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      “Deck the halls with bums and hobos,” I sang at the top of my lungs. 

      December 1st is the annual day for the agency to decorate for Christmas. Finally, on December 31st, it all came down. Mimi insisted we bring out the decorations from storage and have a party. She wanted our few employees to feel like this new building was home.

      I’m Charles Parks, co-owner of Gotcha Detective Agency. Mimi Christianson (formerly Capurro) is my partner in crime. Pun intended, since we regularly find ourselves in the middle of a crime scene. I’m the brains of the operation when it comes to technology, but there’s nothing I’m not good at, truthfully. The agency isn’t my first obligation, at least not this agency, and I’d just returned after several months away. Sometimes it’s easy to drop back into the real world after months away, and other times there’s a bit of PTSD. But, since I’m the king of my mental faculties, I usually acclimate quickly.

      Coming back just as the holiday season was in full swing gave me many things to focus on. But, I have to admit, coming back and finding our business had been downsized and moved, I wasn’t thrilled.

      I get why we sold the old business location. It had belonged to Mimi’s dead husband, and for years, the memories were murky but good. With recent events, she wanted to be as far from anything that reminded her of Dominic Capurro. So here we were, in a much smaller, one-story building. To Mimi’s dismay, I bought the house we used for Gotcha Detective Agency. It’s a 4000 square foot Victorian with so much character. I couldn’t stand the thought of it being with strangers. I’m in the process of having it restored to its original floor plan and having security systems installed. Salinas has become more and more like a war zone over the last few years. Not everyone knows who I am, so there might be someone stupid enough to break in.

      As I hummed to myself, all I could think was some party. Unfortunately, Cortnie (another computer guru who worked for us) and Gabe Garcia (her husband) couldn’t get a babysitter.

      Uta set up the catering and made sure the food stayed hot, but she had plans with her husband. Uta worked our front office for the agency. If I remember correctly, she’s in her sixties. She’s working because slowing down isn’t an option for her. And as far as I can tell, Uta loves her job. The first one here, and last to leave. She is good at her job, too, usually going above and beyond. We’ve even paid for her to further her education, which helps her and us.

      Even Lydia arrived without her husband. Falalalala, la effing la. 

      The room felt hot, even though the heater wasn’t running. I needed to take my sweater off, but that wasn’t going to happen.

      “That’s not how the song goes,” Lydia said, interrupting my negative thoughts.

      Lydia Graves, Mimi Capp—Mimi Christianson’s mom - was the newest private detective at our agency. And as much as I detest the idea of family as employees, Lydia is okay. In fact, she’s better than okay. I’ve never met a grandmother (Mimi’s sister has kids) as cool as Mimi’s mom. A sharp dresser, quick-witted (most of the time), and a heck of an investigator. I feel like the agency and her newly minted status as an official and licensed investigator turned her into a new woman.

      “It may as well be the lyrics, living in Salinas. We need to do something about the homeless population. Did you see the horrendous mess they left behind when they moved on from the camp they set up by the railroad tracks?”

      “If by we, you mean you and me, and our crew, it’s not going to happen. We don’t even know enough about the situation to put a dent in it.” Mimi walked in with a tray carrying chilled champagne flutes of mimosas. “And it’s not a situation you can throw money at endlessly. At least as far as I can tell.”

      “Maybe that’ll be my new year’s resolution,” I said. “To embed with the homeless and find out what we can do to help.”

      Nick Christianson followed behind Mimi, holding a tray of bacon wrapped around something. I could only smell the maple and bacon, so I didn’t know what it was covering. “You wouldn’t last a day.” 

      Nick is Mimi’s husband now. Her previous husband was killed in an explosion. At least that’s how he died the second time. We don’t talk about the first one. Nick is a homicide detective with the Salinas Police Department.

      Lydia said, “Ha, not an hour. He’s too fastidious.” 

      I am pretty dapper, but I’m also adaptable. I snatched a bacon roll from Nick’s tray and popped it in my mouth. Oh, good heaven, it was a bacon-wrapped date. I almost said, “Mmmmmm” out loud. But I didn’t want them to think I agreed with their assessment of my ability to embed with the homeless.

