinary. He closed his eyes and let his ears focus on the source of the sound. He opened his eyes again as his brain determined the proper direction. His own desk! He hurried back to it as the repetitive SOS tones filled the air.

As he rounded the corner of his cubicle, the red incoming message alert flashed on his screen. It  had never been accompanied by a Morse code sound effect before. The IT guys must have added it to relieve their boredom on their own Christmas Eve shift. No doubt they thought it was funny. IT guys in the Bureau thought everything they did was funny. Especially when it wasn’t.

The adrenaline pumped through Ross’s body as he plopped into his rolling office chair. He slapped the button on the keyboard to acknowledge the message alert and open the actual email.

His eyes quickly scrutinized the subject line. A Visit from Saint Nick. He groaned. Those IT guys really were too much. And that was not necessarily a compliment.

Wait, he had scanned too fast and let the holiday shape his expectation. The title actually read A Visit from Someone Sick. What the hell did that mean?

Ross shifted his gaze to the body of the email. His eyes narrowed as he took it all in, barely stopping for a mental breath between stanzas.

‘Twas the night before Christmas, when all through the house

Not a creature was stirring, thanks to this louse.

The stockings were hung by the chimney, who cares,

Police soon would be scrambling up the outside stairs.

The guests were nestled all snug in their beds,

While I took a brick and bashed in their heads.

A woman in her panties, a man in his shorts,

Had just settled down from a holiday celebration of sorts.

When in the living room there arose such a clatter,

Macho man sprang from the bed to see what was the matter.

Away to the kitchen, he flew like a flash, 

I slashed him across the neck, gave him quite a gash.

His blood on the tile of the shiny kitchen floor,

Made me long to slice and dice and see even more.

When what to my bloodlust-filled eyes should appear,

But his scantily clad wife cowering behind a chair.

With a fireplace poker, so lively and quick,

She swung at my arm, barely made a nick.

More rapid than eagles, my hands closed around
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"Tis the season to be gory.
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