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Dedication
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For anyone who has ever been freaked out by 

their family’s vintage holiday decorations. 
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I feel your pain.

About the Location
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We’re in Waxahachie, Texas, for this installment of Jake & Boo. Yes, it’s a real place. The courthouse, with its ornate façade and carvings, is real, as is the old hotel. Sacred Heart Church is not – totally fictional, down to its location. The Chocolate Sip and Stroll is real, but I made up the decoration contest (that’s actually based on something in my own neighborhood in Houston). The library is real, but I have taken some liberties. The diner isn’t real, either. Sorry – I know all y’all wanted some of that carrot cake. But Collin Street Bakery is real, and if you’re going to get a fruitcake, that’s the one to get.

Both of my parents’ families have ties to Waxahachie, and both parents spent many years as officers of the Ellis County Genealogical Society. I recently found a box of old papers containing, among other things, old receipts for when my great-grandfather had a telephone installed in his house in Waxahachie. I’ll be including pictures of some of these documents in my newsletter in March, 2019, which will include information and links about Waxahachie, as well as a pecan pie recipe. Please visit my blog, www.evilgeniusatwork.com, to subscribe!
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I put my pen down and turned to look at the clock on the back wall. Five more minutes until the test was over. I didn’t need the time, but I flipped through to make sure I hadn’t skipped anything. I hadn’t.

I turned the test face down on the table and waited for the proctor to call time.

“Ugh,” was the only thing Tom Wilton had to say when we met up outside the classroom a few minutes later.

“That bad?” 

“I’ve done better. How do you think you did?”

I shrugged. “Okay, I guess. I’m never really sure after a test. Just need to focus on the next one.”

Tom was silent as we walked to the campus coffee shop. 

“What’s up?” I asked as we sat down, pulling over a third chair for Don, who was on his way.

“It’s... I know my dad wasn’t the nicest guy, but this is going to be my first Christmas without him.”

Tom’s father had been murdered the previous spring, and it hit Tom hard because they’d had a falling out not long before. I had mixed feelings about Clarence Wilton. Finding his body (yeah, I had that dubious privilege) wasn’t pleasant, but it was how I’d wound up meeting my boyfriend, who’d been the inspector assigned to the case. It was also how I’d met Tom. We’d gotten off to a rocky start, but now I considered him a good friend. And if there’s one thing you need to know about Jake Hillebrand (aside from the fact that he, on rare occasions, refers to himself in the third person), it’s that he takes his friendships seriously.

“Do you and your mom have any plans for the holidays? Maybe you could take a trip. Go skiing or lounge on a tropical beach somewhere.”

“Forget it’s Christmas, you mean?” He shook his head. “Nah. Mom loves Christmas. We’ll figure it out. And no... thank you, but no.”

“What?”

“I could tell by that look on your face that you were hatching a scheme. Going to invite us to spend Christmas with your family or go get dim sum at a crime scene or some other shenanigans.”

“Shenanigans? Did you just say shenanigans?” I didn’t respond to the rest of what he’d said because it was more or less accurate. That’s another thing you should probably know – I’m not exactly subtle.

“Yeah. I read it somewhere recently, and it’s my new favorite word. Shenanigans. I figured, hey, this is a good word to add to my vocabulary, what with being friends with Jake and all.”

“What about being friends with Jake?” Don asked, plopping down in the seat we’d saved for him.

“Nothing,” I grumbled.

“I’ve recently added the word shenanigans to my vocabulary. I think it will come in handy.”

“Oh, without a doubt.”

“So, how’d it go?” I asked Don. I was starting to regret ever introducing them.

“It’s done. That’s good enough for me.”

“Any more exams?” Tom asked him.

“Nope. Now I’m just going to try to get more hours at the police department over the break. Maybe pick up some bartending shifts on the weekends” 

“Geez, man. You ever take a break? What about Christmas?” Tom looked horrified.

“Gonna go spend Christmas Eve and Day with Jake’s folks in Austin. They’re feeling sad and neglected.”

I rolled my eyes and kicked Don under the table. “Jerk. They are not. Mom’s beside herself.”

Tom looked back and forth between us.

“Jake didn’t tell you?” 

Tom shook his head.

“He’s going to Waxahachie for Christmas week. To meet Petreski’s family.”

“Ohhh...”

