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Candy Canes and Criminals

 

Meet Santa

 

 

Santa was royally peeved. He sprinted out of the park like a charging reindeer.

“Charlatan! This is my neighborhood. I told you to stay away!”

I leaned out the service window of my shop, HoneyBun Sweets and Sandwiches, located near the Brooklyn Bridge in Manhattan. Half a block away, another St. Nick had set up a donation pot dangling from a red metal tripod. He lifted his little bell like a club. 

I whirled around and hollered at my partner who was in the kitchen. “Al, take over the window!” 

Al almost dropped the bread pan he was putting in the oven. “Huh? Ali, what’s happening?”

“Holiday drama!” Even as I ran out the back door, I wasn't sure if I could prevent a Santa Claus brawl.

But I managed to head off Doug, the official Kris Kringle over at the park that surrounds New York City’s City Hall, just in time.

“Dude, c'mon. Persimmons told you about not leaving the park with the costume on, right?” 

Doug stepped up on the curb, but that was the end of his mad dash. His cheeks glowed a cherry red. He flung an arm up and pointed at his quarry. 

“You! You!” was all he could manage before his speech devolved into a stream of angry noises and grunts. 

I stepped in front of him, hoping to block his view of the aberrant Claus. “Hey, hey, calm down. There are kids out here. And look at what you're wearing.”

That gave him pause. It was thirty-eight degrees out, and he noticed his bare legs with a start. Waist up, Doug was a traditional Claus, with red velour coat and hat, big belly, white beard. Waist down, he was Santa in July. His pale legs poked out of blue floral Bermuda shorts, white ankle socks, and fur-lined moccasin slippers. 

We stood a few feet from my shop. The HoneyBun was a hybrid of a walk-in bakery and a gourmet sandwich stand. We had a full kitchen, and attended customers from two service windows. 

The customers who'd been waiting on line (yeah, New Yorkers say on line, not in line), watched us now with barely contained looks of glee. Hey, I couldn't blame them; I liked dinner and a show, too.

I glanced over my shoulder. The other St. Nick had packed up his bell and was hauling tail in the other direction. “See? The other guy is leaving.”

“He'll be back.”

“Then we'll deal with him later.” Too bad I didn't know those words were going to come back to haunt me. “C'mon, I'll walk you back to the park. I need to replenish the snacks at my mom's booth.”

Doug looked torn between going back and chasing after St. Nick. He settled for shaking his fist at the other man. “You better stay away! This is my territory!”

 I tugged his sleeve. “This way, Doug, I have to get the desserts first.”

“All right, Ali. Thanks. I shouldn't have lost my temper.”

Doug was the hired Santa for the holiday bazaar being held in the park. He had his own little red dangling pot and bell to solicit for donations. He also took photos with kids in Santa's Magic Land. Over at the HoneyBun we have a covered and heated sitting area. Doug usually took his breaks there. And I think a lot of the time he was there when he shouldn't have been. More than once his boss had found Doug lounging, chewing on a mini-cake. 

Anyway, during that time I'd gotten to know him a little. Doug was fiftyish, and other than being territorial about his turf, overall was a nice guy. But I got the sense he was adrift.

I made a quick stop in the HoneyBun, updated Al what had happened, and grabbed the snacks. It was getting close to quitting time, so I left confident that Al and our employee, Oscar, could handle the evening’s customers before it was time to close. 

A few minutes later Doug and I crossed through the large black wrought iron gates that lined the park. This time of year the grounds transforms into a winter wonderland...for shoppers. Yeah, yeah, there was stuff to entertain the kids like Santa's Magic Land and the Snow Elf's skating rink. But everything else was designed to sell, sell, sell! 

Red and green striped tents lined the wide lanes of the park. Inside booths were set up that sold every type of bauble, knick-knack, whirly-gig, and doodad imaginable. Costumed reindeer attracted customers with free food samples from the Mrs. Claus Kitchen pavilion.  

That stupid pavilion was the reason why I couldn't rent a booth and make a mint from holiday shoppers. Outside food vendors were strictly off limits in the park. All food sales were monopolized by Mrs. Claus's Kitchen. Technically, it was because of the holiday bazaar's sponsor, Troperman Foods. 

Troperman's blue and white logo was everywhere. It was stamped on the Welcome to the Winter Wonderland Bazaar sign. Elves in striped blue leggings handed out candy canes wrapped in cellophane stamped with ‘Troperman Foods’. The circular logo was stenciled on the corner of every tent.

We passed a direction post topped with a blue Troperman Christmas ornament. I glanced at the signs and turned down the path that was temporarily called Gingerbread Lane.

It was seven pm and a nippy night, but the chill didn't daunt the New York shoppers. They were out in full force so much; I think the number of bodies raised the temperature inside the park.

I unzipped my parka for ventilation. “You’d think they were giving away everything for free.”

Doug's face was flushed. He'd stripped off the phony white beard but still wore the coat. “They are. Lots of free food samples compliments of Troperman Foods,” he said as he snagged a gingersnap cookie from a passing elf's tray. “Your mom still giving away free eggnog?”

“Yes, Doug she is. I'll pour you some if we ever get there.” I sidestepped around a crowd gathered around a booth selling Apple accessories.

My mother was the owner of Elizabeth's Antiques and Tea. Her booth was set up about half way down Gingerbread Lane. A woman wearing a mink jacket stepped out just as we walked in. I saw something familiar sticking out of the brown paper shopping bag she carried. 

“Hi, Mom. Was that the Victorian lamp with the beaded shade?”

Mom saw us and smiled. “Hey, Ali. Yes, it was. I knew that one was going to sell.” She kissed me on the cheek. “Hi, Doug.”

“Hello, Mrs. Daniels.” 

There was no other way to describe my mom than hot. She'd been doing yoga way before it was trendy and was still in what I called her body-building phase. Tonight Mom was decked out in red and white leggings under a snug, green, mid-thigh tunic. She wore white fuzzy boots that stopped mid-calf with a matching cloak. Her hair was braided into cornrows that ended in a side bun. 

I adjusted the piece of holly tucked into the bun. “I came to resupply your free snacks, Mom.” As chief sweets maker at HoneyBun Sweets and Sandwiches, I was happy to supply treats to lure customers into my mother's booth. I also liked the free advertising. 

“Good timing. I just ran out. People love the cranberry crumbles, but the doughnuts run a close second.” 

Mom's booth was about fifteen by fifteen feet. She'd brought some smaller items like lamps, night tables, and dolls to sell. A small display case showed off antique jewelry. An entire wall held boxes of gourmet teas from all around the world. Off to one side, near the front, was the beverage table. In the center were trays of sweets from my shop surrounded by a two huge beverage dispensers. One served a lovely green tea, the other eggnog. A large sign read:  Compliments of HoneyBun Sweets and Sandwiches, along with an arrow pointed in the direction of my shop. 

Doug beat me to the table. He bounced on his toes and looked at me expectantly. 

“You can serve yourself, you know,” I said.

“Wouldn't want to be rude.”

Two men came into the booth and made a beeline for the wall of tea. Mom left to help them. 

I sighed and set down the wicker basket that I'd carried over from the shop. The only things missing from the table, beside the sweets, were cups. I found a pack under the table and pushed an empty one into Doug's hand. 

“Help yourself.”

I pulled a pair of plastic gloves from the basket. Then I went about arranging the bite-size samples I’d baked up especially for my mom. 

Out of the batch, the cranberry crumbles were my favorite. Unlike most bakers, I loved canned cranberry sauce. So I used that combined with orange juice, cinnamon, water, and a little sugar for the filling. Then for the crumbles I add lots of butter, brown sugar, flour, and a dash of salt. Layer the filling between the crumbles, bake, cut into squares, and it's a perfectly tart and sweet treat. 

I also brought my partner Al's favorite dessert, sufganiyot. They were small, bite-sized donuts filled with vanilla custard and sprinkled with ivory glitter-sugar. For those I made the dough from scratch. The pastry cream filling is a simple recipe of vanilla, egg yolks, milk, cornstarch, sugar, and salt.

And finally, I brought out the peppermint scones. This was a new recipe I was trying out. I crushed candy canes and blended them in with butter, baking powder, flour, buttermilk, salt, and sugar. After baking I dipped the cookie in a white chocolate ganache and sprinkled with edible red glitter for a touch of holiday bling.

I'd just finished laying out the scones when I glanced over at Doug. He was adding a little extra something to his eggnog from a silver flask. 

I eyed the passersby. No one was paying attention to us at the moment. “You need to go easy on that, Santa.”

