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        “This is as fun a novel as it is moving and at times heart-breaking, never the more so when the final page comes and readers are only left wanting more.”

        CYNTHIA CHOW, KING’S RIVER LIFE MAGAZINE ON THE CUPID CAPER
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        “Another great mystery by Larissa Reinhart. Con artists, murder, a cast of sinister characters, and some laughs along the way. Loved it.”

        TERRI L. AUSTIN, AUTHOR OF THE ROSE STRICKLAND MYSTERIES ON THE CUPID CAPER
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        "Maizie Albright tries to keep it cool when her hot mess of a family and old friend get pulled into this cozy mystery. Fun characters, a perfect setting, and a mystery that will keep you guessing until the end, this book truly has it all!"

        SHANNON VANBERGEN, USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR ON 20 CARATS
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        "This was so much fun. The story is fast paced and balances suspense and humor perfectly. "This was so much fun. The story is fast paced and balances suspense and humor perfectly. Fans of humorous mysteries like Janet Evanovich’s Stephanie Plum, and Elle Cosimano’s Finlay Donovan should pick up this series. We all need some fun in our reading lives!"

        ST. LOUIS LIBRARIAN SARAH, SARAH CAN'T STOP READING

      

      

      

      
        
        
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        “I love the characters in this series, they're what keeps me coming back. If you're looking for a fun series that will keep you turning the pages, you've found it here.”

        SAMANTHA, COZY TEA COTTAGE ON 181/2 DISGUISES
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        “I highly recommend this series and definitely start with Book 1 you won't be sorry!!! Well written characters and a great mystery. I cannot wait to see what happens next!”

        MISS W BOOK REVIEWS ON 18 1/2 DISGUISES
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        “The perfect combination of mystery, romance, and laughs.”

        DEVILISHLY DELICIOUS BOOK REVIEWS ON 18 CALIBER
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        "18 Caliber was my first Maizie Albright Star Detective Mystery--I'm hoping it won't be my last. This was a fun read--a fast-paced caper that kept me entertained until the end."

        TERRY AMBROSE, AUTHOR OF THE SEASIDE COVE MYSTERIES ON 18 CALIBER
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        “The mystery and detective cases drive the story, but Larissa Reinhart’s characters steal the show every time.”

        THE GIRL WITH BOOK LUNGS ON NC-17
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        “NC-17 is simply fabulous. Fans of cozy mysteries, southern chick lit, hick lit, crime capers, and humorous mysteries will love it.”

        JANE READS ON NC-17
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        “If you love southern settings with plenty of sweet tea and eccentric characters, the meet up of these two heroines is epic.”

        — BARB TAUB, HUMOR WRITER AND AUTHOR OF THE NULL CITY SERIES ON A VIEW TO A CHILL
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        “Maizie’s missteps make each of her successes an absolute joy, and I encourage readers to delve into this lively, funny, and genuinely satisfying series.”

        CYNTHIA CHOW,  KINGS RIVER LIFE MAGAZINE ON 16 MILLIMETERS
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        “With visually descriptive narrative, humorous quips, witty repartee and a quirky cast of characters, this was a such a fun book to read.”

        DRU ANN LOVE, DRU’S BOOK MUSING ON 16 MILLIMETERS
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        “Larissa writes a delightful book. Suspense, romance, and some funny situations. [Maizie’s] a teen star grown up to new possibilities.”

        SHARON SALITURO, FRESH FICTION ON 15 MINUTES
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        “I love Larissa Reinhart’s books because they are funny but they also show the big heart of the protagonist.”

        LYNN FARRIS, HOT MYSTERY REVIEW ON 15 MINUTES
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        "Hollywood glitz meets backwoods grit in this fast-paced ride on D-list celeb Maizie Albright's waning star. Sassy, sexy, and fun, 15 Minutes is hours of enjoyment—and a wonderful start to a fun new series from the charmingly Southern-fried Reinhart."

        PHOEBE FOX, AUTHOR OF THE BREAKUP DOCTOR SERIES ON 15 MINUTES
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        "Maizie Albright is the kind of fresh, fun, and feisty ‘star detective’ I love spending time with, a kind of Nancy Drew meets Lucy Ricardo. Move over, Janet Evanovich. Reinhart is my new "star mystery writer!"

