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Chapter 1

December 23, 8:30 A .M.

“We wish you a merry Christmas

We wish you a merry Christmas

We wish you a merry Christmas

And a happy New—”

“Bah, humbug,” I said.

Under my breath, of course. As Caerphilly County’s reigning Mistress of the Revels, I didn’t dare let anyone hear me bad-mouthing Christmas or showing less than the brightest of holiday spirits. I took a deep breath and straightened my holly wreath headdress before saying anything aloud.

“Could you please tell the drummers and pipers to stop drumming and piping immediately,” I finally said. Shouted, actually, to be heard above the din.

“They won’t like it, Meg,” my brother, Rob, shouted back. “They’re having a competition to see who can make the most noise.”

“I never would have guessed,” I muttered. But I kept smiling as I said it. And I reminded myself that muttering wasn’t particularly inconspicuous in weather so cold your breath smoked.

If only someone had warned me beforehand that “Mistress of the Revels” wasn’t an honorary title. It meant I was in charge of organizing Caerphilly’s annual holiday parade.

This year’s theme was “The Twelve Days of Christmas.” The twelve drummers drumming were represented by twelve members of the Caerphilly College fife and drum corps, while the pipers piping were eleven assorted bagpipers—currently playing in at least eleven different keys.

The drummers outnumbered the pipers, especially since they’d also brought along twelve matching fifers. But the bagpipers seemed quite capable of holding their own in the noise department. They were definitely going to win if this turned into an endurance test. The drummers were already showing signs of fatigue, and the bagpipers hadn’t even hit their stride yet. And while “Silent Night” and “The Little Drummer Boy” are both lovely Christmas carols when played separately, they didn’t work well when played simultaneously by dueling groups of musicians.

None of which would have bothered me if they’d been doing it farther off—say, down in the cow pasture where they’d been asked to muster. Why did they insist on hovering right across the street from our house, all too near the spot in our front yard where I’d stationed myself, clipboard in hand, to check in the arriving parade participants?

“Go and tell them—” I began, and then stopped. Rob looked at me expectantly. He was quite dashing in one of the medieval costumes we’d borrowed from the Caerphilly College drama department. The blue brocade tunic matched his eyes, and unlike some of the volunteers, he was skinny enough to get away with wearing tights. As one of the ten lords a-leaping he was going to be a smashing success.

But as an enforcer, Rob would be a disaster. I knew what would happen if I sent him over to quell the riotous music. He’d ask them politely. They’d ignore him—if they even heard him. A little later, I’d go over to see why they hadn’t shut up and find Rob taking bagpiping lessons or practicing his leaping in time with the fife and drums.

Some things you have to do yourself.

“Never mind,” I said, as I turned to head in the direction of the musical duel. “Go make sure none of the other leaping lords have hopped off anywhere. And can you check the Weather Channel and get the latest prediction on when the snow will start? I’m going to—damn!”

I’d stepped in something squishy. I remembered that the eight maids a-milking had recently strolled by, leading their eight purebred Holstein milk cows.

“Please tell me I didn’t just step in cow dung.”

“Okay, you didn’t just step in cow dung,” Rob said. “I’m pretty sure the cleanup crew has been by at least once since the cows came through here.”

“That’s a relief,” I said. Though I was energetically scraping my foot on the gravel anyway.

“So that’s almost certainly camel dung.”

As if that made a difference. I lost it, briefly.

“Can’t those stupid wise men keep their beastly camels out of the road?” I snapped. Rob had turned to go and either didn’t hear me or pretended not to. It occurred to me that perhaps I shouldn’t be so harsh on the wise men, since Michael Waterston, my husband of six months, was one of them.

“Don’t blame the stupid wise men,” came a voice from behind me. “It was my fault.”

I turned around to see an enormous, bushy-bearded figure clad in a peculiar feathered garment. One of the six geese a-laying, I realized—I’d have recognized that immediately if he’d been wearing the goose head and had been waving wings instead of a pair of brawny arms covered with thick hair and a colorful collection of biker-and wildlife-themed tattoos. But never mind the incomplete costume—I was just glad to see its wearer.

“Clarence!” I said. “You made it!”

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” he said, giving me a bear hug.

“So this is one of the six geese a-laying?” said a nasal voice with a hint of a southern drawl. I glanced over to see who was talking and saw a tall, cadaverously thin man in jeans and a faded brown parka. And he wasn’t just tall compared to my five feet ten—he even looked tall standing beside Clarence, who was six and a half feet tall and almost as wide.

Brown parka was scribbling in a pocket notebook. Around his neck he wore a small silver digital camera and a lanyard with a laminated badge.

“You must be the reporter from The Washington Star-Tribune,” I said.

“Are you—” he paused to look into his notebook. “Meg Lansdowne? The parade organizer?”

“Meg Langslow,” I corrected.

“J. Ainsley Werzel,” he said. He stuck out a hand and I shook it, somewhat awkwardly, since he was still holding the ballpoint pen in it.

“So, one of your geese, I presume?” he repeated. He stuck his pen behind his ear and grabbed his digital camera, apparently intent on getting a festive holiday shot of the ferrets inked up and down Clarence’s arms.

“And also one of our vets,” I said. “This is Dr. Clarence Rutledge. He’ll be helping look after the welfare of the many live animals appearing in today’s parade.”

I winced inwardly at how stilted I sounded, like something out of a press release from the town council. But better stilted than dimwitted.

Clarence shook the reporter’s hand with a great deal less caution than I had. He was so used to enduring the teeth and claws of his more recalcitrant patients that a mere ballpoint pen wound meant nothing to him. Werzel was the one who winced.

“Damn,” Werzel said, as he continued to gape at Clarence. “I wish my photographer would get here already. You haven’t seen him, have you—short guy with a big Nikon?”

I shook my head.

“Damn,” Werzel repeated. “He said ten minutes half an hour ago. Ah, well.”

He stood looking around with an odd expression on his face, as if tracking down the source of a bad smell. I checked my foot again. No, it was clean. And when I took a deep breath, the icy air held only the tantalizing odors of the coffee, cocoa, and spiced cider at a nearby refreshment stand. I could hear sleigh bells jingling in the distance, and strains of Christmas carols drifting from various parts of the yard. A brace of cousins hurried by pushing a cart loaded high with poinsettias, and several small children dressed as elves were handing out candy canes, courtesy of the Caerphilly Candy Shop. What could possibly be causing that sour face?

“Quaint,” Werzel pronounced.

“Quaint what?”

“Clearly that’s going to have to be my angle on this story. Quaint.”

He nodded as he said it, and a satisfied expression replaced the frown. He couldn’t have been here more than five minutes, the parade itself wouldn’t start for hours—and he’d already decided on his angle?

“Pity I can’t think of something more sexy,” he said, shaking his head.

Not that he’d tried.

“I’ve never really considered Christmas all that sexy,” I said aloud.

“It’s all a big conspiracy by the stores,” he said.

I hoped that wasn’t going to be the theme of his story. But then, I didn’t have high hopes about the story anyway. The Caerphilly Town Council members might have been thrilled when they heard that the Trib wanted to cover our event, but I was far more pessimistic about how much could go wrong today. Not to mention more cynical about how ridiculous an un-sympathetic reporter could make us look if he wanted to.

And why was the Washington Star-Tribune sending a reporter to cover our parade, anyway? Caerphilly County and the town of Caerphilly were in rural Virginia, two hours’ south of Washington, D.C., and the Trib rarely mentioned their one claim to fame—the small but prestigious college where my husband taught in the drama department. Our parade drew good attendance each year, but mainly from the county itself and from nearby counties even more rural than we were. Why wasn’t Werzel covering more glamorous sights closer to home, like the national Christmas tree and whatever holiday parades and festivals the greater metropolitan Washington area had to offer? He could have written a clichéd story about our quaint country parade without leaving his desk. I was convinced Werzel had an ulterior motive—to make us look not only quaint but ridiculous. Unfortunately, if that was his plan, I couldn’t think of any way to stop him.

The ten lords a-leaping danced past, with Rob in the lead. They had all strapped sets of Morris dancing bells onto their shins, and their procession sounded like “Jingle Bells” on steroids. I couldn’t help smiling as they passed. Werzel didn’t even look their way.

“I mean, what’s so special about yet another Christmas parade?” he asked, when he could make himself heard again.

“Holiday parade,” I corrected. It was a reflex by now. “We’ve decided to make this year’s parade as diverse and multicultural as possible.”

“That’s nice,” he said. “Of course, in a place like this, I guess multicultural means you’ve asked both the Baptists and the Episcopalians.”

He doubled over laughing at his own joke.

“Not exactly,” I said.