He scoffed. “What? It's just for flavor. Keeps me warm.” Doug twisted the cap back on, paused, twisted the cap off again, and added another long pull. 

This time of year I'm a bit of a Scrooge. All of the fake cheer irked me. I didn't understand why everyone was supposed to be happy starting the fourth Thursday in November. The minute New Year's was over, all this happy-happy-joy-joy stuff goes away, and it’s back to 'hurry up and get the -bleep- out of my way' normal. Never mind all the pressure to cook, clean, and buy stuff for people you only see once a year. 

Despite all of that, seeing Santa drinking just felt...wrong. “Doug. Put the booze away.”  

“All right, all right.” Doug screwed the flask shut and secreted it away inside his coat. 

Now that I thought about it, Doug swung by my mom's booth for eggnog quite a bit. It occurred to me this probably wasn't the first time today that flask had made an appearance. “Don't you have the toy giveaway tonight?”

“Yup. Eight pm.” He tipped his head back and chugged. 

I glanced at my watch. “It's seven twenty-five! Give me that. Are you insane?” I wrangled the cup out his reluctant fingers. Too late. Most of the eggnog was gone. I crushed the cup and tossed it into the trash. 

Off in the distance a clack, tap, tap sound rose above the din of the crowd. It was like metal striking concrete and was getting louder.

“Uh oh,” Doug said. “Gotta go.”

He turned and stifled a shriek, but it was too late. Standing in front of the booth was a man, tall and skeletal. He looked as if time had moved on, but he was still rooted in the early 1900s. His hair was oiled and slicked back from a widow's peak. A long black coat draped his stickly form, brushing against the tops of patent leather lace-ups. A purple ascot—yes, a genuine ascot—peeked from the lapels of the coat. To top off the look, the man clutched a silver-tipped walking stick. The lustrous matching handle was shaped like a hawk and gleamed even in the dull light of the booth.

The only modern thing about the man was a walkie-talkie radio clipped onto one of his coat pockets.

It was Mr. Persimmons, the Winter Bazaar's manager. The scowl on Persimmons' face made me take a step back. But all of the man's venom was directed at Doug.

“You. I've been looking everywhere for you. Again.” His voice was calm. It belied the expression on his face. 

Doug suddenly looked deflated, as if he'd shrunk an inch in the last ten seconds. “Hey, Percy. I was taking a break. Was about to head back in now.”

The other man swelled as if his bones filled with helium. “I've expressed numerous times for you not to call me Percy.” Persimmons gritted his teeth. “I have already been reprimanded by my boss about your behavior. I will not lose employ because of your shenanigans. Come with me this instant. You need to ready for Santa's evening appearance.”

“Gotta go, Ali. See you at the giveaway?”

I nodded, reluctant to take my eyes off of Persimmons. Anger seeped off the man in fat, heady waves. I didn't want him exploding all over me. 

If we weren't surrounded by shoppers, I swear the bazaar manager would've pinched the other man's earlobe like a mother correcting her child. The ear nipping might have been better than what Doug received. 

Persimmons leaned over close almost touching Doug's face. “I know who you are. Yet despite every advantage life could give, you are barely a step above a vagabond. And here I am forced to deal with the likes of you.”

Doug straightened his shoulders. “Look here Percy, there's no need for all of

 that—”

“I'll do as I wish. I'm your boss, and you will do as I say. The next time this happens, you will feel my wrath. Now, you will get to that pavilion and make yourself presentable for the upcoming festivities. If you do not, I will do everything in my power to—”

“—that will be enough of that.” A man stepped up and put his arm around Doug. 

The bazaar's manager stopped cold. “Oh, oh, Mr. Troperman,” he stuttered, “I didn't see you there.”

The other man was Doug's height. He was dressed in a camel hair coat that was open over a navy tailored suit. “Yes, I'm sure you didn't see me. If you have something to say to my brother, you can say it to me. Now, did you have something on your mind?” 

Troperman? As in the big money sponsor for this whole bazaar? Oh, ho, ho. This was getting good. The trio stood outside the booth now. I went closer to hear over the crowd. Good thing, too, because Persimmons was sputtering again.

“N-n-o, no sir. I came to collect Doug here because it’s almost time for Santa to give toys to the children.”

Doug's brother folded his arms. “I'm not your boss, but I do sponsor this event. It's my understanding your job is to manage, not treat employees as if they are children.”

 Red blotches climbed like angry bugs up Persimmons' neck. I wasn't sorry to see him being put in his place.

“Yes, sir. My job description entails management yet—”

“Good. I'll escort my brother to Santa's residence. We'll see you there shortly.”

Persimmons’ cane tapped out a hyper rhythm as he nearly sprinted away. My mom came to stand by me just as he left. 

Doug hugged his brother. “Thanks, bro. Here, let me introduce you to my friend. This is Ali Daniels. She owns the HoneyBun, the shop that's just outside the park. And this is her mother, Elizabeth. Ladies, this is my twin brother, Joseph.”

His twin brother? Joseph appeared ten years younger than Doug. He had a little paunch but otherwise looked to be in his prime. The annoyance I'd felt toward Doug, especially after the booze in the eggnog, melted a little. Doug had been living a much harder life than his sibling. It showed in his face, the soft round of his shoulders, the tremor in his hands when no one was looking.

Joseph took one look at Mom and bent to kiss her hand. He kissed mine, too, but I think it was only so I didn't feel bad. Whatever. Like I said, Mom was hot. 

He said, “Nice to meet you both. I apologize if I made a scene.”

I shook my head. “No, you didn't.”

Mom agreed. “That guy had it coming. Persimmons goes overboard sometimes.”

“Ah, Percy just gets emotional when things aren't going his way. I could've handled him but thanks for stepping in, Joe. My little brother by seven seconds is always coming to my rescue,” Doug said.

An odd look passed over Joseph's face. If I had to guess I would've said it was indignation. The expression was gone in a flash.

He said, “It's a good thing I stopped by to check on you.” Joseph waved over a she-elf selling gourmet sugar cookies shaped like candy canes. The higher priced goodies from Mrs. Claus’s Kitchen weren’t free. He paid for two bags of cookies. “I think you've been putting Dad's old flask to good use today. Let's get something solid into your belly and then get you pretty for the kids.”

Doug pouted. “All right, that's what I'm getting paid to do. My bro here is the one who got me this gig.” 

Something wasn't adding up with that comment, but I only nodded in response. “Ok, I'll see you at the pavilion in a little while.”

Joseph offered a goodbye and walked off with his brother following a step behind.

My mother and I exchanged a look. 

“That was strange,” I said.

“I know, right? They're brothers? Troperman is wealthy, and his twin is almost a hobo?”

“Mom, do people still say hobo?”

She waved a hand. “You know what I mean. I got the impression from when Doug visited before that he was homeless or close to it. I didn't know he was a Troperman. Bet he's a rich hobo.”

A few shoppers strolled in. I said, “Hi, welcome. Have some complimentary eggnog and dessert.” 

When they crossed to the food table, I said to my mother, “Doug might be a Troperman, but he’s not living a wealthy man's life. Not by the looks of him.”

Mom walked away to help a woman asking about an antique brooch. 

I took the free minute to Google the sponsor of the Winter Wonderland Bazaar. Gosh, there's no hiding personal business on the Internet, I decided after seeing the search results. It didn't take long to find out all about Doug and Joseph Troperman. 

Then it was as if a group of antiquers got off a bus somewhere. The booth was suddenly swamped with people. I stayed to help out Mom. The next half hour was spent in a flurry of answering questions and gift wrapping. 

When I looked up it was almost eight o'clock. Mom's wall of tea had several noticeable gaps from sales we'd made. 

My mother handed a small wrapped package to a twenty-something couple with a baby wrapped up like a mummy. “Enjoy,” she said. “Drink this when you feel a little wonky after being up all night.” 

I wasn't sure exactly wonky and up all night was in reference to the baby or partying. With my mom, it could've been either. 

“Mom, I’m gonna go check out the toy giveaway.”

“Checking up on Doug?”

I shrugged. “Sorta.” I had a hunch the event was going to be a whole lot more than just Santa giving away toys to kids. So yes, I was going to see how my new acquaintance was doing—and I was going to be nosy.

 

 

 

 

 

Sleigh Ride

 

 

What do you get when you combine children hopped up on sugar cookies and the prospect of free toys? Armageddon.  

Even the parents gathered in wide-eyed clumps staring at kiddies gone wild. 