      If they only knew where I’d been and what I endured when I wasn’t around. It might surprise them that my dandy persona was just that, a persona. 

      “And it’s dangerous,” Mimi added. “Those people are violent. Do you know how many bodies have been found out by the tracks?”

      I walked back to the fireplace and put the last snow-painted garland on the hearth. “I’ll bet your husband does.”

      Nick set the tray of hors d’oeuvres on the coffee table. Pinching his slacks just below his hip flexors, he hiked them up before sitting in the club chair. I beamed at how dapper he’d become since spending more time with Max and me. Nick wore a cashmere V-neck sweater in gray. His slacks were also gray, but more charcoal, and well-tailored. I noticed two-tone gray argyle socks as he crossed his legs, with his ankle resting on his knee. Even his shoes matched. I taught him well. 

      Let’s get something straight here. Nick couldn’t afford this ensemble on a cop’s salary. Sure, he was a homicide detective, but even that didn’t pay for his lifestyle. Not to mention, we live in California, which is stupidly expensive. Nick used to play in the NFL. Like back when God was a baby, but still. And even though he had his issues, he’d been able to invest some money. Now that I’m his financial advisor, that’s paying off big time. That’s right, I dabble in investing here and there. 

      “Well, it’s still not the right words to the song,” Lydia said. “And if you’re going to insist on wearing those atrocious sweaters and botching the lyrics to Christmas songs, I’m going to start drinking.” She placed the last ornament in her hand on the tree and plopped down on the couch, grabbing a mimosa as soon as she got settled.

      Tonight, Lydia wore black Doc Martin boots, black leggings, and a body-hugging long-sleeve turtleneck shirt. She’d gone from a frumpy mom to a fit woman. Taking her job seriously, Lydia trained weekly at the gun range, used kickboxing as her aerobic exercise, and lifted weights. For a sixty-something woman, she looked twenty years younger. She didn’t look this good when she first came to work. She also didn’t used to swear.

      “Get used to it, old lady,” I said. She hated when I called her that. Although she had taken to letting her hair go completely gray, she added a toner (that I suggested) to make it a beautiful silver. “I have a sweater for every single day through Christmas. After that, you’ll never see them again since I’ll donate them to the Salvation Army or something.”

      “Twenty-five more days!” Lydia groaned.

      Mimi didn’t want to hear me go on about my collection, which I loved to share in detail when the opportunity arose. Like tonight. I wore a hunter green crocheted sweater over a bright red pinpoint cotton shirt.  There were plastic Christmas balls incorporated into the stitches, along with metallic thread, so I looked like a tree with tinsel and ornaments. I flipped the switch just inside my sleeve, and my sweater lit up with tiny lights. I was a walking Christmas tree.

      Mimi ignored it, but I saw her roll her eyes. “Where’s Luke?”

      “He didn’t feel jolly tonight, so he’s at home watching Yellowstone reruns.” Lydia took a long swig of mimosa, nearly emptying her glass. “Where’s Max?”

      I waved her off. “I told him it was family, so he wasn’t invited.”

      Mimi said, “You’re not family.”

      “Ouch. That stings.” I laughed. She knew I was more like family than family.

      “When we’re done here, are we going to decorate your house?” Nick asked me.

      I sat down with them. “Absolutely not! I hired that out this year. I wanted it to be tasteful and expensive looking.” By that, I meant I hired a friend who worked as a florist at Pebble Beach. He made sure to use tasteful decorations and a real tree. And very minimal of both, even though I couldn’t resist putting a tiny tree in my guest bathroom. 

      “You can come help at our house,” Mimi offered. 

      I knew she didn’t mean it, so I said, “Tonight? Bring it on!”

      Nick shook his head. “Stop. Our house is already decorated. We aren’t doing that much. I’m heading out with Mimi in a few minutes.”

      By heading out with Mimi, he meant he’d be working with her. Nick had been on paid administrative leave for two weeks already. Officer-involved shooting. He and his partner, the former vice squad cop, Lieutenant Gabriel Garcia, had been in the wrong place at the right time. Or wrong time, depending on how you look at it. They’d been on a homicide scene when a domestic violence call turned violent. Then, just a few blocks away, they stopped what they were doing and hightailed it to the location. Not like the dead guy was going anywhere. They’d get back to him.

