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 ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Santa is missing,” Will said. 
 
    The snow was coming down heavy outside the window, big, giant flakes falling to the ground like they'd been dropped from a bucket, covering all of Moose River in brilliant white powder. It was a week before Christmas and I'd just put on the afternoon pot of coffee to warm myself up when my son, eyes glued to his phone, informed me that Mr. Claus was missing. 
 
    “The Santa?” I asked. “Has he gone rogue? From the North Pole?” 
 
    My sixteen-year-old son reached his hand into his bag of pretzels without taking his eyes off of his phone. “Ha. No. The Moose River Santa.” 
 
    I sat down at the table and looked over at Will. He'd finally aged out of not caring about how he looked all the time and had taken to brushing his hair on a daily basis. It was still a shock to see him well groomed. 
 
    “The guy who plays him?” I asked. “Who is it?” 
 
    “No, and I have no idea,” he said, chomping on the pretzels. “The town Santa. The one that they put up near the fountain. Was there last night, but now it's gone.” 
 
    I poured cream into my coffee and blew across the top. “The big one? From on top of the sleigh?” 
 
    “Yep,” he said, nodding. “It's in the Moose River forum on Facebook. People are totally freaking out.” He giggled. “I mean, it's a big plastic Santa. Yeah, people shouldn't steal, but come on. It's kinda funny.” 
 
    “Well, maybe,” I said. “But I can see why people are upset. It's part of the holiday decorations, and I think people put a lot of time into decorating the town.” 
 
    There were many things that drove me nuts about Moose River, but one of the things I loved the most was the month of December and the effort expended turning the entire town into a Christmas wonderland. The light poles were wrapped in red and gold garland, the storefronts were decorated with snowmen and elves, the trees on Main Street were draped in lights and ornaments, and most of the town showed up for a holiday parade on Christmas Eve. It was straight out of a Hallmark movie, and I loved it. The fact that it was already snowing and we were guaranteed a very white Christmas was just the icing on the cake. 
 
    Will grabbed another handful of pretzels and sat back against the couch cushions. “They can't order a new one?” 
 
    “I'm not sure that's the point, but I'd think it might be a little hard to order a ten-foot-tall Santa a week before Christmas.” 
 
    “I guess. I just think it's funny that people are freaking out over it.” 
 
    Before I could give him more reasons why people might not find it funny, Grace and Sophie rumbled down the stairs, sliding across the wood floors before coming to a halt next to Will. Grace was twelve and had seemingly grown a foot in the previous year. Sophie was now fourteen and I was still doing a double take when I saw her without glasses, as she'd started wearing contacts. They were still attached at the hip, however. 
 
    “Did you hear?” Grace asked, wide-eyed. 
 
    “It's bad,” Sophie said dramatically. “It's really bad.” 
 
    “What?” Will shot a look of annoyance toward his sisters. “You mean about Santa?” 
 
    “Yes!” Grace screeched. “Someone stole him! Who steals Santa?” 
 
    “A Christmas hater,” Sophie said. “Someone who totally hates Christmas.” 
 
    “Who hates Christmas?” Grace yelled. She threw her hands up in the air. “How is that even possible?” 
 
    “You two know it's a fake Santa, right?” Will asked. “The plastic Santa from the fountain. It's not like someone is holding the real Santa Claus hostage for money or something.” 
 
    Grace curled her hand into a fist and punched him in the arm. “This isn't funny!” 
 
    “Don't hit your brother,” I said. “And, yes. Will was just telling me that Santa has gone missing.” 
 
    “Will they cancel everything?” Grace asked. 
 
    “Oh my god,” Will mumbled, rolling his eyes and sealing up the bag of pretzels. “No, Grace. They won't cancel freaking Christmas because someone took a fake Santa.” 
 
    “I didn't mean Christmas!” she fired back, glaring at him. “I meant the parade and all of the other stuff they do downtown.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I wouldn't think so. And I'd think there's a good chance they find Santa by Christmas Eve.” 
 
    “It would be weird to not have him for the parade,” Sophie said. 
 
    The parade typically ended with a live Santa holding the fake Santa. I had no idea why, but it was a tradition and I had to agree. It might be a little odd for Santa to be in his sleigh without...the other Santa. At least here in Moose River. 
 
    “Well, we'll just have to keep our eyes open,” I told them. “If we see him, we'll get him back.” 
 
    “Yeah, we could totally be the Santa rescuers,” Grace said. “Maybe we could ride in the sleigh then.” 
 
    “No one rides in the sleigh but Santa,” Will said, shaking his head again. “And I'm not sure you'll find him.” 
 
    “Why's that?” I asked. 
 
    “Because if someone went through the trouble of getting him, I think they must've really wanted him,” he reasoned. “He wouldn't have been easy to steal. If they got him, I think they're keeping him.” 
 
    “Or maybe they'll feel bad about doing it and return him,” Sophie said hopefully. “It's kind of a mean thing to do.” 
 
    “Yeah, and then they should throw him in jail!” Grace said. “The man who took him, I mean. Not Santa.” 
 
    “You don't even know it was a man,” Will said. “And no one's going to jail over a fake Santa.” 
 
    “I don't know about that,” I said. “Taking something that belongs to the town is a big deal. They could press charges.” 
 
    “That thing can't be worth more than fifty bucks,” Will countered. 
 
    “Doesn't make it okay to steal him,” I said. 
 
    “I guess,” he said, thumbing across the screen on his phone. “People are going berserk, though. They love their fake Santa.” 
 
    I looked around the living room. The Christmas tree was in place, the colorful lights twinkling amidst the ornaments the kids had made over the years. The stockings were hung along the stairs, and we had reindeer and snowmen strategically placed throughout the room. And I'd collected Santas for years. All kinds. And every year, I lined them up on the long wooden buffet that was built into the wall beneath the window in the dining room. I loved putting them up every year, each one bringing to mind a particular memory. So I knew it was easy to get attached to Santas. 
 
    “I hope they find him,” Grace said. 
 
    “Me, too,” Sophie said. 
 
    I glanced at the window. The snow was still coming down. 
 
    “Me, three,” I said. 
 
   


  
 

 TWO  
 
      
 
    I made lunch for all three kids, then pulled on my snow boots, my heavy jacket, and my hat that looked like an owl head, and headed over to Main Street. 
 
    The roads were snow-coated and sloppy, so I opted to walk even though the sidewalks hadn't been shoveled yet. Lifting my legs up as I walked was far safer than navigating the slick roads. I didn't have far to go, since the police station was just up the road from our house. 
 
    I was still working there part-time and still liking it, despite Priscilla Hanborn's attempts to run me off. I'd slowly worn her down with my kindness and refusal to go away, to the point that she begrudgingly told me thank you once in a while. Plus, she had few other folks willing to man the front desk several times a week. 
 
    I stomped the snow off of my boots when I reached the front door. Inside the window, I could see Officer Ted and Priscilla having a very serious conversation. I stomped one more time, then went inside. 
 
    “I'm telling you, this is a big problem,” Officer Ted said, his arms folded across his chest. 
 
    Priscilla rolled her eyes. “Come on, Ted. You can't be serious.” 
 
    Ted started to say something, then realized I was standing there. “Oh, hey there, Daisy. Good lord, you're covered in snow.” 
 
    “I walked,” I told him. I pulled off my hat and ran a hand through my hair. “The roads haven't been plowed yet, so I figured that was easier.” 
 
    “They'll get to the roads,” Priscilla said. “Just be patient.” 
 
    “I...I wasn't being impatient. I actually enjoyed the walk over. The snow is gorgeous.” 
 
    She snorted. “Yeah. Talk to me in March when it's still falling.” 
 
    I shrugged out of my coat and hung it on the rack near the door. I shook out my hat and put it on the hook next to the coat. 
 
    “I think you need to take this seriously, Chief,” Ted said, turning his attention back to Priscilla. “People are already up in arms about this.” 
 
    “People around her are always up in arms about something,” she grumbled. “This is no different.” 
 
    “What are they up in arms about?” I asked, walking around my desk and taking a seat. 
 
    “Santa,” they said in unison. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” I said. “My son was informing me about the missing Santa just a little bit ago.” 
 
    “It's not just Santa,” Officer Ted explained. “There are other pieces missing, too.” 
 
    This was news to me. “Like what?” 
 
    “We don't have a full inventory yet, but we are getting phone calls left and right,” Ted said. “Wreaths, candy canes, couple of snowmen. Someone took an elf from the front of Elmer's barbershop.” 
 
    “The little one that sits on the sign?” 
 
    Ted nodded. “That's the one.” 
 
    “How'd your son know about all of this nonsense?” Priscilla asked. 
 
    “He only told me about the Santa,” I said. “And he saw it on the Moose River forum page on Facebook.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Of course. There's no better source of bad information and gossip in this town than that page.” 
 
    “Except this time it's good information,” Ted said. “Santa is missing.” 
 
    “He said people were pretty upset over it,” I added. 
 
    “Uh huh.” Priscilla sounded unconvinced. “Feels like a prank to me.” Her eyes narrowed. “The kind of prank teenage punks might pull on a town getting ready for the holidays.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said. 
 
    “And how old is your son again?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    It was the kind of thing she did regularly to try and get a rise out of me. Unluckily for her, I'd had lots of practice and didn't bat a frozen eyelash over the comment. 
 
    “He's sixteen,” I told her. “And he was home all night and this morning.” I smiled at her. “So, if it was a prank, he wasn't involved.” 
 
    She grunted. “Maybe.” 
 
    Ted caught my eye and shook his head. 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    “So you don't want to do anything about this?” he asked, turning to Priscilla again. “You just want to ignore it?” 
 
    She waved a hand in the air and headed down the hallways. “Wake me when we have a real problem.” 
 
    He waited until she was out of earshot. “That woman has no soul.” 
 
    “Has anyone made an official report?” I asked, not wanting to get into a discussion about whether or not Priscilla Hanborn had a soul. 
 
    “Not yet,” he said. “I started noticing the things missing when I was out on patrol. When I got here, the phone was ringing with folks wanting to know if we knew things had disappeared overnight. No one was looking to file a report, so I just told them, sure, we were going to check into it.” He rubbed at his chin. “But this just has the feeling of one of those things that’s gonna turn into something in a hurry, you know?” 
 
    I nodded. I did know. Moose River had a way of doing that with most everything, no matter how unimportant it might seem. Given how serious everyone took the Christmas festivities, I was almost surprised there wasn't a line out the door with people looking to make statements. 
 
    I glanced down the hallway and in a low voice asked, “Does she just not think it's real?”  
 
    “No, she knows it's real,” he said. “She just doesn't care, and she doesn't think it's a big deal.” 
 
    “It will be a big deal if it happens again tonight.” 
 
    “I know it, Daisy,” he said, nodding. “I know it. But I think it already is a big deal. I think we're just waiting for the avalanche to start rolling down the mountain.” 
 
   


  
 

 THREE 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, the avalanche started. 
 
    Oliver Berg peered in the window from outside, his hand cupped around the side of his round face. His glasses were fogged up and he had to take them off to look again. 
 
    I waved at him. 
 
    He held up his palm and then stepped into the station. His cheeks were pink from the cold and fresh snow covered the toes of his boots. He wore a brown field coat, leather gloves, and khakis. He was in his early sixties, tufts of gray hair sticking out from underneath the Russian ushanka fur hat on his head. I'd met him a few times during time at the fair and at community meetings, but had never spoken more than a few words to him. 
 
    He put his glasses back on, letting them rest on the tip of his nose. “Good afternoon, Daisy. I didn't realize you were a police officer.” 
 
    “I'm not,” I told him. “Just desk help. What can we do for you?” 
 
    He looked around, like he wasn't sure he was in the right place. “I...well, I guess I need to report some stolen items.” 
 
    “Oh goodness,” I said. “I'm sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “Me, too,” he said, pulling the fur hat from his head. Static covered his hair, making those gray tufts stand on end. He absentmindedly patted them down. “I suppose you've already heard about all of the Christmas decorations?” 
 
    “I have, yes.” 
 
    “Well, given that I'm the chairman of the Christmas festival committee this year, I figured it was up to me to come and make a formal report,” he explained. “I just can't believe this is happening.” 
 
    “You're the chairman this year?” I asked, surprised. “I didn't realize that. I just assumed Ava was in charge again.” 
 
    Ava Bradshaw had run the festival for as many years as I could recall. She was nearly as much of a fixture as the Santa was, always running around town in her Santa hat. 
 
    “Oh,” Oliver said, frowning. “Well, no. We had a bit of a...a bit of a change this year on the committee. So, it's me, I'm afraid.” 
 
    It seemed like there was more behind his words, but I didn't press any further. “Of course,” I said quickly. “I just hadn't heard the news. Why don't you have a seat and I'll grab Ted so he can get your statement?” 
 
    He nodded and plopped himself down in the chair, clutching the hat in his lap.  
 
    I picked up the phone and buzzed Ted's office. 
 
    “I heard him come in,” he said when he answered. “Be up in just a second.” 
 
    I put the phone back in the cradle. “Ted will be with you in just a second, Oliver.” 
 
    “Alright, thank you.” 
 
    “Can I get you anything to drink?” I offered. “Coffee, maybe?” 
 
    “Oh, no, I'm fine, but thank you,” he said, shaking his head. “I'm jittery enough as it is. I just can't believe this is happening.” 
 
    “I'm so sorry,” I told him. “I'm hoping this can all be figured out.” 
 
    “I just don't know who would do such a thing,” he said, his brows furrowed together. “If we don't find everything, it will all be canceled.” 
 
    “Canceled?” I asked. “Really?” 
 
    He nodded grimly. “Absolutely. The committee does not have the funding to purchase new pieces. And if we don't have a sleigh and Santa, there's no parade. If there's no parade, the festival itself is probably a no-go. We had an emergency committee meeting an hour ago. There's no way forward if everything is gone.” He smiled weakly. “A Christmas festival and parade don't look much like Christmas without the decorations.” 
 
    “The sleigh is gone, too?” I asked. “I hadn't heard that.” 
 
    He nodded again. “Yes, ma'am. It was in one of the barns at the fairgrounds. I went to check on it myself after everything disappeared overnight. But it's gone, too.” He stroked the fur on his hat, almost as if he were petting a small animal curled up in his lap. “Did you notice the wreaths were gone, too?” 
 
    “The wreaths?” 
 
    “The wreaths that are attached to the street lamps?” he said. “Just above the ribbons?” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, nodding. “Of course.” 
 
    “Twenty-four of them,” he said. “Gone. And those things cost a pretty penny.” He shook his head. “Just gone.” 
 
    He looked completely defeated. I felt sorry for him. When Will told me about the missing Santa, I hadn't thought too much about it. But now, seeing Oliver's resignation, I felt badly about the things having gone missing. 
 
    “Do you have any idea who might've done it?” I said.  
 
    He started to say something, then looked down at his hat. He thought for a moment. “No, I can't say that I do, right at this moment. I can't say that I do.” 
 
    Just like when he'd told me about taking over the committee, there seemed to be something behind his words that he wasn't sharing. I wondered what it was. 
 
    Oliver looked to the window.  
 
    The snow was still coming down, covering everything in sight. 
 
    He sighed and shrunk into his chair. “I can't believe we may have to cancel Christmas in Moose River.” 
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    Oliver was there for an hour, giving his full report to Ted, who seemed almost relieved to be getting an official complaint. It would give him leverage with Priscilla to at least take the thefts more seriously. 
 
    After Oliver left, I pulled on my hat and coat, and walked two doors down to the The Grounds Hog, a new coffee shop that had opened just before the holidays. Moose River had nearly every type of shop one could want, but it had always been missing a local coffee shop. The Grounds Hog fit the bill. A great location on Main Street, with plenty of comfy seating. It had quickly become a hot spot in town, with book clubs and volunteer groups meeting regularly at the shop. It didn't hurt that the coffee and the baked goods were better than anything you could get at the chain stores on the other side of town. 
 
    Christmas carols played from hidden speakers and the warm, inviting interior smelled like cinnamon and coffee. Half of the tables near the front window were filled. A small Christmas tree stood in the corner, with small coffee-themed ornaments hung from its branches and white twinkly lights peeking from behind the boughs. 
 