Just then a large, mud-spattered truck eased to a stop near me and an elderly woman wearing a large, jewel-trimmed turban stuck her head out of the passenger side window.

“So where do the elephants go?” she asked.

“Anywhere they want to,” I said. “But see if you can convince them they’d like to wait in the sheep pasture across the street.”

“No problem,” she said, as the driver eased the truck over in the direction I’d indicated.

“Elephants?” Werzel asked, looking slightly wide-eyed.

“For the Diwali part of the parade.”

“Diwali?”

“The Hindu festival of lights,” I said. “It’s their major winter holiday. Elephants are customary, I understand. Why don’t you go watch them unload?”

Werzel nodded and stumbled after the truck. I smiled. Maybe the elephants would save us from the quaint stereotype. And if not—well, we could live with quaint.

“Nothing like elephants for human interest, is there?” Clarence said.

“For some kind of interest,” I said. “I wouldn’t necessarily call it human, with just the elephants and this Werzel fellow involved. But with any luck, he’ll have so much fun photographing the elephants that he’ll be in too good a mood to be snide.”

“I should go over and check out the pachyderms,” he said. He sounded quite matter-of-fact—but in addition to being one of the town veterinarians, Clarence was the official veterinarian for the Caerphilly Zoo, so he had treated elephants before. “That reminds me—sorry about the camel dung, but one of them was limping, and I was taking him for a walk to check it out.”

“Please don’t tell me we have an injured camel,” I said, clutching my clipboard anxiously. “The zoo’s only got the three camels. It just won’t have the right effect at all if the wise men come riding in on two camels and a ten-speed bike.”

“Oh, don’t worry—” Clarence began.

“Meg, dear,” I heard my mother say.





Chapter 2

I tensed and reminded myself that Mother wasn’t necessarily reporting a problem or making a complaint. Still, I took a deep breath as I turned to see what she wanted. She was standing behind me, dressed in an elegant cobalt blue velvet Victorian party dress, complete with a matching parasol.

“You look lovely,” I said. Which was true. Rob had inherited his aristocratic blond looks from Mother, whose hair, in her sixties, was still a rich if implausible shade of gold. As usual, I felt dowdy by comparison. Years of practice helped me refrain from patting at my own wayward brunette mane whenever I saw Mother’s sleek coif. And was it fair that well short of forty, I already had to fight to keep my figure from turning matronly, while Mother was still as slender as she had been in high school?

I could tell she was eyeing my costume with dismay. I’d dressed for warmth and comfort, and then thrown on one of the county-issue shepherd’s robes—cheap, one-size-fits-all garments that some past parade organizer had had made several decades ago so volunteers who didn’t have their own costumes could throw on a robe and blend in. Since no one had bothered to launder the robes for years—if ever—the only people who ever wore them were those like me, who didn’t remember till the last moment that they needed a costume. I suspected that once the parade was over, Mother would have a few words to say about my appearance.

Of course, I had no idea what her own stunning costume had to do with Christmas, but at this point, I didn’t much care.

“I’m glad you like the costume, dear,” Mother said, beaming a gracious smile at me and smoothing a bit of the dress’s black lace trim.

“By the way,” Clarence said, “the house looks lovely.”

“Thanks,” I said. “But it’s all Mother’s doing.”

Mother beamed widely.

“Really?” Clarence said. “It’s fantastic!”

Of course, Clarence already knew Mother had done the decorations. But he’d come to know our family well enough to guess that nothing was more guaranteed to put her in a good mood than a compliment to her decorating skills.

The house really did look fantastic. The exterior of our once-dilapidated three-story white Victorian was now in immaculate condition, thanks to the Shiffley Construction Company and Michael’s and my depleted checkbook. Left to my own devices, I’d have stuck electric candles in the front windows and a tasteful wreath on the door and called it quits. In fact, and given how busy I was with the parade, I’m not sure I’d even have managed that. I’d assumed that Mother would expend her holiday decorating energy on their summer cottage—actually a farmhouse that she and Dad had bought, on the next farm down the road from Michael and me. But when she realized that hundreds—perhaps thousands—of holiday tourists would be seeing our house with its minimalist holiday décor, she’d immediately offered to take care of the decorations and had enlisted a small army of helpers from the ranks of the Hollingsworths, her vast extended family.

Every single stretch of roofline, including all the dormers and gables, was trimmed with a three-inch fringe of icicle lights. Every shutter, window-frame, and doorway was outlined with evergreen garlands trimmed with red bows. Every window had been painted to look like stained glass and behind each set of brightly colored panes glowed not only a flickering electric candle but a small constellation of prisms to reflect and scatter the light. Fortunately, Mother’s taste didn’t run to reindeer on the roof, but she had sent a team up to drape it with a giant banner that read “Peace on Earth.” A pair of Christmas doves the size of turkeys hovered over each end of the banner, pretending they were holding it up, though in reality that function was performed by a sturdy cable around the chimneys on either end of the main house. A wreath the size of a truck tire obscured most of the front door, and more evergreen garlands made a festive path down to the mailbox. As we watched, the cousins were arranging the cartload of poinsettias into a bank of red and green on the front porch.

It wasn’t exactly my taste, but considering that I hadn’t lifted a finger to bring it about, I wasn’t going to complain. I just had to remember not to fetch the paper in my bathrobe for the rest of the holiday season—in the three days since Mother’s crew had finished it, the house had become a minor local tourist destination.

Even as we spoke, another family group flagged down a passerby to take their picture on our front steps. All in all, the decorations were a smashing success, and boded well for the interior design business Mother had announced she’d be opening in the spring.

“Thank you, dear,” she said. “I just stopped by to ask where the Dickens are.”

“Where the dickens are what?” I asked.

Mother allowed a small note of exasperation to creep into her sigh.

“The Dickens characters, dear,” she said. “For the Christmas Carol float. You know—Scrooge, Tiny Tim—”

“Oh, right.” I checked my clipboard. “Front yard, to the left of the walkway. Who are you, anyway?”

“You can tell she’s having a bad day when she can’t recognize her own mother,” Clarence said, almost managing to keep a straight face.

“I’m playing Mrs. Cratchit,” Mother said. She floated off toward the front yard, pausing briefly to straighten the evergreen garland decking one of the trash barrels. As Mother was fond of saying, it’s those little details that really make a design.

“I thought the Cratchits were paupers,” Clarence said. “They were. Poor as churchmice. Mrs. Cratchit is described as ‘dressed out but poorly in a twice-turned gown, but brave in ribbons, which are cheap and make a goodly show for sixpence.’ “

“Have you memorized the whole book?” he asked. “I’m impressed.”

“Only parts of it,” I said. “The abridged version. Michael’s rehearsing for his one-man Christmas Carol show, so by the time he’s ready, I’ll have the whole thing down pat.”

“Oh, wonderful! When?”

“Six p.m. tomorrow night at the college auditorium; tickets ten dollars at the door; proceeds to benefit the Caerphilly Children’s Fund,” I rattled off.

“What a lovely way to spend Christmas Eve,” he said. “I’ll be there. Meanwhile, don’t worry about Larry. He’s fine.”

“Larry?” I repeated. My glance strayed down to my clipboard. Was I missing a Larry?

“Larry the camel.”

“Oh, that’s right. Trust Dr. Blake to name his zoo’s camels after the Three Stooges.”

“A wonderful sense of humor, your grandfather.”

I made a noncommittal noise. Less than a year ago we’d learned that Dr. Montgomery Blake, the world-famous conservationist and animal welfare activist, was Dad’s long-lost father. I was still working on thinking of him as “Grandfather” instead of “Dr. Blake.” I hadn’t yet begun learning to appreciate his odd, curmudgeonly sense of humor.

“Anyway,” Clarence was saying. “Larry always fakes a limp when he wants attention. I’ve got them feeding him some camel treats, and he’ll be fine by parade time. By the way, you do realize that you sent the elephants to unload in the pasture where the drummers and fifers are rehearsing, right?”

“Yes,” I said. “If you’re heading there anyway, see if you can convince the drummers and fifers that all that racket they’re making could spook the elephants.”

“It would if they kept it up,” he said, frowning. “Where do you want them to go instead? The musicians, that is.”

“In the cow pasture behind the house. It’s farther away—and downwind.”

“You don’t really intend to inflict a dozen bagpipers on a herd of defenseless cows?” Clarence said, with mock fierceness.

“There are no cows in the cow pasture at the moment,” I said. “It’s too full of Boy Scouts—they had their annual pre-parade campout there. And good luck spooking them—Rob was out last night helping ride herd on them, and he reports that they laughed at all his scariest ghost stories.”

“This modern generation,” he said, shaking his head. “Well, I’m off to cope with the camels and elephants.”

