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Dedication

This book is dedicated to


MIKE SPRADLIN


who said:
 “You know, you oughtta write a Christmas book.”


To which I replied:
 “What kind of Christmas book?”


To which he replied:
 “I don’t know. Maybe Christmas in Pine Cove
 or something.”


To which I replied:
 “’Kay.”
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Chapter 1


CHRISTMAS CREEPS






Christmas crept into Pine Cove like a creeping Christmas thing: dragging garland, ribbon, and sleigh bells, oozing eggnog, reeking of pine, and threatening festive doom like a cold sore under the mistletoe.


Pine Cove, her pseudo-Tudor architecture all tarted up in holiday quaintage—twinkle lights in all the trees along Cypress Street, fake snow blown into the corner of every shop’s windows, miniature Santas and giant candles hovering illuminated beneath every streetlight—opened to the droves of tourists from Los Angeles, San Francisco, and the Central Valley searching for a truly meaningful moment of Christmas commerce. Pine Cove, sleepy California coastal village—a toy town, really, with more art galleries than gas stations, more wine-tasting rooms than hardware stores—lay there, as inviting as a drunken prom queen, as Christmas loomed, only five days away. Christmas was coming, and with Christmas this year, would come the Child. Both were vast and irresistible, and miraculous. Pine Cove was expecting only one of the two.


Which is not to say that the locals didn’t get into the Christmas spirit. The two weeks before and after Christmas provided a welcome wave of cash into the town’s coffers, tourist-starved since summer. Every waitress dusted off her Santa hat and clip-on reindeer antlers and checked to make sure that there were four good pens in her apron. Hotel clerks steeled themselves for the rage of last-minute overbookings, while housekeepers switched from their normal putrid baby-powder air fresheners to a more festive putrid pine and cinnamon. Down at the Pine Cove Boutique they put a “Holiday Special” sign on the hideous reindeer sweater and marked it up for the tenth consecutive year. The Elks, Moose, Masons, and VFWs, who were basically the same bunch of drunk old guys, planned furiously for their annual Christmas parade down Cypress Street, the theme of which this year would be Patriotism in the Bed of a Pickup (mainly because that had been the theme of their Fourth of July parade and everyone still had the decorations). Many Pine Covers even volunteered to man the Salvation Army kettles down in front of the post office and the Thrifty-Mart in two-hour shifts, sixteen hours a day. Dressed in their red suits and fake beards, they rang their bells like they were going for dog-spit gold at the Pavlov Olympics.


 


“Give up the cash, you cheap son of a bitch,” said Lena Marquez, who was working the kettle that Monday, five days before Christmas. Lena was following Dale Pearson, Pine Cove’s evil developer, through the parking lot, ringing the bejeezus out of him as he headed for his truck. On his way into the Thrifty-Mart, he’d nodded to her and said, “Catch you on the way out,” but when he emerged eight minutes later, carrying a sack of groceries and a bag of ice, he blew by her kettle like she was using it to render tallow from building inspectors’ butts and he needed to escape the stench.


“It’s not like you can’t afford a couple of bucks for the less fortunate.”


She rang her bell especially hard right by his ear and he spun around, swinging the bag of ice at her about hip level.


Lena jumped back. She was thirty-eight, lean, dark-skinned, with the delicate neck and finely set jawline of a flamenco dancer; her long black hair was coiled into two Princess Leia cinnabuns on either side of her Santa hat. “You can’t take a swing at Santa! That’s wrong in so many ways that I don’t have time to enumerate them.”


“You mean to count them,” Dale said, the soft winter sunlight glinting off a new set of veneers he’d just had installed on his front teeth. He was fifty-two, almost completely bald, and had strong carpenter’s shoulders that were still wide and square, despite the beer gut hanging below.


“I mean it’s wrong—you’re wrong—and you’re cheap,” and with that Lena put the bell next to his ear again and shook it like a red-suited terrier shaking the life out of a screaming brass rat.


Dale cringed at the sound and swung the ten-pound bag of ice in a great underhanded arc that caught Lena in the solar plexus and sent her backpedaling across the parking lot, gasping for breath. That’s when the ladies at BULGES called the cops—well, cop.