    The young girl behind the counter waved at me. Her pink hair and the small silver ring through her nose still made me smile every time I saw them. “Hi, Daisy,” she said. 
 
    “Hey Whitney,” I said. “How are you?” 
 
    She pointed to the window. “Wishing I was in Florida right about now.” 
 
    I laughed. “Yeah, it's pretty heavy out there.” 
 
    “Are you one of those Minnesotans that loves winter?” 
 
    I nodded. “Pretty much. Until I get sick of shoveling in the spring.” 
 
    She sighed. “I already miss my flip-flops.” 
 
    “But it wouldn't be Christmas if you were in flip-flops.” 
 
    “When I lived in Florida with my family, we'd celebrate Christmas by walking on the beach,” she said. “Breakfast, presents, sand. My dad used to joke that the sugar sand beaches were our version of a white Christmas.” 
 
    I smiled. “That doesn't sound terrible, actually.” I thought about my family’s own recent trips to Florida. We’d done an amusement park vacation one year and then used Florida as a launch point for a cruise we’d taken. I hadn’t experienced Floridian sugar sand beaches, but I definitely remembered the sun and the warmth 
 
    “It really wasn't,” she said, grinning. “The usual?” 
 
    The other thing I liked about a local coffee shop was that the employees got to know you and what you liked to drink. For me, it was a gingerbread latte that I'd been drinking since Thanksgiving. I just thought it was fun to be able to go in and order the “usual.” 
 
    “Yeah, and can I get just a regular black coffee, too? I'm gonna bring something back for Ted.” Even though there was always coffee on at the station, it was never as palatable as what the shop brewed. He was probably going to need a good-tasting cup of coffee to make it through the day.  
 
    “Yep. Give me just a minute.” 
 
    She rang me up, I paid her, and then she went about making the drinks. 
 
    The silver bells tied to the doorknob chimed and a rush of cold air blew in behind Ava Bradshaw. She was dressed in leggings and a big, thick pea coat buttoned up to her neck. A red and green scarf was wrapped around her neck and a matching headband covered her ears and forehead. 
 
    She pulled the headband off and shook the snow from it and her hair. She looked around the shop as she wiped her feet on the mat, and then smiled in my direction. “Hello, Daisy. How are you?” 
 
    I smiled back. “Hi, Ava. I'm good. How about yourself?” 
 
    Her smiled broadened. “Wonderful. Just wonderful.” 
 
    Ava was a little older than me, but looked a little younger. Big blue eyes, long blonde hair, and a figure that she worked on regularly at the community center gym. I'd gotten to know her through 4-H, as she did quite a bit of volunteering around town, and I'd worked with her the previous year when I'd volunteered for the Christmas committee. 
 
    Whitney took her order and went to go make her drink as Ava walked over to me. “Busy day for you, I'll assume?” 
 
    “Busy day?” I asked, not understanding. 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Yes, what with all of the thefts going on.” 
 
    “Oh. Right,” I said. “Yeah, Ted said we've had a lot of phone calls. Kind of a bummer.” 
 
    “A bummer,” she repeated, pursing her lips. “Yes. Perhaps the committee is experiencing a bit of bad karma this year.” 
 
    “Bad karma?” 
 
    Ava cleared her throat. “You know I am no longer on the committee, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, I heard that earlier,” I told her. “Oliver Berg is chairing it, I hear?” 
 
    “Oliver Berg,” she said much in the same way someone would repeat the name of a fatal disease. “Yes. He is indeed. I would say that maybe this is what happens when you have an inexperienced leader at the helm.” 
 
    I wasn't sure how Oliver's lack of experience was tied to the thefts, but it seemed clear there were some hurt feelings. “I just hope everything can be found sooner rather than later.” 
 
    Whitney held up a cup. “Here you are, Ava.” 
 
    “Yes,” Ava murmured. “Sooner rather than later.” She pulled her headband back on over her ears, carefully adjusting it until she was happy with it. “I'm not sure I'd count on it, though.” She picked up her cup from the counter and headed back out into the snow. 
 
    “Okay, Daisy, you're all set,” Whitney said, pushing two tall cups with lids onto the counter. “I brewed some fresh coffee for Ted.” She nodded toward the door. “I gave her the last of the old batch. Figured Ted deserved fresh coffee more than she did.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “Not your favorite customer?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Oh, I don't know. She just feels a little snooty to me. And ever since she lost her spot on the Christmas committee, she's been in a bad mood.” 
 
    “Yeah, she didn't seem too upset about the missing decorations,” I said.  
 
    “I heard about that.” Whitney grabbed a towel and began wiping down the counter. “That stinks. And no, I'll bet she's not. Especially after the way it all went down.” 
 
    “It all went down? What do you mean?” 
 
    She wadded up the towel and leaned against the counter. “I wasn't there, obviously, but I've heard the same version from a few different customers. She was not happy about being removed from the committee and fought it the whole way. I guess it sort of blindsided her and she went ballistic, yelling and screaming at everyone when they voted to put Mr. Berg in charge of it. I heard that they were going to ask her to stay on, but when she lost her mind, they kicked her off.” She raised her eyebrows. “I heard it was quite the show.” 
 
    I turned to the window. Ava was just finished brushing the snow that had accumulated on her windshield and climbing into her big SUV. She was smiling as she turned on the car, and wipers swished back and forth across the windshield. I thought it was interesting that she'd had a blowup with the committee and even more interesting that someone who'd been incredibly invested in the Christmas festivities was almost happy that a wrench had been thrown into the works.  
 
    I grabbed the coffee from the counter. “Thanks, Whitney. For the coffee. And the information.” 
 
   


  
 

 FIVE 
 
      
 
    I trudged back through the snow and after I pulled off my coat and hat, I set my coffee down and walked Ted's down to his desk. 
 
    “Went over to The Hog,” I told him, holding it out. “Thought you might want this.” 
 
    He reached for it. “You're the best, Daisy. Thanks. How much do I owe you?” 
 
    “Not a dime,” I told him. “But I do have a question.” 
 
    His eyebrows lifted as he removed the lid from the cup. “Oh yeah?” 
 
    “What do you know about what went down between the Christmas committee and Ava Bradshaw?” 
 
    He made a face. “Oh, boy. That was a doozy.” 
 
    I leaned against the door. “I thought it was odd that Oliver was chairing the committee. Ava's done that for as long as I can remember.” 
 
    “Seventeen years,” he said, nodding. “I don't think anyone saw it coming.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    He took a long drink from the cup and set it down on his desk. He leaned back in his chair, folding his hands across his belly. “Well, I'm still not exactly sure. It sounded like a bit of a coup.” 
 
    “A coup?” 
 
    “Maybe that's being overly dramatic,” Ted admitted.  
 
    I tended to agree. 
 
    “Every year, the committee meets for the first time in October,” Ted continued. “They do some general planning and what not. Assign jobs, go over the budget, things like that. They meet informally all year long, but that's the first official meeting. When they got to new business on the agenda, all heck broke loose.” He rubbed at his chin. “They have to go through and nominate all of the committee members and their positions, then vote on them. It's always been a formality. There's no real election or anything like that. But Oliver Berg's name was thrown out as committee chair and he was formally nominated.” He paused. “Now, I wasn't there, so this is all secondhand information, of course. My understanding, though, was that Ava was taken by surprise, but didn't take it very seriously. She thought she had the votes.” He frowned. “She did not, and Oliver was nominated to run the committee.” 
 
    “Yikes,” I said. I was already creating a mental list of questions in my head.  
 
    “Yikes is right,” he said. “Ava was shocked, at first. She thought it was a joke, but she quickly realized it wasn’t. She then went about making a real scene, I guess, letting each person on the committee have it and telling them what she thought of them. Bridges weren't just burned. They were torched, blown up, and demolished.” 
 
    “Why would they remove her?” I asked. “If she'd been doing it seventeen years, I'd think she had it all figured out.” 
 
    “It’s a fair question.” He gave a half-hearted shrug. “I think Ava just rubs some folks the wrong way. Having all of that Christmas power might've gone to her head a bit and people may have decided they'd had enough. That's just my own guess. I don't know for sure.” He paused. “I do know that we got a call as it was all happening, though.” 
 
    “A call? Here?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, ma'am. I don't remember who, but we got a call that there was a disturbance at the library. I was on duty, so I took the call and went over there. Ava was still yelling when I got there. Took me a few minutes to figure out exactly what was going on. Her son was there, too. Howie. You know him?” 
 
    I nodded. “I've met him once or twice.” 
 
    “He was there and trying to get her to leave,” Ted explained. “I guess someone had called him, too. He was trying to calm her down, but calm had already left town. Once I figured out what was happening, I told her she needed to go. I wasn't going to arrest her or anything like that. She was screaming like a loon, but she was just upset. She wasn't going to harm anyone. And Howie was there to take care of her, so I just wanted to get her outside so she could cool off.” 
 
    “Did she? Cool off?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I guess. We walked outside and she was huffing and puffing. Then she started crying. I felt bad for her, actually. If Howie hadn't been there, I would've offered to drive her home. She wasn't really coherent. I think she was in a state of shock. And I guess I can understand that.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. I could, too. If she hadn't known it was coming, it would've felt like a punch in the face. I just wasn't sure what the impetus was for having her removed from the committee. 
 
    “I went back in and talked to Oliver and some of the other folks,” he said. “They were pretty rattled and thanked me for coming. They told me that they'd offered her another position on the committee, but she told them what they could do with that. I guess it wasn't pretty.” His cheeks flushed red. “A lot of curse words, apparently. So, at that point, they felt they had to kick her off the committee entirely.” 
 
    “That's a lot of drama,” I said. 
 
    “People take the Christmas festival and parade seriously around here. You know that.” 
 
    I did know that.  
 
    “I'd really like to know why they thought Ava should be removed,” I said. 
 
    “I asked a couple of questions, but didn't get any real answers, and I didn't think it mattered, to be honest with you,” he explained. “Wasn't my business because they'd gone about it fairly. I was just there to keep the peace. Once Howie got her out of there, my business was pretty much done.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “Still. I'd like to know more.” 
 
    He sighed and leaned forward, putting his elbows on his desk. He picked up his coffee and stared into it for a moment. “Yeah, I suppose. This Christmas is turning out to be anything but merry.” 
 
   


  
 

 SIX 
 
      
 
    I finished my shift at the station, then slowly worked my way home. There were several more inches on the ground and traffic had come to a standstill as plows worked to clear and treat the roads. The walk home was cold and slippery, but I was more than happy to not be stuck in a car, sitting and waiting. 
 
    I was barely in the door before the chaos started. 
 
    “Mom,” Emily said, barreling into the kitchen. “I need to go Christmas shopping tomorrow. So I need the car. Alright?” 
 
    “No, it's not alright.” Will came in behind her. “I have to work all day at Bullseye, so I need the car.” 
 
    “That's not fair!” Emily cried. “I have to get presents. I haven't had time because I've been at school and I had no way to get them.” 
 
    “Ever heard of the Internet?” Will asked. “And maybe you should think about buying your own car.” 
 
    “Maybe you should think about buying your own car since you don't have anything to spend your money on,” Emily fired back. “It's not like you're in college and having to pay for stuff like me.” 
 
    It was great having Emily home for the holidays, even though I hadn't missed the friction between her and her brother. Even though she'd only been gone a few months, she looked older to me. She'd trimmed her hair and was wearing her makeup just differently enough for me to notice.  
 
    My kids were all growing up. 
 
    Too fast. 
 
    Jake smiled as he came into the kitchen behind them, two days worth of beard on his face. “Welcome home, honey.” 
 
    I bent down and untied my boots. “Yeah. Look, we'll figure it out. We'll get everyone where they need to be.” 
 
    “Why don't you have Andy take you shopping?” Will said, referring to Emily's boyfriend. 
 
    “Because he's still up at school,” she said. “I finished my finals early. So it might be a little hard for him. And, plus, Mom said I could use the car when I came home.” 
 
    Will glared at her. “I don't think she meant for the whole time.” 
 
    “She said I could use it when I needed it.” 
 
    Will sighed. “I liked it better when you were away at school.” 
 
    “Enough,” Jake said, his voice firm. “Everyone back to their own corners. Your mom and I will figure out the transportation issues and all will be well in the world and there will once again be peace and joy this holiday season. Or something like that.” 
 
    They each stormed off, unsatisfied with the results of the conversation. 
 
    “So, how was your day?” Jake asked, leaning against the kitchen counter. “And how much fun is it to come home to all this all of the time?” 
 
    I finally got the boots off and stepped out of them. “My day was fine.” I went over and hugged him. “Warm me up.” 
 
    He put his arms around me. “Anytime. Everyone has to be good at something.” 
 
    I leaned against him, soaking in his warmth. He really was like my own personal heater. “Have they been fighting all afternoon?” I asked. 
 
    “I can't say,” he said. “I've only been home an hour. I can say they've been fighting for that entire, hour, though.” 
 
    “Happy holidays.” 
 
    “It's the most wonderful time of the year,” he reminded me. “Oh, and the girls are upstairs wrapping presents, so we've been given strict orders to not enter their zone without first seeking permission.” 
 
    “Which means we're probably going to need more wrapping paper, given that they are going to end up wrapping each other up.” 
 
    “Most likely.” Jake chuckled. “I took the liberty of ordering pizza for dinner, as I sensed that you would not feel like making anything after trudging home in the snow.” He glanced toward the window. “Although with this weather, we might not see our pizzas before midnight.” 
 
    “They’ll get here,” I assured him. “I think the delivery drivers have plows attached to their vehicles.” 
 
    “Well, if they don’t, I’ll go out and get them. That’s how much I love you.” He squeezed me. “I’ll risk my life to bring you pizza. And to keep you from having to cook dinner.” 
 
    I kissed his cheek. “A man who understands me. Finally.” 
 
    “I get lucky once in a while,” he said. “And I can work from home tomorrow so that the cars aren't an issue.” 
 
    I tapped his chest. “Look at you. What a problem solver you've become.” 
 
    “Mainly, I don't wanna go to work.” He winked. “But, yes. Problem solver. How was your day for real?” 
 
    “It was interesting,” I said, then explained about the thefts and Ava and Oliver and the committee. 
 
    “I noticed the streetlights were bare this morning when I left,” he said. “Thought that was odd.” 
 
    “So did everyone else in town,” I told him. “And apparently there isn't any money to replace them. So there is talk of canceling everything. The festival, the parade, all of it.” 
 
    “Wow.” He raised his eyebrows. “That would be pretty weird. Seems like the entire town spends eleven months getting ready for Christmas every year.” 
 
    I leaned against him. “I know. It kind of makes me sad.” 
 
    “This isn't where you tell me we're going to spend the next week making seven hundred wreaths to pass out around town, is it?” 
 
    “Ha. No, it's not. It just doesn't feel much like Christmas when you look around town. And I like the festival and the parade. It's fun. It's festive.” 
 
    He nodded. “I know. Really would be strange. Hopefully, it'll get figured out.” 
 
    “I hope so,” I told him. “Just not sure why anyone would go through the trouble of stealing everything.” 
 
    “Probably looking to make some money on eBay.” 
 
    I punched him lightly in the stomach. “Not funny. And easily traceable.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Good point. I can't believe someone took the sleigh. That isn't an easy thing to steal.” 
 
    “Same with Santa,” I said. “Someone was determined to mess with the entire celebration.” 
 
    “I assume you already have a list of suspects.” 
 
    “I'm working on it.” 
 
    He sighed. “You wouldn't be you if you weren't.” He straightened up, craning his neck so he could see out the window. “And I think the pizza guy is stuck at the foot of the driveway. I better go rescue him.” 
 
    I let go of him and he went over to put on his boots. “I mean, how mean-spirited do you have to be to steal Christmas decorations? Who does that?” 
 
    “No idea,” he said as he pulled on his coat. “Someone with a heart two sizes too small?” 
 
    “Very funny. Go rescue our pizza.” 
 
    He pulled open the door. “Problem solver!” 
 