Santa's Magic Land was cordoned off by a white four-foot-high picket fence. Two enormous bouncy houses shaped like snowmen sat in opposite corners. Kids hurled themselves into a ball pit when they weren't using the spheres as projectiles. Elf stations offered free face painting, crafts, and temporary tattoos.

A sign said everyone was welcome, but kids could only leave with an adult with a matching hand stamp. The dude-elf manning the gate waved me in. 

Immediately, I was assailed. A four-foot body sailed out of nowhere and crashed into my legs. 

“Ow!” 

A kid with disheveled brown hair pivoted his face up at me. He'd stripped down to a short-sleeved t-shirt. A green reindeer sweater flapped around his neck like a cape. Red candy stains decorated the boy's mouth, and a half-eaten green gumdrop dangled precariously from his cheek. It was as if he'd shoved his little face into a candy bowl and eaten his way out. 

“Sorry, lady.” 

He'd stomped on my foot. My big toe was now throbbing like a dancehall reggae song, but I let it slide. “No problem, kid. Put some extra toothpaste on that brush tonight.”

He gave me a weird look but then was distracted by the calls of glee (or distress depending on your point of view) coming from the ball pit. 

I pointed. “One got away.”

His little head cocked to the side as he processed what I meant. I'd assumed he'd throw the thing away. Nope. After some probing he plucked the wayward jelly candy off his cheek, inspected it, and popped it into his mouth. “Thanks, lady.” 

The kid peeled away without a second glance at me. I hoped that gumdrop originally came from his mouth and not someone else's. 

I glanced at my watch. It was just after eight. Santa wasn't in sight anywhere, so he was tardy despite Mr. Persimmons' involvement. I shook off the pain in my toe and headed for Santa's house. It was situated in the middle of Magic Land. 

I dodged a group of boys harassing a dude-elf for more candy canes. One kid had wrapped himself around the poor guy's leg. 

I said, “Hey, stop that. There's enough for everyone.”

Four heads turned simultaneously to glare at me. It was like staring at the mouths of a pack of hungry wolves. I was about to hold my ground, a bunch of eight year olds weren't going to scare me off. But a thin, bleached-blond woman emerged from the crowd. 

“Jeffrey, what are you doing? You want a time out?” The boy hanging from the elf's leg flinched. 

It was enough of a distraction for me to get away. I quickly walked off with a few glances behind me. The pack was dispersing. No more good Samaritan for me. If I was going to get out of Magic Land alive, I had to keep my head down and keep moving. Targets are harder to hit when they're in motion. 

Santa's house was a gingerbread monstrosity, featuring frosting icicles and peppermint widows. A gold platform had been erected in front of it. The big man’s sleigh perched in the center with a sack bursting with goodies. 

A crowd gathered in front of golden ropes that separated the platform from the rest of Magic Land. The parents who'd collected their young'uns glanced impatiently at cell phone clocks. The children, however, bounced up and down waiting for Santa's appearance.

Just as I'd secured a spot with a decent vantage point of the stage, the gingerbread house door opened. A cheer rose from the crowd. A lady-elf climbed three stairs and stepped onto the platform.

“Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, without any further delay, herrrrrreeeee's Santa Claus!”

The kids went bonkers. I mean ba-na-nas. Feet stamped and hands clapped. The parents caught the happy-bug; they whistled and whooped. 

Jolly 'ol St. Nick’s boots thumped on stage, and the already loud crowd, lost it. Santa was a total rock star. He high-fived people from one side of the platform to the other. 

To my surprise, Doug looked good. He was steady on his feet and rocked perfectly jolly ho-ho-hos. 

“Welcome, boy and girls. Welcome, parents. Who's been nice this year?”

Every small hand shot up. A chorus of small voices sang, “Me, me, me!” 

Santa posed with hands on his hips. “Hmm. Was anyone naughty?”

No. No one in the crowd was naughty though I saw a few parents nudge their child.

“Well, I know for a fact everyone here has been good. And what do good little boys and girls get?”

At the top of their voices, every kid screamed, “PRESENTS!”

“Ho, Ho, Ho. That's right.” Santa climbed aboard the sleigh. He winked at the crowd. “Let's see what Santa has in his magic sack tonight.”

A flock of elves exited the gingerbread house. They took up positions next to the sleigh. The last people out the house were Doug's brother and Mr. Persimmons. They stood off to one side of the platform. Persimmons’ lips were pursed as if he was none too pleased about something. I wondered if Troperman had given him an earful. 

I knew a big part of this giveaway was for children placed in foster homes throughout the city. Elves pulled gifts from the sack, and Santa read the labels for a gift picked especially for that child. It was cool watching their little faces light up when Santa Claus called their names. 

Doug was a perfect Santa. He smiled, posed for pictures, and made merry banter with every child that came up on stage.

“He always loved being Santa. Even when my father ran the business.”

I turned, and Joseph Troperman stood next to me. He met my eyes briefly but then focused on his brother. 

“Ali Daniels, isn't it?”

I nodded and said hello. 

“Doug spoke highly of you and your mother when we left. How do you know him?”

I moved aside as a mother guided her son for a closer view. “I have a bakery and sandwich shop opposite the park. I met Doug when he started coming over during his breaks from playing Santa.”

Joseph smirked. “Yes, I know how Doug takes breaks. I'm sure he's given you plenty of time to get to know him.” He paused. “Anyway, yes, now that I think about it, I have seen you over there when I had to find him. Cute place. Love the bee theme.”

I smiled. “Thanks. Doug's always been very friendly and respectful to me. I like him. You're brother is a good guy.” 

“Thanks for saying that. I know it’s easy to tell Doug has problems.” Joseph’s voice dropped an octave. He seemed sad about what he'd just said. 

“Um, so Doug likes being The Claus?”

That perked Joseph up as if a good memory had chased away a bad thought. “Oh yeah, Doug always volunteered from the time we were teens. My dad always taught giving back was important. That was even before we became a national food chain. Little did we know, Doug was going to be the one who was going to need the most help.”

Ok, now my momma raised me well. Prying was not proper manners. Oh, but how I wanted to know! I bit my bottom lip. 

“I can see the question in your eyes, Ali. How does a millionaire's son end up on the streets?”

I looked him in the eye and nodded. “I had wondered. It seems like a sad story.”

Joseph shrugged. “It is, I guess. The funny thing is I was the party boy throughout school. I was the one my parents almost disowned, but it turned out to be Doug instead. He—” Joseph glanced around. When he saw everyone was focused on the stage, he continued. “I shouldn't be telling you this, but you have a kind face. And...it's been a long day. I just spent the last forty minutes shoving solids, everything from cookies to meat pies, into my brother hoping it would help him to be sober enough to get through tonight. I know he loves playing Santa, and I didn't want to pull him out. Though I'd get the pants sued off me if anyone suspected.”

He paused again. “My brother, when it matters, always pulls through. Always. Look at him. He's a great Santa. This time of year I'm so proud of him.”

He was right. Doug was doing a great job. Every kid left the stage wearing a huge smile. Santa worked the crowd, too, cracking jokes with the parents.

Joseph said, “When I cleaned up my act, my brother's fell apart. I'm sure you can guess the obvious culprit. He's been put out of the business and refuses help most of the year. Now I just do what I can when he lets me.”  

My earlier Google search had pretty much told me the same thing. The Troperman family had been rewarded with success but plagued with constant family crisis, too. 

I patted down all of my pockets until I found what I wanted. “Here's my card. Maybe I can help the both of you and give Doug things to do around the shop? You know, nothing stressful, like sweep, roll out dough. My partner Al is a really good influence on everyone he meets. ”

Even as I said it, logic whispered in the back of my head:  hiring an alcoholic wasn't the smartest idea. Despite that I continued. “I won't make any promises other than we'll look out for him as best as we can.” 

Joseph's eyes completely left his brother and met mine. His mouth moved up and down a few times before sound came out. “You don't know me...or my brother for that matter.” 

I shrugged. “So? I'm blessed to have very few but incredibly loving people in my life. We have more than enough to share with anyone who is in need. I know that might sound corny but—”

“No, not corny at all.” He cleared his throat. “What would you want in return?”

I made an effort not to roll my eyes. “Nothing. Do all rich people think other people are only kind when they want something? If Doug agrees, just come by and check on him. That's all I would want.” 

Joseph scratched at his neck. Red welts, like hives, dotted the back of his hand. They looked itchy and uncomfortable. I broke out just like than whenever I used perfumed soap. 

He reached for the card I still had outstretched. “Pardon me if I was rude,” he said, “Yes, thank you. If Doug accepts, I'd be happy to visit to see how he’s doing.”