 


BULGES was a women’s fitness center located just above the parking lot of the Thrifty-Mart, and from their treadmills and stair-climbing machines, the BULGES members could watch the ins and outs of the local market without feeling as if they were actively spying. So what had started as a moment of sheer glee and a mild adrenaline surge for the six of them who were watching as Lena chased Dale through the parking lot, turned quickly to shock as the evil developer thwacked the Latin Santa-ette in the breadbasket with a satchel of minicubes. Five of the six merely missed a step or gasped, but Georgia Bauman—who had her treadmill cranked up to eight miles per hour at that very moment, because she was trying to lose fifteen pounds by Christmas and fit into a red-sequined sheath cocktail dress her husband had bought for her in a fit of sexual idealism—bowled backward off her treadmill and landed in a colorful spandex tangle of yoga students who had been practicing on the mats behind her.


“Ow, my ass chakra!”


“That’s you’re root chakra.”


“Feels like my ass.”


“Did you see that? He nearly knocked her off her feet. Poor thing.”


“Should we see if she’s all right?”


“Someone should call Theo.”


The exercisers opened their cell phones in unison, like the Jets flicking switchblades as they gaily danced into a West Side Story gang-fight to the death.


“Why did she ever marry that guy, anyway?”


“He’s such an asshole.”


“She used to drink.”


“Georgia, are you all right, honey?”



“Can you get Theo by calling 911?”


“That bastard is just going to drive off and leave her there.”


“We should go help.”


“I’ve got twelve more minutes on this thing.”


“The cell reception in this town is horrible.”


“I have Theo’s number on speed dial, for the kids. Let me call.”


“Look at Georgia and the girls. It looks like they were playing Twister and fell.”


“Hello, Theo. This is Jane down at BULGES. Yes, well, I just glanced out the window here and I noticed that there might be a problem over at the Thrifty-Mart. Well, I don’t want to meddle, but let’s just say that a certain contractor just hit one of the Salvation Army Santas with a bag of ice. Well, I’ll look for your car, then.” She flipped the phone shut. “He’s on his way.”


 


Theophilus Crowe’s mobile phone played eight bars of “Tangled Up in Blue” in an irritating electronic voice that sounded like a choir of suffering houseflies, or Jiminy Cricket huffing helium, or, well, you know, Bob Dylan—anyway, by the time he got the device open, five people in the produce section of the Thrifty-Mart were giving him the hairy eyeball hard enough to wilt the arugula right there in his cart. He grinned as if to say, Sorry, I hate these things, too, but what are you gonna do? then he answered, “Constable Crowe,” just to remind everyone that he wasn’t dicking around here, he was THE LAW.


“In the parking lot of the Thrifty-Mart? Okay, I’ll be right there.”


Wow, this was convenient. One thing about being the resident lawman in a town of only five thousand people—you were never far from the trouble. Theo parked his cart on the end of the aisle and loped by the registers and out the automatic doors to the parking lot. (He was a denim- and flannel-clad praying mantis of a man, six-six, one-eighty, and he only had three speeds: amble, lope, and still.) Outside he found Lena Marquez doubled over and gasping for breath. Her ex-husband, Dale Pearson, was stepping into his four-wheel-drive pickup.


“Right there, Dale. Wait,” Theo said.


Theo ascertained that Lena had only had the wind knocked out of her and was going to be okay, then addressed the stocky contractor, who had paused with one boot on the running board, as if he’d be on his way as soon as the hot air cleared out of the truck.


“What happened here?”


“The crazy bitch hit me with that bell of hers.”


“Did not,” gasped Lena.


“I got a report you hit her with a bag of ice, Dale. That’s assault.”



Dale Pearson looked around quickly and spotted the crowd of women gathered by the window over at the gym. They all looked away, heading for the various machines they had been on when the debacle unfolded. “Ask them. They’ll tell you she had that bell right upside my head. I just reacted out of self-defense.”