“Yeah. And his mom is pretty psyched, to be honest. Forget sugarplums, she’s got visions of June weddings and grandbabies dancing in her head. That more than makes up for not seeing her baby boy for Christmas.”

I groaned and leaned back in my chair. 

“Nervous?” Tom had a grin on his face. At least he wasn’t thinking about his dad anymore.

“Yes and no. He swears his parents will love me, but he’s got, like, a bajillion brothers and sisters. I’m not going to remember anyone’s name. And who has that many siblings? It’s... so weird.”

The three of us exchanged looks and Don shrugged. “Maybe his parents are madly in love and still can’t keep their hands off each other after all these years? I think it’s kind of nice. I always wanted a little sister.”

“But you’ve got Jake.”

“True.”

“Y’all are awful.” I frowned into my empty coffee cup. “I’m gonna go study.”

I picked up my backpack and started walking to the library. Don caught up with me a couple of minutes later.

“Seriously, Dude, you okay?”

“Yeah. Just need to study for my next final.”

“Look,” Don stopped me with a hand on my arm, “if you’re really not ready for this, tell Petreski. He’ll understand.”

“I am. Honest. It’s that... that’s what’s freaking me out, you know?”

He shook his head.

“This has moved beyond serious to Serious-Serious. You know, like moving in, settling down, death-do-us-part kind of stuff. This is the first Christmas in my entire life that I won’t be with my parents.”

“Ah, now we’re getting to it.”

“No. Maybe. I don’t know. My mom says she’s okay with it, but I know that in her mind this means me and Petreski are...”

“Serious-Serious?”

“Yeah. She’s gonna have real expectations now.”

“So, let her have expectations. I kind of do, too. I’ve seen it coming since you asked him if he was a werewolf.”

“You did not.”

“I’ve known you for twelve years. I totally knew. Well, not long after, anyway.”

“We’re still good, though, right?”

“Why wouldn’t we be?”

Here we were. What was really bothering me, I realized.

“We don’t spend as much time together as we used to. And I’m not going to be around for Christmas. It’s not going to be the same.”

“Well, things change, yeah, but we don’t. You and me, we don’t. So stop making me talk about my feelings and go study, okay?”

“Yeah. Alright. You gonna be home tonight?”

“Yeah. See you later.”

“Later.”
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Jennifer Katz was in her usual spot on the lumpy green sofa when I got to Ground Up the next morning. I waved to her before getting in line. The owner, Harry, was working the espresso machine, and we chatted for a few minutes while I waited to order my usual bottomless coffee. 

“Got any plans for the holidays?” I asked him.

“Nah. Gonna stick around here, run the shop. Probably open for a couple of hours Christmas morning. People still want coffee, ya know? And then there’s the folks that don’t have anywhere to go and just wanna get out. Meeting up with some friends for dim sum after that, maybe go to a movie. You?”

“Going to Waxahachie.”

“Waxahachie? Your folks in Waxahachie?”

“No. My parents live in Austin. Spending Christmas with Petreski’s family.”

“Ah. First time meeting them?” he asked as he dumped used grounds into the bin where he collected them. Sometimes I’d get some for Miss Nancy’s rose bushes. “Sounds intense.”

“Intense?”

“Holidays are stressful anyway. man. Add meeting the family to that...”

He didn’t have to finish that thought. I’d thought it already myself.

I set my cup on the coffee table and sat down next to Jennifer, careful not to knock over her knitting bag. She was counting stitches, her brow furrowed and her lips moving as she did so, and I had learned very quickly not to say anything until she finished.

After a couple of minutes she sighed and looked up at me. “I screwed something up somewhere.”

“Oh. Are you sure?”

“Yeah, I have one too many stitches.”

“That doesn’t sound too bad.”

“It’s terrible. It’s lace, so it’s terrible. I’m never going to finish it in time.”

“In time?”

“It’s a Christmas gift for my sister. Ugh. Shoot me now.” She put what looked like a tangle of blue yarn down on her lap and reached for her coffee mug.

“Well, if she’s your sister, won’t she cut you some slack? Like, tell her it’s almost done, and...” I let my voice trail off because Jenn was shaking her head. “No, then?”

“No. And it’s my own fault. I should have started my Christmas knitting earlier.”

“I can move. I don’t want to bother you if you need to work on this.”

“No, no,” she said, patting my arm. “I want to hear what’s going on with you. Have you finished your exams?”

“Almost. I’ve got one this afternoon and then I’m done.”

“And how are they going?”