        PENNY WARNER, AUTHOR OF DEATH OF A CHOCOLATE CHEATER AND THE CODE BUSTERS CLUB ON 15 MINUTES
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        "Child star and hilarious hot mess Maizie Albright trades Hollywood for the backwoods of Georgia and pure delight ensues. Maizie's my new favorite escape from reality."

        — GRETCHEN ARCHER, USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THE DAVIS WAY CRIME CAPER SERIES ON 15 MINUTES
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        "Anytime artist Cherry Tucker has what she calls a Matlock moment, can investigating a murder be far behind? A Composition in Murder is a rollicking good time."

        TERRIE FARLEY MORAN, AGATHA AWARD-WINNING AUTHOR OF READ TO DEATH ON A COMPOSITION IN MURDER
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        "This is a winning series that continues to grow stronger and never fails to entertain with laughs, a little snark, and a ton of heart."

        KINGS RIVER LIFE MAGAZINE ON A COMPOSITION IN MURDER
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        "Cherry Tucker is a strong, sassy, Southern sleuth who keeps you on the edge of your seat."

        TONYA KAPPES, USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR ON THE BODY IN THE LANDSCAPE
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        "Because of Cherry's experiences, she knows that—Super Swine notwithstanding—man has always been the most dangerous game, making her the perfect protagonist for this giggle-inducing, down-home fun."

        BETTY WEBB, MYSTERY SCENE MAGAZINE ON THE BODY IN THE LANDSCAPE
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        "The perfect blend of funny, intriguing, and sexy! Another must-read masterpiece from the hilarious Cherry Tucker Mystery Series."

        – ANN CHARLES, USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THE DEADWOOD AND JACKRABBIT JUNCTION MYSTERY SERIES ON DEATH IN PERSPECTIVE
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        "Artist and accidental detective Cherry Tucker goes back to high school and finds plenty of trouble and skeletons...Reinhart's charming, sweet-tea flavored series keeps getting better!"

        GRETCHEN ARCHER, USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THE DAVIS WAY CRIME CAPER SERIES ON DEATH IN PERSPECTIVE
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        "Like front-porch lemonade, Reinhart's cast of characters offer a perfect balance of tart and sweet."

        SOPHIE LITTLEFIELD, BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF A BAD DAY FOR SORRY ON HIJACK IN ABSTRACT
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        "Reinhart manages to braid a complicated plot into a tight and funny tale. The reader grows to love Cherry and her quirky worldview, her sometimes misguided judgment, and the eccentric characters that populate the country of Halo, Georgia. Cozy fans will love this latest Cherry Tucker mystery."

        MARY MARKS, NEW YORK JOURNAL OF BOOKS ON HIJACK IN ABSTRACT
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        "Reinhart's country-fried mystery is as much fun as a ride on the tilt-a-whirl at a state fair. Readers who like a little small-town charm with their mysteries will enjoy Reinhart's series."

        DENISE SWANSON, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THE SCUMBLE RIVER MYSTERIES ON STILL LIFE IN BRUNSWICK STEW
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        "This mystery keeps you laughing and guessing from the first page to the last. A whole-hearted five stars."

        DENISE GROVER SWANK, NEW YORK TIMES AND USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR ON STILL LIFE IN BRUNSWICK STEW
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        "Portrait of a Dead Guy is an entertaining mystery full of quirky characters and solid plotting...Highly recommended for anyone who likes their mysteries strong and their mint juleps stronger!"

        – JENNIE BENTLEY, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF FLIPPED OUT ON PORTRAIT OF A DEAD GUY
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        "Reinhart is a truly talented author and this book was one of the best cozy mysteries we reviewed this year."

        – MYSTERY TRIBUNE ON PORTRAIT OF A DEAD GUY
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        "It takes a rare talent to successfully portray a beer-and-hormone-addled artist as a sympathetic and worthy heroine, but Reinhart pulls it off with tongue-in-cheek panache. Cherry is a lovable riot, whether drooling over the town's hunky males, defending her dysfunctional family's honor, or snooping around murder scenes."

        — MYSTERY SCENE MAGAZINE ON PORTRAIT OF A DEAD GUY
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      THE PIG’N A POKE

      A Finley Goodhart Crime Caper prequel

      When a winter storm traps ex-con Finley at the Pig'N a Poke roadhouse, she finds her criminal past useful in solving a murder.

      

      Free for my VIP Readers!