“He said he’d donate when he came out of the store, then he didn’t,” Lena said, her breath coming back. “There’s an implied contract there. He violated it. And I didn’t hit him.”


“She’s a fucking nutcase.” Dale said it like he was declaring water wet—like it was just understood.


Theo looked from one of them to the other. He’d dealt with these two before, but thought it had all come to rest when they’d divorced five years ago. (He’d been constable of Pine Cove for fourteen years—he’d seen the wrong side of a lot of couples.) First rule in a domestic situation was separate the parties, but that appeared to have already been accomplished. You weren’t supposed to take sides, but since Theo had a soft spot for nutcases—he’d married one himself—he decided to make a judgment call and focus his attention on Dale. Besides, the guy was an asshole.


Theo patted Lena’s back and loped over to Dale’s truck.


“Don’t waste your time, hippie,” Dale said. “I’m done.” He climbed into his truck and closed the door.



Hippie? Theo thought. Hippie? He’d cut his ponytail years ago. He’d stopped wearing Birkenstocks. He’d even stopped smoking pot. Where did this guy get off calling him a hippie?


Hippie? he said to himself, then: “Hey!”


Dale started his truck and put it into gear.


Theo stepped up on the running board, leaned over the windshield, and started tapping on it with a quarter he’d fished from his jeans pocket. “Don’t leave, Dale.” Tap, tap, tap. “You leave now, I’ll put a warrant out for your arrest.” Tap, tap, tap. Theo was pissed now—he was sure of it. Yes, this was definitely anger now.


Dale threw the truck into park and hit the electric window button. “What? What do you want?”


“Lena wants to press charges for assault—maybe assault with a deadly weapon. I think you’d better rethink leaving right now.”


“Deadly weapon? It was a bag of ice.”


Theo shook his head, affected a whimsical storyteller’s tone: “A ten-pound bag of ice. Listen, Dale, as I drop a ten-pound block of ice on the courtroom floor in front of the jury. Can you hear it? Can’t you just see the jury cringe as I smash a honeydew melon on the defense attorney’s table with a ten-pound block of ice? Not a deadly weapon? ‘Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, this man, this reprobate, this redneck, this—if I may—clump-filled-cat-box-of-a-man, struck a defenseless woman—a woman who out of the kindness of her heart was collecting for the poor, a woman who was only—”


“But it’s not a block of ice, it’s—”


Theo raised a finger in the air. “Not another word, Dale, not until I read you your rights.” Theo could tell he was getting to Dale—veins were starting to pulse in the contractor’s temples and his bald head was turning bright pink. Hippie, huh? “Lena is definitely pressing charges, aren’t you, Lena?”


Lena had made her way to the side of the truck.


“No,” Lena said.


“Bitch!” Theo said—it slipped out before he could stop himself. He’d been on such a roll.


“See how she is,” said Dale. “Wish you had a bag of ice now, don’t you, hippie?”


“I’m an officer of the law,” Theo said, wishing he had a gun or something. He pulled his badge wallet out of his back pocket but decided that was a little late for ID, since he’d known Dale for nearly twenty years.


“Yeah, and I’m a Caribou,” Dale said, with more pride than he really should have had about that.


“I’ll forget all about it if he puts a hundred bucks in the kettle,” Lena said.


“You’re nuts, woman.”


“It’s Christmas, Dale.”


“Fuck Christmas and fuck you.”



“Hey, there’s no need for that kind of talk, Dale,” Theo said, going for the peace in peace officer. “You can just step out of the truck.”


“Fifty bucks in the kettle and he can go,” Lena said. “It’s for the needy.”


Theo whipped around and looked at her. “You can’t plea-bargain in the parking lot of the Thrifty-Mart. I had him on the ropes.”


“Shut up, hippie,” Dale said. Then to Lena, “You’ll take twenty and the needy can get bent. They can get a job like the rest of us.”


Theo was sure he had handcuffs in the Volvo—or were they still on the bedpost at home? “That is not the way we—”


“Forty!” Lena shouted.