“Okay, I think.”

“Sounds like someone’s being modest.”

I shook my head, but I was a little. It sounds conceited when you say everything seems too easy and you’re sure you aced it all.

“What are you doing for Christmas?” I asked, changing the subject.

“Going to my mother’s place. Me, my sister and her husband and kids, a couple of aunts and their families. It’ll be a big crowd this year. And no Josh. I think that will be a big plus.”

“Really?”

“Well, duh. Nobody liked Josh. Did you like Josh?”

“If I’m honest, no... but in all fairness he did try to kill us.” The last time I’d seen her late husband, he’d dropped dead in the middle of the street after chasing the two of us with an icepick. Good times.

“Ah, good ol’ Josh.” She grinned and raised her coffee mug to her lips. 

I shook my head and did the same. At least she had a sense of humor about the whole thing. I have a feeling Josh must have had an excellent life insurance plan.

* * *
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Exams done, papers turned in, I stopped at the fancy beer place on my way home and got a growler of local IPA. I had earned this, and intended to spend the next two days enjoying it with pizza and Supernatural on Netflix. 

I settled in with my two favorite demon hunters and had just been asked for the first time if was still watching the show when I heard a scratching at my door. It could only be Boo. 

Usually I let him in and he makes a beeline for the bathroom to shift and throw on some clothes, but this time I grabbed him up and spun around, holding him against my chest. He wriggled a little, and yowled like I was killing him, just like a regular cat. I laughed and put him down on the couch. He looked at me like I’d lost my mind, which made me laugh even harder.

“Oh, Boo. I’m sorry, but your face!”

He jumped down from the sofa and trotted into the bathroom with an air of righteous indignation. It was impressive and hilarious.

“What the hell?” he asked, exiting the bathroom and pulling a t-shirt over his head. 

“Huh?” I asked, distracted by all those muscles disappearing tragically behind a layer of cotton.

“What the hell was that all about?”

“Exams! Done! You mad, Boo?”

He shook himself, like an all over shake from top to bottom before answering.

“No, just surprised. C’mere,” he said, holding his arms out. We met halfway for a hug, and a kiss that let me know he was anything but mad.

“So, good day then?” he asked, when he finally let me up for air.

“Mm-hmm. Getting better all the time.”

“Play your cards right and you might get lucky,” he said with a smirk and I rolled my eyes.

“There’s still some beer left in the growler if you want some. I’m not a complete lush.”

If I were a less confident man I’d have been offended by how quickly he released me to go for the fridge. 

“How was your day, then?” I asked as I watched him pour a generous glass of beer. He held the growler up to me and I shook my head.

“Not bad, actually. Mostly spent it doing paperwork and listening to Perez bitch and moan.”

“That doesn’t sound so great to me.”

“It means I didn’t get a new case and I’m getting caught up on stuff so I can take time off without worrying about work. Pizza?”

“On the coffee table. So what was Perez bitching about?”

“Mmf.” He held up one finger, so I waited while he chewed and swallowed. “Not going home for Christmas.”

“She’s working on Christmas?” I asked.

“She’s not scheduled for the actual day, but she doesn’t have enough time to go to Miami and back. But she got the time off last year and I didn’t,” he shrugged and took a swallow of beer. “It’s her turn to work. She gets a boyfriend next year, she can have the time off.”

“Did you tell her that?”

“Not in so many words, no.”

“I’ll bet not.”

I picked up the remote and told Netflix I was done watching and flopped down on the sofa next to Petreski, picking up my beer before leaning back and shifting closer so our arms were touching.

“So does she have lots of family in Miami?” I asked.

“Tons. She’s got three sisters, and a busload of nieces and nephews and cousins and aunts and uncles, and everybody has lots of kids.”

“Except Perez,” I said, sobering.

“Yeah. Well, for now anyway. She could get that boyfriend, right?”

“Yeah. So, you’ve got lots of siblings too. Is that a Cat thing? Big families?”

“I think it’s more a Catholic thing,” he said taking a big bite of pizza.

“You’re Catholic?” I asked, turning to look at him. How had religion never come up before?

“Recovering,” he said around a mouthful of food. “Don’t worry, you’re not gonna have to convert or anything.”

“But your parents are, though, right?”

“Eh. Not so much anymore, now that most of the kids are grown, but they like to go to Midnight Mass and they go to some church functions and stuff.”

“But... but, you’re gay.”