I watched him tuck the card away inside his coat and turn back to the platform. Santa was finishing up with the children brought by the social agencies. A line of costumed reindeer streamed out of the gingerbread house. They made their way through the crowd handing out candy cane sugar cookies. One elf took up a position next to the sleigh with a glass of milk and a plate especially for Santa. 

Abruptly Joseph snapped, “Excuse me.”

“Of course,” I said, but he was already weaving his way toward the platform.

Santa held his arms out. “Ho! Ho! Ho! Who else would like a toy from Santa?”

The children who'd been waiting not so patiently up to this point went ballistic. You'd think every Disney princess, Batman and Superman rolled into one was about to make an appearance. 

Santa's Magic Land was located next to the gates for the park. From where I stood I could easily see traffic passing by on Centre Street. It was from that direction I heard the tingling of a bell. 

Oh no, I thought. Please don't let it be. 

Santa was on stage whipping the people up into a frenzy. He grabbed a handful of candy canes from a passing elf and threw them into crowd. The kids dove for them like tiny birds of prey.

Doug stood and waved his hands in the air. “I say, here comes; you say Santa Claus! Ready? Here comes—”

“Santa Claus!”

“Here comes—“

“Santa Claus!” 

Wow. Even the parents were eating this up. The noise was so loud that passersby outside the park poked their heads in to see what the ruckus was all about.

Doug held aloft a present wrapped in Buzz Lightyear paper. “I have something for a boy who's been good this year. Let me see if I can spot him!” He put a hand over his eyebrows and pretended to search the crowd. “I see lots of good boys here. You know what? You get a toy! You get a toy! Every boy gets a toy!”

Again the crowd erupted. Yet just underneath it all, I could hear a ding, ding, ding. I looked at my watch. The giveaway was supposed to last forty minutes tops. It depended on how many kids were in the crowd. It was just creeping past eight thirty. 

“Ho, Ho, Ho! Girls, Santa hasn't forgotten about you. If you've been good this year raise your hand!”

The girls in the crowd jumped up and down. Ponytails went akimbo and hair clips went a-skittering. 

“Oh yeah? All of you have been good? Every girl gets a toooooy! Everyone line up, boys on one side, girls on the other.”

Was that another bell I heard? A second one? Oh fudge. Doug was busy directing the children into the line. He reached over and took a cookie from the elf’s plate and the glass of milk. 

Parents and children alike jostled into place in the queue. There was a bit of a commotion, and I saw Joseph hustling people aside making his way to the stage. 

Doug polished off the cookie in two bites and ate half of another. He guzzled half the milk and put it aside. Two elves took up positions next to Santa. One handed him yellow bow wrapped gifts for the girls; the other passed green bow wrapped toys for the boys. 

Persimmons patrolled the edges of the crowd. His eyes never strayed far from Doug. But every once in a while he barked an order to an elf or reindeer to get more snacks or help keep the line in order.

Doug took turns handing out gifts to the boys and then the girls. The elves did a good job keeping everyone moving. 

Nat King Cole’s version of ‘Here Comes Santa Claus’ blasted over the loudspeakers. The music was so loud; it set my fillings to vibrating. Despite a possible trip to the dentist, I breathed a sigh of relief. The tune blocked out the bell ringing from outside the park. Just a little bit longer and Doug was going to pull this off without a hitch.

Joseph Troperman had almost made it to the stage at this point. He waded through the boys’ line. What was that about? Doug was doing fine.

Santa Doug handed a present to a little girl in a pink coat. She kissed him on the cheek. He patted her head and she strolled off as happy as a Disney princess. But as she did, Doug hacked into the back of his hand. He paused and reached into his fur-lined coat. 

Oh no. Please don't let him go for the flask. 

Hand halfway into his coat, Doug paused, then reached for the glass of milk instead. 

The rendition of ‘Here Comes Santa Claus’ cut off in the middle of the chorus. Without it, a sudden silence settled over Magic Land like a pall. It was just quiet enough for a tiny ting-aling to be heard.

At first, nothing happened. Santa went back to gift giving. Then behind me, I heard something that was out of place. 

Clang. Clang. Clang.

It was the sound of metal striking metal. Where was that coming from? I turned to see Persimmons standing in the middle of the lane that cut through Magic Land. He was next one to one of the directional signposts. In one hand he held a walkie-talkie, and in the other was his walking stick. As I watched, he rapped the silver head of his cane against the steel of the pole.

Clang. Clang. Clang.

What was he doing? Then I looked over his shoulder. It was a clear view of the sidewalk outside the park. And there, set up right next to the black iron gates, was another St. Nicholas ringing a bell.

Oh no. 

I was almost afraid to look back at the stage. But I did. It was too late. Doug stood erect like a dog catching a scent. 

Oh no. 

A coughing fit came over Doug. He doubled over on stage. Joseph had finally made it to the platform and went to his brother's side. 

The gentle sound of bells trickled into the park. Then low but still audible, I heard the worst thing ever. 

“Ho, Ho, Ho.”

Doug straightened up like a shot. His face went as crimson as his coat. “You! You charlatan! Get out of here!”

His brother put the pieces together quickly. Joseph pulled Doug toward the gingerbread house. 

But Santa Doug was resistant. He stabbed an angry fist at the air. “No, this is mine. Phony! Fake! Charlatan!”

Parents at the front of the line wrapped protective arms across their children. The ones closest to the stage backtracked a few steps.

Doug ran to the edge of the stage screaming. “Poser! Vacate! Leave now!”

The St. Nick outside the park was oblivious. The little bell continued to ring-a-ling.

On stage, Joseph darn near tackled his brother. He had wrestled him half way off the platform when Doug fell to his knees in another coughing fit. 

I glanced behind me. Persimmons hadn't moved an inch. But he had stopped banging the stupid cane against the pole. The smug grin on his face said the damage was done. He watched Doug and Joseph fuss on stage. They almost looked like they were wrestling over something.

Persimmons’ eyes met mine. He flashed a full out smile then and tipped an imaginary top hat. 

Movement behind him caught my attention. Three more men, dressed up as Santa Claus, crossed the threshold of the park. 

What was going on? A Kris Kringle convention? 

The sight of them finally got me into action. It was time for Doug to retire for the evening. I had to get to that stage quickly.

“Excuse me. Excuse me.” I said, trying to squeeze past the throng of parents and kids mesmerized by the scene happening on stage.

Too late. My attempt to help was too little, too late. Santa Doug was bent over, wheezing. I could hear him from where I was. Joseph was half supporting, half leading him off the platform. Doug stood up, seemingly to try to get a full breath. That's when he saw the three new Santas.

Doug’s face, already red, darkened to scarlet. He whipped off the white beard, and the audience took a collective gasp. 

“You monsters! My park! My park!” Doug broke free of his brother and ran across the stage like a rampaging bull. An elf went sprawling. She tripped over Santa's magic sack. The bag fell open and presents spilled off the stage like a waterfall.

It only took one little boy to scream, “Presents!” and the crowd was in motion like ants swarming a hill. People rushed the stage. Kids dove for the ground like miniature land sharks. Parents, at least the ones who weren't grabbing for gifts themselves, screeched to get their kids back under control or pushed to get their families out of the way. 

It was chaos–a complete Claus catastrophe of cataclysmic proportions. 

Kids, who’d been otherwise preoccupied in the ball pit or bouncy houses, were drawn to the anarchy. They rushed in from all corners of Magic Land. Bits of torn wrapping paper fluttered in the air like confetti. An unfortunately slow moving dude-elf with a plate of sugar cookies was swarmed by a mob of four-foot tall assailants. The poor elf went down bravely, the Troperman blue cookie plate held high like a final offering before he disappeared from sight.

None of it fazed Doug. He only had eyes for the deviant Santas. He leapt off the platform like a gazelle managing to dodge the gaggle of kiddies scooping up freebies. 

When he darted past, I clutched at his coat my fingers digging into the velour. “Doug! No! Stop this now!”

Doug slowed but didn't stop. He was wheezing, but I still got a full blast of his breath. He smelled like mouthwash, milk, and something else I couldn't quite put my finger on.

He looked right at me and said, “I have to, Ali.” Then he shoved my hands away and was off. 

I followed dodging screaming kids and upset parents till I was clear of the fracas. Doug had a belly that jiggled like Jello, but boy could he move. He easily pulled ahead of me by several feet in a few seconds. Santa Doug ran full tilt up Magic Land's central lane. His words drifted back to me but were loud and clear.

“Get out! My park! My park!”

Joseph sprinted past. For a man in dress shoes, he could move, too. But something tripped him up, and he went sprawling onto the artificial grass. 