“Done!” Dale said. He pulled two twenties from his wallet, wadded them up, and threw them out the window so they bounced off of Theo Crowe’s chest. He threw the truck in gear and backed out.


“Stop right there!” Theo commanded.


Dale righted the truck and took off. As the big red pickup passed Theo’s Volvo station wagon, parked twenty yards up the lot, a bag of ice came flying out the window and exploded against the Volvo’s tailgate, showering the parking lot with cubes but otherwise doing no damage whatsoever. “Merry Christmas, you psycho bitch!” Dale shouted out the window as he turned onto the street. “And to all a good night! Hippie!”


Lena had tucked the wadded bills into her Santa suit and was squeezing Theo’s shoulder as the red truck roared out of sight. “Thanks for coming to my rescue, Theo.”


“Not much of a rescue. You should press charges.”


“I’m okay. He’d have gotten out of it anyway; he has great lawyers. Trust me, I know. Besides, forty bucks!”


“That’s the Christmas spirit,” Theo said, not able to keep from smiling. “You sure you’re okay?”


“I’m fine. It’s not the first time he’s lost it with me.” She patted the pocket of her Santa suit. “At least something came of this.” She started back to her kettle and Theo followed.


“You have a week to file charges if you change your mind,” Theo said.


“You know what, Theo? I really don’t want to spend another Christmas obsessing on what a complete waste of humanity Dale Pearson is. I’d rather let it go. Maybe if we’re lucky he’ll be one of those holiday fatalities we’re always hearing about.”


“That would be nice,” said Theo.


“Now who’s in the Christmas spirit?”


 


In another Christmas story, Dale Pearson, evil developer, self-absorbed woman hater, and seemingly unredeemable curmudgeon, might be visited in the night by a series of ghosts who, by showing him bleak visions of Christmas future, past, and present, would bring about in him a change to generosity, kindness, and a general warmth toward his fellow man. But this is not that kind of Christmas story, so here, in not too many pages, someone is going to dispatch the miserable son of a bitch with a shovel. That’s the spirit of Christmas yet to come in these parts. Ho, ho, ho.











Chapter 2


THE LOCAL GIRLS HAVE A WAY ABOUT THEM






The Warrior Babe of the Outland steered her Honda station wagon down Cypress Street, stopping every ten feet or so for tourists who were stepping into the street from between parked cars, completely oblivious of any automobile traffic. My kingdom for a razor-blade cowcatcher and Cuisinart wheel covers to cut my path through this herd of ignorant peasant meat, she thought. Then: Whoa, I guess I really do need the meds. So she said, “They act like Cypress Street is the midway at Disneyland—like no one actually has to use the street to drive on. You guys wouldn’t do that, would you?”


She glanced over her shoulder at the two damp teenage boys who were huddled in the corner of the backseat of the car. They shook their heads furiously. One said, “No, Miss Michon, no we’d never. No.”


Her real name was Molly Michon, but years ago, as a B-movie queen, she’d done eight movies as Kendra, Warrior Babe of the Outland. She had a wild mane of blond hair shot with gray and the body of a fitness model. She could pass for thirty or fifty, depending on the time of day, what she was wearing, and how deeply medicated she was. Fans agreed that she was probably somewhere in her early to midforties.


Fans. The two teenage boys in the backseat of the car were fans. They’d made the mistake of taking part of their Christmas break to go to Pine Cove in search of the famed cult-film star, Molly Michon, and get her autograph on their copies of Warrior Babe VI: Revenge of the Savage Skank, just released on DVD, with never-before-seen outtakes of Molly’s boobs popping out of her gunmetal bra. Molly had seen them skulking around the outside of the cabin she shared with her husband, Theo Crowe. She’d snuck out the back door and ambushed them on the side of the house with a garden hose—sprayed them down good, chased them through the pine forest till the hose reeled out of its cart, then she tackled the taller one and threatened to snap his neck if the other one didn’t stop in his tracks.


Realizing at that point that she might have made a public relations error, Molly invited her fans to come along to help pick out a Christmas tree for the Santa Rosa Chapel Christmas Party for the Lonesome. (She had been making more than a few minor misjudgments lately, as she’d stopped taking her meds a week ago in order to save money for Theo’s Christmas present.)