   


  
 

 SEVEN 
 
      
 
    “I think I know who did it,” Oliver Berg said. 
 
    It was the next morning. The snow had stopped temporarily and everything was wrapped in a big, heavy, white blanket of snow. It seemed overly quiet as I walked down Main to the station, like everything had been put to sleep by the snow. I'd checked the radar before I left and more was on the way, but the foot that had fallen was gorgeous in the morning sunshine.  
 
    I'd just hung up my coat and switched from snow boots to sneakers when Oliver burst through the door of the station with his proclamation. 
 
    “Uh, okay,” I said. “And good morning.” 
 
    He winced. “I'm sorry, Daisy. Good morning. I didn't mean to jump all over you like that.” 
 
    I waved a hand in the air. “It's alright. But it sounds like you have some new information?” 
 
    “I do. Or, I think I do.” He blew out a breath. “I don't know.” 
 
    “Well, let's get Ted and see what's what,” I told him, sitting down behind my desk. 
 
    “No need to get Ted because I'm right here,” Ted said, coming down the hallway. “Morning, Daisy. Morning, Oliver.” 
 
    “Morning, Ted,” Oliver said, sitting on the edge of the same chair he'd sat in the day before. “Maybe I should've called.” 
 
    Ted sat down in the chair next to him. His face was freshly shaven and his hair damp and neatly combed back. His uniform had nary a wrinkle. He showed up every day like it was his first day. I admired that. 
 
    “Nonsense,” Ted told him. “We're here for you. What's the scoop?” 
 
    Oliver folded his hands into his lap. “I went home last night and did a lot of thinking. I just couldn't understand who would want to ruin our Christmas celebration. People come from all over Minnesota for this, you know? It's a big deal.” 
 
    “I know,” Ted said, nodding. “Seems to get bigger every year.” 
 
    “And it just doesn't seem like it's teenagers pulling some shenanigans, either,” Oliver continued. “It feels like something else.” He paused. “It feels…personal.” 
 
    “Personal,” Ted repeated, glancing at me. “Alright.” 
 
    Oliver cleared his throat. “What I mean is I'm not sure that it's the festival that they really want to hurt. I think it might be me.” 
 
    “And what makes you think that?” 
 
    Oliver shifted in the chair. “Well, it's like I said. I don't think it's a prank, and I don't think it's vandalism. It's too specific. Don't you think?” 
 
    Ted looked at me for a moment before shifting his attention back to Oliver. “Well, I would say it's hard to say without much proof of anything, Oliver. It seems certain, though, that it isn't random, given what's gone missing. I would agree with you there.” 
 
    “Yes,” Oliver said, raising his eyebrow. “It's not like we had a vandalism problem before the holiday season, right? This is specifically about Christmas.” 
 
    Ted nodded. “I would say so.” He glanced at me. “You agree, Daisy?” 
 
    “It doesn't feel random,” I said, thinking it was kind of Ted to ask for my opinion. “I'm curious why you feel it's personal, though, Oliver. It seems like there's something that is pushing you in that direction.” 
 
    He bounced his feet on the ground. “Daisy, I didn't share the details with you yesterday, but my appointment to the committee was...contentious. It didn't go over well with some folks. Maybe it could've been handled better. I'm not sure.” He paused, his brows knitting together. “But, like I said, I went home last night and really gave it some thought. And I kept coming back to one person.” 
 
    “Who would that be?” Ted asked. 
 
    I knew exactly who he was going to name. Ava Bradshaw, of course. 
 
    “Nora,” Oliver answered. “My ex-wife.” 
 
    I blinked. Nora? That was not the name I’d expected to hear. 
 
    “You think your ex-wife is doing all this?” Ted asked. “You think she stole Santa and the sleigh and everything else?” 
 
    “I think it's a good possibility, yes.” 
 
    “And why's that?” To his credit, Ted kept his voice steady, neutral. If he was surprised by the name Oliver had uttered, he didn’t show it. “Have you spoken to her?” 
 
    Oliver unfolded his hands, then folded them back together. “No, I haven't spoken to her. And if I'm being honest with you, I don't have any definitive proof that she's involved.” He paused again, choosing his words carefully. “But I do know that she would like nothing more than to see me fail. It's almost logical that it would be her.” 
 
    “Logical,” Ted repeated. He stared at Oliver for a brief moment. “I'm not sure I'm following you here, Oliver. I understand that things might be a little difficult between you and Nora, but I'm not sure that means she'd go to these lengths to make you look bad. There are a lot of people in Moose River who don't like me all that much, but I'm not sure they'd go through the trouble of setting me up to get in trouble. You believe she's capable of that?” 
 
    “First of all, everyone likes you, Ted,” Oliver said. “So I'm not sure you can relate the same way.” 
 
    “I agree,” I chimed in. “About everyone liking you.” 
 
    Ted's cheeks flushed. 
 
    “Second of all, you don't know Nora like I know Nora,” Oliver continued. “She's vindictive. When we were divorced, she said some really terrible things to me and wished even worse things to happen to me.” 
 
    “Oliver, if I may,” I said. “I've been through a divorce and, in the moment, people say a lot of things. I know I said a lot of things out of anger, but they weren't things I really meant. It happens.” 
 
    “Nora meant them,” he countered. “Trust me. To this day, she looks like she's going to strangle me when she sees me. She's still angry with me, which is odd, since she was the one who asked for the divorce.” He shook his head. “Anyway, she has told me on multiple occasions that she hopes something terrible happens to me.” He looked at each of us. “I think this might be it.” 
 
    Ted pursed his lips, his eyes darting in my direction for a moment. It was clear to me that he didn't believe Oliver, or, at the very least, didn't think his reasoning was very sound. I had to agree. It didn’t make sense at all, not considering the size of the theft in comparison to the payout. 
 
    On the other hand, though, I thought Oliver did make a good point. Whatever happened to the decorations wasn't random. It seemed planned and coordinated. And I wasn't sure what other reason anyone might have but to sabotage Oliver's leadership. 
 
    That definitely seemed worth a look. 
 
    “You don't believe me,” Oliver said, his shoulders slumping.  
 
    Ted put his hand on Oliver's shoulder. “No, that's not it at all. I hear you. I know what you're saying and it's certainly something to think about. But we have to tread lightly here. It's not like we can just go around accusing folks of a crime without evidence. And no matter the trouble between you and Nora, I would tell you that a hunch, or a feeling, doesn't qualify as evidence.” 
 
    Oliver sighed. “I suppose. I just thought it was worth telling you all.” 
 
    “It was,” Ted assured him. “And we'll remember that as we go forward. My hope is that the answer to all of this is a little simpler than that, though.” 
 
    “And what if it's not?” 
 
    Ted looked at me first, then Oliver. He patted Oliver once again. “We'll cross that bridge when we come to it.” 
 
   


  
 

 EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Oliver left and Ted headed out on patrol. I worked through the little bit of paperwork I had to do, but I couldn't get my mind off of the idea that someone might be setting Oliver up. I wasn't necessarily sure it was his ex-wife, but the more I thought about the idea of it being personal, the more I thought that made a lot of sense. 
 
    Unless there was someone in Moose River who was just really opposed to celebrating the holidays. 
 
    I finished the paperwork and then went to where every good detective started their investigation. 
 
    Social media. 
 
    I logged into Facebook and started digging. I started with the Moose River forums, where Will originally found out about the thefts. I scrolled through the posts. I found things related to terrible snow removal jobs, late mail delivery, and arguments about a proposed sales tax increase. I found people asking about Internet providers, strange cars driving around neighborhoods, and why the trains were so loud when they passed through the town. Nearly all of the posts in the forums were to complain, which I already knew and was why I stayed away from them. Will got a kick out of them and was happy to report to me about the latest uproar in town that had everyone in a tizzy, but I just didn't have the time or the patience to read through the posts and the comments, mostly because the arguments were usually ill-formed and not terribly well-reasoned.  
 
    I eventually found the post about the thefts and read through the comments. 
 
    “This town is just going downhill.” 
 
    “Don't we have cameras? Why aren't there cameras? Someone should talk to the mayor about this.” 
 
    “Some people have no respect for what's important!” 
 
    “Maybe we've all been naughty and Santa's pissed.” 
 
    “This is just part of the continued war on Christmas. Disgusting.” 
 
    “I hope that when Santa is found they throw whoever did it in jail forever!” 
 
    I recognized some of the commenter's names, but for the most part, they were people I didn't know.  
 
    I wasn't sad about that. 
 
    I didn't, however, see anything suggesting Nora Berg had anything to do with the thefts. 
 
    At the end of the thread, though, I did find something I found interesting. It was a comment about the meeting where Ava Bradshaw was ousted and Oliver Berg replaced her. 
 
    “I don't know about you guys, but I'm not surprised. I saw the video of what happened when Ava Bradshaw was voted out. It wasn't pretty. This was all doomed from the beginning.” 
 
    The comment was left by someone named Karen Kingery, who appeared to comment on nearly every thread posted in the Moose River forum. 
 
    It was the mention of the video that piqued my interest. 
 
    I tried searching the forum for the video, but had no luck. Then I searched all of Facebook, but got the same result. 
 
    I stared at the screen for a moment, then pulled out my phone and texted Will. 
 
      
 
    If I wanted to find a video that was on Facebook, how would I do that? 
 
      
 
    Ninety seconds later, he responded. 
 
      
 
    Lol. What? 
 
      
 
    If I wanted to find a video that someone posted to Facebook, how could I find it? 
 
      
 
    This would be easier if you just told me what you're looking for. I can find it. 
 
      
 
    There was a meeting of the Christmas committee where they put a new person in charge. It was apparently videotaped. 
 
      
 
    Why do you care about that? 
 
      
 
    None of your business. Can you find it? 
 
      
 
    Duh. Give me a few. 
 
      
 
    It took him three minutes to get back to me. 
 
      
 
    Click on this link.  
 
      
 
    Wait. You really found it? 
 
      
 
    Duh. Just click on the link. And can I have pizza tonight for doing this? 
 
      
 
    We had pizza last night. 
 
      
 
    So? 
 
      
 
    Maybe. Thanks! 
 
      
 
    And breadsticks. I want breadsticks. 
 
      
 
    I clicked on the link in his text and it routed me back into Facebook. It looked as if the video had been posted on the page of one of the town council members. I pushed the play button and tapped the screen to increase the volume. The camera work was shaky but it started with Ava standing up, red-faced, and pointing a finger. 
 
    “You have no idea what you're doing!” she shouted. “No idea! You will rue this day for the rest of your life!” 
 
    The camera pulled back and Oliver was sitting at a long table with several other committee members. All of them looked nervous. 
 
    “Ava, please,” he said. “This isn't about you. We've already explained this.” 
 
    “It's absolutely about me and this is a power grab, plain and simple!” she yelled. “A power grab!” 
 
    “I'm sorry you feel that way,” he said, shaking his head. “We just felt that a new voice would provide—” 
 
    “Your new voice can go suck an egg!” she said, cutting him off. “I will never forget this and I will make sure you pay for this! Do you hear me? You will pay!” 
 
    “Mom, come on,” a voice said off-camera. “We should go.” 
 
    The camera panned wider and a teenaged boy in a puffy jacket and shaggy brown hair had his hand out toward Ava. 
 
    “I will go when I'm ready, Howie!” she shouted at her son.  
 
    He made a face and shoved his hand into his pocket. 
 
    She looked back at the room. “You. Will. Pay.” 
 
    She turned and stormed out of the room, Howie following her out. 
 
    The video kept rolling. 
 
    Oliver leaned back and ran a hand through his hair. “Wow. Sorry, folks. That didn't go well.” 
 
    There was some general agreement about it, some nervous laughter, and then silence. 
 
    Then a heavier set gentleman who I recognized as Bert Peterson walked into the room. I'd worked with him on the fair committee, but not enough to know much about him. He wore a baseball cap, a long-sleeved work shirt, and denim jeans. His work boots were caked with mud, and he looked a little uncertain as he addressed the people gathered in the room. 
 
    “Hey folks,” he said. “I heard the commotion outside and figure I'd wait to come in.” 
 
    “Oh, hello, Bert.” Oliver glanced nervously around the table at the other faces. “Good to see you. And glad you're here. You're next up on our agenda.” 
 
    Bert shoved his hands in his pockets. “Yep, sure. Figured you all just wanted me to come by to plan dates and times and all that good stuff. I just didn't want to interrupt...whatever that was about.” 
 
    “Right, right,” Oliver said, shuffling some papers in front of him. “Well, yes. I'm sorry you had to hear all of that. But we did want to talk to you.” He looked around the table. “We are thinking about making some changes with Santa this year.” 
 
    “Some changes?” Bert asked. “Like what?” He patted his belly. “I know I took off a little weight this year. My cholesterol was up, so I cut down on the red meat. I can always stuff a pillow in the suit if you need me to.” 
 
    That was when I recalled that Bert played Santa every year during the festival.  
 
    “Well, I don't think that's going to be necessary,” Oliver said. “We are...um...we are actually going to go in a different direction this year.” 
 
    “A different direction?” Bert asked. He took off his baseball cap and scratched his head. “You mean, you want to turn the chair another way? I'm not following you.” 
 
    Oliver looked around the table. It was clear to me that no one else sitting there wanted to say anything.  
 
    “We're actually going to use another Santa this year,” Oliver finally said. 
 
    Bert didn't say anything for a moment. He just stared at Oliver, then scanned the faces of the others at the table. They were doing their best not to make eye contact. 
 
    “Another Santa,” Bert said, his voice a little quieter. 
 
    “We’re just using this year to freshen everything up,” Oliver said quickly. “It's not personal, and it's not about anything you've done or not done. We are just looking to change things up, to give the festival a fresh look.” 
 
    Bert stroked his chin. “A fresh look.” 
 
    No one said anything. 
 
    “Well if that ain't the biggest load of bull puckey I've ever heard, I don't know what is,” Bert growled. 
 
    There was a lot of throat clearing at the table. 
 
    “Bert, really,” Oliver said, his voice wavering. “This isn't personal. We all appreciate the work you've put in over the years. It's just time for a change.” 
 
    “I oughta change you, Oliver,” Bert growled. “Change you from sitting in that chair to throwing you right out on your tail feathers.” 
 
    “Bert, please. If you—” 
 
    Bert stabbed a finger in his direction. “You and I both know what this is about! This ain't about freshening things up! This ain't about a fresh look! I've been sitting in that Santa chair for ten years and you're just gonna yank it out from under me?” Bert stabbed the air again. “You're gonna get yours, pal. You'll get yours!” He turned on his heels and stormed out, much the same way Ava had. 
 
    A voice behind the camera whispered “Whoa” and then the video shut off. 
 
    I leaned back in my chair. I’d expended zero energy but my heart was thumping like I’d just jogged to the station. 
 
    I glanced around the station, wishing Ted hadn’t already left. 
 
    Nora seemed like a less likely suspect now than she had when Oliver first mentioned her. 
 
    Because there seemed to be plenty of people who might have a much better reason to make Oliver Berg's first Christmas a big failure. 
 
   


  
 

 NINE 
 
      
 
    “Why not?” I asked. 
 
    “Because I said so,” Priscilla Hanborn said. 
 
    I was standing in her office, next to her desk. I'd gone straight to her after I'd finished the video and after she'd spent two minutes staring at me with a sour expression, she'd finally agreed to take a look at the footage. When she was done, she handed my phone back to me and told me she had no interest in looking any further. 
 
    “Because you said so?” I asked. “I recall my parents telling me the same thing when they couldn't come up with a real reason to say no to something.” 
 
    She grunted. “I'm sure your parents told you a lot of things.” 
 
    I frowned at her. “Come on. This is legitimate and you know it.” 
 
    “What I know is that this town has more important things to worry about.” She raised an eyebrow at me. “We aren't going to start sticking our noses into every single squabble that finds its way onto Facebook.” 
 
    “This isn't just some squabble on Facebook,” I argued.  
 
    “I just watched it,” she said, gesturing at my phone.  
 
    “You know what I mean,” I said. “It may not have ended there. People made threats and now things are missing. You can connect some dots.” 
 