Of course the moment he left, I wondered what he meant by camel treats. Did one of the leading pet food companies manufacture such a thing? And if not, what did you use to bribe a sulking camel back into good humor?

I could ask him later. I looked back at my check-in sheet. I was using a tiny self-inking stamp of a holly leaf to mark everyone present and accounted for. I smiled with satisfaction at the almost unbroken garland of leaves marching down the right-hand side of the page.

I accepted a piece of peanut brittle from a small angel with red pigtails and a cup of eggnog from a passing cousin. I waved at a local farmer who strolled by herding a small flock of white turkeys with red bows around their necks. Evidently they were marching in the parade—which meant, I hoped, that they wouldn’t be anyone’s dinner this holiday season. Someone in the front end of a reindeer costume, complete with a battery-powered flashing red nose, wandered by scanning the crowd as if he’d lost something. Probably whoever was playing the hind legs.

“Aunt Meg? We’re here.”

My twelve-year-old nephew, Eric McReady, appeared at my elbow, at the head of a swarm of brown-clad shepherds around his own age. The Boy Scouts. Eric had recruited the local troop, who would be earning credits toward the next rank by performing public service. They’d be acting as mobile cleanup crews, with groups marching in the parade behind the camels, the elephants, the horses, and all the other large animals. Had the bagpipers evicted the Boy Scouts from their campground already? Or had Eric succeeded in getting his volunteers to show up on time? Either way it was good news. I smiled as I stamped them as present.

“Are we really going to have a white Christmas?” one of them asked.

I glanced up at the sky again. I’d been doing it so often all morning that I was getting a crick in my neck. The latest forecast I’d heard called for a small storm to dump two to six inches of snow on us sometime today. Normally two to six inches would have constituted a fairly large storm by central Virginia’s standards, but the meteorologists were almost ignoring it to focus on the massive storm system currently pummeling the Midwest and scheduled to unload another six to twelve inches on Christmas Eve.

“Yes,” I said. “I just hope it waits until the parade is over.” Or at least until the tail end of the parade was closer to town than our house. I had no desire to be snowbound with half the population of Caerphilly. Or with the dozens of animals we’d recruited for the parade—for this evening, I’d arranged quarters for the animals in town, in the barns belonging to the Caerphilly College Agricultural Sciences Department. I only hoped the snow would hold off long enough for them to get there.

“Snow! Snow! No school tomorrow! No school tomorrow!” chanted a dozen voices, as the Scouts capered around me in what I assumed was a snow dance.

Yes, two to six inches were more than enough to cancel classes. In their enthusiasm, they seemed to have forgotten that the schools were already closed tomorrow for the Christmas Eve holiday. In my school days, we’d have called this a wasted snow. But that didn’t seem to bother the exuberant flock of miniature shepherds.

“Ten-hut!” Eric called.

Behind him the rest of the shepherds fell into formation, saluted in unison and then clanged their shovels against their buckets.

“Cleanup patrol reporting for duty, ma’am,” Eric said. “Thank goodness you’re here,” I said. And thank goodness they’d stopped calling themselves the Dung Fu Fighters and other worse names. “We just had a camel incident over there,” I added, pointing to the offending spot.

Most of the troop scurried over toward the small pile of camel dung and began squabbling to see who got to shovel it up.

“It’s okay if Cal helps us, isn’t it?” Eric asked.

I glanced down at the small form at his side—much smaller than any of the other shepherds. A round brown face peered out of his hood, and I recognized six-year-old Calvin Ripken Burke, the youngest grandson of our Baltimore-born chief of police.

“As long as it’s okay with his grandfather,” I said.

Cal grinned, and ran over to join the rest of the crew. “His brother is home sick with a cold,” Eric explained. “So Chief Burke asked me if I’d look after him. Otherwise he’d have to stay with his grandmother and march with the choir. Cal would much rather shovel . . . um . . . dung.”

“You’re a good egg,” I said. “Here—I made a list of the animals that are marching today. It would be great if you could assign a squad to follow each group.”

“Roger,” he said. “I’m going to do the elephants myself!” With that he ran off to organize his troops.

All by himself? Well, he’d learn. Then again, as the youngest of my sister Pam’s six children, Eric was always running as fast as he could to keep up with his siblings, and was doomed to become a teenage overachiever. The parade cleanup was in good hands.

And it sounded as if Clarence, reinforced by the threat of stampeding elephants, had finally resolved the piper and drummer problem. Now I could return to checking in the remaining participants and keeping them from causing too much trouble before the parade started. Which would be in . . . a little over three hours.

I glanced up at the sky. No snow yet, thank goodness. Cold as it was, any snow that fell would undoubtedly stick around.

“What’s wrong?”

I turned to see my husband, Michael, tall and resplendent in his wise man’s costume.

“Just fretting over the weather again,” I said, giving him a quick kiss. “You look very dashing. Have you got your myrrh?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, giving a deep, elegant salaam that went well with the vaguely Middle Eastern costume. “Not with me, of course; it’s on the prop table in the barn with the frank-incense and fake gold. Your grandfather’s giving a lot of the kids camel rides, so I thought I’d see if you needed any help. So nothing’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I said. “Well, except for the fact that they keep changing their minds about when the snow will start, but there’s nothing you can do about that. Most of the participants are already here, and it’s not even nine.”

“Which means we have to put up with them for the next three hours,” Michael said, frowning.

“Cheer up,” I said. “That gives us plenty of time to send out a posse for anyone who doesn’t show.”

“Or better yet, plenty of time to round up a replacement,” Michael said. He waved at a brace of tuba players in Caerphilly High School band uniforms. “No one is irreplaceable.”

“Except possibly the camels,” I said, as I pointed dramatically to the left to steer the tuba players toward the rest of their band. “There are just two people left that I’m at all worried about.”

“Who?” 

“The Virgin Mary,” I said. “For the nativity scene float.”

“The one who’s nine months pregnant.”

“Only eight,” I said. “Maybe eight and a half. The costume’s bulky. No one will notice.”

“Tell me again why we cast her as Mary?”

“Her father-in-law owns a flatbed truck,” I said. “The only one we could find large enough to hold the nativity scene.”

“She’s perfect for the role, then.”

“It’s really the truck I’m worried about,” I said. I glanced down the road again, hoping to spot it. “We can replace her, but if the truck doesn’t show up, the Holy Family will have to walk all the way to Caerphilly. And then there’s Santa. He’s only a couple of miles away, and what do you bet he’ll be the last to show up. Of course, on the bright side, at least we won’t have to put up with him for too long. Frankly, if there’s anyone I’ll be happy to see the last of when the parade’s over, it’s him.”





Chapter 3

“Oh, Mr. Doleson’s not so bad,” Michael said.

“Compared to whom?” I asked. “Scrooge? The Grinch? W.C. Fields with a hangover? Attila the Hun?”

“I admit he’s a total grouch and can make ‘Good morning’ sound like a mortal insult,” Michael began.

“Not that I’ve ever heard him say anything as polite as ‘good morning,’ “ I muttered.

“But at least he’s a reclusive grouch, so we don’t have to see him more than once or twice a month.”

“Wish we could say the same for some of my family,” I grumbled. “I can’t remember the last time we had dinner for two. But Ralph Doleson’s not my idea of a proper Santa.”

“I don’t think he’s anyone’s idea of a proper Santa,” Michael said. “But he’s practically the only guy in town with the requisite white beard and round belly who’s also short enough to fit into the existing costume. You know how cheap the town council is—they would never pay to replace a perfectly good costume that’s only used once a year.”

“Well, at least it’s only once a year,” I said. “And—speak of the devil.”

The short, round, rather toadlike figure of Ralph Doleson was slouching our way. He was lugging a garment bag and a battered canvas duffel that I assumed contained his costume. He’d obviously made an effort for the occasion. He had on a clean pair of overalls. And in an unprecedented fit of vanity, he appeared to have shampooed his beard. Though not his long, stringy hair—a good thing he’d be wearing the Santa hat. His face wore its usual surly expression.

I glanced casually at my watch. Nine o’clock on the dot. He might be lacking in social graces, our Santa, but at least he was punctual. Anyone who arrived from now on was officially late, and would receive the faint frown, the stern scowl, or an actual lecture, depending on how late they were and how penitent they seemed.

“Morning, Mr. Doleson,” Michael said.

Doleson looked up, scowling as if Michael had hurled a string of insults at him.

“Do you expect me to get dressed in that barn of yours?” he snapped. “It’s full of children and animals.”

A Santa who hated children and animals? I was about to snap back that the barn was the only men’s dressing room we had and he could change in plain sight if he liked, but fortunately Michael stepped in.

“Of course not,” Michael said. “We’ve cleaned out one of the more private outbuildings for you. Wouldn’t do for the kids to spot Santa changing into uniform, now would it? Here, let me help you with your luggage.”