      

      Tap this link — https://www.larissareinhart.com/larissasreaders — to join Larissa’s email group where she shares exclusive content, news, and giveaways and receive The Pig’N A Poke as a gift. Note: Larissa will not share your email address and you can unsubscribe at any time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ON A VIEW TO A CHILL

          

        

      

    

    
      Writing a mystery from two points of view with two protagonists was a challenge I enjoyed. I like “upping the ante” when it comes to writing and this Rashomon approach gave me the kind of creative test I relish. I hope you enjoyed it as much as I did writing it!

      This tale was originally written for an anthology I did with twelve other cozy mystery writers, THE 12 SLAYS OF CHRISTMAS. The anthology was enormously successful and made the Wall Street Journal’s bestselling ebook list on December 14, 2017. But even better, the anthology was created to raise money for pets displaced in Hurricanes Harvey, Irma, and Maria. We raised a lot of money for local pet rescue organizations in Texas and Florida, plus gave money to the ASPCA.

      If you haven’t read Cherry Tucker previously, this book lands somewhere after book six. For Maizie, it’s book 4. If either sleuth is new to you, read on for previews of the first books of the Maizie Albright Star Detective and the Cherry Tucker Mystery series.

      Happy Reading,

      Larissa

    

  


  
    
      For grandmothers everywhere. xoxo

      And to the Hallmark Channel for entertaining me every Christmas.
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            MAIZIE ALBRIGHT

          

          #LASTCHRISTMAS(I’MGLADIT’SNOT)

        

      

    

    
      Who could turn down a grandmother's request to find a missing granddaughter at Christmas? This is not a rhetorical question. The answer is Jolene Sweeney. Half-owner of Nash Security Solutions.

      I'm Maizie Albright. I worked for the good half (as I call it) of Nash Security Solutions. To punish Wyatt Nash, as crazy ex-wives are wont to do, Jolene opened her own private investigation office. (She’s competing against herself. Jolene's more into revenge than logic.) When a little, old lady — aka Celia Fowler — appealed to Jolene to help her find her granddaughter, Jolene estimated Mrs. Fowler’s community and net worth and told Mrs. Fowler "Sweeney Security Solutions only deals with an exclusive clientele."

      Too bad, so sad. A big no to finding her granddaughter. At Christmas, no less.

      Besides acting as a pretender in the private eye world, Jolene's also a high-end real estate agent and a Who's Who in Black Pine society.

      And nominated for Grinch of the year. By me.

      Not just for turning down poor Mrs. Fowler. Jolene's one of the most spiteful women I'd met, and I recently moved to Black Pine from Hollywood, so that tells you something. Hollywood did spite for curtain calls. Jolene's spite would be lauded with an Oscar. Except it's not a performance. She had permanent RBF (resting bitch face) of the soul.

      Enough of the dastardly Jolene Sweeney.

      Who else would turn down a grandmother's request on Christmas? Wyatt Nash. My boss at Nash Security Solutions and the man of my dreams.

      Wait, what? I meant, the job of my dreams.

      After playing the lead in Julie Pinkerton: Teen Detective, I longed to be a real private investigator when I grew up. It just took me until age twenty-five to get there.

      I digressed. Why would Nash turn down Mrs. Fowler? Nash did a good Southern gentleman. Normally he's concerned with the plight of the less fortunate. Not so big on helping the more fortunate, but we'd been burned by the more fortunate in recent investigations. My old therapist, Renata, would say he had a white knight complex. He also had a hard body, a wickedly sexy smile, and cool blue eyes, à la Paul Newman. Total PI McDishy. If you're into muscle-y men who rarely smiled (despite the sexiness) and created dictums against dating their subordinates.

      Which evidently, I was.

      Anyhoo, it seemed Mrs. Fowler was an oldy but a goody in the private investigation world of Black Pine—a world comprised of Nash Security Solutions and now Sweeney Security Solutions. Every Christmas for the last five years, Mrs. Fowler asked Nash to find her missing granddaughter. He obliged her the last four but not this year.

      "It's a wild goose chase," Nash had said. He took a turn from the front office, into his inner sanctum.

      Maybe inner cubby would be a better definition. A smaller office comprised of a wooden desk, an ancient computer, and file cabinets holding Nash's wardrobe and surveillance gadgets. It smelled of old paper, dust, and a spicy, manly, pheromone-filled fragrance I like to call Eau de Nash. When working reception and billing, I took yoga breaks to pull that scent into my lungs. It's like a scent hug from Nash.

