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      Mindy watched snowflakes float like feathers through fogged windows. She was dressed for rolling around in the snow, and the blast from the car’s heater made her feel like she was trapped in a sauna.

      She glanced at her six-year-old brother playing a hand-held game wearing a puffy red jacket. Underneath it, she knew, he was a sweater and tee shirt like hers. He had a red scarf around his neck. He must be toasty in there.

      Mindy’s outfit was similar but a different color. Her jacket was pink with abstract designs of Christmas trees, snowflakes, and Santa. A purple beanie with a single white pompon perched on her head of shoulder-length blonde hair. She had on blue jeans and snow boots.

      They were dressed warm enough to walk to the North Pole to see Santa. She’d be this miserable if Lisa, their nanny, had taken them to see Santa in the mall. Now she’d left them in the parking lot, in a sauna of a car, and dashed into the mini mall, with an ‘I’ll be back’ spoken over her shoulder as she’d run off.

      The air in the car smelled of burned plastic and sweat—like her school changing room after PE. Mindy glanced at the dashboard and wished she knew which button to push to turn down the heat and its noise.

      Lisa had left the radio on to keep them company. Nat King Cole’s “Merry Christmas to You” blasted from the speakers. This was the last straw. Their parents must know about this once they returned from their trip today. She’d tell them herself. Lisa would be fired.

      She’d tell them about Lisa’s boyfriend. He’d drop in once her parents left, and they’d be making kissing sounds in the guest bedroom. And worst of all, she didn’t let them see Santa at the mall and left them in the car for hours while she went off on her own.

      Mindy knew which of her parents to tell. Not her dad. He’d laugh and say he’d talk to her and never would. But Mommy—she’d call the cops on her.

      Mindy knew all about the anti-child lock. There was no getting out of the car from the back. She climbed over to the front passenger seat.

      “What are you doing?” Andy asked, focusing on her face, his Nintendo Switch held up in front of his face.

      “I’m getting out of the car before we roast in here. You can come if you want. We can go to the pond and skate.”

      Andy leaned forward, his eyes wide. “We’ll get in trouble with Lisa. And she’ll tell Mom and Dad.”

      Mindy was two years older than her brother and sometimes pushed him around. “Don’t be a crybaby. She won’t tell. She left us in the car on our own. We can always say it was too hot, and we got out. But we’ll be back before she comes out. We’re only going to skate.” She opened the front passenger side door and stepped out.

      Cold air slammed into Mindy. It took a few seconds to go from uncomfortable warm to okay cool. She opened the back door for Andy. “Grab the skates.”

      “Mimi, are you sure?”

      “Do you want to skate or not?” Mindy asked.

      Andy grumbled. “All right.” He dropped his Switch, picked up his skates, and exited the car.

      Mindy rolled her eyes. “You should have brought mine, too.” She leaned in and took her skates from the backseat.

      She led the way, snow crunching under their feet.

      The pond was in a small playground close to the mini mall. They’d been there a hundred times. She shot a look at the white Honda Accord. It was sandwiched between two cars in the parking lot, and their footprints were on the freshly fallen snow. Lisa had breadcrumbs to follow to find them whenever she came out.

      Nobody was in the playground. The slides, swings, and monkey bars all had snow on them. Mindy sat on the snow and tried to take off her snow boots. With her mittens on, it wasn’t working. She took them off and got a better grip.

      Andy was struggling with his boots, so she helped him. She took off her boot and slipped on her skates. By the time she was done, her fingers were hurting from the cold.

      Andy walked with slow strides to the frozen pond. He was a good skater.

      Mindy had planned to get on the ice first to ensure it was hard enough, but her brother was too eager.

      “Andy…wait.”

      He stepped on the ice, smiled, and took off toward a bush in the pond.

      Mindy examined the surface—frozen, with a dusting of snow. She could tell other kids had skated earlier from the blade marks on the ice. She smiled, safe enough. Now, it was their turn.

      “Mimi!”

      Mindy’s head jerked up. “An-Andy?” Her heartbeat sounded like drums. “Andy!” She skated toward the bush. Did he fall in? Now she’d be dead for sure. Their parents wouldn’t spare the rod if anything happened to Andy.

      Mindy let out a sigh of relief. Andy was gazing down at something.

      “Mimi! I-I think Santa is under the ice.”

      “What?” Mindy came closer. A big red object was partially covered with ice and snow. A bearded white face with blue eyes stared at her.

      “Mimi, I think Santa fell off his sleigh and landed in the pond. Now he’s frozen.”

      Mindy had only seen a dead body on TV. A scream ripped through her lips.
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      Vikki and Ted met for a quiet, late lunch at Ziti Plus, a restaurant in Milton. Away from St. Ives for some privacy. In the background, an instrumental version of “Jingle Bells” provided a musical backdrop, mingling with chatter, mirthful laughter, and the clattering of utensils on plates from patrons already immersed in the holiday spirit.