Doug didn't bother to run through the opening in the picket fence. Instead he ran full steam ahead and vaulted himself over the four-foot-high barrier. His pants snagged, and he flipped head over heels to the ground.  

The tumble didn’t stop Doug, nor did torn pants. He hauled at the caught-up cloth, but when it wouldn’t yield, he tugged at his belt.

I had a brief glimpse at what was coming and shrieked, “Doug, don’t!” 

But before I could take two more steps, Doug ripped the pants off. He bolted from the ground and took off at top speed sporting the red, fur-lined coat and… floral Bermuda shorts. “You! Out! Out of my park!”

Thank the heavens. He’d kept the shorts on. I breathed a brief sigh of relief even as I dodged around parents and children. Doug’s strip-down could’ve been worse. A lot worse. 

The three new Claus imitators had paused near the park's entrance with other spectators to watch the spectacle happening in Magic Land. But when it was clear that Santa unhinged was aiming for them, they fled. 

“You! My park! My park!”

I too was running at this point. “Doug! Stop!” I grabbed an elf with a walkie-talkie. “Call security. Get them to the park's side entrance.” I didn't wait to hear the guy's response. 

Joseph sprinted past me. He made it through the gates of Santa's Magic Land seconds before I did. However, all of the noise had attracted looky-loos. After a few feet, I was blocked in and couldn't get past. I did my best to elbow my way through the crowd but it was very, slow going. 

When I reached the side entrance to the park, the Great Santa Claus Royal Rumble was on. 

By the time security intervened, the cops had arrived, and the Santas were separated—

Doug Troperman had taken his last sleigh ride into the afterlife.
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An hour later, I stood outside the gates of the park. The crowd had been cleared, the side entrance shut, and Doug's still form had been loaded into an ambulance. The scene had been contained and cordoned off really fast once the police arrived. I guess it would've made really bad press to have a body laying away steps from City Hall. 

Now I stood with a host of other people waiting to give an account of what had happened to the police. We were about twenty feet away from where the body had been found. Yellow and black police taped blocked off the area. Fragments left over from the fight littered the ground; scraps of red velour, bits of ivory imitation fur, loose change, a baseball cap, and a lone sneaker. A Santa's collection pot tripod lay in a mangled, crumbled heap.   

More and more police officers in NYPD's dark blue kept materializing. Some were directing foot traffic away from the park. Others were milling about, as if waiting for orders. Several spoke to spoke to individuals waiting to give a statement about what happened. 

With the exodus of people, it was going from chilly to downright frigid. I stamped my feet to get the circulation going. My toes were like petite, hard sausages inside my sneakers. Something crunched underfoot. I looked down to see a hard plastic orange-yellow, rectangular, box-like thing. It had cracked when I’d stepped on it. Even after nudging it with the toe of my sneaker, the thing didn’t look remotely familiar. Maybe it was part of some kids' toy. 

“I hope they let us go soon.” This came from a man standing next to me. A large brown shopping bag rested between his feet.

I kicked the bit of plastic aside. “Were you inside the park or out when the fight happened?”

He turned blue eyes to me. “Outside. The Santa in the shorts ran right past me and tackled those other ones. Then it was like a scene from an old Flintstones cartoon, nothing but arms and elbows coming out of a huge kicked-up ball of dust. At first, it was just the Santas but then the guys who tried to break it up got pulled into the fight, too.”

“Who tried to break it up?”

“One of the security guys, and that man over there in the coat.” He pointed toward a cop car where Joseph Troperman spoke with a uniformed police officer. 

I'd wondered what happened to Joseph. His face was red across the cheek, as if a fist had found its mark. The collar of his shirt was torn and dangled at a weird angle. Despite his coat hanging open, he'd donned light brown gloves as if only his fingers were cold.

So, Joseph had jumped in once again to save his brother. I watched him. He was one of those people who spoke with his hands. He gestured toward Magic Land, just on the other side of the gate. I guessed he was giving his version of what happened. 

“Oh, and that guy up there in the front with the cane,” the guy next to me said, “he jumped in at one point, too.”

“The guy with the cane jumped in to help?” I pointed at Persimmons. He along with one of the bazaar's security guards spoke to another officer. 

“He was in the middle of the fight at some point. I don't know if he was helping or not.”   

That was interesting. Why would Persimmons be anywhere near the fight? It's not as if he was coming to assist his employee. And there was no way that finicky man would've risked soiling his clothing unless he had good reason.

Did he have a good reason? 

I didn't know. 

Ali, don't find trouble where there isn't any, I said to myself. 

Yet despite my scolding, my brain started to look for evidence that things weren't as they seemed. Doug, due to his own deluded behavior, started a fight and suffered a fatal blow. That made sense. Right? 

But I didn't know the facts. Not all of them.

I felt a familiar itch, the one I get when I need to snoop—er, I mean, when I feel compelled to discover the truth.

But no, no. I should stay out of this. Doug was a nice guy, but he had problems. Problems that had nothing to do with me. I should mind my business. 

Even as my head was saying nay, my feet were moving toward one of the ambulance technicians.

Her arms were folded as she leaned against the door of the ambulance. I could hear the squawk of a radio through the open window of the cab.

“Hi,” I said, “you waiting for the cops to get themselves together, too?” 

The EMT had coffee-colored skin that looked pretty even in the dim glow of the streetlights. “You have no idea. My shift ended a half-hour ago.”

I nodded. “I'm waiting to give my statement, but I have to close up my shop.” I gestured over to the HoneyBun, which was a half-block away. When I’d realized I wouldn’t be back anytime soon, I had called Al and given him a quick rundown. Fortunately, Oscar, was able to stay late to help with the evening’s cleanup. 

“Oh, that's your spot? I love those morning cinna-mini rolls so much I gave up on my diet.”

I laughed. “You don't need to be on a diet. Men like hips.” I slapped my own. “Size twelve and rocking it.”

This time she laughed. “Well, size twelve, if you had the mother I did, you'd always be on a diet, too.”

“You know you have to love yourself first. Forget what anyone else says.”

She paused and looked at me. “Easier said than done.”

“So say it and be done, and then come get some sweets at the HoneyBun,” I said, realizing I’d unintentionally put together a little rhyme. “Cranberry crumbles and peppermint scones are on the menu this week. You should come by. I'll hook you up with a dozen of the cinna-mini rolls. But listen, the guy who died tonight, he was friend of mine. A new one.” I paused waiting to see what she would do. When her face didn't change I continued. “Could you tell me how he died?”

“I can't release any information,” she said without any hesitation. “The cops told us to keep things on the hush with this one. But I did hear someone posted a video already. Maybe there’s something on there that could answer your question.” She tapped her lips three times. 

Hmm. I pulled out my phone. “Thanks, anyway. Next time you come by, ask for Ali, and I'll give you the hook up.”

Her partner, a dude with a crew cut, walked up just then. “Oh, what are we getting?”

“I'm getting cinnamon rolls. You're getting mind your own business, nosey.”

I walked off half-listening to their banter. I strolled back to the general area where other eyewitnesses were waiting to give statements. 

I really hated how people were always on their phones. But jeez, the stupid things came in handy. I opened a browser. It took all of five seconds to find the video on YouTube. All I had to do was punch in the keywords ‘Santa, fight, NYC,’ and just like that eight results popped up. 

Turned out, I wasn't searching for one video but two. The first one captured Doug ranting onstage and his Olympic-like sprint out of the park. Then it filled in what I hadn't been able to see myself. The second he cleared the black iron park gates, Doug executed a spectacular flying tackle. He didn't topple all three of the interloping Santas, but he did manage to snag the leg of one. 

My new friend was the first to get to his feet. He nabbed the coat collar of the other smaller Claus, and tossed him like a bale of hay. The smaller Santa landed dead smack on top of another St. Nick who'd been foolish enough to solicit donations outside of the park. That St. Nick had been the one I heard ringing the bell just before Doug's breakdown.

The three of them crashed into the tripod that was holding a red collection pot. Once on the ground, the brawl became less of a contest between dueling combatants and more of a rolling, shoving, cussing match with an occasional punch. The video cut off just as Joseph ran into the view-frame. 

The second video showcased the cops and park security breaking up the fight. Doug never made it off the ground. Once untangled from the other Clauses, he crawled over and propped himself up against the gate. When a cop approached him asking if he needed medical attention, Doug was unresponsive.    