      Don't tell him. It sounds weird when I say it out loud.

      Also, don't judge. Nash had a rule about hugging. He has way too many rules. Taking direction was in my wheelhouse, but the man needs to allow improv every once in a while.

      On the other hand, the outer office, although dusty and run down, smelled like donuts. Nash Security Solutions is housed above Dixie Kreme Donuts in an old brick building on Black Pine's original main drag. Working for a private investigator housed in a donut shop was like an unrealized dream come true. Until my hips started to show the reality.

      Nash strode back through the inner office door and stopped before the sagging couch where I sat. He's a pacer. Like a caged animal. But I'm not going there because it makes me want to pick up a stool and whip.

      "Krystal Fowler doesn't want to be found," Nash continued. "At sixteen, she ran out on her no-account mother and has been running ever since. All I can ever tell her grandmother is Krystal's not reported dead or in prison. I can't do that again."

      "Prison?" I gasped. "How can you be so cold-hearted?"

      "Miss Albright, you need to toughen up if you want to be a private investigator. Krystal Fowler dropped out of school at sixteen. Her dad's been in prison most of her life. Meth addict mom. Krystal's been caught shoplifting numerous times and suspected of various other petty theft but was never charged. I talked to the local shop owners, and they said she was able to talk her way out of the arrests. Around here, she was considered something of a con artist. The most positive thing her neighbors and teachers had to say about Krystal Fowler is that they're surprised she's not in jail. Classic making of a felon. That's why I checked the prison records."

      "But she's so young."

      "It's tragic. But the bigger tragedy is what Krystal does to her grandmother. Poor Mrs. Fowler gets a call every year this time from Krystal with a sob story, asking for a handout. Mrs. Fowler wires her the money and never hears from her until the next year. The girl is bleeding Mrs. Fowler dry, and I refuse to be a part of it any longer. I can not and will not take Mrs. Fowler's money. That girl is breaking her grandmother's heart."

      I saw his logic. Mrs. Fowler was throwing away her money on finding Krystal.

      Which is why I took on Mrs. Fowler’s case for free. On personal time. Without telling Nash.

      And now I drove a borrowed car (Thanks, Tiffany!) one hundred fifty miles away from Black Pine to Halo, Georgia — somewhere between Atlanta and Alabama — instead of spending my holiday in a cozy (surprising for five thousand square feet) cabin with my adorable, six-year-old, half-sister, Remi.

      I had a day to get to Halo and back before Christmas Eve. Remington Marie Spayberry would not forgive me for missing the wait for Santa. Remi didn't care that I had a hot lead on Mrs. Fowler's granddaughter. Evidently, all those Christmas cartoons she'd been watching did not instill in her the generosity of the season. But then this was the first Christmas I got to spend with my sister in, like, ever. Before this year, Christmases were spent in tropical locations with my manager and mother, Vicki Albright. She likes the twofer of a getaway with our "Celebrities Best Holiday Destinations" appearance in magazines like Hello!, InStyle, and People.

      Vicki didn't have anyone but me. Daddy had Remi and his wife, Carol Lynn. And all the extended Spayberrys in Black Pine, Georgia.

      Except for this year. This Christmas, Vicki Albright had Giulio Belloni. I thought. Not exactly sure what's going on there and didn't want to know. Giulio had been my on-screen boyfriend on our reality show, All is Albright. I'd thought off-screen, too, until I left the show. His role was rewritten, by my manager — I mean, mother — as her new paramour. (I know, ew.) Ratings. Anyway, they're in Fiji and I got to stay in Black Pine for Christmas.

      Except I wasn’t in Black Pine. I was in a whole other part of Georgia where Mrs. Fowler's sister lived. And unlike the dry and hazy gray North Georgia Mountains, west Georgia was windy, sleety, and freeze-y. I cranked the heater in Tiffany's Pontiac as high as it would go. I might have been born in Georgia, but I was raised in California. I was not cool with the cold. I mean, boots and sweaters were fun. But on my current salary (a pittance), I couldn't afford a last-minute, real winter coat. At least not one with natural fibers. Lucky for me, I already had boots and sweaters because we liked to pretend winter in Hollywood.

      When I spoke with Mrs. Fowler at her home earlier that morning, she had said Krystal wanted money wired to Atlanta (natch) but had also asked her grandma about her great aunt's health. It'd made Mrs. Fowler hopeful that Krystal was interested in turning back to her roots.