“Yeah, so? Lots of Catholics are gay. The Church just hasn’t seen fit to roll with the times. That’s one of the reasons it’s having so much trouble keeping its membership. No way was my mom going to go to a church that said her baby boy was going to hell because of who he loves. You’re not the only one with an awesome mom. Besides, Father Jim is kind of a live-and-let-live kind of guy.”

“Father Jim?”

“The parish priest. He’s cool. Don’t worry, you don’t have to go to Mass or anything if you don’t want to. But what about you? Did your family go to church, or what?”

“Nah. I think my mom was raised Unitarian, but Grandma Rosemary was into all kinds of hippy-dippy new age stuff. Dad wound up bouncing around and nothing stuck. When they got together they decided they weren’t much of anything. I was raised in what I like to call secular spirituality. They raised me with a strong sense of right and wrong and to respect the beliefs of others, but we didn’t subscribe to any particular dogma.”

“So, do you believe in God?” 

“Like, as a singular divine being? No. I believe there are things in this world we can’t explain, obviously. But I’m not prepared to put a name to it or them, and I don’t think they give a damn who I love or whether I cheat at board games or clean up my room.”

Petreski laughed. “Fair enough. Sometimes it’s almost scary how well-adjusted you are.”

“Yeah, except I’m basically a twenty-six year old college sophomore.”

He gave me a one-armed hug and went back to nibbling on his pizza.

“Is it going to be an issue?” I asked after a couple of minutes.

“Is what going to be an issue?”

“My religion, or lack thereof? That I’m not much of anything, let alone Catholic?”

“Nope. Like I said, my parents aren’t practicing anymore. Us kids like to think of our Catholic upbringing as something to rebel against. Except maybe Laney, but mostly because she’s a social worker and she says it helps her get through some of the shit she has to deal with on a daily basis.” 

I sighed, still not sure.

“Relax. They’re all going to love you.”

“As long as you still do after I make a fool out of myself. It’s bound to happen.”

“No matter what,” he said, kissing my temple. “No matter what.”
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I crammed a pair of wooly socks into my backpack, just in case, and wondered for the umpteenth time whether I really needed three sweaters for a week in North Texas. Then I had a good long think about whether I should take my pillow. What if the Petreskis only had soft fluffy pillows, and I woke up with a sore neck every morning? Then I’d be in a bad mood and they’d all hate me. I grabbed my pillow and put it on the sofa next to my backpack and my duffel bag.

I paced around my apartment again, making sure everything was turned off or unplugged, then grabbed a handful of sunflower seeds from the kitchen.

“Hey, Raymond?” I called when I had opened the window. I spread the seeds out on the brick sill.

“Ray? I’m going away for a few days, but I’ll be back in a week, okay?”

I heard the skittering of claws as Raymond, the squirrel who lived in the big Live Oak outside my window, made his way over to the windowsill. 

“Hey, little dude. So I’m going away, but I’ll be back, got it?” I sensed that he did.

“So, I’m going to ask Don to come over and put some seeds out for you while I’m gone, but don’t be mad if he doesn’t, okay?”

Raymond let out a short, high-pitched squeak.

“Yeah, I know. But he’s a good guy, really. He’ll come around.”

“Who’ll come around?” Don asked, coming in through the door I’d left open.

“You.” I closed and locked the window. “About Raymond.”

Don rolled his eyes, but that could have just been force of habit.

“I told Raymond I’d ask you to come over and put some seeds out for him while I’m gone.”

Don looked down at where Raymond was munching his way through a sunflower seed shell. Raymond looked up and stared – just stared – at Don. Like he was trying to look all intimidating and badass, which you’ve got to admire in someone who only weighs about a pound. I sighed. “You’re not helping your case, Ray.”

“Whatever,” Don said. “I’ll come over and feed your weird squirrel, but not every day.”

“Fine. Fine. That’s cool.”

“You all packed?”

“I think so?”

“You’re taking your pillow?”

“What if they have weird pillows? I need to know I won’t wake up with a jacked-up neck.”

“Okay. You got your toothbrush? Underwear? Phone charger?”

“Yes, yes, and yes. I’m good. Fine.”

“You don’t look fine. You look kinda anxious, actually.”

“I’ll be fine once we get on the road.”

I heard a car door slam and looked down to see Petreski’s car at the curb.