A wide shot spanned the entire scene. It was still pandemonium as the police worked to keep spectators at bay and figure out what had happened. As an officer put one of the other Santas in a squad car, something glinted on the concrete not far from Doug. The video was shaky, as if the videographer was being jostled. I paused the vid and enlarged the shot. The thing resting there, near his body, was metal, like silver. The more I stared, more details came into focus. There, the curve of a beak. And there, the arc of a wing. It was a silver handle shaped like a bird. No, not just a bird, a hawk. A cane. It was Persimmons' cane.

Once the fight was over, the rest of the video didn't show much, or so I thought. I watched as the amateur cameraperson focused on the cops talking to the other Santas. Once it was clear no police brutality was afoot, the person filming the video did a brief scan of the crowd. I didn't see Joseph or Persimmons. I was already thinking the EMT led me astray, but then in the last five seconds, the video zoomed in on one person. 

Suddenly Doug's face filled my phone's screen. Thankfully, he was still breathing, but it was slow and shallow. A horrible gash dented his temple. Doug's entire face was puffy. And his lips were tinged blue. The shot pulled slowly back until it showed his full body lying against the gate. 

Blue. Blue? 

That's what the EMT had been hinting at. Toes and fingers were known to turn that color from a lack of oxygen. Doug had died from asphyxiation before the ambulance could arrive. But did it happen because of something that happened during the fight?

I wasn't sure. 

And why was Persimmons’ cane next to Doug's body? It was time to find out. I scanned the area around me. The bazaar's manager wasn't hard to spot. He was still ranting to a police officer, who took notes on a pad. 

As I crossed over to them, Persimmons' voice reached a crescendo. “I have spent enough time on this nonsense. He ruined my bazaar and I'll be lucky if I have a job tomorrow morning. Now unless you need a pint of blood, I implore you to stop leeching my precious time so I may return to my duties.” He tapped the metal cane-tip against the concrete for emphasis. 

The walkie-talkie radio clipped to Persimmons’ belt erupted with a loud burst of static. The bazaar manager twisted a knob on the top of the device and the noise silenced. “See, that was likely someone who needs to consult with me .” 

I recognized the cop. It was Officer Wierzbowski. He'd been the first one to question me when an upcoming reality star had died after eating my mini-cakes a few months back. 

“Hello, Officer Wierzbowski,” I said.

Wierzbowski slowly rolled his eyes in my direction. I got the sense he didn't like being interrupted. The cop gave me a quick scan, and seemed about to dismiss me, when a glimmer of recognition crossed his face. “I do know you. The Chak-something case over in the Chambers building.”

“Chakiris,” I finished for him. 

He looked as if he'd lost weight, but his gray eyes were still cold. “Yeah, you were cleared. Goodie for you. Now, you come over just to say hello? What do you want?”

“It sounded like you were finishing up taking Mr. Persimmons’ statement.”

“What business is that of yours?”

Good question. I blabbed the first thing that came to mind. “Did he say he was involved in the fight?”

Persimmons, who'd been staring daggers at me, snorted. “I certainly was not one of the ruffians involved. My role was strictly limited to spectating. And like I was saying, officer, I was saddened Doug couldn't control his actions.”

He was saddened? That was a huge lie. Yeah, something was going on here. “I see you have your cane, Mr. Persimmons. When did you get it back?”

The show manager peered down his nose at me. “What are you speaking of, young lady? This cane is an antique, it rarely leaves my hand.”

“On the video I just watched, it was laying near the body. Why did you move it from a crime scene?”

Wierzbowski, whose scowl indicated he was about to yell for me to get lost, paused. 

The cop said, “Oh, really? Is that right, er,” he glanced at his pad, “Mr. Persimmons?”

Persimmons sputtered. “I-I-I may have strayed too close to the violent kerfuffle and my walking stick was knocked into the fray. I assure you, sir, I do not engage in fisticuffs.”

I whipped out my phone and showed Wierzbowski the close-up frame from the video. “That gash is pretty deep. Think he was bashed over the head with something?” I asked. 

“No one asked for your elucidation, woman. Go about your business elsewhere,” Persimmons sneered.

My questions were getting him flustered. Good. If he was involved with Doug's death, he deserved to stew in his persnickety juices.

I rewound the video and paused at the spot when the cane was clearly next to the body. “I'll leave, but Officer Wierzbowski, this video is on YouTube. How much trouble do you think you'd be in if you let him walk off with the potential murder weapon?”

That sent Persimmons over the deep end. “What? I will not stand here and be accused of wrongdoing. If it so happens my cane was used in an illicit manner, it had nothing to do with me!”

He started to move off, but Wierzbowski stopped him with a raised hand. “Whoa there, partner. No one is accusin' you of nothin. But let's cover all the bases here and get this cane of yours checked out. Ok?” He winked. “Just to rule you out, of course.”

 Wierzbowski pulled latex gloves out of a pouch on his belt. He put them on and reached for the cane. The show manager's nostrils flared, but he allowed the cop to take it. 

“That is very valuable, I insist you be careful with it.”

The cop pinched the cane's shaft between a forefinger and thumb. “Don't you worry. The NYPD is always real careful with evidence.”

“Evidence?” Persimmons watched the cop handle his property with eyes narrowed to slits. “Here, I have someone that can vouch for my whereabouts. Mr. Troperman, could you come here please?”

I turned to see Joseph Troperman near the yellow and black taped-off perimeter. He continued to stare at the space where his brother had lain a short while ago. Persimmons had to call him three more times before Joseph reacted. 

“Yes?” Troperman said in a soft tone as he walked over. His eyes were red. Lines I didn't recall seeing earlier were etched around his mouth. 

As he approached, Wierzbowski waved over a man wearing a white uniform dress-shirt under a pea jacket. “Sergeant Jones, a word please.” 

The man approached. He was about fifty-five, stocky, with graying hair around the edges. “What's up?”

Wierzbowski nodded at the cane. “This is evidence that has to be tagged. But Mr. Persimmons here was about to explain something and wanted this gentleman to vouch for him. I just thought you should be here for the conversation.”

Persimmons blanched, but Troperman just looked sad. The sergeant eyeballed me, but before he could say anything, Wierzbowski spoke up.

“This is Ali Daniels. She brought some information to me—”

Sergeant Jones cut him off. “That name is familiar. Who are you?” 

I pointed in the direction of the shop. “I own HoneyBun Sweets and Sandwiches. I'm a baker.” 

He wasn't impressed. “No, that's not it. Wait...didn't you help with the investigation when that lady kicked the bucket over in the Chambers building?”

“Yeah, that was me,” I answered a little subdued. 

He extended his hand, which I shook. “Oh, ho, ho. Good work. I read all about that one in the papers. You've got a lot of nerve playing detective, but your snooping helped to solve the case faster. Made the department look good. Now, what's going on here?”

Persimmons piped up. “I need to get back to my responsibilities at the bazaar, and I was telling Officer,” he squinted to read the badge label, “Wierzbowski here that I wasn't involved in the fighting. I was only a spectator, and Mr. Troperman, the sponsor of the bazaar that's practically in the mayor’s backyard and who also happens to be the deceased's brother, can vouch for me.” 

That was a mouthful. The show manager nodded at Troperman as if the other man was going to be his savior. I didn't know when they got so chummy. But Joseph Troperman's head bobbed up and down slowly. 

“Yes, I mean, no. Mr. Persimmons wasn't fighting. If anything, he was trying to calm Doug down.”

Wierzbowski said, “How?”

Troperman shrugged. “Mostly yelling from the sidelines. I was the one who tried to wrestle Doug away.” He pulled in a ragged breath. “But as you know, I wasn't able to help him. Not really.”

Wierzbowski held the cane aloft to catch light from an overhead streetlamp. He angled it toward Sergeant Jones, and they exchanged a look. The officer quickly recapped the conversation for the sergeant about the walking stick and the video. When he finished, Jones called over someone wearing a vest stenciled with NYC Police Crime Scene Unit. He instructed the woman to bag and tag the cane.

When the woman hurried off with the walking stick, the sergeant said, “So, Mr. Persimmons, we will return your property as soon as humanly possible. Now, Mr. Troperman, did you see someone strike your brother in a way to cause his head injury?” 

“I really don't know. I jumped in but was thrown out of the fight almost as quickly.”

I said, “If you were busy at Doug's side trying to rescue him, how could you know where Persimmons was?”

Jones quipped, “That's enough, Ms. Daniels. Now, Troperman...hold on. Are you related to Troperman Foods?”

“Yes, that's my company.”

“My cousin got food poisoning from some egg salad he bought at the deli in one of your stores.” 

“I'm sorry to hear that.” Joseph raised his head but didn't meet the cop's eye.