Doleson snorted, but surrendered the garment bag and the duffel and shambled off in Michael’s wake.

“One of the more private outbuildings?” I repeated. Maybe elegant estates had outbuildings. We had sheds, in various states of disrepair. Though they looked better than usual at the moment. Mother’s decorating crew had gift-wrapped the more disreputable-looking ones for the season, with green plaid paper and perky red bows, and decorated the rest with wreaths, evergreen garlands, and fake snow that would soon become superfluous.

I managed not to break out laughing when Michael bowed and gestured grandly toward the door of the pig shed. Michael must have done a good job of charming the old reprobate. Mr. Doleson peered through the door, nodded brusquely, and stepped in. Trust Michael to save the day and restore my good mood.

The pig shed was the perfect place for Santa. We didn’t have any pigs, so the shed was rarely used. We’d stashed Santa’s sleigh there overnight in case the snow started slightly earlier than the weatherman predicted. The sleigh was an old horse-drawn wagon with boards nailed along both sides to hide the wheels. The boards were painted to look like runners, and I’d spent several hours the night before scraping off peeling paint, touching up the design, and then literally watching the paint dry—I’d had to run several space heaters to get the air warm enough for it to dry, and I didn’t think it was safe to leave them untended.

Most years having a fake sleigh on wheels worked better than a real one, given how rarely we got a white Christmas in central Virginia. But how well would our ersatz sleigh work if the snow got very deep before the end of the parade? I shoved the thought out of my mind. The Shiffley Construction Company was on call for snow removal duty, standing by with snowplow attachments on all their trucks and tractors. If that wasn’t enough—well, there was nothing more I could do now.

With the sleigh crammed into it, the shed wasn’t exactly palatial quarters but it was extremely clean—I’d made sure of that before we shoved the freshly painted sleigh inside. Mr. Doleson would have enough room to change in privacy, and he could spend the rest of the time until the parade began in the relative comfort of the sleigh’s padded back seat. Since Michael reappeared without him, I assumed Mr. Doleson was satisfied, and I stamped a particularly heavy-handed holly leaf beside his name on the participants’ list.

“Mission accomplished,” Michael said, reappearing at my side. If—”

“Professor Waterston?”

Michael turned to see a short, plump, elderly woman dressed in a Mrs. Claus outfit, holding something wrapped in red foil and trimmed with green ribbon.

“Merry Christmas, dear,” Mrs. Claus said. She handed him the parcel and tripped away.

“Who’s that?” I asked.

“The dean’s wife, I think. More to the point, what’s in this?”

“Another fruitcake,” I said. “Do you like fruitcake?”

“Not particularly,” he said, frowning as he teased open one end of the foil to verify its contents. “Why?”

“Someone has it in for you, then. There’s a rumor going around town that you do.”

“Oh, no,” he said. “I know how that got started. Professor Braintree’s holiday tea.”

Dr. Edith Braintree was the chair of the committee that, in a few months, would decide whether to offer Michael tenure at Caerphilly College. If they turned him down, he’d have a choice between settling for a lower-paid adjunct position for the rest of his career or looking for someplace else to start another seven-year tenure quest. Thus the committee had much the same power over our future as the jury has over the defendant in a criminal trial—though at least no one expected accused felons to have tea with the jurors, lose to them at racquetball, and buy cases of Girl Scout cookies from their daughters.

“She seemed so pleased when I took a slice,” Michael went on, “I got a little carried away and said it reminded me of my mother’s fruitcake. And before you ask, no, Mom never made fruitcake that I can remember. I don’t know what came over me.”

I knew perfectly well—tenure fever. I hadn’t told Michael, but tenure fever was the real reason I’d gotten stuck with organizing the parade. If the mayor had called up and tried to charm me into the job, I could have managed to keep saying no until he gave up and went looking for another victim. But when Dr. Braintree called, full of flattery and enthusiasm, implying that not only the town but the college would be so grateful if I’d agree to take the post. . . .

“I suppose we can manage to eat up a fruitcake eventually,” Michael was saying.

“Can we eat up seven of them?” I said. “Apparently there’s a large hidden cult of fruitcake bakers in town, all eager for new converts.”

“Oh, dear,” he murmured. “Probably not. Don’t any of your family like fruitcake?”

“Good idea,” I said. “We’ll regift them to out-of-town relatives.”

“What a devious idea,” he said. “I like it. I’ll leave this one with you, then, and if you don’t need me for anything I’ll go help your grandfather with the camels.”

“Have fun,” I said. “And—”

Just then we heard a shout from the pig shed.





Chapter 4

Michael and I both started running toward it, as did several other people nearby, but before any of us reached the door, it slammed open and a small black and white furball sailed out, propelled by the toe of Ralph Doleson’s boot.

“Keep that damned rodent away from me or I’ll sue!” he bellowed. “I’m bleeding, dammit!”

Yes, he was bleeding ever so slightly. Nothing that wouldn’t stop in a few seconds if he held his wounded finger up and wrapped something around it instead of holding it down and waving it around vigorously.

The rodent in question was our family dog, Spike—eight and a half pounds of pure meanness wrapped in a deceptively cute and furry exterior. He’d landed outside with a yelp, and took a few seconds to catch his breath, but then he launched himself toward Mr. Doleson, who swore, and slammed the door so hard the wreath fell off. Spike barked furiously at the door for a few seconds, then retreated so that it wouldn’t hit him in the face when it opened and lay down with his head on his paws to wait for his enemy to emerge.

It would have been cute if I didn’t know how serious Spike was about revenge. And if I hadn’t been so tempted to help him. I strode over and knelt down to check him for wounds—wondering, as I did, who had been brave or foolish enough to decorate Spike’s collar with a red-and-green velvet bow the size of his head.

“What a jerk,” Rob said. I was so focused on Spike that I started at his voice.

“Spike might have bitten him first,” Eric said.

“You know he hardly ever bites strangers unless they bother him first,” I said. “And even if Spike started it, Doleson seriously overreacted.”

“I think we should report him for cruelty to animals,” Michael said, in what someone who didn’t know him might think was a calm and unemotional voice. I could tell he was furious.

“Wait till after the parade,” I said. “Then we’ll get him.”

“I’ll talk to the chief about it,” Michael said.

I nodded. Spike seemed okay, so I began jotting down the names of the potential witnesses in my notebook-that-tells-me-when-to-breathe, as I called my giant, spiral-bound to-do list. Apart from Rob, Michael, and me, at least half a dozen respectable citizens of Caerphilly had witnessed Mr. Doleson’s act. Not to mention Ainsley Werzel, who was staring at the door of the pig shed with an outraged look on his face. Maybe Werzel and I had just gotten off on the wrong foot. I made a resolution to be particularly friendly and helpful next time I talked to him.

“It’s my fault,” Rob said. “I put Spike in there because I thought it would be safer than the barn, and you know how he hates being confined. I’ll put him in his crate.”

“Get Clarence to check him out first,” I said. “I didn’t see any blood or obvious injuries, but it’s possible he’s broken a bone or two and is so fixated on his prey that he just hasn’t noticed yet.”

“And don’t be silly,” Michael said to Rob. “Your failure to crate the small evil one does not give Ralph Doleson the right to drop kick him across the yard. I’ll find Clarence and send him over.”

I returned to my post to continue checking in stragglers, though I kept walking over to look at Spike until Clarence arrived. He examined the patient, and gave me a thumbs up before leading Spike off to the safety of his crate in the kitchen.

I breathed a sigh of relief. Spike wasn’t technically our dog. Michael’s mother had dumped him on us several years ago when her doctor advised her to see if a trial separation helped her allergies. We’d become resigned to the fact that he was with us for the long haul. But I knew Mrs. Waterston would have a fit if she heard that anything had happened to Spike.

For that matter, I’d developed a grudging fondness myself for the small evil one, as we’d nicknamed Spike. He had more guts than sense, and was not only capable but fond of biting the hands that fed him. On at least one occasion, though, he’d accidentally saved my life. Ralph Doleson had not heard the last of this.

“Let me know if he tries to file charges,” a voice said. I looked up to see the tall form of Jorge Soto, one of the programmers who worked at Mutant Wizards, my brother’s computer game development company.

“Thanks—I’ve already got you on my list of witnesses to the dog-kicking.”

“Not the first time he’s done something like that,” Jorge said. “I live at the Pines, you know.”

I nodded. Ralph Doleson owned the Whispering Pines, a former hot sheets motel that was now a grungy garden apartment building. Rob technically lived there, too, although for the last couple of months he’d been spending most of his time in one of the unused bedrooms on the third floor of our house.