      Homicide detectives rarely showed up at domestic calls, but in this case, it became a homicide when the husband shot and killed his wife and threw her out the living room window onto the lawn. She’d worn only a bra and underwear.

      Bad went to worse, and Nick ended up taking down the husband. Shot him in the head. No significant loss to society there. Just too bad it was too late to save the wife. What a mess. So now Nick and Gabe got to hang out at home and get paid, and they both hated it.

      “Gemma is working the bond recovery we picked up. She’s sitting on the girlfriend’s house. I’m going to relieve her.”

      “Gemma? As in Gemma Olivetti?” That was a name I hadn’t heard in ages.

      Gemma used to work for the agency, back in the day, and did a pretty good job even if she got on my nerves something fierce. 

      “One and the same,” Mimi said.

      “Didn’t she get married and move to Dubai with some zillionaire?”  Back then, that was the story as she showed us her ten-carat diamond and quit with no notice. 

      “I guess things didn’t work out.  He was a little too kinky in the bedroom, or as she said, in every room in the house. And super possessive.”

      “I can’t believe you hired her back. She barely gave a moment’s notice when she quit.” I wasn’t happy about it, even if I did sort of like the girl.

      “Things change when you disappear for weeks or months at a time, Charles. She’s been back for a few weeks. And she’s been quite handy.” Mimi picked up a bacon morsel from the tray on the table, rolled it around in her fingers, then popped it in her mouth. Rudely, while chewing on the thing, she said, “With Cortnie working from home these days, I needed another person in the field other than my mom.”

      Nick snickered. “Bet Cortnie’s enjoying Gabe being underfoot, along with the kids.”

      Mimi glared at him.

      I pointed to my mouth and said, “I can’t understand you with your mouth full and spitting food out when you speak.”

      Mimi spit the chewed-up wad of food into her hand and repeated herself, even though she knew good and well I heard everything she said the first time. She placed the spit ball of food onto a cocktail napkin, wrapped it up, and then stood. 

      Lydia nearly turned green but had red in her cheeks when she said, “Mimi, what is the matter with you? I taught you better than that. And right in front of your new husband. So shameful. Apologize, right now.”

      Mimi ignored her mom and walked out of the room. From the kitchen, I heard her say, “Let’s go, Nick.”

      Nick chuckled under his breath and stood. “You know you bring this on yourself, Charles. Don’t nag at her, and she won’t provoke you.” He looked at his mother-in-law and smiled. “Don’t worry; I knew what I was getting into when I married her.”

      Lydia shook her head.

      I yelled down the hall as Nick walked away. “That doesn’t mean you don’t consult me on new hires.”

      I heard the kitchen door creak open. “Gemma was a rehire, not a new hire.” And Mimi slammed the door behind her.

      I polished off the rest of my mimosa, grabbed a box of ornaments, and started singing, “Mimi got run over by a reindeer…”

      Lydia laughed out loud.
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      The chill in the air felt colder than usual for early December in Salinas. Overcast clouds hovered all day, so the day seemed shorter as night approached. I know this sounds crazy, but the air felt sinister, like on the night of a full moon. I always expected something crazy on a full moon, which we weren’t expecting another for nineteen days.

      I’m Mimi Christianson. I’m still getting used to my new last name, but I love it. Nick was my crush in college, but things didn’t go well, and we went our different ways. The next time I saw him, I was puking into a potted plant at a homicide scene. I don’t recommend this as a way to reconnect with someone.

      I’m not tall, 5’7”, but not short, and I could stand to lose a few pounds (but doesn’t every woman think this?), but overall, I’m not bad looking. My hair is longish and brown with caramel highlights. I have a great stylist who makes the highlights look natural. With all my flaws, Nick still loves me. And believe me, I’m not easy to love.

      I reached over and turned the heater temperature up. I swear I couldn’t feel my toes.