“So, where are you guys from?” she said cheerfully.


“Please don’t hurt us,” said Bert, the taller, thinner of the two kids. (She had been thinking of them as Bert and Ernie—not because they really looked like the puppets, but because they had the same relative shapes—except for the big hand up their bottoms, of course.)


“I’m not going to hurt you. It’s great to have you along. The guys at the Christmas-tree lot are a little wary of me since I fed one of their coworkers to a sea monster a few years ago, so you guys can sort of act as a social buffer.” Damn, she shouldn’t have mentioned the sea monster. She’d had so many years of obscurity between the time she’d been pushed out of the movie business until the revival to cult status of her movies that she’d lost most of her people skills. And then there was that fifteen-year disconnect with reality when she’d been known as Pine Cove’s crazy lady—but since she’d hooked up with Theo, and had stayed on her antipsychotics, things had been a lot better.


She turned into the parking lot of Pine Cove Hardware and Gift, where a half acre of tarmac was corralled off for the Christmas-tree lot. Upon spotting her car, three middle-aged guys in canvas aprons quickstepped their way into the store, threw the bolt, and turned the “Open” sign to CLOSED.


She’d thought this might happen, but she wanted to surprise Theo, prove that she could handle getting the big Christmas tree for the chapel party. Now these narrow-minded minions of Black & Decker were foiling her plans for a perfect Christmas. She took a deep breath and tried to exhale herself into a calm moment as her yoga teacher had instructed.


Well, she did live in the middle of a pine forest, didn’t she? Maybe she should just go cut a Christmas tree herself.


“Let’s just go back to the cabin, guys. I have an ax there that will work.”


“Noooooooo!” screamed Ernie as he reached across his damp friend, threw the latch on the Honda’s door, and rolled them both out of the moving car into a pallet of plastic reindeer.


“Okay, then,” Molly said, “you guys take care. I’ll just see if I can cut a tree out of the front yard.” She swung around in the parking lot and headed back home.


 


Slick with sweat, Lena Marquez slid out of her Santa suit like a baby lizard emerging from a fuzzy red egg. The temperature had risen into the high seventies before she’d finished her shift at the Thrifty-Mart, and she was sure she’d probably lost five pounds in water in the heavy suit. Wearing only her bra and panties, she padded into the bathroom and jumped on the scale to enjoy the surprise bonus weight loss. The disk spun and settled on her usual preshower weight. Perfect for her height, light for her age, but dammit, she’d fought with her ex, been pounded with ice, rang out good cheer for the less fortunate, and endured the jolly heat of the Santa suit for eight hours, she deserved something for her efforts.


She took off her bra and panties and hopped back on the scale. No discernible difference. Dammit! She sat, peed, wiped, and jumped back on the scale. Maybe a third of a pound below normal. Ah! she thought, brushing her beard aside so she could read the scale more clearly, this could be the problem. She pulled off the white beard and Santa hat, flung them into the nearby bedroom, shook out her long black hair, and waited for the scale to settle.


Oh yeah. Four pounds. She did a quick Tae Bo kick of celebration and stepped into the shower. She winced as she soaped up, hitting a sore spot there by her solar plexus. There were a couple of purple bruises developing on her ribs where the ice bag had hit her. She’d had more pain after doing too many crunches at the gym, but this pain seemed to shoot on through to her heart. Maybe it was the thought of spending Christmas alone. This would be her first since the divorce. Her sister, whom she’d spent the last few Christmases with, was going with her husband and the kids to Europe. Dale, total prick that he was, had involved her in all sorts of holiday activities from which she was now excluded. The rest of her family was back in Chicago, and she hadn’t had any luck with men since Dale—too much residual anger and mistrust. (He hadn’t just been a prick, he had cheated on her.) Her girlfriends, all of them married or paired up with semipermanent boyfriends, told her that she needed to be single for a while, spend some time getting to know herself. That, of course, was total bullshit. She knew herself, liked herself, washed herself, dressed herself, bought herself presents, took herself out on dates, and even had sex with herself from time to time, which always ended better than it used to with Dale.