“He doesn’t like dogs,” Jorge went on. “We’ve had a couple of cases at the Pines where people who had dogs found out Doleson was teasing and mistreating them till they tried to bite him, and then calling the police on them.”

“What a jerk!” I said. “Yeah. I mean, if he doesn’t like dogs, he should just put in a no-dogs rule. He owns the place; no one could argue with him. But I think he likes causing trouble.”

“I wish we could fire him as Santa,” I said. I tucked my notebook away and headed for the refreshment stand. The adrenaline charge induced by Spike’s encounter with Doleson had faded, leaving me feeling suddenly tired and in need of warmth and caffeine.

“Why don’t you fire him?” Jorge asked, falling into step beside me.

“Hard to find a replacement on short notice,” I said. “Especially one who can fit into the tiny costume.”

“Can him anyway,” Jorge said.

The lady at the refreshment stand smiled and handed me a black coffee without my even asking for it. Maybe I’d been hitting the coffee a little too often this morning.

“How can we possibly have a Christmas parade without Santa?” I asked.

“Holiday parade,” he said, with a grin. Obviously he’d heard my knee-jerk correction to other people.

“Holiday, yes; but still—without Santa?”

“In my country, Santa’s optional.”

“Santa doesn’t bring you presents?” I took a deep gulp of my coffee.

“No, in Costa Rica, Baby Jesus brings the presents.”

“So you don’t have Santa at all?”

“No, we have him,” Jorge said. “Santa—St. Nicholas, that is—brings Baby Jesus. He’s like the chauffeur.”

“I never knew that.”

“When my parents were little, they didn’t have Santa at all. But once we kids started seeing a lot of American Christmas movies, they had to have some way to explain to the kids what the fat guy in the snow suit was all about. Not sure if it’s just my parents or if it’s widespread in Costa Rica, but that’s how I was brought up.”

“I wish we were having a Costa Rican holiday parade, then, but I think around here the kids would be heartbroken if we didn’t have a Santa.”

“Yeah,” Jorge said. “I guess they don’t know that behind that beard is the meanest man in town.”

With that he waved and wandered off. I finished my coffee and could already feel my energy level rising. I’d crash later—I’d been running on four or five hours of sleep a night for the past week—but for now, I was okay. I squared my shoulders and turned back just in time to see the long-awaited arrival of the flatbed truck for the nativity scene. Our heavily-pregnant Virgin Mary waved cheerfully at me from its passenger window. Things were looking up.

Clarence had even stopped the piping and drumming, thank goodness. I could see the musicians straggling across the road in small groups, heading for the cow pasture. Followed by several tourists with cameras. Well, the musicians were a picturesque sight—the drummers and fifers in their red, white, and blue Revolutionary War uniforms and nearly every one of the bagpipers wearing a different plaid with his full-dress kilt. Given the temperature, all of them probably had matching blue knees by now—should I have someone check them for signs of frostbite?

“There you are!” My father bounced into view, his round face beaming. His exuberance erased whatever last bits of stress I’d been feeling. Dad adored Christmas—adored holidays generally in fact, and was in seventh heaven at being able to help with the annual holiday parade. No present I could possibly have given him would have made him happier. Well, okay, maybe announcing the prospect of another grandchild would have beat the parade, but Dad was one of the few family members who took it on faith that Michael and I had been working on that project since our Memorial Day elopement, and he had never demanded periodic updates on our progress.

He was carrying his black medical bag. I hoped this meant that he was prepared for any emergency that might need his medical skills, and not that we’d already had one.

“Where do you want the boom lift?” he asked.

“I don’t know that I want a boom lift at all,” I said. “Who brought it, and why? Does one of the floats need repairing or something?”

“It’s going in the parade, of course!” he exclaimed, and from his expression I could see that he was clearly astonished at my lack of enthusiasm for the boom lift. “The Shiffleys brought it. Don’t you have it on your list?”

I flipped through the pages of my checklist, baffled. Had I, in a moment of mental derangement, approved the addition of a boom lift to the parade? Perhaps decked in holly, evergreen, and red ribbon, and carrying a banner saying “Merry Christmas from the Shiffley Construction Company”?

“There it is,” Dad said, pointing to an item on my list. “The Clayville Congregational Church Choir.”

“I thought they were just marching and singing,” I grumbled.

“They’re calling it ‘Angels We Have Heard on High.’ They’re all wearing angel costumes, and they’re going to have the soloists up on the platform, scattering confetti. Biodegradable confetti, of course. Don’t you remember?”

“Silly me,” I said, although this was the first I’d heard of the Congregationalists’ plans. “How about putting the boom lift over there by the side of the road? Just beyond the elephants.”

“Elephants? We’ve got both of them, then? Splendid! That means I get to ride one!”

Dad scurried off, and a few minutes later, I saw the boom lift chug slowly by, with Dad twenty feet in the air on the platform. It appeared to be driving itself, unless the person standing up on the platform with Dad was the driver. I’d been wrong about the holly and red ribbon—they’d covered up as much of the boom lift’s industrial orange frame as possible with sky blue crepe paper, and stuck several giant cotton clouds to it at random intervals.

The choir members followed in the boom lift’s wake in twos and threes, most of them already wearing white choir robes, white wings made of cotton batting and silver glitter, and glitter-coated halos.

And there went Werzel, the reporter, stumbling along in pursuit of the choir, snapping away with his tiny camera. So much for our image as an erudite, cosmopolitan community. Maybe I should be glad he’d already pegged us as quaint. Quaint was an improvement over barmy.

Since Werzel’s camera looked like the same inexpensive model that I used to take family snapshots, we could always hope that his photos didn’t turn out good enough for the Trib to use. Where was the promised professional photographer, anyway?

I double-checked my participants list to make sure I had the waiver from the choir absolving me, the Caerphilly Town Council, and the immediate world of responsibility for anything that might happen to the high-flying angels during the parade. Reassured, I stamped the choir in as present and accounted for.

“Not bad for a small town.”

Ainsley Werzel had returned. I had to smile—the reporter was clearly struggling to maintain his former air of cool superiority. Score one for the elephants.

I waved and just nodded to him—at the moment, I was busy welcoming Miss Caerphilly County. Werzel stood by with surprising patience while I admired the beauty queen’s hair, earrings, nails, makeup, dress, and shoes and gave her directions to the women’s dressing room—the living room and library in Michael’s and my house.

“So how far is Tappahannock from here?” he asked.

“Forty-five minutes to an hour,” I said.

“You’re an hour away,” he shouted into his cell phone. “I said west of Tappahannock, not in it.” He snapped the cell phone closed.

“Photographer’s still lost,” he said. “So how come you guys have this shindig only two days before Christmas? Most towns have their Santa parade at the beginning of the shopping season so the parents can hear their kids’ gimme lists. And the stores can make more sales.”

“Caerphilly’s parade started out as an event to give presents to the town’s poor children.”

“You mean poor as in economically disadvantaged?” Werzel said.

“A hundred years ago, when the parade started, people mostly just said poor,” I answered. “But yes. And then when the Great Depression came, everyone was economically disadvantaged, and they started the tradition of giving every kid in town a present. So that’s what has happened for the last eighty years or so.”

He nodded and scribbled some more. I considered telling him that while our curmudgeonly Santa was handing out small presents to all the children, regardless of economic status, in the public ceremony, many of the families who were quite genuinely poor would be picking up additional presents, not to mention food and warm clothing, from stations set up by the various churches and community service organizations.

I decided against telling him. If he bothered to use the information, it would make Caerphilly look good, but I doubted he would mention it. And more important, most of those proud, struggling country families were embarrassed enough at having to accept handouts. It would be the last straw to have some reporter from a big city paper taking intrusive pictures of them doing so.

“And there’s a big festival,” I said instead. “Baked goods, barbecue, craft sales, lots of raffles, judging the quilting and cooking contests, performances from many of the local musical groups and church choirs—sort of like a big church bazaar and a county fair rolled into one.”

I could see his eyes glaze over. Good; we were safely back in quaint again. Maybe he’d skedaddle back to Washington after the parade and the county’s unemployed and working poor could collect their turkeys and warm coats in privacy.

I turned to greet the delegation from the nearby clown school, which involved receiving multiple joy buzzer handshakes and having innumerable coins pulled out of my ears. I heard Werzel’s camera clicking, and cringed.

But when I’d dispatched the clowns to their staging area, I turned and found that Werzel was snapping pictures of the Dickens float. Mother and her fellow Victorians certainly were elegant. I smiled approvingly as Werzel snapped shots of the float from various angles. Another triumph for Mother’s decorating skills, not to mention her ability to appear completely impervious to both summer heat and bitter cold like today’s weather.

Unfortunately, when Mother saw I was free, she furled her parasol and came over.