    “The only thing I want to connect is my lunch with my mouth,” Priscilla said, frowning. “This is a waste of time.” 
 
    “Oliver Berg filed an official report for stolen goods,” I reminded her. “He and Ted compiled a methodical list. This isn't hypothetical. These things were stolen.” I held up my phone. “And this seems related.” 
 
    She rubbed her stomach. “My stomach rumbling is related to my being hungry for lunch.” 
 
    I frowned at her. 
 
    She sighed. “Look, we don't know anything. Yes, some things have been stolen. But we don't know that it was all done by the same person. And we don't know that it's related to everyone getting their stockings in an uproar over some town committee exercising its right to do as they wish. Which, I will emphasize, is entirely their right.” 
 
    “I'm not saying it's not their right. But it's not anyone's right to make threats and then steal what doesn't belong to them, especially if it's being done as retaliation.” 
 
    “What exactly do you want me to do here, Daisy?” 
 
    “Your job,” I said. “Investigate what's happened.” 
 
    “I'm sure Ted's on it,” she said, waving a hand in the air. “If he needs something from me, he'll ask.” 
 
    Her reluctance to take it seriously was infuriating to me. I knew that plenty of folks rushed to the town police for things that didn't warrant an investigation. That was the nature of a small town. This felt different, though. 
 
    “Why are you being so obstinate here?” I asked. “You and I have had our differences, but I think you're pretty good at your job. This is legitimate. So why are you ignoring it?” 
 
    She stared at me through narrow slits for a few moments. “Because I hate Christmas in this town. There. You happy?” 
 
    “Why do you hate Christmas?” 
 
    “Because of this!” She pointed at my phone. “Every single year, something happens related to this town's festival and parade. And it drives me nuts. The lunacy never ends. And we really do have other things to be doing rather than chasing around some ornament thief. But, every year, something happens and everyone acts like it's the end of the world. So I'm sorry if I'm not up in arms over a bunch of missing wreaths and a giant, over-sized Santa, but I'm running a police department and trying to figure out the holiday schedule so people can take time off, and responding to the multiple car accidents that happen when snow starts piling up, and people trapped in their homes when they can't dig themselves out. Those are real problems.” She leaned back in her chair. “A missing Santa and a bunch of townsfolk getting on one another's nerves is way down my list.” She paused. “Ho. Ho. Ho.” 
 
    I shook my head, turned, and walked out of her office.  
 
    “You can quit at any time, you know?” she hollered behind me. 
 
    “I won't give you the pleasure!” I shouted back. 
 
    I understood what she was saying, but I thought she was missing the point. I knew that the residents of Moose River could get carried away very easily with issues that weren't of the utmost importance. The Facebook forums were great evidence of that. 
 
    But she was letting her own frustrations get in the way of seeing something that really was a crime. Things had been stolen, and I thought the video had demonstrated that a few people might've had a motive in having a hand in their disappearance.  
 
    She seemed adamant, though, about staying out of it. 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    Because that meant I was going to have to get involved. 
 
    Well, more involved than I already was. 
 
    Ho ho ho. 
 
   


  
 

 TEN 
 
      
 
    The snow started falling harder after lunch and by the time I was ready to head home at four, the streets were covered and I could see the cars sliding around the roads as they tried to navigate the fresh snow. I hadn't planned anything for dinner and decided to run by Big Mama's Tacos to pick up food for everyone on my way home. It was just down the block from the station and by the time I got there, I was covered in snow. 
 
    I stepped inside and the overwhelming aroma of tacos made my stomach rumble. The diner was mostly empty, save for two tables near the back. I stomped my boots on the mat and a familiar-looking face with shaggy brown hair smiled at me. 
 
    “Hey there,” Howie Bradshaw said. “Just one?” 
 
    “I'm actually going to order to go,” I told him. “If that's okay?” 
 
    He grabbed a pad of paper and a pen. “Yeah, for sure.” 
 
    “You're Howie, right? Ava's son?” 
 
    He looked at me, confused. “Yeah?” 
 
    “I'm sorry,” I told him. “I'm Daisy Savage. My daughter Emily worked here before she went to college.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” he said, the confusion dissipating. “I've met her a couple times. She covers for people, I think, when she's home?” 
 
    “Yeah, that's right,” I told him. “Sorry. Didn't mean to seem like I was stalking you.” 
 
    He smiled. “That's okay.” 
 
    We stood there awkwardly for a moment. 
 
    “So. What can I get for you?” 
 
    “Oh, right,” I said, shaking my head. “Sorry. Long day.” 
 
    “That's okay.” 
 
    I gave him my order and he told me it would probably be about fifteen minutes. He hustled back into the kitchen and I took a seat in the booth closest to the register. Five minutes later, another familiar face scooted out of one of the back booths and walked toward the register.  
 
    Bert Peterson was fishing his wallet out of his pocket when he glanced my way, looked back to his wallet, then looked at me again. “Oh, hey, Daisy. Sorry. Didn't recognized you at first.” 
 
    “That's okay,” I asked. “How are you Bert?” 
 
    He patted his belly. “Full of tacos. Yourself?” 
 
    “I'm alright,” I said. “Just grabbing dinner for the family.” 
 
    “Very good,” he said. His mouth twisted for a moment. “You still working at the police station?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Thought I saw you in the window the other day,” he said. “You hear anything yet about all of the Christmas stuff being stolen?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not yet. How about you?” 
 
    “How about me what?” 
 
    “You hear anything?” 
 
    He chuckled and shook his head. “Nope. I'm not in the loop anymore.” 
 
    “I heard,” I said. “I was sorry to hear that.” 
 
    He pulled some cash from his wallet. “Ah, well. What are you gonna do?” He put his wallet back and glanced outside. “And doesn't sound like there's gonna be much of a festival now anyway. At least, if they can't find everything.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “I guess that's what happens,” he said. “Karma will always bite you in the butt.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    He walked over to the counter and dropped the cash next to the register. “Howie, I'm just dropping this off. I'm good, kid.” 
 
    “Thanks, Bert!” Howie called from the kitchen. 
 
    He waved toward the kitchen then came back toward me. “What I mean is when people start getting a little too big for their britches, karma has a way of making their pants fall down. I think Oliver Berg's pants are down around his knees right about now.” He paused. “And I can't say that bothers me all that much.” 
 
    “I heard things got a little heated,” I said, which wasn't a total like, given that I'd listened to the video. “Between...everyone.” 
 
    He made a clicking sound. “Heated. Yeah, that sounds about right.” His features pinched together. “That's what happens when you do stuff behind people's backs. Pull the rug out from under them without any warning.” He shook his head. “Wasn't right and it wasn't fair. It's one thing if I was doing a bad job or something like that. But when you make it personal? Because you're angry at me?” He shook his head again. “Just ain't right.” 
 
    “Who's mad at you?” I asked. 
 
    His mouth flattened into a tight line for a moment. Then he shook his head one more time. “I just don't think I should get into it. Good talking with you, Daisy.” 
 
    I watched him push out into the snow, climb into a big pickup truck, and drive off. 
 
    His reaction confused me. Why did he think it was personal? And did he mean just what happened with him, or was he including Ava in that, as well? 
 
    Howie emerged from the kitchen with a couple of white paper bags. “Okay, I think you're all set.” 
 
    I stood. “That was fast.” 
 
    “Pretty slow tonight, with the snow and all,” he said. “We'll probably end up closing early if it stays like this.” 
 
    He gave me the total and I handed him my credit card. 
 
    “How's your mom doing?” I asked. 
 
    He slid the card through the reader. “My mom? She's okay, I guess.” 
 
    “I just meant with the whole Christmas committee thing and all.” 
 
    “Oh. Right.” He punched a couple of buttons on the machine. “She's okay.” 
 
    “She was pretty upset when it happened,” I said. “At the meeting?” 
 
    He glanced at me. “Were you there?” 
 
    “No, I just heard about it,” I said.  
 
    “A lot of people heard about it.” 
 
    “I'm sure. Kind of a bad situation all around.” 
 
    “Yeah.” The paper printed out of the reader and he tore it off. He pulled a pen from a cup and then slid both the receipt and the pen toward me. “I just feel bad for her. It's, like, her favorite thing ever. She works on it all year around. She's always doing something or planning something for Christmas. She doesn't have a job. This was her job.” He shook his head. “Just sucks. And I don't understand why.” 
 
    I signed the receipt and laid the pen down next to it. “I'm sorry. That's hard.” 
 
    “I just want her to move on,” he said, picking up the pen and dropping it in the cup. He slid the receipt into a drawer next to the register. “She can't change it. They made their decision.” 
 
    “She's still angry?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah. She is. I mean, she's okay. But she's mad. I just want all of this to be over so she can move on.” 
 
    “I understand,” I told him. “Well, just a few more days, I guess, right? Then the festival will be over and Christmas will be over and we'll be on to January.” 
 
    He picked up a towel and wiped down the counter. “Yeah, I guess. You think they'll still have the festival? With all of the decorations being stolen and stuff?” 
 
    “I honestly don't know,” I told him. “It sounds like everything is kind of up in the air at the moment.” 
 
    He nodded and set the towel down. “Okay.” He nodded at the bag. “I put extra sour cream in there.” 
 
    “Thanks, Howie,” I said. “I appreciate it.” 
 
    He nodded, turned, and disappeared into the kitchen. 
 
    I wasn't lying to him. I was sorry that both he and Ava were having a bummer of a Christmas season. I understood what he meant when he just wanted to get through it. I didn't blame him. 
 
    As I picked up the bags, though, and headed out into the snow to feed my hungry family, I wasn't sure it was going to be that easy. 
 
   


  
 

 ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    I gathered up the wrappers on the table and shoved them into the bag. “It's just that no one's doing anything and I think that's wrong.” 
 
    I'd gotten the food home and Howie had packaged it well enough that it was still steaming hot, despite my trip through the cold and snow. The family had devoured it in just a few minutes, leaving a trail of empty plates, wrappers, and tinfoil behind. Jake and I were cleaning up the table and I was sharing what I'd learned that day. 
 
    “Well, what is there to do?” he asked, stuffing another bag with foil and greasy wrappers. “Oliver filed a report. There don't seem to be any eyewitnesses to the thefts, or at least not anyone who's come forward. The head of your police force has told you she's not interested in pursuing it.” He shrugged. “Unless someone comes up with some evidence, I'm not sure what else there is to do.” 
 
    I wadded up some of the napkins and stuffed them in the bag. “She could, at least, be taking seriously the idea that someone is trying to make Oliver look bad.” 
 
    “By interviewing his ex-wife?” Jake asked.  
 
    “Sure. But Ava, too.” 
 
    “I guess,” Jake said. “Although talking to the ex-wife seems like it would be a hornet's nest no one would want to step into.” 
 
    “And what about Bert?” I continued, carrying the now-full bag to the kitchen trash. “He's on that video making threats. Don't you think she should at least talk to him about it?” 
 
    He followed me into the kitchen. “How many times have you said things out of anger that you had no intention of actually doing?”  
 
    “Maybe one time.” 
 
    He laughed. “Right. But you get what I'm saying. It happens all of the time. If the police followed up every single time someone in this town got upset about something and made a threat, they'd have no time to do their actual jobs.” 
 
    He wasn't wrong, but I didn't like hearing it.  
 
    “What about Ava?” Surely two people fighting on camera with Oliver warranted some kind of attention.  
 
    “What about her?” he said. “It's the same thing. Yeah, she was mad. I would've been mad, too. And I probably would've said things far worse than whatever she said.” 
 
    I grabbed a sponge and headed back toward the table. “Well, you have a foul mouth.” 
 
    “Exactly my point,” he said. “I would've gone off the deep end if I'd been angry like she was. I would've burned every bridge in that room and said lots of things that no one would've ever forgotten. But I wouldn't have done anything. I wouldn't have then come home and hatched a plot to ruin Christmas for the entire town. That's a whole other level of anger that most people don't get to.” 
 
    His logic and reasoning were, like usual, annoyingly sound. 
 
    “But most of the time, there isn't a crime after the threats,” I said, refusing to give up the fight. “This time, there is. And before you poke a hole in that one, the crime is somewhat connected to the threats. So it would seem logical that someone would do some type of investigation.” 
 
    “Isn't Ted following up?” 
 
    “Ted's doing the million things that Ted always has to do,” I said. “He can't focus on one thing. That poor man has basically run the whole department while Priscilla sits at her desk and plays Candy Crush or whatever it is she does all day long.” 
 
    “Well, that's better than nothing,” Jake said. “And you know you won't win an argument with Priscilla. If she's already decided to set it aside, nothing's going to change her mind. Especially an argument from you.” 
 
    I knew he was right. It probably didn't even matter if Priscilla thought I was right. She'd put it aside just to spite me. I wasn't doing anyone any favors by arguing for an investigation. The harder I pushed, the more Priscilla was probably determined to ignore it. 
 
    I finished wiping down the table and tossed the sponge into the sink. “Well, I don't care. It isn't right and it isn't fair. And I don't want the festival or the parade canceled.” 
 
    Jake sat down in one of the chairs at the table. “Is this where you tell me you're going to find out what happened so Moose River can have its Christmas festival?” 
 
    “Probably,” I admitted. 
 
    “Even if that ruffles some feathers?” 
 
    “I've ruffled plenty of feathers in this town before. It won't be the last.” 
 
    “So I shouldn't bother pointing out all of the reasons why this is a bad idea?” 
 
    I smiled. “Oh, you can point them out.” 
 
    “But you won't listen?” 
 
    “That's a distinct possibility.” 
 
    He sighed. “Then I'm not wasting my time.” 
 
    I patted his shoulder. “My husband is learning.” 
 
    “Your husband just knows an uphill battle when he sees one,” he said, putting his hand over mine. “But don't call me on Christmas to bail you out of jail. I'll be opening presents with the kids. With or without you.” 
 
   


  
 

 TWELVE 
 
      
 
    “I need to go to Sephora. And the bookstore,” Emily said. “And I have a gift card for Starbucks.” 
 
    It was the next morning, and myself and, with the snow finally over and the roads clear, I’d decided to take the three girls to Maple Pond to do a little shopping at the mall. Will and Jake passed, as their method of Christmas shopping consisted of using the Internet to have things delivered to the house. So the girls and I headed out after breakfast and Emily was now listing off where she needed to go as we walked through the entrance to the mall.  
 
    “I don't want to go to any of those places,” Grace said. 
 
    “I have a Starbucks card, too,” Sophie said. 
 
    Grace tugged on her arm. “Will you buy me something to drink? One of those things with whipped cream?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    “I need a little time on my own,” I told them. “So I can do some shopping without your eyes on me.” 
 
    Emily turned to the other two. “I'm in charge then. You have to listen to me.” 
 
    Sophie shrugged. “Okay.”  
 
    Grace, however, was frowning. “Not if you tell us to do something dumb we don't.” 
 
    “Mom,” Emily said. “Tell her.” 
 
    “You are not a drill sergeant,” I reminded her. Then I looked at the other two. “Emily will know when and where to meet up, so when she says it's time to go, it's time to go.” 
 
    “What if we wanna go in stores she doesn't want to go in?” Grace said, ferreting out potential sources of conflict. 
 
    “You'll be able to work it out,” I said. “You don't have to all go in the same stores. Just stay together.” 
 
    Grace grabbed Sophie's arm. “Come on. Let's go to Starbucks.” 
 
    “Not first!” Emily said, chasing after them. 
 
    I shook my head and hoped mall security would not page me anytime soon. 
 
    An hour later, I had multiple bags and was considering texting them to see where they were at with their shopping and to see if they were interested in lunch yet when I saw a familiar face leave the Apple Store. 
 
    Ava Bradshaw had multiple bags hooked over her arms and she looked like she'd just stepped out of a winter fashion shoot. A scarf wrapped around her expensive-looking coat. Not a hair out of place. High heels that would've looked out of place in the mall except they were on her feet. 
 
    I hesitated before deciding to move into her line of sight. She smiled politely, then realized it was me. 
 
    “Oh, Daisy,” she said. “Good morning.” 
 