The sergeant laughed it off. “No worries. Hey, once bitten, twice shy. Nobody in my entire family buys at Troperman's deli anymore. Are you his boss?” He pointed at Persimmons.

“No, my company just sponsors the bazaar. His employer is a company who puts the entire event together.”

“Um-hmm. I see your name plastered all over the park,” Sergeant Jones said. “That at least means you have pull if you aren't his boss. Anyway, how can you vouch for this guy if you were so busy trying to help your brother?”

“I assure you. When the fighting was happening, Persimmons wasn't in the brawl, but I could hear him yelling. When I was thrown, he helped me up. By that time, security and the police were breaking up the fight. We stood together and watched until I was able to go to my brother's side.” Joseph scratched at his wrist. 

Not dissuaded from the sergeant’s little rebuke, I spoke. “So Mr. Persimmons, why did you draw Doug's attention to the Santas that had just walked into the park? Were you trying to set him off?”

“I have no idea what you're speaking of.” Persimmons rested a hand across his heart as if he were too delicate to be offended. 

“You radioed someone to shut off the music in Magic Land. I remember because it cut off in the middle of a song. Then just a few minutes later you still had the walkie-talkie in your hand when I saw you knock that silver tip of your cane against a lamp post when Doug was on stage. You wanted to draw his attention. You knew he would go ballistic when he saw those other Santas on his turf.”

Joseph started as if he'd been stung by a wasp. “Really? You did that?”

“No, of course not,” Persimmons retorted.

“Wait a sec,” Wierzbowski flipped his pages of notepad back. “I took the statement from one of the Santas in the fight. He said that the show manager, Persimmons, had hired him and his friends. Told them to come to the park around eight-thirty to help out with handing out food samples.”

Sergeant Jones cleared his throat, “So let me get this clear. You hired the other rent-a-Santas, knowing it would cause a problem with the brother of the bazaar's sponsor. Did you and him have a problem? The deceased, I mean.”

Persimmons opened his mouth, but Joseph cut him off. “Yes, I caught Persimmons berating Doug this very evening. I had to come to my brother's defense once again. Now that I think about it, I believe he wanted my brother gone but knew it would be hard to get a Troperman fired. Unless Doug did something really awful.”

I chimed in. “I would say going berserk, stripping out of his Santa suit, and running like a maniac in front of a boatload of school-age kids and their parents would qualify as something awful.”

Persimmons took a step back. The sergeant wrapped a hand around the manager's upper arm. “Let's stay in place there, chief.” 

Joseph glared at the manager. His gloved hands balled up into fists.

Beads of sweat dotted Persimmons’ brow. “Aren't you going to do something, Joseph? You know how incredibly valuable I am.”

“I only know that if what Ali says is true, everything that happened tonight is your fault.” 

“Not everything is my fault,” Persimmons said from between clenched teeth. “You people with all your money think you can come and do anything you want. While hard-working people like me, the backbone of the America economy, do your bidding. You feed on us like leeches!” He lunged for Troperman, but Sergeant Jones held him fast.

Wierzbowski stepped behind Persimmons and looped plastic cuffs around the bazaar manager's wrists, “Ok, buddy, you earned yourself a time out. That cane of yours had what looked like specks of blood on it. We can have a chat 'bout that, too.”

Joseph's lips lifted in a sneer. Even though the other man was taller, Troperman managed to look down at him. Then his mouth relaxed, and his face softened. He rubbed his temple. Funny, it was almost the same spot where his brother had been dealt a hardy blow. “I'm tired, and heartbroken. I don't know what I'm saying. Officers, it's unlikely Persimmons here did anything intentionally. I don't want to face it, but my brother had a plethora of health issues. Any one of them could have been exacerbated from the fight and caused his death.”

Sergeant Jones said, “The coroner will tell us that for sure. For now, we're gonna continue to take this guy here,” he cocked a thumbed at Persimmons, “in for some more chat time.”

Persimmons rounded on me. “You meddler. You need to mind your own business.”

I didn't flinch. “You shouldn't have killed Doug.” 

“C'mon you,” Wierzbowski said and marched Persimmons to a squad car.

The three of us watched him walk away. Then I peered at Troperman. He'd appeared genuinely enraged at the thought of Persimmons instigating Doug's break from reality. But then he flip-flopped. Why? Was grief affecting his judgment?

Joseph caught me staring. Something flickered in his eyes, and I couldn't read it exactly. Then he smiled. “Sergeant Jones, Ali here has been a godsend. She didn't know my brother long, but I think she would've been the type of friend he needed.” He patted my shoulder, and I got the faintest whiff of something woodsy. 

I said, “Thank you. I'm very sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you,” Troperman answered. “I just want to get this night over with. Sergeant Jones, back to Persimmons. He's eccentric, but I don't think he's lethal.”

Jones shook his head. “You never know, sir.” Officer Wierzbowski came over to join us again.

“But I know my brother was a handful. He could test the most patient of people. Maybe that's what happened here. Listen, I'll give you my card. I'd appreciate it if you could keep me posted or if I can do anything to help.” Joseph reached into an inner coat pocket. 

I glanced over at the HoneyBun. It was closing in on ten pm. The lights were still on, which meant Al was still there. I cringed at the thought of the cleanup that was ahead of me. Then I glanced at the police ‘crime scene - do not cross’ tape and felt guilty. I was going home later to sleep in my warm bed. I was fortunate. Some others, like Doug, weren't. 

Joseph started to hand his card to Sergeant Jones then stopped. “Hold on, this is just the office number. I'll give you my cell.” He pulled out a pen and removed a glove to more easily write on the business card. Red welts spotted his hand and wrists. Earlier, I had noticed them after offering to help Doug.

I watched the exchange as Joseph handed the card to the cop. The sergeant went on to give details about what would happen when Persimmons was taken to the precinct. As Troperman listened, he opened his coat to drop the pen into an inner pocket. That was when I saw it.

I pointed, “What's that?”

The look Joseph gave me was not friendly. He knew exactly what I was referring to but said, “What's what?”

My heart started to knock. I wasn't sure why, but I guessed part of my brain was putting the pieces together. “That thing in your inner coat pocket.”

His gaze flicked from me to the cops and back again. “Nothing, just medication. It's not a weapon or anything.” He laughed awkwardly. 

The cops, however, weren't amused. In fact they tensed. Joseph saw their expressions, too, and slowly opened his coat. “See, it's just my EpiPen. I carry it in case of emergencies.” 

He turned to show the cops a vial that jutted above his coat's pocket. When the officers visually relaxed, Joseph pulled it out. I had never seen anything like it. Inside the vial was something that looked like a pen but wider. The top of it had an orange-yellow cap. 

Wierzbowski said, “Yeah, I've heard of those. It's medication to stop bad allergy attacks.”

Joseph nodded though his hand trembled, “Unfortunately, I do suffer from several allergens and need to always be prepared. Now, if that satisfies Ms. Daniels’ curiosity...” He moved to put it away. 

I nodded. “Yes, sorry about that. It does. But aren't you having an allergic reaction right now? Aren't those hives on your hand? You've been scratching at them all night. Can't you use that pen for that?”

He looked at his hands as if they'd just sprouted out from his arms. “Oh, this. This is nothing. Must be a reaction to the hand soap in the men's bathroom. Happens all the time. The pen is for life or death situations.”

I said, “That cap on the pen. I stepped on one just like it earlier. I couldn't tell what it had broken off of.” 

Joseph secreted the EpiPen away. “They are fairly common. Anyone could've dropped it. Or maybe what you saw was part of a toy, you know from one of the booths in the bazaar.”

Yeah, maybe, but I didn't think so. That weird orangey color wasn't common. I scanned the ground hoping I'd luck into seeing the cap I'd stepped on earlier. I didn't of course. With the number of people around it had probably been kicked to Brooklyn by now.

Instead I noticed a scrap of torn white imitation fur. It was good quality, and I guessed it came from Doug's coat. It certainly didn't come from his pants. Those were probably still hanging from the picket fence around Magic Land. Something had bugged me when Doug spoke to me briefly during his mad dash. There was a weird scent to him, something that was woody and sweet. Sweet like caramel.

It hadn't come to me before, but I knew that scent. I used it at home occasionally but avoided it in recipes I created for the shop. In fact, other than honey, we tried to stay away from foods that could cause fatal allergy attacks. Despite that, I made it my business to know what signs to look for just in case a customer did have symptoms. 

The conversation had gone on without me. Troperman was saying something about paying for any damages or even for hospital bills for the people Doug attacked. 