“Meg, dear,” Mother said, “we have a little problem.”





Chapter 5

“What little problem?” I repeated. I braced myself—Mother had once described the presence of a black bear in the living room of our vacation cabin as a little problem.

“Those SPOOR people are at it again.”

“At what, Mother?”

“SPOOR people?” Werzel echoed. “Stop Poisoning Our Owls and Raptors,” I said. “They’re a local environmental group. They specialize in bird-related issues. What are the SPOOR members up to now, Mother?”

“They’ve brought those protest signs,” Mother said. “The ones with the depressing pictures of dead birds on them. I thought you told them they couldn’t bring their placards. If they’re going to be marching with those signs. . . .”

“I did, and they’re not,” I said. “Where are they?”

“Over by the barn.”

“I’ll talk to them,” I said. “While I do, why don’t you show Mr. Werzel the camels?”

But Mr. Werzel wasn’t interested in camels, or assumed he could see them anytime between now and the start of the parade. He trailed behind me as I went to straighten out the SPOOR delegation.

They were already dressed in their costumes—SPOOR members would be playing the six geese a-laying. They’d been trouble from the start. Shortly after dawn, I’d had to lay down the law and forbid the entire SPOOR membership from marching in goose costume.

“It’s six geese a-laying,” I’d said. “Not thirty-seven.”

“Thirty-eight counting Mrs. Markland,” one of them had put in, and the others had nodded approval, as they always did when anyone mentioned their late founder and first president.

“Mrs. Markland died last year,” I’d countered. “You’re not planning to bring her along, I hope?”

“She’s always with us in spirit,” one of the members had said. “That’s fine,” I’d said. “You can have as many people with you in spirit as you like, whether they’re still on this plane or have gone to that giant protest march in the sky. But I only want to see six of you marching in costume in the parade, or I’ll get six of the Boy Scouts to replace you.”

They’d sulked at that, but had started drawing lots to see who got to wear their elaborately feathered Canada goose costumes and who would simply march along behind in plain clothes, carrying the SPOOR banner. I’d also had to discourage them from including an off puttingly realistic reenactment of egg-laying in their routine. I’d had a private word with Clarence, whom I considered one of the more sensible of the SPOOR members, and he’d promised to keep them in line.

And yet, in spite of everything, here they were blatantly trying to ignore the ban on carrying political signs in the parade.

When I arrived, the six lucky members who would be portraying the geese were doing a Rockettes-style dance number. I had to admit, it was pretty funny, seeing their giant webbed feet kicking into the air in unison, and even funnier when they bent over and waggled their fake tail feathers. I realized I was grinning at the sight so I paused a moment to settle my face into the kind of stern look that would tell them I meant business. And to see if I could have a word with Clarence. Even in costume, I should be able to spot him, thanks to his towering height.

No tall geese in sight, unfortunately. But I did notice that a dozen other SPOOR members were scuttling around furtively behind some shrubbery. They seemed to be carrying something.

I strode over, parted the bushes, and frowned at them. They were all hovering over a pile of placards. One of them had taken off his coat and was trying to conceal the contraband. The dancing geese broke ranks and came trailing after me.

“I’m confiscating the signs,” I said. I began picking up the placards and tucking them under my arm. Something poked me, and I realized that they’d trimmed the placards for the occasion with little bits of holly and evergreen.

“But it’s for such an important cause!” one of the costumed geese said.

“Yes, and that’s why I asked SPOOR to represent the geese,” I said. “Giving you a key, highly visible role in the parade. But you’re not going to win over anyone, marching in the holiday parade waving pictures of dead birds.”

“They don’t all show dead birds,” one SPOOR member said. “We’ve got some with birds that are victims of an oil spill.”

“Oh, and that’s so much more cheerful than dead birds,” I said. “Look, the dancing’s great—it should get SPOOR a lot of attention, and then when you are in a forum where it’s appropriate to protest, everyone will remember you favorably.”

Some of them seemed content with that idea, but the rest were muttering mutinously.

“And if you insist on carrying the placards—”

“We know—you can always replace us with Boy Scouts,” one said. “Of course the Boy Scouts don’t have costumes.”

“They’re always prepared, remember?” I said. “I’m sure they could come up with something on short notice.”

They nodded, most of them rather sullenly, and didn’t try to stop me from taking the rest of the signs.

Werzel fell in step with me as I headed toward the house with my armload of placards. He even nudged a couple back into place when I began to lose my grip on them. It would have been nice if he’d offered to take a few, but he had his notebook out and he was scribbling madly.

“So, you don’t approve of this SPOOR thing?” he said. He’d probably taken a few shots of the SPOOR rebellion. I made a note to see if I could borrow his camera, once the parade was over, and accidentally delete anything really embarrassing.

“I thoroughly approve of SPOOR,” I said. “It’s a wonderful organization. My father’s the current president, and I’ve joined in some of their protests myself. They’re doing good work to protect the bird population. But I told everybody from the start that we weren’t allowing any political signs or gestures as part of the parade. Not even for political causes I agree with. It’s a holiday parade.”

Just then, I noticed that one of the geese had followed us and was hovering nearby, clearly waiting for a chance to talk. A very tall goose—Clarence? I looked around for someone to handle the placards and spotted my brother.

“Rob,” I said. “Put these somewhere. In the safe room.”

“Sure thing,”

“Safe room?” Werzel repeated. “Our pantry,” I said. “It’s got a lock on the door. We have a lot of strangers wandering around the house and grounds today, so anyone who wants a safe place to leave a purse or a laptop can check it in the safe room.”

“Good idea,” he said. “There’s always a klepto in every crowd.”

Especially if the crowd included Mother’s side of the family. We had several relatives who suffered from what Mother referred to as “a little problem.” Michael liked the phrase “insufficiently developed understanding of the concept of private property,” but I suspected in at least half the cases in my family the so-called kleptomaniacs were actually drama queens with an unquenchable thirst to be the center of attention. Not that I was going to mention this to a reporter.

“And while you’re in the house, give Spike a bathroom break, okay?” I said to Rob.

“Roger.”

Jorge Soto came up to help Rob with the placards and I turned back to the goose.

“Can I help you?” I asked.

The goose took its head off, revealing Clarence’s shaggy mane.

“Sorry about that,” he said. “I’ve been telling them repeatedly that signs were completely inappropriate. Not that they’ve been listening.”

“I understand,” I said. “It’s just that—”

He glanced at Werzel, who was holding his pen poised over his notebook as if waiting to take dictation.

“Can we have a little privacy here?” I asked.

Werzel cocked his head as if he didn’t quite understand what I was saying.

“Beat it,” Clarence said, his voice an octave lower than usual. He scowled at Werzel, and tried to cross his arms to assume a menacing posture. Of course, the goose costume wasn’t designed for arm crossing, and it looked more as if he was trying to fold his wings in prayer, but Clarence still looked remarkably menacing. Werzel got the message and hurried off. Clarence turned back to me.

“Look,” he said. “I just wanted to give you a heads up about something. Feeling is running rather high among some of the SPOOR members.”

“About the protest signs? Don’t they understand—”

“No,” he said. “About Santa.”

“Is there something environmentally unsound about the concept of Santa?” Staying politically correct seemed to get harder every year.

“Not Santa in general, just your Santa.”

“You mean the Santa the Town Council foisted on me,” I said. “I would never have cast Ralph Doleson as Santa.”

“No, you’ve got more sense,” he said. “But remember what happened with him this summer? Oh, wait—it was while you and Michael were on your honeymoon, so I suppose you didn’t hear. Well, in late June—oh, look!”

I turned to see what he was pointing at. The wise men were taking their camels for a test ride. The camels alone would have been worth staring at—they were stately and majestic and wore the most elaborate and brightly colored leather saddles, bridles, and other accoutrements I could ever remember seeing. They were even more impressive with the elaborately robed wise men riding them. I looked around, but Ainsley Werzel had wandered off someplace. Ah, well—with luck, none of the photos he took would be used for the article anyway, and the camels would still be around when the photographer eventually showed up.

Michael, at the head of the procession, looked as if he had been born in a camel saddle—partly because he was fairly good at riding horses, and partly because he was too good an actor to let anyone know that he wasn’t quite at ease with Larry’s oddly swaying gait. Behind him rode Dr. Montgomery Blake, my grandfather, who had spent so many of his ninety-some years roving various wildernesses for zoological projects and environmental crusades that he was perfectly comfortable riding a camel, horse, donkey, elephant, or any other steed or vehicle you could think of. He had one leg hooked around a protrusion that was the Bedouin equivalent of the saddle horn, and was turned around nearly backwards, shouting instructions at our local police chief, who was portraying the third wise man.

“Chief Burke doesn’t look altogether happy,” Clarence said, with a frown.