“Oh, that get-to-know-yourself stuff will send you full-blown batshit,” said her friend Molly Michon. “And believe me, I am the uncrowned queen of batshit. Last time I really got to know myself it turned out there was a whole gang of bitches in there to deal with. I felt like the receptionist at a rehab center. They all had nice tits, though, I gotta say. Anyway, forget that. Go out and do stuff for someone else. That’s much better for you. ‘Get to know yourself’—what good is that? What if you get to know yourself and find out you’re a total harpy? Sure, I like you, but you can’t trust my judgment. Go do something for other people.”


It was true. Molly could be—uh, eccentric, but she did make sense occasionally. So Lena had volunteered to man the Salvation Army kettle, she’d collected canned food and frozen turkeys for the Pine Cove Anonymous Neighbors food drive, and tomorrow night, as soon as it got dark, she was going to go out and collect live Christmas trees and drop them off at the homes of people who probably wouldn’t be able to afford them. That should take her mind off herself. And if it didn’t work, she’d spend Christmas Eve at the Santa Rosa Chapel Party for the Lonesome. Oh God, there it was. It was Christmastime, and she was in the Christmas spirit—she was feeling lonesome…


 


To Mavis Sand, the owner of the Head of the Slug saloon, the word lonesome rang like the bell on a cash register. Come Christmas break, Pine Cove filled up with tourists seeking small-town charm, and the Head of the Slug filled up with lonesome, disenfranchised whiners seeking solace. Mavis was glad to serve it up in the form of her signature (and overpriced) Christmas cocktail: the Slow Comfortable Screw in the Back of Santa’s Sleigh, which consisted of—“Well, fuck off if you need to know what’s in it,” Mavis would say. “I’m a professional bartender since your daddy flushed the condom that held your only hope of havin’ a brain, so get in the spirit and order the goddamn drink.”


Mavis was always in the Christmas spirit, right down to the Christmas-tree earrings that she wore year-round to give her that “new-car smell.” A sheaf of mistletoe the size of a moose head hung over the order station at her bar, and throughout the season, any unsuspecting drunk who leaned too far over the bar to shout his order into one of Mavis’s hearing aids would find that beyond the fluttering black nylon whips of her mascara-plastered pseudo lashes, behind the mole with the hair and the palette knife–applied cakes of Red Seduction lipstick, past the Tareyton 100s breath and the clacking dentures, Mavis still had some respectable tongue action left in her. One guy, breathless and staggering toward the door, claimed that she had tongued his medulla oblongata and stimulated visions of being choked in Death’s dark closet—which Mavis took as a compliment.


About the same time that Dale and Lena were having their go-round down at the Thrifty-Mart, Mavis, perched on her stool behind the bar, looked up from a crossword puzzle to see the most beautiful man she’d ever lain eyes on coming through Slug’s double doors. What had once been a desert bloomed down under; where for years lay a dusty streambed, a mighty river did now flow. Her heart skipped a beat and the defibrillator implanted in her chest gave her a little jolt that sent her sluicing electric off her bar stool to his service. If he ordered a wallbanger she’d come so hard her tennis shoes would rip out from the toe curl, she knew it, she felt it, she wanted it. Mavis was a romantic.


“Can I help you?” she asked, batting her eyelashes, which gave the appearance of spastic wolf spiders convulsing behind her glasses.


A half-dozen daytime regulars who had been sitting at the bar turned on their stools to behold the source of that oily courtesy—there was no way that voice had come out of Mavis, who normally spoke to them in tones of disdain and nicotine.


“I’m looking for a child,” said the stranger. He had long blond hair that fanned out over the rain flap of a black trench coat. His eyes were violet, his facial features both rugged and delicate, finely cut and yet with no lines of age or experience.


Mavis tweaked the little knob on her right hearing aid and tilted her head like a dog who has just bitten into a plastic pork chop. Oh, how the pillars of lust can crumble under the weight of stupidity. “You’re looking for a child?” asked Mavis.