    “I thought that was you,” I said. I gestured at her bags. “You've been busy.” 
 
    She eyed her own bags. “I suppose I have. With still plenty more to do, I'm afraid.” 
 
    “I'm always out until the last minute,” I told her. 
 
    She smiled.  
 
    “I saw your son yesterday,” I said. “At the diner. I was picking up dinner.” 
 
    “Oh? Yes, he's there several nights a week now.” 
 
    We stood there awkwardly for a moment, Christmas carols playing over the mall speakers. 
 
    “I didn't get to say this when I saw you in the coffee shop, but I just wanted to tell you I was sorry about what happened with the Christmas committee,” I finally said. 
 
    “Ah,” she said, raising an eyebrow. “Well, thank you. I appreciate that very much.” 
 
    “I, uh, saw the video.” 
 
    “The video?” 
 
    “Of the meeting,” I explained. “It was on social media and I ran across it.” 
 
    She made a noncommittal noise. 
 
    “You were understandably very angry,” I said. 
 
    “I had every right to be,” she said. “I had no idea that they were...looking to make a change. I wouldn't have devoted nearly the amount of time I did if I had. And look what's happened now that I'm not in charge.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “It's not great.” 
 
    “Maybe they'll learn their lesson.” 
 
    “Their lesson?” 
 
    She shrugged. “That what comes around goes around.” 
 
    There were a lot of possible meanings in that statement, but I was trying not to infer things that weren't there.  
 
    “Ava, are you happy that the decorations have been stolen?” I asked. “That Santa has gone missing and that the entire festival is in jeopardy?” 
 
    “Happy?” She thought for a moment. “I'm not sure that's the right word for it.” 
 
    “What is then?” 
 
    “I'm not sure there is one,” she said. “I'm not in any way unhappy, though, that Oliver's first run at this is turning into a complete failure.” 
 
    “Yes, I gathered that.” 
 
    “It's what he deserves,” she said, leaning just a fraction closer to me. “He embarrassed me, and he took away something incredibly important to me simply because he wanted to. He can rot for all I care. Rot.” 
 
    “Was there...some history between you two?” I asked. 
 
    “Not that I was aware of,” she said. “It just happens that he's apparently a power-hungry little monster who somehow convinced people he needed to be in charge.” 
 
    “You don't think there was another reason?” 
 
    “What reason could there be?” 
 
    “When he came into the station, he said that the committee just thought that a fresh voice was needed,” I told her. “That they were just trying to keep things…fresh. I didn't get the sense it was personal.” 
 
    “No, I'm sure you didn't because I'm sure he didn't mention it,” she said. “Look, I've run the committee for years and I can do it in my sleep. But it's not like we did the same thing year after year. I made sure of that. So whatever he said to you?” She shook her head. “It was a lie and an excuse and he can rot for what he did. And I don't care if the whole town suffers for it.” 
 
    “I'm not sure...that's entirely fair,” I said. “The town looks forward to this event every year. It's the biggest community event we put on. It makes money for businesses. People come from all over the state.” 
 
    “Then the town should've provided a little more oversight,” she said, snapping off her words. “They should've made sure that I'd be able to run it until I didn't want to. Because now?” She smiled. “Now they are stuck with that little curmudgeon.” 
 
    I’d had sympathy for her at the start of our conversation. When I'd spoken with Howie, I truly felt badly for what happened. I didn't like to see anyone's feelings hurt. But her tone now was so harsh, so vindictive, so selfish, that is was hard to feel any type of empathy for her. 
 
    “Let me ask you a question,” I said. 
 
    Ava frowned. “Daisy, I really need to get going.” 
 
    “Did you have anything to do with the missing decorations?” 
 
    She stared at me. “What?” 
 
    “Did you take them?” I asked. “Did you steal Santa? The sleigh?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “How dare you.” 
 
    “I think it's a fair question, given how angry you are over all of this,” I told her. “You don't care about the town. You just made that perfectly clear. And you seem bent on getting revenge on Oliver. I'm not sure there would be a better way to do that than by sabotaging the entire festival.” I paused. “So I think it's a very fair question.” 
 
    She started to say something, then stopped. She readjusted all of her bags, trying to steady herself. Then she looked at me again. 
 
    “I may be angry and I may have it out for Oliver, but I've had nothing to do with whatever is going on with the decorations,” she said. “Those aren't mine, and I have no right to them, no matter if I'm the one who knows best what to do with them. I haven't taken a thing. Am I upset about that weasel Oliver being the face of all of this? Not in the least.” She stared at me. “But I haven't taken a thing and I'm offended by the question.” She looked me up and down, like she couldn't believe she was having to waste her time talking to me. “Goodbye, Daisy.” 
 
    She stalked off, the bags swinging from her arms. 
 
   


  
 

 THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    “I think I got something for everyone,” Emily announced. 
 
    We'd had lunch, then gotten in the car to head home. 
 
    “Well, you went in every store,” Grace shouted from the back of the van. 
 
    “You did go in a lot of stores,” Sophie said. 
 
    Emily ignored them. “So I think I'll only need to go shopping one more time,” she told me as she gazed out the windshield. 
 
    “So you didn't get something for everyone then?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, no. I did, but I still have things to get.” 
 
    “She wouldn't let me go in the candy store, Mom,” Grace complained. 
 
    “Because I knew you'd spend all of your money!” Emily said, twisting in her seat. “And then you wouldn't have had any money for presents.” 
 
    “I would not have!” 
 
    Emily turned back around. “She would have.” 
 
    I glanced in the rearview mirror. “Sophie, how did you do?” 
 
    “I did okay,” she said. “I've got a couple more things to get and I'm making a couple of things that I should be able to finish tonight.” 
 
    “I want to make things!” Grace said. 
 
    “You told me you didn't,” I said, shifting my mirrored gazed from Sophie to Grace. 
 
    “Now I do.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Well, then you better get on it when we get home. Not a whole lot of time left.” 
 
    She grumbled something and then she and Sophie started whispering together, plotting. 
 
    “I saw you talking to that lady,” Emily said. “Ms. Bradshaw?” 
 
    “You saw that?” I wondered if she’d also heard what we were talking about. 
 
    “We were walking by,” she said. “She looked mad so I didn't come over.” 
 
    “She was mad,” I said. “Do you know her son? Howie?” 
 
    “Yeah, he works at Big Mama's,” she answered. “He's fine.” 
 
    “Fine?” 
 
    “I don't know.” She shrugged. “He shows up on time, at least when I’ve been there. He works. He doesn't talk a lot. He was hired right before I left for school, so I don't really know him. He doesn't seem to do social media stuff.” 
 
    “You've stalked him?” I asked. 
 
    “I've looked.” 
 
    I chuckled. She was a very stealth user of social media and nearly the first thing she did with new people that she met was hunt them down on the different platforms to see what they were doing. I wasn't surprised at all that she'd gone looking for Howie. 
 
    “Why was she so mad at you?” Emily asked. 
 
    “I asked her a question she didn't like.” 
 
    “What was the question?” 
 
    “If she took the town's Christmas decorations.” 
 
    “Why would she have done that?” 
 
    “It's…complicated.” I didn’t feel like launching into an explainer about the dynamics between the members of the committee and the arguments for and against ousting Ava. 
 
    “I saw that video,” Emily said. “Where she got all mad after they took her job away.” 
 
    I should have guessed. If it was on social media, Em probably knew about it. “Yes, she was pretty mad then, too. 
 
    “I don't blame her,” she said. “That was sort of mean.” 
 
    “We don't know everything involved,” I reminded her. “There may be more going on than what we know.” 
 
    “I guess,” she said. “It just seemed mean. And she seemed like she wanted to punch Mr. Berg when she found out she was out of a job.” 
 
    I nodded. “She did. That was sort of what I was asking about. But she said she had nothing to do with any of it.” 
 
    “Do you believe her?” 
 
    The light in front of us turned red and I coasted to a stop, the tires grinding a little on the thick layer of sand the snow plows had deposited over the course of the storm. “I'm not sure.” 
 
    I really wasn't sure. Her denial had been immediate and firm. Her anger had flared. She hadn't said anything that led me to believe she was lying to me, but her anger over the whole situation was undeniable. 
 
    I was thinking about that when my phone buzzed in my pocket. I felt around for it and pulled it out. Will's name was on the screen. 
 
    “You shouldn't be messing with your phone while you're driving,” Emily said. 
 
    “I'm not driving,” I told her. “We're at a red light. And it's Will.” I tapped the screen. “Hey.” 
 
    “Hey. Are you coming home soon?” 
 
    “We're on our way now. Why?” 
 
    “Okay. You should go by the antique store on your way home.” 
 
    “The antique store? On Main?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He laughed. “Just go by. You'll see.” 
 
   


  
 

 FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Why aren't we going home?” Emily asked when I turned in the direction away from our house on Main. 
 
    “Because I want to go see something.” 
 
    “See what?” 
 
    Her guess was as good as mine.  
 
    “We'll see in a minute.” 
 
    I could see the crowd on the sidewalk in front of Just Like New. The store itself was just down the block from the police station, on the other side of Big Mama's. I didn't frequent it very often, but I'd been inside a handful of times.  
 
    There were maybe thirty people crowded around the front window of the store. As we crept closer, I saw why. 
 
    The window was filled with all of the missing wreaths. 
 
    They were stacked neatly in upright rows, almost like tires, filling the entire front window. The crowd was gawking and staring. Officer Ted stood off to the side, talking with Nora Berg, Oliver's ex-wife. 
 
    Who just happened to own the store. 
 
    I pulled the van into an empty parking stall, but kept it running. “I'll be right back.” 
 
    “Mom, I really need to get home,” Emily objected. 
 
    “I'll just be a minute,” I said, closing the door before she could make me feel guilty for stopping. 
 
    I crossed the street and made a beeline for Ted and Nora. Ted was scribbling on a small notepad. Nora was in tears, her arms folded across her body, shaking her head. 
 
    “You have to believe me,” she said. “They aren't mine.” 
 
    “Well, I know that, Nora,” he said, his words coming out in icy breaths. “They belong to the town.” 
 
    “You know what I mean!” she cried. “I didn't take them.” 
 
    Ted started to say something, then realized I was standing there. “Oh, Daisy. Hey there.” 
 
    “Hi,” I said. “We were on our way home and saw the crowd. What's going on?” 
 
    “What's going on is that someone broke into my store and put those wreaths there!” she said, pointing at the window. “And it was probably my idiot ex-husband!” 
 
    Nora was bundled up in a green coat with a hood lined with thick fake fur. At least I thought it as fake. Her round face was pink from the cold, and maybe from anxiety, too. She was short and wide, like a park bench, and her fur-lined boots, combined with the hood on her jacket, reminded me of an Eskimo outfit. 
 
    “We don't know anything yet.” Ted glanced at me. “Nothing's been established.” 
 
    “Someone broke in to the store?” I asked. 
 
    Nora bit her lip. 
 
    “Well, we haven't been able to find evidence of that yet,” Ted said. “Nora said she showed up to open up the shop today and the wreaths were already there.” 
 
    “They were!” she said, looking first at him, then me. “They were already there. Someone must've broken in.” 
 
    Ted held out a hand. “I know, I know, Nora. We just need to slow down to get all of the details right so we can figure out what happened.” 
 
    “You need to go talk to Oliver!” she growled.  
 
    I looked at Ted, confused, before darting a glance at Nora. “You're suggesting Oliver did this?” 
 
    Her expression hardened. “That's right I am!” 
 
    “But...why would he have done this?” I said. “If anything, he would've been happy to find the wreaths and have them reinstalled on the street lamps.” 
 
    “Daisy, our divorce was very contentious,” she said. “Very. Anything he could do to make me look bad, I guarantee you he'd do it.” 
 
    “But...I don't think he would've stolen the wreaths himself,” I said. “Just to put them in your storefront. Everyone is upset with him because of what's happened. I'm not sure I see what you're getting at.” 
 
    Her mouth was set in a firm, angry line. She wasn't thinking straight.  
 
    “Nora, I checked both the front and the back door,” Ted said. “The locks weren't tampered with. They are both intact. I didn't see a broken window or any other forced access to the store. Does anyone else have a key?” 
 
    She hesitated, then shook her head. “No. It's my store. I'm the only one with the key.” 
 
    Ted nodded and scribbled on his pad. 
 
    “You haven't seen the wreaths before now?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, I've seen them on the light poles,” she snarled. “Of course I've seen them. But if you're asking if I've seen then in my store, then no. I have not.” 
 
    “Do you know anyone who had seen them?” I asked. 
 
    “The wreaths?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Her jaw shivered. “If you're suggesting—” 
 
    “Hold on, Nora,” Ted said. “Daisy's not suggesting anything.” 
 
    “—that I took those wreaths, you are insane,” she snapped. “I would never do such a thing!” 
 
    “Yes, she would,” a voice said from behind us. 
 
    I turned to see Oliver crossing the street. 
 
    “Oh, good lord,” Ted muttered.  
 
    “She absolutely would've stolen those wreaths to get back at me!” he said as he hopped up onto the sidewalk. “Just can't resist twisting the knife can you, Nora?” 
 
    “What on earth are you talking about?” she said. “I would do no such thing.” 
 
    “Oh, there are a lot of things you said you wouldn't do,” he shot back. “But those were lies, too.” 
 
    “Oliver, I'm going to ask you to step away for a moment,” Ted said, positioning himself between Oliver and his ex-wife. “I'll be with you in just a moment.” 
 
    “Do you have Santa, too?” Oliver asked. He got up on his tiptoes to look at Nora over Ted's shoulder. “Give me Santa!” 
 
    Ted rolled his eyes, took Oliver by the arm, and walked him away from the store. 
 
    Nora was dabbing at her eyes. “That man.” 
 
    “I'm sorry,” I said, unsure what else to say. 
 
    She looked at me. “I do not have Santa, either. Whoever would take Santa doesn't have a heart. I may have done some things I'm not proud of, but I'd never do that.” She glanced at the window. “And I didn't steal the wreaths, either.” 
 
    I took another good look at the window. The wreaths had been very carefully positioned, three stacks of ten. The red bows on each were turned to the window, lined up perfectly. Someone had wanted to make sure that the wreaths were seen and unmistakable for what they were. 
 
    “No one else has access to your store?” I asked. “An old employee, maybe? Another family member?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. No one. I only have two keys. One I keep on my car keys and the other is a spare I keep in my purse, just in case. I checked. I have both of them.” 
 
    That didn't make much sense, especially if Ted hadn't found any signs of forced entry. 
 
    “I know he's angry, but he has to know I'd never do this,” Nora said, glancing down the walk toward Ted and Nora. “I've...I've done some things I'm not terribly proud of and I know he is still upset about the divorce. But he has to know I wouldn't do this. Not ever.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. 
 
    “And even if I had, why on earth would I have put them in my own store window?” she asked, turning to look at her store. “Why would I tell everyone I had done it?” 
 
    I looked at the window again and I had to agree. 
 
    “I don't think you would've,” I said. “I don't think you would've.” 
 
   


  
 

 FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    Ted finished getting his statement from Nora, the crowd dispersed, and I took the girls home. I took my purchases inside, stepped into my snow boots, and headed back for a couple of hours at the station desk. 
 
    Ted was sitting there when I walked in. “You're back.” 
 
    I yanked my hat off and stomped my boots on the mat. “Yeah, I had a little bit to do.” 
 
    He stood up. “Sorry. Was too lazy to walk back to my own computer. I was a little worn out when I got back and I just sat in your chair and started working.” 
 
    “It's not my chair,” I said. “You don't have to get up.” 
 
    He waved a hand in the air. “Your seat, your desk.” 
 
    I went around and sat down. “Well, thanks, I guess.” 
 
    He plopped down in one of the waiting chairs. “Priscilla's not here. She's out at some meeting.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    He was quiet for a minute. “I found something.” 
 
    “Found something?” 
 
    He made a face and nodded. “I got the statement from Nora. Not much there. I double-checked the doors and windows after you left. Didn't find a darn thing. Finally managed to chase Oliver off. I sat with Nora for a few minutes, just getting her to talk a little more. She was able to account for most of her time the last few days and I think it checks out.” 
 