That was an understatement. The chief’s normally calm, brown face wore a fierce scowl that would ordinarily have reduced his officers to abject terror lest they be the ones who’d screwed up. Under the circumstances, I suspected the scowl was a deliberate attempt to hide absolute panic. But I had to hand it to him—he hung on gamely as the procession lurched and swayed its way past the house and headed down the road.

“Aren’t they going the wrong way?” asked a child’s voice at my side. Cal Burke stood, shovel and pail in hand, staring anxiously at the camel procession as it disappeared around a curve in the road.

“They’re just taking a practice ride,” I said. “Hmph!” Minerva Burke, the chief’s wife, had appeared, wearing the maroon satin choir robe of the New Life Baptist Church. She shook her head as she watched her husband’s progress. “At this rate, the old fool will break his neck before the parade even begins. But there’s no stopping them when they get a crazy idea in their heads, is there? Cal, go keep an eye on your grandfather.”

Cal nodded and scampered off behind the camels. Clarence frowned—was he still worried about Larry’s limp?—and followed.

Ainsley Werzel sauntered up. He’d thrown on one of the county-issue brown shepherd’s robes and was stuffing his press pass inside it.

“Getting into the spirit of things,” he said, when he saw me eyeing the robe.

More like trying to fool people into thinking he was part of the parade and catch them off guard, I suspected.

“So Chief Burke’s one of the wise men?” he asked. “Is that okay?”

“More than okay, it’s useful,” I said. “In the unlikely event of any trouble, we’ll already have the police chief and a number of his officers on hand to deal with it.”

“Yeah, but isn’t that carrying this whole multicultural thing a little too far?” Werzel asked. “I mean, were any of the original wise men African-American?”

Was he making a joke? No, he sounded serious. I was still trying to figure out a tactful way to answer when Minerva Burke spoke up.

“African-American?” she said, with a snort. “Not hardly, since it wasn’t till fifteen centuries after the Nativity that Columbus discovered what the Indians had already found and a while after that before people started calling it America. Not to mention a couple of centuries till the slave trade brought Africans to this side of the ocean. So, no, there weren’t any African-American wise men.”

“However,” I said, “there’s a tradition dating back to the Middle Ages that one of the wise men, Balthazar, was African.”

“Just African,” Minerva Burke said. “No hyphen required.”

“And we’ve asked Chief Burke to be a wise man to honor that tradition.”

“Great, great,” Werzel said. He backed off, smiling nervously, until he was about ten feet away—at which point he pretended to become fascinated with one of the musical acts—a barbershop quartet dressed as Christmas trees—and loped off as fast as he could.

“Sorry,” Minerva said, shaking her head. “Don’t know why, but that man just brings out the mean in me.”

“Don’t apologize,” I said. “You’re welcome to chase him away any time you see him hovering near me. I really don’t want to have to deal with a reporter on top of everything else.”

“I’d have thought you’d be pleased to see he was here,” Minerva said. “After all, we’ve been trying for years to get someone other than the local rag to cover it. And you snagged the Star-Tribune—it’s a fabulous coup.”

“I didn’t snag him,” I said. “He just showed up. And if that’s a coup, it’s one that could backfire, big time,” I said. “Have you read any of Werzel’s articles?”

She shook her head. Not surprising—I hadn’t either before the Trib called to request directions and a VIP pass. But a quick Google search told me all I needed to know.

“He wants to be Woodward and Bernstein for the new millennium, and they’ve got him stuck in the Style section, writing human interest stories. So he tries to turn every assignment into a new Watergate.”

“But there’s no possible scandal he can find connected with our parade,” Minerva said. “Is there?”

“No, but that just means he’ll drive us crazy trying to find the smoking gun, and when he fails he’ll sulk and try to make us look like lunatics.”

“Oh, dear,” Minerva said. “Yes, we’d be all too vulnerable on the lunacy angle.”

“You should see the article he did on a group of little old ladies up in Loudoun County who make bears for sick children in disasters. He spent most of the article making fun of their accents and their clothes and then toward the end made it sound like he suspected they were using the bears to smuggle drugs or launder money or something. He’s trouble with a press pass.”

“We can’t let him stay!” she exclaimed. “It’ll kill Henry if we have more negative publicity. His stomach was in knots for weeks after that nasty business over the summer.”

Nasty business? Rather a mild term for a murder and the breakup of a major drug smuggling ring. But perhaps her years in Baltimore, where Chief Burke had been a homicide detective, had made her jaded about the crime level in our more sedate rural community.

“We can’t very well chase a reporter away,” I said aloud. “The parade’s free to the public, as I had to explain several times to that ninny who asked us to give Werzel a VIP pass. And if we tried too obviously to shoo him, he’d get suspicious and really make our lives miserable.”

“We’ll just have to keep an eye on him, then,” she said, and strode away—probably to enlist the rest of the New Life Baptist choir in the surveillance. I wondered if it would make Werzel nervous, being constantly under the stern eyes of at least a dozen dignified black women in majestic burgundy choir robes. I hoped so.

I was, for the moment, blissfully unbothered. Slightly chilled, but unbothered. No one was standing in front of me, demanding private dressing rooms, complaining about their unsatisfactory place in the marching order, or asking where to find the rest of their party. Most of the people with nothing better to do were either lining up to get elephant rides or staring down the road waiting to see how many wise men were still in their saddles when the camels returned. I glanced around to see if Clarence had come back, but either he hadn’t or he’d put his goose head back on—I couldn’t tell which of the far more than six identical geese was him. His height should have been a clue, but either many of the SPOOR members were unusually tall or the goose heads added a lot of height. I made a mental note to drop over there before too long to find out what SPOOR had against Santa and whether it was likely to cause any problems during the parade. And possibly to confiscate all the surplus goose costumes, just in case.

Maybe I could channel the SPOOR members’ energies into fixing up the two bird-themed Christmas trees flanking the front walk. When Mother had given Dad and his SPOOR comrades leave to decorate them, I think she’d envisioned the ten-foot spruces festooned with artificial birds, feather garlands, and perhaps a wee tinsel nest or two. It never occurred to her that the SPOOR thought of the trees as for the birds rather than about them. The garlands of nuts, berries, and popcorn were decorative enough, and the little seed balls were not unattractive, but no amount of red ribbon could possibly make large, droopy net bags of suet look festive. And since the SPOOR members had finished decorating them two days ago, the birds had been demonstrating their appreciation by systematically eating the trees clean. They now had that ratty, picked-over look of store counters on the last day of a really good sale. Yes, I should definitely enlist the SPOOR members to replenish the trees. Maybe I could even donate our surplus fruitcakes to the cause.

But not now. For now, everything was under control. I glanced over at my clipboard and saw that only a few bit players had yet to check in. I stuck my clipboard under my arm, stuffed my chilled hands in my pockets, leaned gratefully against one of our front fence posts, and drank in the fantastical sights and sounds around me.

And they were fantastical—even at my busiest, I realized that. I could have been enjoying it all so much more if I didn’t have to feel responsible for it. I felt a brief twinge of resentment at that, and banished it with the thought that by nightfall, my term as Mistress of the Revels would be over. And surely, armed with the memory of this year’s experience, I could gather the gumption to refuse if they asked me again. So next year I could take a small part and enjoy the festivities. Maybe I’d learn to juggle or at least get a medieval costume and march with Michael’s colleagues who attended every year as jesters. Or help Mother’s garden club friends with their traditional flower-themed float. Or maybe just stand at the roadside and be part of the audience.

Yes, everything was going splendidly, and before too long I could return to my own plans for Christmas, which included not only the giant potluck family dinner at Mother and Dad’s farm on Christmas Day, but also a quiet Christmas Eve with Michael after his one-man show was over. We’d fended off several dozen invitations from friends and family alike, and were planning to spend the evening in front of the fireplace with a glass of Shiraz and soft carols and—

“Aunt Meg!”

Eric came running up, followed by Cal Burke. They both looked wide-eyed and ashen-faced.

“What’s wrong?” I said, nearly dropping the clipboard in my alarm.

Eric swallowed hard. “I think something’s wrong with Santa.”





Chapter 6

“Where is Mr. . . . Santa?” I asked

“In the pig shed,” Eric said.

“Do you know what’s wrong with him?”

Eric glanced down at Cal, then shook his head. “Not really,” he said.

But from the look in his eyes, he knew, and it wasn’t good news.

“Wait here,” I said. “If anyone shows up looking for me, tell them I’ll be right back.”

Eric nodded. “And don’t either of you say anything to anyone,” I added. “Promise?”

Cal nodded.

“We won’t,” Eric said.

I handed him my clipboard to hold so he’d look more official, and hurried over to the pig shed.