Boldly, I interrupted. “Are you allergic to sesame, Joseph?”

All three men pivoted to face me. Joseph started as if he'd been bitten again. The cops rolled their eyes.

“I know, I know, Sergeant Jones, Officer Wierzbowski. But just bear with me for thirty seconds. Thirty.” They both rolled their eyes again, so I took that for a yes.

Doug's brother hadn't answered. 

I said, “Nevermind, I'm sure the police can find out if you need that pen in case you have a reaction to sesame or sesame oil. It's a common allergy, you know. Did your twin brother have the same allergy, Joseph?”

“I'm not answering the questions of some baker,” he scoffed. “Officers, you have my statement. If you don't need me any longer, I'm going home.”

Sergeant Jones shrugged, noncommittal. “Wierzbowski, you have any follow up questions for Mr. Troperman?”

“Let me check.” Wierzbowski open his notepad, flipped to the first page, and began to read. “Nothing on this page. Let me check the next one.”

I took advantage of the cop's stall tactic. “Joseph, did you poison your brother?”

“No, of course not! Who are you to question me?”

I shrugged. “I'm a baker, like you said. I'm guessing you needed to take your brother out for some reason. I Googled you earlier and learned that despite Douglas Troperman being forced out of the company, he's still a majority shareholder. Upon his death, you'd likely inherit his shares. Was Doug blocking you from doing something with Troperman Foods? If so, what better way to get rid of him than to make it look like he suffered from a lethal allergic reaction? And what better place to do it than in a place that’s swimming with free food and snacks? Anything could be in any sample, right? Like candy cane shaped sugar cookies for instance?”

Joseph's face colored to a bright scarlet that matched the wheals on his hands. Wierzbowski had conveniently positioned himself slightly behind Troperman — blocking off an impromptu exit.

I went on. “And Doug of course, wouldn't carry around the medication if he did have a reaction. He was too irresponsible. I'm guessing the inevitable wasn't going to happen soon enough for you. So you helped him along and spiked his food with sesame oil but spilled some on your hands and shirt cuffs by accident. That's why your hands are covered with hives. You’ve been hiding the evidence inside your gloves ever since the cops showed up. But since you didn't digest it, like Doug did, you didn't have the same reaction.”

Jones took a step closer to Troperman. “Any of this ring true?” 

Doug's brother lost some of his bluster. Defiant, he bit his lower lip and shook his head no.

I continued. “At some point tonight, you changed your mind and wanted to back out. But it was too late. Doug had already eaten the tampered food. If he'd been sober, maybe he would've smelled the sesame. Yet you knew Doug would never notice if he'd been drinking.

I had wondered why you tried so hard to get on that stage, way before Doug went bonkers over the Santas. You needed to get to him before it was too late to inject the medication in the EpiPen. Isn’t that right? Doug didn't give you a chance though. Even though he was already wheezing, he ran, started the fight, and by the time you reached him, it was too late. The anaphylaxis was too far gone by then. That's why his lips were blue; he couldn't get in enough oxygen.”

Wierzbowski had stopped flipping pages and rested a hand on Troperman's shoulder. 

I suspected my thirty seconds were up. “The only question left, Joseph, is...why?”

He didn't answer me, but Joseph Troperman's eyes glistened with unshed tears. 

The sergeant asked, “And that Persimmons guy, how did he figure into this?”

Joseph said, “During the fight, after I'd been thrown, I got back up in time to see Persimmons knock Doug to the ground with his cane. When I saw Doug was gone, I accused him of killing my brother. Said I was going to the police. He accused me in return, said he saw me doing something I shouldn't have. He threatened to expose me if I didn't agree to pay him off and protect his job,” Joseph finished, his eyes cast at the concrete. Then he shook himself and straightened his back. Resolve was restored. “I want to see my lawyer.”

“We haven't mentioned if we wanted to take you in,” Wierzbowski said. 

Joseph scoffed. “Enough games for one night, gentlemen. Tell me I can go home or tell me which patrol car to get into.”

Sergeant Jones nodded. Wierzbowski lead Joseph Troperman toward an empty police car. 

I watched them go. To my surprise, Sergeant Jones was staring at me.

“What?”

He said, “You may have solved another case. Wanna become a cop?”

I laughed despite being mentally exhausted. “No. I like being my own boss. You wanna become a baker?”

“If it'll help me close cases like that, heck yeah. Sign me up.”

“But it's not closed, is it? Joseph didn't admit to anything. Not really.”

“This is when police work comes in,” Jones said. “Detectives will be assigned, they'll figure out method and motive. But I think you filled in most of the blanks. And I can guess motive right now.”

I just raised my eyebrows to ask the question, what was his motive?

The sergeant sighed. “It's always the same with these one percenters. Greed. I'd bet you Doug Troperman was in the way of something Joseph Troperman wanted—and wanted bad.”

Jones said his goodbyes but not before ordering me to hang around so Wierzbowski could get my contact info. The detectives responsible for doing the full investigation would want to be in touch with me.

I folded my arms around myself and stood alone in the cold night air. Above me, the sky was cloudless. A few stars, brilliant enough to be seen despite Manhattan's monstrous light pollution, peeked out of the infinite darkness. I thought them a fitting send off for a man who loved playing Santa Claus.

 

 

 

HoneyBun

 

 

A little while later, I approached the rear door of the HoneyBun. To my surprise, I heard the muffled thump of music. Thankfully it wasn't 'Santa Claus Is Coming to Town.' I might've run away if it had been that particular diddy. Instead it sounded like Rick James singing about girls he couldn't take home to mama. 

I opened the door. A party was going on in my kitchen. 

“There she is!” my mother hollered. She hoisted a plastic champagne glass in the air, “Whoop, whoop. Let's eat!”

Was I supposed to be having a party? I didn't recall. It had been a long day.

My best friend, Isabelle, shoved a champagne glass in my hand. “Stop stressing your brain, hon. Your mom put this little impromptu soiree together. The bazaar was shut down early, and the head chef over at Mrs. Claus's Kitchen had tons of leftover food that was going to go to waste. The head chef told your mom, your mom called Al and when you couldn't be found, she called me, and here we all are. We know how you get grumpy around the holidays and thought this would perk you up.”

Yeah, that sounded like my mom. She always managed the best hookups.

“Hola, chica!” my employee extraordinaire Oscar screamed from across the room. I waved and smiled and looked around my cramped kitchen. I recognized quite a few vendors from the bazaar. 

My prep table was covered with aluminum chafing dishes, bottles of wine, and a few plates of HoneyBun mini-cakes. I had protested stepping foot in Mrs. Claus's pavilion on general principle since other food vendors couldn't sell at the bazaar. That had been a mistake on my part. Apparently they sold some top grade stuff. Right away I spotted turkey and gravy, sliced roast beef, and lasagna. Further down the table there was jumbo shrimp, chicken cutlets, and rice and beans. The other pans hid their delights under covers, but from the smell, it was going to be a feast. 

Mom came over and kissed me on the cheek. “You weren't answering your cell. Al said you called about getting caught up in what happened over in Santa's Magic Land.”

I filled in my mother and best friend on the adventures I had endured this evening. Al came over, and I had to start over again. When I finished, Mom hugged me. Izzy shoved another sparkling apple juice in my hand. “That's over. Now it's time to eat and be merry. So merry-up.” She clinked her refreshed glass against mine. “Oh, they started dishing up the food. I'll get us some plates.” 

An Usher song came on. “Oh, that's my jam!” My mother grabbed Al and didn't let him say no to joining her on the small section of kitchen that had become a dance floor.

I let the beat flow over me, loving how the rhythm begged for my hips to move and how the bass thumped in my chest. Around me, smiling people ladled up food, refilled glasses, and laughed at jokes. 

Almost everywhere I looked, I saw someone I loved and who loved me. I lifted my glass in the air, “Happy holidays, everyone!”

 The intensity of their reply made me beam with delight though it almost blew me off my feet. 

Everyone in the room raised a glass or fork or even a plate up high and screamed, “Happy Holidays!”
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Sunny Hudson is famous, seventeen and pregnant. In a world where infertility is the norm, and the government mandates healthy young adults to conceive — Sunny enrolls as a donor mother in the exclusive Barrons Academy, a prestigious school of learning and medical care, to become the willing pawn of a multi-billionaire.

 

But once there, people begin to disappear. A political group becomes violent. Mysterious enforcers roam the campus. And the two men in Sunny's life - Feleti, the biological father of her baby, and Colt, the man assigned to protect her - spark within her uncomfortable feelings of desire.
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