    “So you don't think she did it?” I asked. 
 
    He crossed his legs. “Well, I didn't think she'd be crazy enough to put the wreaths in her own window, then deny she'd done it in the first place. But I just wanted to make sure. I just don't see it.” 
 
    That was typical of Ted. He was a very good policeman. He came across as friendly and unthreatening, but he knew his job and he did it very well. I wasn't surprised at all that he'd seen multiple reasons why Nora wasn't a real suspect. 
 
    “But I came back here and just started plugging away,” he said. “Didn't really find much of anything about Nora or Oliver. I do know the divorce was kind of ugly, but I knew that beforehand. But a lot of divorces are ugly, so that doesn't really make them unusual.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    He took a deep breath. “I did find something else, though.” 
 
    I waited. 
 
    “I just started running everyone's records,” he explained. “That's something I'll normally do when I'm looking at things. Just see if anyone has a criminal record or whatnot. I don't always have to do it here in Moose River because I know most everyone and if they've ever been in trouble, I'm usually aware of it.” He smiled. “Small town and all that.” 
 
    I smiled back. “Right.” 
 
    “But something popped up that I wasn't aware of.” 
 
    “With Nora?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “With Oliver then.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No.” 
 
    “I'm running out of names here, Ted.” 
 
    He smiled again. “Right, sorry. Something popped up on Ava Bradshaw.” 
 
    That surprised me. “Really? I just ran into her at the mall in Maple Pond earlier. She was adamant that she had nothing to do with any of the thefts.” 
 
    “Well, I'm not saying this proves anything,” he said. “I just thought it was interesting.” 
 
    “Okay. What is it?” 
 
    He shifted in the chair. “She has a prior. For theft.” 
 
    “Ava does?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, ma'am. Was a number of years back, but it was right there on her record in the computer. And it was theft.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said. “What did she steal?” 
 
    “A turkey.” 
 
    “A turkey?” 
 
    He nodded again. “Yep. A stuffed turkey.” 
 
    “I'm assuming you don't mean the kind you can eat.” 
 
    “Ha. No. This was a giant stuffed turkey. Used for decoration.” 
 
    Now that was most definitely interesting. 
 
    “I read through the report,” Ted said. “It wasn't all that well-written, but from what I could gather, it was meant as some sort of a prank. She was working for a car dealership at the time and she took it from another car dealership. This happened down in the city. But it seems like the folks at the other dealership took it personally and seriously. They filed a complaint and she was charged with misdemeanor theft. There's some mention that she had a relationship with someone at the other dealership and that played a part. Her contention was that it was all a big misunderstanding.” He shrugged. “But she was charged and paid a fine.” 
 
    I leaned back in my chair. I hated reading too much into people's pasts. Most of us had done things we weren't proud of in our younger days, things that were dumb and spontaneous and free of good judgment. But it was interesting to me that Ava had a history of stealing holiday decorations. 
 
    “Now, I'm not saying this proves anything,” Ted said. “I just thought it was...worth taking note of. It doesn't explain anything about the wreaths showing up in Nora's store or how they got there. But it felt a little strange.” 
 
    Strange, indeed. 
 
   


  
 

 SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    It took me two hours to work through the paperwork on my desk and then I headed home. 
 
    The snow had started to fall again and it was cold enough that it was clinging to everything. The plows were once again out in force, clearing the road and laying down salt and sand. The sidewalks that had been shoveled in the morning now looked like they hadn't been touched, and I was careful on my walk home. 
 
    As I crossed the street to our house, I made out five bodies manning the shovels in our driveway. 
 
    “Are we almost done?” Emily asked. “I need to go check my phone.” 
 
    “No,” Will answered. “The snow is still falling.” 
 
    “Almost,” Jake said. “I wanna get as much cleared as possible since more's coming.” 
 
    Sophie and Grace were pushing the doublewide shovel to the edge of the walk when they saw me. They both held up gloved hands. Their noses and cheeks glowed bright pink beneath their knitted beanies. 
 
    “Hey,” Jake said, huffing and puffing as he shuffled over to me. “I was gonna come get you since it was getting bad out.” 
 
    “I didn't mind the walk,” I told him. “And how did you get the whole crew out here?” 
 
    “I turned off the Internet,” he said. “A lot easier to get their attention that way. How was work?” 
 
    “Confusing as ever,” I told him.  
 
    “I heard about the wreaths.” 
 
    I watched as Emily half-heartedly pushed the shovel along the drive. “I think everyone has by now.” 
 
    “No idea how it happened?” 
 
    I shook my head. “None. And Ted doesn't know either.” I paused. “He did learn one thing, though.” 
 
    “What's that?” 
 
    “Ava Bradshaw once stole a turkey.” 
 
    Jake glanced up from shoveling. “From the grocery store?” 
 
    I explained it to him. 
 
    He put the shovel back to the asphalt driveway. “Well, that's bizarre. Not sure it matters all that much, though.” 
 
    “I know. Just thought it was goofy.” 
 
    “Mom.” Emily heaved out a heavy sigh. “Can we be done now?” 
 
    “This is fun!” Grace said, as she and Sophie worked the shovel back and forth across the apron. 
 
    “We should build a snowman,” Sophie said. 
 
    “Yeah!” Grace said. “And let's give him three eyes!” 
 
    “Okay, whatever,” Emily said, rolling her eyes. “I don't have to stay out here for that, do I? Because I need—” 
 
    A snowball disintegrated against her face, stopping her in mid-sentence. 
 
    “Oops,” Will said. “Sorry.” 
 
    His tone made it very clear that he was not sorry. 
 
    Emily bent down, patted as much snow as she could into a ball, whirled, and fired. Will was too slow to move and the snow bomb caught him right in the back of the head. 
 
    “Ha!” Emily yelled. “Jerk!” 
 
    Will immediately went to his knees and began building up an arsenal. “You're dead.” 
 
    Emily saw what was coming her way and immediately went to work on her own war chest. 
 
    The two younger girls dropped the large shovel and started making competing piles of snowballs. 
 
    “This isn't what I intended,” Jake said. His brow furrowed as he surveyed the scene unfolding before him. “I wanted the driveway cleared, not covered in more snow.” 
 
    “You may have a problem then,” I told him. “They seem determined. And they probably need the exercise.” 
 
    Will stood and fired the first salvo at his older sister, then took aim at the younger two. They screamed and ran for the garage, their hands each filled with snowballs. Emily pivoted and hurled two quick balls at him. He dodged the first, but took the second square on the chin. 
 
    “Sucker!” she yelled. 
 
    The two younger girls emerged on the other side of the garage and took dead aim at their brother, pelting with him with everything they had. 
 
    “Three on one,” I said. “Seems fair.” 
 
    “He did start it.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    We watched as they went after one another, yelling and laughing and covered in snow. I knew we'd all be sick of the snow by February, but this was the part of winter I always enjoyed, when snow was still new and fun and not a hassle. Or, rather, not as big of a hassle. 
 
    They all ended up in a circle firing at one another until their snowball supplies were depleted. Then Will said something to the three girls and they each went about creating more. 
 
    Jake leaned on his shovel. “Round two, I guess.” 
 
    “Round two. And, good. They'll be exhausted.” 
 
    “I'm gonna make them shovel it up when they're done.” 
 
    “I'll help them,” I said. “They're having fun.” 
 
    They each had about ten balls built and stacked in front of them. Will said something to them again and they each picked up one. 
 
    “This should be good,” Jake said. 
 
    Will nodded. “On three.” 
 
    They all looked at one another and nodded.  
 
    “One, two, three.” 
 
    All four of them pivoted and that was when I realized we'd miscalculated.  
 
    They fired at us. 
 
    Jake took two to the face and one whizzed past my ear, the other hitting me square in the chest. 
 
    “We've been had,” Jake said, wiping snow from his nose and cheeks. 
 
    The second wave arrived and all four of them were now laughing and yelling as we tried to duck behind the car for cover. 
 
    “We need to make a run for the house,” I told him as two snowballs flew over the roof of the car. 
 
    “Nonsense,” Jake said. “That's for cowards. Now we fight back.” He bent down and scooped up snow and started forming his weapons. 
 
    “There are four of them,” I said. Two more snowballs hit the car. 
 
    “But we're older and wiser,” he said. “Come on. You're always telling me we need to embrace winter more. This is war.” He picked up his snowballs, let out a banshee-like yell, and charged around the car, firing his snowballs. The kids all screamed and took off running. 
 
    For an hour, I forgot all about the missing decorations and the accusations while we embraced winter and chased each other around in the snow. 
 
   


  
 

 SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Daisy,” Oliver Berg said. 
 
    It was the next day. We'd finished our snowball war—winners were never determined —went in for showers and dinner and ended up playing board games for the better part of the evening. I'd fallen asleep earlier than usual and, as a result, was up earlier than normal. After breakfast and a pot of coffee, I headed over to the station and Oliver showed up half an hour after I'd gotten there. 
 
    “Good morning, Oliver,” I said. “How are you?” 
 
    He was clutching his Russian hat in his hands. “Oh, well, you know. Not terrific.” 
 
    I started to say something, but Priscilla came stomping down the hall and stopped abruptly at my desk. She looked at Oliver, then me, then Oliver again. “Morning, Oliver.” She handed me a manila folder. “I need these notes typed up by noon.” 
 
    I took the folder. “Okay.” 
 
    “I wanted to stop by and see if you'd learned anything,” Oliver said. “About the wreaths?” 
 
    I looked at Priscilla, deferring to her. 
 
    “No,” she said. “We haven't learned anything.” 
 
    Oliver's shoulders slumped. “Oh. I see.” 
 
    “And before you ask about everything else,” she continued. “Santa and all that other stuff. No, we don't know anything about that, either.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    I thought her tone was out of line, but didn't say anything. 
 
    “I'm afraid you're just going to have to plan around not having those things this year,” she said. She turned to me. “Noon. I'll need 'em back.” 
 
    I waited until she’d gone back down the hall before I rolled my eyes. 
 
    Oliver forced a smile. “Well, I guess that answers my questions.” 
 
    “I'm sorry, Oliver,” I said. “I wish we had better answers for you.” I hesitated. “If it makes a difference, I really don't think Nora took the wreaths.” 
 
    He sat down on the edge of the chair behind him. “I appreciate your saying that. I know I was pretty upset yesterday. And I understand it wouldn't have made a whole lot of sense for her to have put the wreaths in her window.” 
 
    I was glad he'd been able to think it through and not just hang onto his anger. 
 
    “But I'm still not convinced she isn't involved,” he said. 
 
    So much for thinking it through. 
 
    “You still think she's responsible?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded. “I think her involvement makes sense. I don't want to bore you with the details of our divorce, but we went through a pretty rough patch and it's still pretty rough. I know that she's secretly happy that this is happening while I'm in charge.” 
 
    I wasn't sure he was right, but I didn't say anything. 
 
    “But now I'm thinking it's not just her,” he said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    He stared at the floor for a moment. “I think she's got some help. I think she and Bert are probably behind all of this.” 
 
    “Bert?” 
 
    He nodded slowly. “Peterson. Yeah. I'm pretty sure that the more I think about it, I think they might be in cahoots on this.” 
 
    “In cahoots?” I said, using a phrase I wasn't sure I'd ever used before. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean that I think they both might be behind the thefts,” he clarified. “That they both have it out for me and they might have planned all of this together.” 
 
    “I'm really not following you, Oliver,” I said. 
 
    He stood up. “It's okay, Daisy. It's complicated, and I shouldn't unload all of this on you.” 
 
    “You're talking about Bert because he lost his position as Santa Claus?” I asked, still trying to get a handle on what he was suggesting. “Because he was upset about that?” 
 
    “Yes,” Oliver said, setting his hat on top of his head. “And no.” 
 
    “I'm not understanding.” 
 
    “It's complicated,” he said, shaking his head. “It's complicated.” He took a deep breath and sighed. “Better that I stop worrying about that and just get to the matter at hand.” 
 
    “And what is that exactly?” I asked. 
 
    He tugged on the hat. “Figuring out how to tell everyone the festival and parade are going to be canceled.” 
 
   


  
 

 EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    I finished my shift at the station, then walked home in the snow, grabbed the car keys and the girls, and headed out to the mall for one final gift-buying trip. There was more snow in the forecast and I didn't want them scrambling for last minute gifts if we got snowed in. This time, though, I had them make lists and a plan of attack so that we wouldn't spend the better part of the day there. 
 
    Apparently, most of the other folks in the suburbs had the same idea, as the parking lot was jammed and the interior of the mall wasn't much better. We agreed that they had an hour to get their shopping done and I sent them on their way.  
 
    I picked up the three things I needed—a sweater for Jake, a video game for Will, and a puzzle for Grace—and then headed to the food court for coffee. I'd just picked up my drink when I turned to find a familiar face in line.  
 
    Ava Bradshaw seemed to be stalking me. 
 
    She noticed me at the same time I noticed her and neither of us knew what to do. Finally, she broke the awkwardness and held up a hand in a half-hearted greeting. “Hi, Daisy. Again.” 
 
    “We keep meeting,” I said. “And here.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and then held up her full hands again. “What can I say? I leave most of my shopping until the last minute.” 
 
    I smiled. I didn't want another confrontation with her, and we hadn't parted on great terms the last time we'd spoken. So I nodded and kept moving until I found an empty table near the window.  
 
    I was surprised then when Ava stopped at my table.  
 
    She shuffled her feet for a moment and readjusted her packages. “I, uh, I wanted to apologize for my reaction when we last spoke.” 
 
    “No need,” I told her. “Really.” 
 
    She looked relieved. “Thank you. I appreciate that.”  
 
    “I did have another question for you, though,” I said, unable to resist. “And it's kind of an odd one.” 
 
    She looked at me, wary. “Odd?” 
 
    “Did you ever steal a turkey?” 
 
    The color immediately rushed into her cheeks. “Where did you hear that?” Then she realized the answer on her own. “Of course. You checked my records.” 
 
    “I didn't,” I told her. “I can't do that.” 
 
    “But someone did,” she said. She set her drink down on my table and sat down in the chair across from me. “Yes. I once stole an oversized turkey.” 
 
    I sipped from my coffee and listened. 
 
    “It was in college,” she said. “I was working for this car dealership and my friends dared me to steal the big stuffed turkey from the dealership across the street. It was Thanksgiving and both dealerships were decorated. I was dating a guy who worked there.” She shook her head. “It was dumb. I went to meet him one night before his shift ended. He was locking up and I grabbed it and shoved it in the trunk of my car.” She frowned. “Unfortunately, he liked his job more than he liked me and the next day, he realized I'd taken it. But instead of calling me, he and his manager called the police.” She shook her head again. “I brought it back, but I was cited anyway. It meant nothing and, it was completely embarrassing and when I was working, I would have to mention it on job applications because it's stayed on my record.” She forced a smile that she clearly wasn't feeling. “A lifetime of trouble for about ten minutes of stupidity.” 
 
    “It sounds like it,” I said. “I'm sorry. That is sort of rotten.” 
 
    She nodded slowly. “It is rotten.” Then she looked at me. “And I learned my lesson.” 
 
    I didn't say anything. 
 
    She looked at her coffee for a moment. “I was angry at Oliver and everyone in that room that night. I really was. And I lost it. I know I did. I said a lot of things and probably in the moment, I meant them. I'll never forgive them for what they took from me.” She paused. “But I haven't stolen a thing. I didn't have anything to do with it. No matter how angry I was, I wouldn't have done it.” She paused. “I learned my lesson a long time ago and I don't ever plan on repeating that mistake.” 
 
    I had to say, she was very convincing. She seemed earnest and sorry and believable. I didn't see anything in her body language or hear anything in her words that made me doubt what she was saying. She may have been the most likely suspect, but I no longer thought Ava Bradshaw had anything to do with the missing decorations. 
 
    “I believe you,” I told her. 
 
    She glanced at me, surprised. “Really?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Yeah. Really.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and sighed. “Good. Thank you.” 
 