“Yes,” said the stranger.


“In a bar? On a Monday afternoon? You’re looking for a child?”



“Yes.”


“A particular child, or will just any child do?”


“I’ll know it when I see it,” said the stranger.


“You sick fuck,” said one of the daytime regulars, and Mavis, for once, nodded in agreement, her neck vertebrae clicking like a socket wrench.


“Get the hell out of my bar,” she said. A long, lacquered fingernail pointed the way back out the door. “Go on, get out. What do you think this is, Bangkok?”


The stranger looked at her finger. “The Nativity is approaching, am I correct?”


“Yeah, Christmas is Saturday.” Mavis growled. “The hell does that have anything to do with anything?”


“Then I’ll need a child before Saturday,” said the stranger.


Mavis reached under the bar and pulled out her miniature baseball bat. Just because he was pretty didn’t mean he couldn’t be improved by a smack upside the head with a piece of earnest hickory. Men: a wink, a thrill, a damp squish, and before you knew it it was time to start raising lumps and loosening teeth. Mavis was a pragmatic romantic: love—correctly performed, she believed—hurts.


“Smack ’im, Mavis,” cheered one of the daytime regulars.


“What kind of perv wears an overcoat in seventy-five-degree weather?” said another. “I say brain him.”



Bets were beginning to be exchanged back by the pool table.


Mavis tugged at an errant chin hair and peered over her glasses at the stranger. “Think you might want to move your little search on down the road some?”


“What day is it?” asked the stranger.


“Monday.”


“Then I’ll have a diet Coke.”


“What about the kid?” asked Mavis, punctuating the question by smacking the baseball bat against her palm (which hurt like hell, but she wasn’t going to flinch, not a chance).


“I have until Saturday,” said the beautiful perv. “For now, just a diet Coke—and a Snickers bar. Please.”


“That’s it,” Mavis said. “You’re a dead man.”


“But, I said please,” said Blondie, missing the point, somewhat.


She didn’t even bother to throw open the lift-away through the bar but ducked under it and charged. At that moment a bell rang, and a beam of light blasted into the bar, indicating that someone had come in from outside. When Mavis stood back up, leaning heavily on her back foot as she wound up to knock the stranger’s nads well into the next county, he was gone.


“Problem, Mavis?” asked Theophilus Crowe. The constable was standing right where the stranger had been.



“Damn, where’d he go?” Mavis looked around behind Theo, then back at the daytime regulars.


“Where’d he go?”


“Got me,” they said, a chorus of shrugs.


“Who?” asked Theo.


“Blond guy in a black trench coat,” said Mavis. “You had to pass him on the way in.”


“Trench coat? It’s seventy-five degrees out,” said Theo. “I’d have noticed someone in a trench coat.”


“He was a perv!” someone shouted from the back.


Theo looked down at Mavis. “This guy flash you?”


Their height difference was nearly two feet and Mavis had to back up a step to look him in the eye. “Hell no. I like a man who believes in truth in advertising. This guy was looking for a child.”


“He told you that? He came in here and said he was looking for a kid?”


“That’s it. I was just getting ready to teach him some—”


“You’re sure he hadn’t lost his kid? That happens, Christmas shopping, they wander away—”


“No, he wasn’t looking for a particular kid, he was just looking for a kid.”


“Well, maybe he wanted to be a Big Brother or Secret Santa or something,” said Theo, expressing a faith in the goodness of man for which he had little to no evidence, “do something nice for Christmas.”



“Goddammit, Theo, you dumbfuck, you don’t have to pry a priest off an altar boy with a crowbar to figure out that he’s not helping the kid with his Rosary. The guy was a perv.”


“Well, I should probably go look for him.”


“Well, you probably oughta should.”


Theo started to turn to go out the door, then turned back. “I’m not a dumbfuck, Mavis. There’s no need for that kind of talk.”


“Sorry, Theo,” said Mavis, lowering her baseball bat to show the sincerity of her contrition. “Why was it you came in, then?”


“Can’t remember.” Theo raised his eyebrows, daring her.