      I wasn’t as skeptical as Nash, but I was also not stupid (despite the way my body makes me look).

      "Does she have a relationship with your sister?" I had asked Mrs. Fowler. I followed her home after witnessing Nash's gentle yet disappointing rejection. She lived in a small, run-down ranch in a mid-century subdivision in Black Pine.

      "No." Mrs. Fowler played with the edge of her Christmas sweater. "I barely saw Krystal. My sister saw her once or twice, I guess. Maybe at a family reunion and when she was born?"

      "Why would Krystal be interested in her aunt?"

      "They're family? It's Christmas." Mrs. Fowler blinked at me through her glasses.

      I didn’t think Christmas had anything to do with Krystal’s interest in her aunt. “Do you have a picture of Krystal? Something current?”

      While Mrs. Fowler hurried into another room, I took a stroll around her living room. The room was crammed with stuff. Mainly boxes from QVC, Amazon, and eBay. Not many photographs. I happened upon a crystal sugar bowl full of gumdrops just before Mrs. Fowler returned. I crammed a wintergreen in my mouth and fast chewed.

      "Here, Maizie." She handed me a photograph.

      The picture showed a young girl. Dark-haired, oval-faced, and pre-teen-ish. She wore cutoffs and a t-shirt, sitting cross-armed on the steps of a house. Looking aggrieved. I tried to imagine her older, less colt-ish, and less hostile. But then realized, after what Nash had told me, most likely, she was still antagonistic.

      Or who knew? People changed. Maybe Nash couldn't find her because Krystal had become a nun. Like in Sister Act. My therapist Renata said to imagine the most positive outcome before focusing on the worst-case scenario. Of course, almost-worst-case scenario seemed to happen to me a lot. But that's better than the worst case, right?

      "Do you have anything more recent?" I asked. “That’s what I meant by current.”

      Mrs. Fowler shook her head. "I'm not good at remembering to take pictures. I was never sure when I'd see Krystal. Her mother wasn't reliable."

      "Does Krystal know where your sister lived?"

      "I think so. She’s lived in the same house all her married life. Her husband's from Halo, Georgia."

      "Did you tell your sister that Krystal might pay her a visit?"

      Mrs. Fowler’s forehead crinkled. "No. Why would Krystal visit Martha Mae?"

      Oh boy.

      Mrs. Fowler paused. "You don't think Krystal intends to get money from my sister?"

      I did think. But I patted Mrs. Fowler's hand and told her to call her sister. If Krystal hadn't already visited Martha Mae, Martha Mae might want to avoid her great-niece until we caught up with Krystal.

      We meaning me since Nash had turned down the case.

      I got the sister's address and phone number. "Tell Martha Mae I'm coming. If Krystal calls, have Martha Mae wait to invite her over until I get there. I'm going to talk to Krystal and see if I can get her to come back to Black Pine with me."

      Mrs. Fowler threw her arms around me. She smelled like lavender and gumdrops. I hugged her back, pressing her bony body against my soft form. I probably smelled mostly of gumdrops.

      "Maizie Albright," she whispered. "You're my Christmas angel. I know you'll get Krystal back."

      Now, one hundred miles and several hours later, despite the icy rain descending on this part of Georgia, I still felt the warmth of that message. I intended to do my best to get this wayward granddaughter back into the loving arms of her grandmother. I'd do the same for any grandmother. It might take a miracle, but after all, it was Christmas.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            CHERRY TUCKER

          

        

      

    

    
      In my twenty-six years, I'd experienced broken ribs, a bullet's grazing, and a goat hit-and-run. Add to that plenty of hangovers, food poisoning, and a bout of the chicken pox at age seven. But I'd never experienced the gut-aching, head-throbbing, bone-chilling misery that I'd felt since early this morning. Feeling puny, I'd skipped the Christmas sing-a-long with Todd's band at Red's County Line Tap the night before. Worse than puny. Tired, achy, and with a gnawing in my belly that wasn't hunger.

      A big surprise, because I was always hungry.

      "Cherry Tucker," my BFF Leah had said to me, "I can understand not wanting to hear Shawna Branson karaoke the 'Twelve Days of Christmas.' But if you don't even want to eat Red's turkey dinner, you best get yourself to bed."

      And to her shock, I did.

      Actually, I don't know who was more astonished: Leah, me, or the rest of my friends and family. They'd arrived at Red's for the second annual Christmas sing-a-long and found me missing. All my kin and kith were there except Grandpa Ed, who didn't do such silliness. And Deputy Luke Harper, who was working.