      “I should have added another layer. A thick sweater would be nice,” I said to Nick as we turned onto 2nd Street.

      “Your Kevlar vest doesn’t do the trick?” Nick asked.

      “Most of the time, I’m complaining it makes me hot.” I laughed.

      It might sound like overkill, but we wear Kevlar when my team works a stakeout.  A vest saved a good friend’s life. The person she’d been watching snuck out of the building and shot at her through the passenger door of her vehicle. The guy wasn’t a good shot, or he wasn’t aiming for her head, but the bullet caught her in the ribs. So instead of dead, she had two broken ribs. Not a bad trade-off.

      “A Christmas sweater would do the trick.” Nick tossed his head back, laughing like he was funny. He was not funny.

      “His sweater looks ridiculous,” I said as I pulled in four car lengths behind Gemma’s car.

      We had a 1999 Nissan from our fleet (of four older cars) since Nick’s Porsche Boxster didn’t belong in this neighborhood. A neighborhood of rundown houses that would be lucky to sell for $60K a few years back were now on the market for $600K. Real estate had gotten ridiculous. No wonder we had so many homeless.

      I didn’t want to pull right up behind Gemma and be noticeable. Once she drove away, we’d wait a few minutes and take her parking space. She was using her car, a gray Pontiac Grand Am. Did they even make those anymore? I knew she had a nicer car from her divorce settlement, but she knew my tricks and had a work car, too.

      “Let it be. Charles is in a mood. He’s always cranky when he returns. Give him some time,” Nick said.

      “I don’t think he needs to go on these ‘missions’ anymore, so why does he do it? We have to suffer when he returns.”

      “He’s an adrenaline junkie. And my guess is he’s very good at whatever he gets called up to do. He’ll be back to his normal snarky self soon enough.” He pointed through the windshield as if he wanted me to pull up closer. “Besides, I think it’s hilarious he’s wearing the sweater. He has at least twenty-four more.”

      Nick always took Charles’ side. That irritated me.

      “Yes, I’m well aware of that fact.” I groaned and pulled the Nissan forward about fifteen feet.

      I really needed to cut the sugar again. Not for weight reasons, but because it seemed to make me easily agitated. When I ate less sugar, I was easier to get along with. But with the holiday season, I doubted eating less sugar was in the cards. Maybe for my New Year’s resolution.

      We’d been sitting on Kira Bartel’s house for three days, after scoping Casey Wilson’s mother’s place two days. Bond recovery requires patience and, at the same time, diligence. Like a stakeout, it felt tedious.

      Kira had been beaten nearly to death by her boyfriend, Casey. He left her for dead and ran. Sadly, it wasn’t the first time this happened.

      Usually, when someone skips bail, they flee. Skip tracing or bond recovery tends to mean the alleged criminal left the area, not going to his regular hangouts. The thing is, people like familiarity. Before Casey’s arrest, he lived at his mom’s but spent more nights at Kira’s than home. Lucky for us, both the mom and girlfriend were loyal to the creep. Loyalty can get a person killed.

      Casey’s charges? Assault and domestic battery against Kira! Yet, she let him come back to her place while awaiting trial. When he beat her up again, he fled, leaving the girl in the hospital in a coma.

      We sat in front of Kira’s empty house. No one came to feed a dog or cat, or water the plants. There weren’t any animals to take care of as far as I could tell. As for the plants, I had no idea. The house was a duplex on 2nd Street. Bet the attached neighbor enjoyed the silence while Kira lay in the hospital fighting for her life.

      The first arrest, he’d just broken her arm. She didn’t want to press charges. “It was an accident. I tripped and fell off the porch. I’m such a klutz.” There happened to be witnesses. She insisted no domestic assault, and she didn’t want him arrested, but that’s not how it works these days. The police are called, an arrest is made. And once they had that loser in custody, he tried to blame her! He said she was the aggressor when he didn’t have a scratch on him. I know this from the police report and court documents, not because I had anything to do with the arrest. I’m not a cop, and I know I’m not (unlike some civilians).