      The receptionist ushered them to a table. “And what drink should I get you?” The question was directed at Vikki.

      They both ordered water since they were still on the job. Vikki’s entree was chopped mixed salad and grilled chicken in a balsamic sauce. Ted ordered a well-done Angus beef burger served with seasoned fries.

      Vikki rearranged the hem of her cream turtleneck sweater over her black pants. She preferred that her Glock 19 remain out of sight. Her Carmel jacket was draped over the back of her chair, her gloves and hat in the pocket. On her feet were ankle leather boots with rubber soles. Vikki was ready for whatever the weather had to bring.

      Ted had on a long-sleeved tee shirt under his scrubs. He unzipped his puffer jacket but did not take it off.

      Their food came, and they dug in.

      Outside, it had stopped snowing. It wasn’t enough accumulation to clog the roads with snowplows. There was already snow on the ground, and the new snow added a fresh dusting of white on cars, trees, and houses, enhancing the white Christmas ambiance.

      The waiter removed their plates and dropped off their dessert. Velvet cake for Vikki, coffee for Ted. Once she left, Vikki leaned forward in her chair.

      “What should we do for Christmas?”

      Ted took his time adding a teaspoon of sugar and stirring the coffee.

      Vikki cocked her head. “Is it a hard question?”

      Ted chuckled. He had a glint in his eyes and ran his palm over his clean-shaven head. “I was thinking of getting a train set and you helping me put it together over the holiday.” He stroked his goatee. “Then watch a Christmas movie marathon on TV and participate in any other marathon two people can do together.”

      Vikki batted her eyelids. “Like a two-person marathon? Elite runners finish in two hours. Do you have the stamina?”

      “I’ll do better. I’ll finish in four—more time to enjoy the local scene.”

      About to shovel some cake into her mouth, Vikki dropped her fork and fanned herself. “It’s getting hot in here.”

      Ted raised an eyebrow.

      Vikki picked up her fork. “I like your plan, minus the train set.” She was thankful he hadn’t given up on her when she was proving a hard nut to crack after he took over as medical examiner. She was happy, and it reminded her of other happy Christmas holidays in the past.

      She, Alexis, and Alexi’s dad, Mike, had enjoyed Christmas lunches together, shopping, and attending end-of-year parties.

      Her mind drifted to the first time she’d met Edward Brandon. It was at a bar and a one-night stand. Then she was into one-night stands, a holdover from her rookie days.

      The next day, Vikki was shocked to find out he was somehow involved in a homicide she was investigating. When the case was solved, they’d enjoyed each other’s company before things got complicated. In those early days, all she’d wanted was the release. Now, she had something better.

      Vikki realized she’d been staring at him. Feeling shy, she battered her eyelids again and smiled.

      Ted’s eyebrows shot up. “What?”

      Vikki looked down at her plate and shrugged, her smile widening. “Nothing.” She glanced up, and their eyes met again. She took a deep breath and exhaled. “I’m thankful and happy we’re together.”

      “Remember the first time we met? Then and now, you’re in it for the sex.”

      “What!” Vikki cupped her mouth, heat rushing to her cheeks. She lowered her chin and curved her back, trying to appear small.

      Other patrons glanced their way and returned to their food and discussions. A man, eating alone, lifted his wine glass to them before sipping.

      Ted continued to smile as if he hadn’t said anything.

      Vikki recovered and sliced off a chunk of velvet cake. She raised the spoon toward Ted.

      “What are you doing?” Ted said. A devilish smile danced on his lips. “I thought there shouldn’t be any public show of affection.”

      She let out a breath. “Christmas is in the air. Now say, ah.”

      Ted opened his mouth wide.

      “Now chew, and don’t make me blush again.” Vikki spoon-fed him until her cake was gone, not caring whether anyone saw her. She was happy at the same level or more when her family had been alive. The thought of what had happened to Alexis and Mike and that she hadn’t done anything to avenge them soured her mood.

      Ted nodded. “Now, that was the most delicious—”

      The words froze on his lips. Vikki knew he’d noticed the change in her demeanor.

      “…dessert I’ve had in a long time,” Ted said, finishing the sentence. “What’s wrong?”

      Vikki pursed her lips and shook her head. “Trust me to spoil a happy moment. I still haven’t heard from New York about the case files.”

      Ted fanned himself.

      Vikki guessed he was beginning to get warm. He’d kept his jacket on when they’d come into the restaurant.

      Ted rested his elbows on the table and made a steeple with his hands. “Something is not adding up. I’m beginning to suspect that someone in New York doesn’t want you investigating the case.”

      Vikki was quiet momentarily, then said, “Who could it be? Why?”

      “I don’t know. But you’re a cop. It shouldn’t take this long for a colleague to help out a colleague. Nobody likes someone else snooping around their work and maybe discovering a slip-up. But you’ve been getting the
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