      The weatherman promised an abominably icy Christmas, unusual for our area, so all available deputies were on call. Our winters tend to be cool and dry for the most part. But send us one snowflake and the town shuts down. We can't cope. Or drive. Luke had already broken up a fight in the Tru-Buy parking lot. It seemed there'd been a run on batteries, milk, and bread. Words were said. Which led to fists. And a pack of Pampers used as a weapon.

      “A first for Halo,” Luke had said. He'd been left with diaper cleanup.

      The next morning, I lay, staring at my painting, Snug the Coonhound, above my bed. Willing Snug to stop whirling. Snug was making my stomach cramp. Closing my eyes made it worse. I felt incapable of doing more than opening or closing my lids, but I was burning from the inside out. I eased back, pushing my warm, limp pillow with me until I could feel my bed's brass spindles cooling the back of my head. The chill tore through me like a two a.m. freight train. Trembling, I reached for the blanket I had recently kicked away.

      Licking my parched lips, I wished Santa would put me out of my misery.

      I needed some centering to stop the dizziness and stared out the window at the opposite wall. The previous night, I hadn't bothered to close my curtains. The lights from my neighbor's Christmas tree winked and reflected on the window. I watched them dance and glow from across our short property divide, hoping their syncopation would bring me the focus to keep my stomach in check. Mrs. Boyes never bothered to shade her windows this time of year. She liked to share her Christmas spirit with her neighbors. Also, her fruitcake.

      The thought of her fruitcake made me nauseous. And not just because Mrs. Boyes’s fruitcake often had that effect. I refocused on the blinking lights.

      Mrs. Boyes's living room was brightly lit against the gray and gloom hanging between our homes. Someone was sitting on the couch. I blinked, then narrowed my eyes.

      It looked like a reindeer sitting upright, legs crossed, and drinking from a mug. He wore a blue sweater, which seemed unnecessarily warm for an inside reindeer. I felt unnecessarily warm but couldn't seem to stop watching him.

      Rain pattered against the window, causing the reflected Christmas lights to crystallize. The reindeer bent forward, its attention fixed on the window. Or the rain. Or maybe he saw me. Watching him from my bed.

      A wave of fear flipped my stomach sideways.

      "Don't be a fool," I said. "That reindeer can't see you. You've got no lights on." I turned my attention from the creepy reindeer. My stomach shifted back in place, and I heaved a sigh of relief.

      I closed my eyes, opened them, and checked the window. The reindeer had disappeared. Wearing a blue sweater, Mrs. Boyes stood near the window, a package in hand. Probably ready to deposit it beneath the tree. My lids felt heavy, and my chin dipped to my chest. Rain pelted the window, lulling me to sleep.

      My head jerked up. The rain had stopped. The Christmas lights continued to blink. And another figure emerged from behind the couch. Santa.

      Had I slept my way to Christmas Eve? I licked my chapped lips, flexed my achy limbs, and wondered if these characters always appeared in flu-induced dreams.

      Maybe just at Christmas.

      On this side of the room, Mrs. Boyes was gesturing to Santa. Her wild arm waves made me queasy. I had enjoyed her more as a reindeer, as disconcerting as that had been. At least the reindeer hadn't made sudden movements. And now Santa was approaching the reindeer.

      Maybe he needed the reindeer to help with his sleigh?

      No, Santa seemed to be talking to the reindeer. Calming her.

      "Thank you, Santa," I whispered. "She'll give you cookies." Mrs. Boyes always had cookies. Unfortunately, the cookies were a better fit for skeet shoot practice than consumption. But she meant well.

      At that thought, another bilious wave washed over me. I shut my eyes, waiting for the wave to crash. Rain splattered against the pane. I opened my eyes and refocused on the window, now oily with raindrops.

      The reindeer pointed toward her front door and turned from Santa. Santa retraced his steps to the door and opened it. I struggled to keep my watch.

      This odd Christmas special was wearing me out.

      Movement caught my eye. Santa hadn't exited the door. He crept around the couch while Mrs. Boyes faced her tree.

      She half-turned. Santa lunged. Grabbing a string of Christmas lights, Santa wrapped them around Mrs. Boyes's neck. She flailed against Santa. He jerked the light cord. Lights sparked and went out.

      I jerked upright
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