    “But you don't have any idea who might've stolen them?” I asked. “I mean, you are the person most connected to the festival and the parade. If anyone else had reason to throw a wrench in the works, I feel like you would know who that person would be.” 
 
    She thought for a moment. “I'm not sure it's appropriate to say.” 
 
    “Appropriate?” 
 
    “It's just conjecture on my part,” she said. “I don't have any real evidence. Just a gut feeling. I learned about something just recently and it struck me as...interesting.” 
 
    “I'm not following what you're saying,” I told her. 
 
    “And people talk,” she said, standing up. “People love to talk. So I've heard their names come up.” 
 
    “Names?” I said. “Plural?” 
 
    Ava nodded. “Names. Plural.” 
 
    “Whose names?” 
 
    Ava looked unsure of herself. “I'm really not sure I should say anything. It might be nothing. It might just be Moose River getting carried away like usual.” 
 
    I waited. 
 
    “But I can't help but wonder if Nora Berg and Bert Peterson didn't have something to do with it,” she finally said. 
 
    “Nora and Bert?” I repeated, realizing it was now the second time they'd both been accused of being involved. “Together?” 
 
    “I don't know,” she said, gathering up her bags. “I just...” She paused, looking out into the mall. “I just have a feeling. And I need to get moving. I'll see you, Daisy.” 
 
    I watched her walk out of the coffee shop before I could ask her anything else. 
 
   


  
 

 NINETEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nora Berg and Bert Peterson. 
 
    The first time Oliver mentioned them, it seemed like it was out of spite. He was angry with his ex-wife and he knew that Bert was angry with him, too. He was throwing names at the wall to see if any stuck. 
 
    But now Ava had said the same thing. 
 
    Nora and Bert. 
 
    I thought that was...interesting. 
 
    I was pondering that when the girls returned to the coffee shop, right on time. 
 
    “We got everything,” Emily informed me. “But Grace ate the chocolate she bought for Jake.” 
 
    Grace frowned. “I said I'd buy him some more.” She looked at me. “I got hungry.” 
 
    “I had a piece, too,” Sophie said. 
 
    “It's fine,” I told them. “We can pick up some more at the drug store back home.” 
 
    “My stomach was all rumbly and Emily wouldn't buy me a hamburger.” Grace’s lower lip quivered. 
 
    “Because you didn't need one and you wanted ice cream, too,” Emily said. 
 
    Grace shrugged. “I get hungry.” 
 
    “It's fine,” I repeated. “Are we ready to go?” 
 
    “We wanna do the photo booth,” Grace announced. 
 
    “The photo booth?” 
 
    “They have one of those old time booths,” Emily said. “Where you sit in it and it has a curtain and stuff? It prints the pictures out?” 
 
    “We were going to take them and give them to my dad,” Sophie said. 
 
    I hesitated because I was really ready to go. 
 
    “It won't take long,” Emily said. “Just a couple of minutes, and it's right around the corner.” 
 
    The fact that she was telling me this also told me she was onboard with doing it. It seemed so infrequent that all three girls agreed on anything that I decided I better not let the moment pass. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Let's go find the photo booth.” 
 
    They led me out of the coffee shop and around the corner, past the food court, toward an atrium area with kiosks and the photo booth. I didn't recall seeing it before and I assumed they'd brought it in especially for the holidays.  
 
    The booth was already occupied, so the girls left their bags with me and went and stood near it, so they'd be next.  
 
    I could see two pairs of legs behind the curtain of the booth and I heard a few laughs coming from inside of it.  
 
    I checked my watch. 
 
    I really did want to get going. I still had gifts to wrap and cookies to bake, and we would apparently be needing to stop somewhere to pick up some more chocolate. 
 
    Emily glanced at me, frowning. She waved her hand at the booth. She was impatient, too.  
 
    “Just give it a minute,” I told her. 
 
    I liked that they had come up with the idea on their own for Jake, and I knew he'd think it was cute to get a few pictures of the girls making goofy faces.  
 
    More laughing from the booth. 
 
    And a squeal. 
 
    Emily made a face. 
 
    Sophie and Grace both had their arms crossed and were tapping their feet. 
 
    There was some whispering inside the booth, then some more laughing. 
 
    Emily turned around and looked at me. 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    Then the curtain on the booth opened and I did a double take. 
 
    Nora Berg stumbled out of the booth with a big smile on her face, her hair slightly disheveled, dabbing at the corners of her mouth. 
 
    Bert Peterson came out behind her, still laughing, and lipstick on his cheek and around his own lips. 
 
    Their smiles quickly dissolved when they saw me. 
 
    Nora and Bert. 
 
    Once again. 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY 
 
      
 
    The girls either didn't recognize them or didn't care, as they scurried past them and into the booth, yanking the curtain closed. 
 
    I stepped closer to Bert and Nora before they could walk away. “Well, hello.” 
 
    They looked at one another, both of them clearly unsure of what to say. Nora's face was a bright shade of pink and Bert just kept running his hand over the top of his hair. 
 
    “Daisy,” Nora finally said. “What a...surprise.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes. What a surprise.” 
 
    Her face flushed again. 
 
    Bert stood up a little taller. “This is ridiculous, Nora. We are adults. We have nothing to be ashamed of.” He nodded at me. “Hello, Daisy.” 
 
    “Bert,” I said. 
 
    Nora seemed to be having trouble taking Bert's words to heart. She was shuffling her feet and her eyes were bouncing between Bert and me. 
 
    “I'm serious, Nora,” Bert said. “It's time to stop hiding this from everyone. I want people to know.” 
 
    She pursed her lips. 
 
    “My daughters were waiting to use the photo booth,” I told them. “That's why I'm standing here.” 
 
    They both turned around to look at the booth, like they'd already forgotten it was there. 
 
    Nora turned back around. “Bert and I are together,” she blurted. 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “Okay.” 
 
    He slid his hand into hers. “Yes. We're together.” 
 
    “It's truly none of my business,” I said. “I'm just here with my daughters.” 
 
    “We didn't mean for it to happen,” Nora said, apparently uninterested in the fact that it was none of my business. “But, sometimes...the heart wants what the heart wants.” They looked at each other and smiled. 
 
    “Really,” I assured her. “It's none of my business.” 
 
    “We actually were here having dinner one night,” Bert said. “In the food court. I was at the Hot Dog on a Stick and she was at the Sbarro. I saw her sitting by herself and went over to say hello. She invited me to sit down and we just started talking.” He glanced at her. “She invited me to come home with her that night—” 
 
    Nora slapped his chest, her face going crimson. 
 
    “Really,” I said, holding up a hand. “It's not any of my business. You don't owe me an explanation.” 
 
    Nora held up several strips of photographs. “We were just getting holiday pictures taken in the booth. We thought it would be fun.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    We stood there awkwardly for a moment. 
 
    “Please don't tell Oliver,” Nora finally said. 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “He will be heartbroken,” she said. “I really don't want that.” 
 
    “Would be fine with me,” Bert grumbled. 
 
    “I have no intention of telling anyone anything,” I said, wishing the girls would hurry along. “It'll be like we never met.” I paused. “But I have to tell you. I think...I think people already may know.” 
 
    They exchanged a worried look. 
 
    “They already know?” Nora asked. 
 
    “We've been so careful,” Bert said, frowning. “I never park my car at her house. We never go out together in Moose River.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don't know what to tell you, but I think from things people have said, they already know.” 
 
    “People are already gossiping about us?” Nora asked, anxiety all over her face. 
 
    “No, not like that,” I explained. “But both Oliver and Ava Bradshaw mentioned the two of you...together.” 
 
    Nora pressed her hand to her chest. “He already knows. Oh my lord.” 
 
    “Why were they talking about us?” Bert asked. “And why to you?” 
 
    It was a fair question and I thought they deserved an honest answer. 
 
    “It was about the missing decorations,” I answered. 
 
    They looked at one another, then back to me. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “As you know, there have been a lot of questions about what happened to everything and lots of questions as to who might've been involved.” I paused. “Your names came up.” 
 
    “Because of the wreaths?” Nora asked. “I already explained to you that I had nothing to do with that.” 
 
    “I know, and I believe you,” I told her. “But others have suggested that you had the motivation to get back at Oliver.” I paused. “Both of you. And maybe together. That's why I think people already know about you.” 
 
    “Why?” Bert asked, his brows furrowed together. “Why us?” 
 
    I wasn't prepared to have this conversation, but I didn't see a way to back out. “Well, Oliver suggested that Nora was angry with him because of the divorce and that she would like to see him fail.” 
 
    “That's not true,” she said. “Things aren't good between us, but that doesn't mean I'd do anything to hurt him.” 
 
    “I might,” Bert said with a grunt.  
 
    She frowned at him. 
 
    His shoulders slumped. “I'm just saying that because I'm upset.” 
 
    “And I think everyone knows about you losing your Santa position, Bert,” I said. “They saw the video. I don't think it's a huge jump for people to think you, too, might be happy to see the festival and parade fail.” 
 
    “Just because I'd like to see old Ollie fail doesn't mean I'd do anything to make it happen,” he said. “I knew he knew about us, Nora. I just knew it. I knew that's why he kicked me out of the Santa spot. I just had a feeling. Plain old jealousy.” He looked at me. “But I haven't done a thing to harm the festival and I never would.” 
 
    “I'm just telling you how your names came up,” I explained. “That's all.” 
 
    “We've been together every night this month,” Bert said. “Nora and I. We didn't sneak out and start stealing anything. That can be proven. Dinner receipts, coffee, ice cream receipts.” He glanced at her. “I have the receipts from all of our dates.” 
 
    She smiled at him. “That's very sweet.” 
 
    “I want to remember every moment we spend together.” 
 
    “Oh, Bert.” 
 
    I wasn't sure I'd ever felt like a bigger third wheel. 
 
    Bert looked at me. “Do we need to go in and talk to the police? Do we need to defend ourselves?” 
 
    I hesitated, then shook my head. “I don't think so. At least, not right now. Everything is just rumor and gossip at this point. I'm sure if they want to talk to you, Ted or someone else will get hold of you.” 
 
    Bert nodded. “Alright then.” 
 
    “And for what it's worth,” I told them. “I do believe you.” 
 
    And I did. I knew they both had their own motivation to get back at Oliver, but I just wasn't seeing anything from either of them that indicated they were responsible for the thefts. 
 
    Which left me right where I'd started. 
 
    With no answers. 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY ONE 
 
      
 
    I crawled into bed next to Jake. “I thought they were going to make out.” 
 
    He made a face. “I don't think any of us need to see that.” 
 
    The girls and I had left the mall as soon as they finished with their pictures. I'd gone about finishing some of my wrapping and baking some cookies and making dinner. I'd tried to clear my head of Moose River's problems and find a bit more of the holiday spirit, but I was having trouble doing that. I wasn't in a great mood when I'd gone upstairs to go to bed. 
 
    “I mean, I think they made out before they came out of the booth,” I told him. 
 
    “Stop. I don't need these images in my head.” 
 
    “You should've seen the lipstick on Bert's face.” 
 
    “I'm gonna go sleep downstairs.” 
 
    I snuggled up to him under the blankets. “No, then I'll be cold.” 
 
    He slipped his arm around me. “Then stop trying to give me nightmares.” 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “What's wrong?” he asked. 
 
    “I don't know,” I told him. “I'm just afraid it won't seem much like Christmas without the festival and the parade. It's just part of our routine, our tradition. And if they cancel everything, it will feel like there's a big hole in the holidays.” 
 
    “We still have our stuff, though,” he said. “Our Christmas Eve and Christmas Day with presents and food and total chaos. Those are what I think of as our traditions.” 
 
    “You don't think of the town stuff?” 
 
    “I do, but I care more about what goes on in this house. Those are what matter to me. I don't want anything to be canceled, but I love the holiday because of us, not because of anything else.” 
 
    I squeezed him. I knew he was right. Those were the things that mattered to me, too. But I really did like all of the pomp and circumstance that went along with the town's celebration, and I would miss it if it were canceled. 
 
    “Your wheels are still turning,” Jake said. “I can feel them.” 
 
    “When are they not?” 
 
    “I have no idea. I'm positive they turn in your sleep.” 
 
    I kneed him in the leg beneath the covers. “I would just like to know what happened. That's all.” 
 
    “I think everyone would like to know what happened. You aren't alone.” 
 
    “Sure. But I'm not sure we will. If no one's figured anything about by now, I'm not sure we'll find out.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” he said. 
 
    “And what will that mean for next year?” I asked. “If they don't have the money to replace everything this year, where will they get it for next year? So then will it all just be over?” 
 
    “I think you're getting a little ahead of yourself,” he said. “Assuming they don't find anything, there's a whole year for them to figure out what to do next. They can do fundraisers. They can see if there is money in other parts of the town's budget. If they cancel this year, it doesn't mean it's gone forever.” 
 
    “Stop being rational,” I told him. “I'm looking to be a little irrational for the moment.” 
 
    “You should tell me that ahead of time then,” he said. “Yes, this is probably it. We'll probably never celebrate Christmas in Moose River ever again.” 
 
    I kneed him again. “You aren't helping.” 
 
    He chuckled and wrapped his arm tighter around me. “I'm just teasing you. But I don't want you to let this ruin your Christmas. That would make me sad.” 
 
    “Wow. You finally admit to having feelings.” 
 
    “I'm not a total robot. Just, like, eight percent.” 
 
    I wiggled against his warm body. 
 
    I knew it wouldn't ruin my Christmas. I knew I'd have fun opening gifts and seeing the kids open theirs. I'd forget about the parade and the festival in the moment.  
 
    But, lying in bed, I couldn't help but feel like Christmas was going to be a bit of a downer. 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY TWO 
 
      
 
    “I don't know, Ted,” I said. “I'm out of ideas.” 
 
    It was the next morning and I was back at the station. Priscilla was out at another meeting at City Hall, so Ted and I were the only ones in. I'd told him about my run-ins with Ava, Nora, and Bert, and that I thought they were all telling the truth. He told me that he'd done some poking around and he agreed. He'd found nothing that pointed the finger at any one of them.  
 
    Or anyone else, for that matter. 
 
    He leaned back in the chair, his hands folded across his stomach. “Me, too. I just have to wonder now if it truly was something more random. We've looked at this all along like it was someone who had some sort of motivation to either harm the town or get back at Oliver and we've come up with zilch. So it makes me wonder if maybe this was just some kids goofing off and who were just looking to cause a little trouble.” He shrugged. “I'm not sure what other explanation we might have.” 
 
    “I guess,” I said, my elbow on my desk and my chin in my hand. “I was just hoping we'd be able to figure it out.” 
 
    He nodded slowly. “Me, too. But I'm at a loss.” 
 
    “What about Priscilla?” 
 
    “What about her?” 
 
    “Maybe she did it.” 
 
    His eyes widened. “What?” 
 
    “She told me herself,” I said. “She hates Christmas. She hates the festival and the parade, and she said she'd be happy to see it gone. Maybe this was all part of her plan to rid the town of it all.” 
 
    He laughed. “Daisy, now come on. I know you and Priscilla don't get along. And I know what a curmudgeon she can be. But you don't for one second really believe she'd do this, do you?” 
 
    I didn't. I was just grasping at straws. 
 
    “No,” I admitted. “I don't.” 
 
    “Thank goodness,” he said. “Was afraid you'd bring that up and she'd fire you and then we'd all really be in trouble.” 
 
    “You're very kind,” I told him. 
 
    He blushed. “Aw, I'm just saying the truth. I'd missing having you around here and so would others.” 
 
    “Not Priscilla.” 
 
    “Oh, I think she would,” he said. “She might never say it, but she would.  You make her job much easier than it used to be.” He winked at me. “So don't go talking crazy in front of her.” 
 
    I laughed. “I won't.” 
 
    Ted pushed himself out of the chair and stood up, hitching up his pants. “Well, I guess I better go find out where we stand on all this. Oliver was going to officially announce the cancellation of the festival and parade this evening. Which means I can pull back all of the permits we had to close Main Street.” 
 