      This time, he beat her to a pulp with a fireplace poker. Not sure why she didn’t run. Maybe he’d already done damage, or he caught her by surprise. When the police arrived, Casey was long gone, and the neighbor stood outside on his lawn, with a Smith and Wesson in his hand, shaking, blood on his hands from checking on Kira.

      The report said he couldn’t speak; he was too upset with what he saw. Kira’s face was unrecognizable. Bones broken: eye socket, cheeks (both of them), skull fracture, ribs, both lower legs just above the ankles, collarbone, right arm above the cast she already wore, and her left hand (several bones).

      The doctors still didn’t know if she’d live. It had been a week with no changes. I didn’t think her chances of survival were good.

      Nick’s head nearly exploded when I told him about the incident. As a cop on forced leave, he also couldn’t do anything about it. But he could get me the arrest records and some information I normally couldn’t access. And he refused to let me approach the guy alone. Hence, he came with me to the stakeout.

      I told my agents to watch from afar and not engage. Casey wasn’t some ninety-eight-pound weakling. Even though he wasn’t big, he was fit and had no problems with bar fights and beating up women. On the plus side, Casey didn’t seem to be fond of guns. Or at least he hadn’t used any in his previous altercations. Even though my agents carried concealed, I didn’t want to take the chance they wouldn’t be fast enough.

      Not only did Casey have a fit body, but he also sported a handsome face, too. Even in his mugshots, he smiled a thousand-watts. His straight nose made it look large, but it still fit his face well. Maybe he’d been a charmer, but the first time he showed any sign of violence, I’d have been out of there. I would never understand women who stayed. I would also never blame them. I just wasn’t them, and I had no idea the circumstances in this case, or any others. I’d like to say I don’t judge people, but I’d be lying. I judge right along with the best of them. I’m not proud of it; it’s just a fact.

      Besides, who was I to talk? I’d been in a verbally abusive relationship. Those don’t break bones or leave bruises, but they can be deadly. I’d been suicidal at one point, not knowing how to get away from the man. And he did his best to make me feel like less of a human being whenever possible, yet he came off as a saint in public. “You’re so lucky to have such a wonderful man.” Barf. If they only knew. It did take me a few years to find myself again, but when I did, I vowed never to let anyone else decide my value.

      My phone rang, jarring me from horrible thoughts.

      “Ready to step in?” Gemma said.

      “Anything to report?”

      A sigh. “Just that I have to pee, and I didn’t bring anything in which to pee.” Another sigh from Gemma. “No movement.”

      “This whole thing makes my skin crawl.”

      “Mine too. Especially after seeing the crime scene photos. Go back to Gotcha and have some food and mimosas. Lydia is taking the day shift in the morning. Until then, I have Nick here to keep me awake.”

      Gemma whistled. “I’d stay awake if he were with me, that’s for sure. But I might not see any movement if it happened. Other than my own movements.”

      Gemma always had a slight crush on my husband. I didn’t blame her.

      “Hang up,” Nick said, knocking the phone from my hand as Gemma drove away. I could still hear her talking as the phone hit my seat.

      The look on Nick’s face made me look in the direction he stared. Movement! But not at Kira’s house. The neighbor’s house.

      The light moved across the large picture window in the living room, and then I saw it flash by the window in the front door.

      “Would you use a flashlight in your own house?” Nick asked. He already had his phone out, dialing.

      “I don’t know. Maybe, if I didn’t want anyone to know I was there?” It sounded stupid as I said it.

      I continued to stare at the beam of light. Whoever it was seemed to be exploring the home in general, not looking for something specific. The light never paused anywhere, like the person might be looking in a drawer or under a cushion. It disappeared, then I saw it again in the front window of what could be a bedroom. It swept over the room and was gone. Then the next room. After that, I had no idea because only the living room and bedroom had front-facing windows.

      “I’m going around to the backyard,” I said.

      Nick put his hand on my shoulder, holding me back. “Just a second.”

      I waited, even though I wanted to jump out of the car. If this happened to be Casey, I couldn’t let him get away through the backyard.

      “Detective Marzetti, this is Detective Christianson…yes, I’m fine. Look, I need to know if you know the whereabouts of the neighbor in the Kira Bartel case.”

      I could hear
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