“Looks like it’s that time,” Don said, reaching out to give me a hug. “You’ll do fine. They’ll love you. And if they don’t, then screw ‘em. Just grab a Megabus back and we’ll day drink and you can watch TV all you want and I won’t say a word.”

I hugged him back and nodded into his shoulder. 

“A-ha! I knew it!” came Petreski’s voice from the doorway.

“Oh, shut up,” I muttered, wiping at my eyes with the back of my hand.

Don laughed. “Text me, yeah?”

I nodded and Don stopped as he passed Petreski. “He’s your responsibility now. Don’t let him get in trouble.”

Petreski nodded and I rolled my eyes. “Geez, guys. I’m not five.”

Petreski grabbed my backpack and duffel and I tucked my pillow under my arm. I locked my apartment behind us and we were on our way.

* * *
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Petreski was putting gas in the car, and I wandered around Buc-ee’s looking at snacks and cast iron pots and weird underwear. I decided against using the bathroom after the fourth man in a row wearing camouflage went in. I could wait.

I bought an assortment of fudge. My mom loves it, and I figured even if Petreski’s mom didn’t, someone in his family was bound to be happy about it.

“Do you ever get nervous in public restrooms?” I asked Petreski when we were on the road again.

“Nervous?”

“You know, because you’re gay? Like if there’s a bunch of homophobic bubbas in there?”

“Not once they see my badge. And if that doesn’t work, I let them see my gun.”

“Is that a euphemism?”

“No, it’s a Glock,” he answered with a grin and I snorted.

“You ever get hassled?” he asked after a minute.

“Not since high school. I mean, in high school, sooner or later everybody gets hassled about something. But I’m careful, plus, I know I live in kind of a bubble, inside the loop. And I have my safe places.”

“And it helps that everybody likes you.”

I shrugged. “Not everybody, but enough. What about when you were a kid?”

“You’d think, in a small Texas town, I would. But my dad was a cop, and I was always the tallest kid in class. I played sports, I got good grades, and everyone was afraid of pissing me off. Also, I was friends with most of the girls, and if a guy wanted a girl to like him, he had to be nice to me.”

“Oh, that’s brilliant. I wish I had thought of that.”

“It was my mom’s idea. She’s a high school teacher and she knows how to manipulate teenagers.”

“Does she like fudge?”

“Loves it. But give the fudge to Andi.”

“Okay... which one is Andi? And why?”

“The youngest. She’s twelve. You give her the fudge and she’ll be over the moon. She’ll share anyway, and my parents will love that you gave it to her. Especially my dad.”

“Are all Petreskis masters of manipulation?”

“Pretty much.”

I was starting to doze off when Petreski exited at Corsicana.

“Are we stopping?” 

“Yeah. My dad wants fruitcake.”

“Dude, no one wants fruitcake.”

“My dad does. It’s a tradition. But it has to be from Collin Street Bakery.”

“Okay. But why not go to the one on the highway?”

“Because it’s full of screaming kids and people who just want to use the internet. We always go downtown to the original location. Like I said, tradition.”

“Well, who am I to mess with tradition? Also, they probably have cookies, yeah? And pie?”

“Pecan pie,” Petreski answered. He knows me so well.

“Okay. I’ll get a pecan pie.”

The bakery shop was small, and we stood in a line that took us past bags of rolls and loaves of jalapeno cheese bread and boxes of cookies and every kind of holiday treat you can imagine. It took almost all my will power not to buy one of everything. As it was, we left weighed down under two fruitcakes, a pecan pie, an apricot pecan cake, three dozen assorted cookies, and two loaves of cinnamon bread.

“You’ll be surprised how fast that disappears,” Petreski said as he closed the trunk. “With nine people in the house.”

“Nine. Should we get another pie?”

“Nah. Mom will be baking. Besides, we can always go shopping again.”

“Are there any serial killers in your family?” I asked when we got back in the car.

He stopped in the middle of fastening his seat belt and looked at me. “Any serial killers?”

“Yeah, or, anybody with cancer? Or both?”

“Serial killers with cancer?” His seat belt clicked but he was still looking at me, probably trying to follow my thought process. He finally gave up and just answered the question. “Not that I know of... do mice count?”

“Mice?”

“My sister Mel is a natural born killer. But only of mice.”

“Now you’re just messing with me.”

“A little.” He pulled me over and kissed the side of my head. “Get out of your head, babe. Behave yourself and we can have pie for dessert tonight.”
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