Mavis grinned at him. Theo was a good guy—a little flaky but a good guy. “Really?”


“Nah, I just wanted to check with you on the food for the Christmas party. You were going to barbecue, right?”


“I was planning on it.”


“Well, I just heard on the radio that there’s a pretty good chance of rain, so you might want to have a backup plan.”


“More liquor?”


“I was thinking something that wouldn’t involve cooking outdoors.”


“Like more liquor?”



Theo shook his head and started toward the door. “Call me or Molly if you need any help.”


“It won’t rain,” said Mavis. “It never rains in December.”


But Theo was gone, out on the street looking for the trench-coated stranger.


“It could rain,” said one of the daytime regulars. “Scientists say we could see El Niño this year.”


“Yeah, like they ever tell us until after half the state has washed away,” said Mavis. “Screw the scientists.”


But El Niño was coming.


El Niño. The Child.










Chapter 3


HOSED FOR THE HOLIDAYS
 





Tuesday night. Christmas was still four days away, and yet there was Santa Claus cruising right down the main street of town in his big red pickup truck: waving to the kids, weaving in his lane, belching into his beard, more than a little drunk. “Ho, ho, ho,” said Dale Pearson, evil developer and Caribou Lodge Santa for the sixth consecutive year. “Ho, ho, ho,” he said, suppressing the urge to add and a bottle of rum, his demeanor more akin to that of Blackbeard than Saint Nicholas. Parents pointed, children waved and frisked.


By now, all of Pine Cove was abuzz with expat Christmas cheer. Every hotel room was full, and there wasn’t a parking space to be found down on Cypress Street, where shoppers pumped their chestnuts into an open fire of credit-card swipe-and-spend denial. It smelled of cinnamon and pine, peppermint and joy. This was not the coarse commercialism of a Los Angeles or San Francisco Christmas. This was the refined, sincere commercialism of small-town New England, where a century ago Norman Rockwell had invented Christmas. This was real.


But Dale didn’t get it. “Merry, happy—oh, eat me, you little vermin,” Dale grinched from behind his tinted windows.


Actually, the whole Christmas appeal of their village was a bit of a mystery to the residents of Pine Cove. It wasn’t exactly a winter wonderland; the median temperature in the winter was sixty-five degrees Fahrenheit, and only a couple of really old guys could remember it ever having snowed. Neither was it a tropical-beach getaway. The ocean there was bitterly cold, with an average visibility of eighteen inches, and a huge elephant seal rookery at the shore. Through the winter thousands of the rotund pinnipeds lay strewn across Pine Cove beaches like great barking turds, and although not dangerous in themselves, they were the dietary mainstay of the great white shark, which had evolved over 120 million years into the perfect excuse for never entering water over one’s ankles. So if it wasn’t the weather or the water, what in the hell was it? Perhaps it was the pine trees themselves. Christmas trees.


“My trees, goddammit,” Dale grumbled to himself.


Pine Cove lay in the last natural Monterey-pine forest in the world. Because they grow as much as twenty feet a year, Monterey pines are the very trees cultivated for Christmas trees. The good news was you could go to almost any undeveloped lot in town and cut yourself a very respectable Christmas tree. The bad news was that it was a crime to do so unless you obtained a permit and planted five trees to replace it. The Monterey pines were a protected species, as any local builder could tell you, because whenever they cut down a few trees to build a home, they had to plant a forest to replace them.


A station wagon with a Christmas tree lashed to the roof backed out in front of Dale’s pickup. “Get that piece of shit off my street,” Dale scrooged. “And Merry Christmas to all you scumbags,” he added, in keeping with the season.


Dale Pearson, quite unwillingly, had become the Johnny Appleseed of the Christmas tree, having planted tens of thousands of seedlings to replace the thousands that he had chain-sawed to build rows of tract mansions across Pine Cove’s hills. But while the law stated that the replacement trees had to be planted within the municipality of Pine Cove, it didn’t say that they had to go in anywhere near where they had actually been cut down, so Dale planted all of his trees around the cemetery at the old Santa Rosa Chapel.
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