    “He still hasn't canceled?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I think he was trying to wait until the last minute. And I think he was trying to figure out a way to pull it off. But nearly everything is gone. The streets wouldn't be decorated, there's no sleigh for Santa, and we don't have lights to light the tree. Shoot, half of the parade floats wouldn't even have their decorations.” He shook his head again. “I think he waited as long as he could. I'm going to meet him over at City Hall and just get the official word because we'll need to get the word out to the town.” 
 
    I nodded. That made sense. I knew that people were anticipating the cancellation, but the town would need to make it official and get it out on social media. They'd also have to get some signs up for people who wouldn't get the notice and show up anyway. 
 
    It made me sad. 
 
    “You did all you could, Daisy,” Ted said. “Don't feel bad. Sometimes, we don't get the bad guy.” 
 
    “I sort of thought we always did.” 
 
    He pulled on his coat and zipped it up. “Usually, we do.” He stared out the window, at the white sky that mirrored the snow covering the ground. “But, seems like this time? The bad guys win.” 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ted left and I tried to focus on paperwork that Priscilla left for me, but had a hard time. I fumbled around with it for a while, then decided I needed to try and eat some lunch. Maybe that would clear my head. I trudged out in the fresh snow toward Big Mama's. 
 
    The diner was half-full when I stomped the snow from my boots. Bjorn Born, the longtime owner and manager of the diner, was looking a little frazzled behind the front counter, with several checks spread out in front of him. 
 
    He looked up when the door closed. “Daisy. Hello, there. Give me just a minute, if you would.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    I watched as he hustled checks to four different tables, grabbed a couple of water glasses to refill, returned them, then hustled back upfront.  
 
    “You're hopping today,” I said.  
 
    He frowned. “Yeah. And I should have some help here, but he ran off.” Something flashed across his eyes. “Emily isn't home by chance, is she? I thought about giving her a call but haven’t had a chance to do it.” 
 
    “I think she might be,” I told him. “I’d call her and see if she's free.” 
 
    He pulled a pen from behind his ear. “I just might do that. What can I get for you?” 
 
    I gave him my order and he told me to have a seat and he'd get to it as soon as he could. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, after I'd watched him bounce around the dining room and kitchen like a pinball, he was back at the counter with a paper bag that smelled like it was full of deliciousness. 
 
    “Sorry, it took so long,” he said, glancing at the clock. “I don't know where that darn kid is.” 
 
    “Kid?” 
 
    “Howie,” he said, annoyed. “He asked if he could go run a quick errand, but said he'd be right back. That was over an hour ago.” He gave me the total and I handed him my card. He slid it through the reader. “He had to go pay his rent or something.” 
 
    “His rent? Doesn't he live with his mother?” 
 
    “Hang on just a sec,” he said, then jogged back toward the back of the restaurant. 
 
    Maybe I had my ages wrong, but I didn't think Howie was much older than Emily. That didn't mean he couldn't be living on his own, but I swore he lived with Ava.  
 
    Bjorn came jogging back. “Sorry. Forgot I told that table I'd get them another bottle of salsa and then didn't do it.” 
 
    “That's okay. You're busy.” 
 
    He pulled the strip of paper from the machine and handed it to me with my card and a pen. “What did you ask me?” 
 
    “I asked if he lived at home? I thought he lived with Ava.” 
 
    “No,” Bjorn said. “I mean, yeah. He does. His rent was for something else. A storage unit over there at the place off Jackson. The one with all of those yellow doors?” 
 
     I knew it. It was the only storage facility in town, and we'd used it briefly one year when our garage sale was canceled due to weather and Jake refused to put everything back in the garage. They had multiple sized units and you could rent for any period you needed. We'd used it for two months. 
 
    But that didn't explain why a kid like Howie would need one. 
 
    “Is it Ava's?” I asked, signing the receipt. “Was he paying it for Ava?” 
 
    “No idea,” Bjorn said, pushing the bag toward me. “I know he just got it a couple of weeks ago because they called here to tell him the unit was ready. No idea why he put the number to here down.” He shrugged. “But he better come back soon or he's gonna have to look elsewhere to find money to pay for it.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, thinking. 
 
    “Thanks, Daisy,” he said. “For your patience and your business.” 
 
    I picked up the bag. “Of course. And give Em a call. I know she'll come over if she's not busy.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    I stepped outside and while the snow had stopped, the wind had picked up. I tucked my chin into my chest and stepped through the snow back to the station. The scraping of the plows echoed in the distance. 
 
    And I couldn't shake the feeling that something was wrong. 
 
    I got to the door of the station, then turned, and kept going home, my feet leaving deep prints in the fresh snow. I needed the car. 
 
    And I really hoped I wasn't right about what was running through my head. 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY FOUR 
 
      
 
    The roads were slippery from the house over to the storage facility. The pavement was mostly clear, but the temperatures were dropping fast and everyone was being careful. I called Ted before I left to let him know what I was doing and where I was headed, but he didn't pick up and I had to leave him a voicemail. I drove slowly and kept my eyes on the road, worried more about cars sliding into me than me sliding into them.  
 
    It took me twenty minutes to get there in what would've normally been a ten-minute drive. The lot at Moose River Store-It was plowed, though, and I gratefully pulled into the mostly clear parking lot at the front of the facility. There were two other cars in the lot and inside the small office, I could see a guy paging lazily through a magazine.  
 
    I knew that the storage areas were limited to customers who were actually renting units. There was a keypad near the gate that required a four-digit code in order to open it. Jake had used our anniversary when we'd rented a unit there. If I went into the office, I was going to have to concoct some story about wanting to rent a unit just to get onto the premises. I really didn't want to do that.  
 
    As I was pondering that, a pickup truck pulled up to the keypad. The driver's side window rolled down and an arm reached out to use the pad.  
 
    Now or never. 
 
    I got out of the car and reached the truck just as it was going through the open gates. They shut quickly behind me and I moved closer to the building. The truck drove forward, past the first unit, then hung a right, and disappeared. 
 
    There were no open units on the main row, so I walked up to where the truck had turned and looked to my right. I could see the truck down at the far end of the aisle, idling in front of a unit. 
 
    I turned to my left. 
 
    Halfway down the aisle, a Ford Focus was parked in front of a unit. I could see that the door to the unit was up.  
 
    I tucked my chin to my chest, squinting into the wind, and walked in that direction. 
 
    I could hear noise in the unit as I got closer. I stopped to try and get a better listen, but couldn't figure out what I was hearing. 
 
    I crossed to the other side of the aisle. I didn't want to walk right up to the opening for a number of reasons. 
 
    Talking to Bjorn, it occurred to me that another person who might've been motivated to see Oliver fail was Howie Bradshaw. He'd talked about just wanting his mother to be happy. He hadn't seemed terribly upset about the possible cancellation of the festivities. He was renting a storage unit. And he was a kid who might not have had the best judgment. 
 
    As I walked past the open door on the other side of the aisle, I took a quick look across. 
 
    And I saw Santa's face looking back at me. 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY FIVE 
 
      
 
    I didn't see Howie in the unit at first. All I saw was Santa and his sleigh, and about a hundred plastic candy canes, and strings of lights, and large spools of ribbon, and a bunch of life-sized reindeer.  
 
    Then Santa moved and Howie came out from behind the red and white statue. He lifted it up and set it up next to the far wall. He turned back around and dragged one of the reindeer over to Santa and propped it up against the jolly old fellow. It looked like he was organizing all of the decorations. 
 
    The decorations that belonged to the town. 
 
    I walked across the aisle, around his car, and stood in the entryway. “Howie.” 
 
    He jumped at the sound of my voice, his eyes wide, another reindeer in his hands. “Ms. Savage?” 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked.  
 
    He looked around the storage unit. “I...uh...well...” 
 
    “It was you,” I said. “You took everything. And then brought it here.” 
 
    His eyes swept around the unit again. “It's not what you think.” 
 
    “What is it then?” 
 
    He frowned. “Well, maybe, it's exactly what you think.” 
 
    “You stole everything.” 
 
    He hesitated, then nodded. “Yes, ma'am.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    He set down the reindeer in his hands. “I don't know. I was just…angry.” 
 
    “About your mom?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah. You don't know how much this Christmas thing means to her. No one does. It's her whole life. When they took her off the committee, she cried for like two days. Everyone just thought she got all mad and stuff, but she was really upset.” He paused. “It was really hard to see that. And I just wanted to do something about it. I thought they might even put her in charge again.” 
 
    “So you stole everything,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, but I was never going to keep it,” he said quickly, looking around. “That's why I rented the storage unit. To keep it all here until after Christmas.” 
 
    “And then what were you going to do with it?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “I hadn't gotten that far. But I wasn't going to keep it or anything like that. Honest. Renting this thing was expensive.” 
 
    I wanted to believe him, but I wasn't sure. 
 
    “You did all of this on your own?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah. Took me all night and I don't know how many trips. My car isn't that big and I was trying to be careful to not get caught.” 
 
    “Well, you were successful in that.” 
 
    “But I came here tonight to put it all back,” he said. “You have to believe me.” 
 
    I didn't say anything. 
 
    “I really did,” he said. “My mom said something this morning about how it wasn’t going to feel like Christmas if everything was canceled. I told her I thought she'd be happy that it was all canceled, but she said she was going to miss it.” He looked at Santa. “So I felt super guilty. I went to work, but then decided I had to do something. So I left and came here. I swear that's what I'm doing.” 
 
    I sighed. I did believe him. He'd done a dumb thing. His heart had been in the right place, but his head had gone in another direction.  
 
    “I believe you,” I told him. “But we need to let people know you have all of this.” 
 
    His eyes went wide again. “No, no. See, that's the thing. I'm going to put it all back.” 
 
    “They're going to cancel everything tonight,” I said. “They need to know it's all here.” I paused. “And that you took it.” 
 
    “No,” he said, shaking his head. “I'll get in too much trouble. My mom will be so mad at me. I'll go to jail or something. Please don't tell anyone.” 
 
    “Howie, we have to,” I said. “Just tell people what you told me. It'll be okay.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No. My mom will kill me.” 
 
    “I'll tell her what you told me,” I said. “I'll back you up. It'll be okay.” 
 
    “No,” he said. “She can't know.” 
 
    “Howie. I called Officer Ted on my way over here,” I informed him. “He'll be here any moment, I'm sure.” 
 
    “You already called the cops?” he said, panic filtering into his voice. “Oh my gosh. I'm in so much trouble.” 
 
    “Howie, just calm down,” I said. “It'll be okay.” 
 
    “I gotta get outta here,” he said. 
 
    “No,” I said. “You can't leave. I can't let you do that.” 
 
    “You can't stop me!” he cried. 
 
    He pushed over the reindeer in front of him and sprinted toward the opening on the opposite side of the unit from me. I didn't think I'd be able to catch him before he past me. 
 
    So I looked for anything that might slow him down and grabbed the first thing I could get my hands on. 
 
    A giant candy cane. 
 
    I picked it up and turned toward him, swinging it in his direction. The crook of the candy cane wrapped around his waist and caught him. His feet slipped on the snow-covered ground and he went down in a heap. 
 
    Headlights flared in our direction as a car came down the aisle. I saw Ted behind the wheel of his cruiser before it came to a halt. 
 
    Howie stayed on the ground, the candy cane still wrapped around his waist. 
 
    Ted got out of his cruiser and came over to us. He eyed Howie on the ground, then the storage unit, then me. He set his hands on his hips. “Daisy, I think you just saved Christmas.” 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY SIX 
 
      
 
    “There he is!” Grace yelled. “I see him! There's Santa!” 
 
    It was Christmas Eve and the parade was coming to a close. We'd spent the better part of the day at the festival, shopping from the vendors, drinking coffee and hot chocolate, and eating far more than we should have. The crowd seemed much larger than in years past and I wondered if that was because people had taken the festival for years and they'd been reminded that it could go away in a hurry. 
 
    “Where?” Sophie asked. She strained to get on her tiptoes. “I can't see him.” 
 
    “Jump up here,” Will said from his perch on the stone bench in front of Big Mama's. “You can see over everyone.” 
 
    Both girls scrambled up on the bench. 
 
    “I feel like everyone should be thanking you,” Jake said, his cheeks rosy from the cold temperatures. 
 
    “Oh, please.” I huddled against him for warmth. “No one should be thanking me for anything.” 
 
    Ted arrested Howie and then called Ava. At first, she thought he was kidding, but eventually she'd come down to the station, where Ted and I explained what Howie told me. Ted showed her the pictures he'd taken on his phone of all of the decorations in the storage room. And Howie confessed to her what he'd done. 
 
    “I don't see the kid anywhere,” Jake said, his eyes scanning the crowd. 
 
    “I saw Ava earlier,” I told him. “But I didn't see Howie.” 
 
    Ava had screamed at him and he'd apologized over and over. Ted ended up writing him a ticket for misdemeanor mischief and petty theft and sent him home with Ava. She'd apologized over and over before they'd finally gone home. 
 
    “Hope she didn't kill the kid,” Jake said. 
 
    “Me, too.” 
 
    Emily elbowed me in the ribs. “Mom. There are those people. From the booth.” 
 
    I followed her gaze and saw Nora and Bert across the street, holding hands, watching the parade. 
 
    “Yep, there they are,” I said.  
 
    “Looks like no more secrets,” Jake said. 
 
    “Good for them.” 
 
    “They are still creepy,” Emily said. 
 
    The crowd cheered as the sleigh neared us. The sun was bright and the snow had finally stopped, turning everything a beautiful, bright white. It looked like a postcard. 
 
    “Daisy!” a voice called from behind us. 
 
    I turned and Oliver was waving at me. 
 
    “Hey, Oliver.” 
 
    He cut through the people behind us and sidled up to me. “I just wanted to say thank you.” 
 
    “Told you,” Jake mumbled. 
 
    “You don't have to thank me,” I said to Oliver. “I'm just glad it all came together.” 
 
    Ted had called Oliver from the storage unit and told him the good news. He'd caught him five minutes before he'd been about to tell the town council that everything had been canceled. Oliver himself had rounded up a group of volunteers to haul the decorations from the storage unit and to help him reinstall them back where they all belonged. 
 
    “I'm thanking you anyway,” he said. “You never gave up, and we owe all of this to you. So thank you.” He gave me a quick hug and hustled off. 
 
    Jake smirked at me. “I told you.” 
 
    “Whatever,” I said. 
 
    But I was smiling.  
 
    Santa and his sleigh were in front of us. I didn't recognize the new Santa, and I glanced across the street at Bert. He was smiling and waving back at the new Santa.  
 
    That was a good sign. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around Jake. “This is great. This is what it's supposed to be like.” 
 
    “And you made it happen,” he said, kissing the top of my head.  
 
    And it really was what it was supposed to be like.  
 
    Santa and his reindeer were bringing up the rear of the parade. 
 
    The town was decorated. 
 
    The people were happy.  
 
    The snow had fallen. 
 
    It was going to be a very merry Christmas after all. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
      
 
    Continue reading for a note from the author... 
 
   


  
 

 Note from the Author 
 
      
 
    Well, if you've reached this point, I'll assume you made it through this quick little read. Thank you for buying it and reading it! 
 
    I've never written a holiday-themed short before and I'm not entirely sure why I decided to do it this year. I'd always planned on doing one, but the holidays get so busy and I guess I'd just never gotten around to it. I hadn't written about Daisy and her family in awhile, so it was fun to sit down with them and thrust them into the middle of a little Christmas chaos. 
 
    I toyed with doing a full-length book, but I know I don't have nearly as much time to read once the holidays hit, so I thought that something a little shorter that would provide a little respite from shopping and visiting and wrapping and decorating might hit the spot for readers. I had a good time writing it and managed to get it done in about two weeks. I'm anxious to hear what your reactions to it are, so don't hesitate to email me and let me know what you think. Would you be interested in other holiday shorts in this series or in others? Let me know at jeff@jeffshelby.com 
 
    I hope your holiday season is safe and filled with all the things that make you happy! 
 
      
 
    -Jeff 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Want to make sure you never miss a new release and find out about other book-related news? Sign up for Jeff's newsletter right here. 
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