“Meg, would you like some Christmas cookies?” someone called out as I passed.

“Later, thanks,” I said over my shoulder. What could be wrong with Mr. Doleson?

Whatever the problem, I was grateful Michael had thought to give Mr. Doleson the pig shed. It was not only private, it was somewhat out of sight of the rest of the yard, so if there was some kind of problem, perhaps we could deal with it quietly.

The shed door was closed. I heard no sounds from inside, so at least he wasn’t having another of his cursing fits.

“Mr. Doleson,” I called, as I rapped on the door.

No answer. I straightened the wreath on the door and waited another token few seconds before turning the knob.

Yes, there was definitely something wrong with Santa. He was sprawled on the back seat of the sleigh with one boot on and one held in his left hand.

His right hand clutched what appeared to be a stake stuck in the middle of his chest. From his fixed, staring eyes and the amount of blood inside the sleigh and on the dirt floor below, I had no doubt he was dead.

I stood there staring for what seemed like an hour—partly out of shock and partly out of morbid curiosity. I felt guilty about it, but I couldn’t help the impulse to drink in every detail while I could. After all, in another couple of seconds, I would call the police and Chief Burke would banish the prying eyes of civilians like me.

I glanced at my watch. Nine thirty-five. Only a little over half an hour since I’d seen him enter the pig shed. I pulled out my notebook-that-tells-me-when-to-breath and jotted the time down.

Then I stepped out, shut the door, and looked around in all directions for someone I trusted to guard the shed while I went for help. I saw two choir members, assorted shepherds, and a very tall goose, but no one I knew well enough to guard a murder scene.

Then my luck changed. I spotted two figures strolling past. One was a wearing a bulky snowman suit while the other was my cousin, Horace Hollingsworth. At least I assumed it was Horace. All I could see was that the figure was wearing a ratty gorilla suit, but Horace came in his ape costume not only to costume parties but also whenever he could get away with pretending he thought costumes were called for.

“Horace!” I called. The gorilla turned around and stumbled in my direction while the snowman waved and continued on his way.

“Hi, Meg.”

Even muffled as it was by the gorilla head, I could tell that Horace’s voice was flat and depressed. I made a mental note to ask him later what was wrong. For now, Horace was the perfect person to stand guard. Back in my hometown of Yorktown, where Horace still lived, he was a crime scene technician for the sheriff’s department, so he of all people would understand the importance of keeping everyone out of the scene until someone competent could examine it.

In fact, he’d probably be the someone. Since Caerphilly was too small to have its own crime scene technician, York County often lent them Horace when they needed forensic help. Particularly if he was already here, as he so often was these days.

“I thought you were guarding the safe room,” I said. “I locked it up so Sammy and I could have a snack,” he said. “Was that Sammy in the snowman suit?” I asked. Sammy was one of Chief Burke’s deputies. “Damn, we could have used him, too.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Someone killed Santa—Mr. Doleson,” I said. “Have you called 911?” he asked. “Not yet,” I said. I decided not to mention that I hadn’t yet pulled myself together enough to even think of it.

“I’ll do it, then,” Horace said. He pulled a cell phone out of his pocket—well, that was new. The gorilla suit never used to have pockets. Unless Horace had learned to sew, perhaps someone with sewing skills been helping him improve it. That could be good news—Horace’s love life lately had been even worse than usual.

“Great, and don’t let anyone in the shed,” I said. “I’m going to find Sammy, or Chief Burke, or one of his officers.”

Horace nodded. “Debbie Anne?” I heard him say. Good, he’d reached the police dispatcher. I strode off toward where I’d last seen the camels.

I was in luck. The wise men were returning in stately procession. Ainsley Werzel was busily snapping pictures, and several amateur videographers were following the procession’s path with their handheld cameras.

I felt bad about ruining the photo op, but they still had the whole parade to go. I ran out to meet the wise men and fell into step beside the chief’s camel.

“I have bad news,” I said. “Something I’m going to have to get down off of this fool camel to deal with?” he asked. He sounded eager.

I nodded. “Hang on a minute, then. Dr. Blake, how the blazes do you park this thing again?”

“Tell him to s-t-a-n-d,” Dr. Blake said. “Stand!” the chief barked. Curley stopped, and Dr. Blake pulled up beside him.

“Stand, Moe. Now tell him to ‘Hoosh!’ And lean back while you do.”

“Hoosh!” the chief shouted.

The chief’s camel stood motionless, while Dr. Blake’s beast obediently began the awkward looking process of folding first his front legs and then his back legs.

“Blast it!” Dr. Blake grumbled. “Moe’s rather badly trained, and Curley’s a little too eager. Try it again. And lean back, hard.”

I began to wonder if I should have told the chief my news while he was still on the camel. Ralph Doleson’s rigor mortis would probably have set in by the time the chief finally got back on solid ground.

“Hoosh! Hoosh, dammit!” the chief shouted, and leaned back so far I thought for a moment he’d fall off. But when Moe’s front legs abruptly folded, I realized the chief had, accidentally or on purpose, gotten it right. Now that Moe was kneeling, the chief was upright.

“Now lean forward again, quick!” Dr. Blake ordered.

The chief leaned forward, grabbed the front of the saddle, and hung on for dear life as Moe’s back end hit the earth with an audible thud.

“Meg, put your foot on his front leg,” Dr. Blake said. “Moe’s front leg, that is, not the chief’s.” I complied, a little nervously, because I couldn’t remember if Moe was the one who bit.

“Put some pressure on it!” Dr. Blake said, as he reached for Moe’s reins. “The idea is to discourage him from trying to get up again while the chief is dismounting.”

I leaned on Moe’s leg, and the chief slid off. “I’m good,” he said. “You can take your foot away if you like. Now what’s the problem?”

I glanced around. Plenty of people were watching us, most of them either videotaping the camel dismounting demonstration or pointing their fingers and laughing. But only Dr. Blake and Michael were within earshot, so I decided this was as good a place as any to talk.

“Someone’s murdered Ralph Doleson,” I said. “You’re sure?”

“If he’s not dead, he’s a hell of an actor, and I don’t think he could possibly have done it to himself,” I said.

The chief closed his eyes for a second as if gathering strength, then sprang into action.

“Right,” he said. “Where?”

“In our pig shed.”

“You didn’t just leave him there?”

“I found Horace and left him to guard the scene,” I said.

He nodded grudgingly. “Show me.”

“Okay,” I said. “You might want to look a little happier. Or at least more nonchalant. I don’t see him right now, but odds are that reporter’s still lurking around here somewhere, and I bet you don’t want him to figure out something’s wrong and follow us.”

The chief frowned for a moment, as if trying to decide whether I had an ulterior motive or not. And I did, of course, but he quickly deduced it was the same one he had: not letting Ainsley Werzel make Caerphilly look completely ridiculous. His face broke into a slightly forced smile.

“Great idea,” he said, rather loudly. “Let’s just go and do that while I’m thinking of it.” In an undertone, he added, “I’d appreciate it if you could find some way to distract that damned news-hound when he turns up.”

“Roger,” I said.

I strolled over to where Dr. Blake and Michael were standing, holding the camels’ reins and posing for the photographers.

“Go away,” Dr. Blake said. “You’re spoiling the pictures.”

I ignored him.

“Bad news,” I said to Michael. “Santa’s dead.”

“Who?” Dr. Blake asked.

“Santa,” I repeated. “Though I assume Ralph Doleson was the intended target.”

“Oh, dear,” Michael said. “No bite marks on him, I hope.”

“No new ones, anyway. He was stabbed—no way they can blame it on Spike. Look, both of you—keep it under your hat for now. And the chief would really appreciate it if we could keep anyone from finding out for as long as possible. Especially that reporter.”

I had spotted Werzel now. If he’d donned the brown shepherd’s robe to be unobtrusive, it was a miscalculation. He was so thin that he could almost have wrapped the robe around him twice, but it barely came below his knees, revealing an awkward two-foot expanse of blue denim and a pair of ratty anachronistic brown shoes. And, damn it, he seemed to be watching us.

“We could offer him a camel ride,” Michael suggested. “Good publicity for the zoo, you know. He’s from The Washington Star-Tribune.”

“Excellent idea!” Dr. Blake exclaimed. Bashfulness was not one of his failings. He strode over toward Werzel and stuck out a deceptively gnarled hand. He seemed to consider shaking hands a competitive sport—if not a form of hand-to-hand combat—and I’d seen stronger men than Werzel wince after Dr. Blake had greeted them.

“Lovely to see you!” he was saying, as he mauled Werzel’s hand. “Meg tells me you might be interested in a camel ride!”

I rejoined Chief Burke and led him over to the pig shed. “Hey, chief,” Horace said as we strolled up. “We’ve got a bad one.”

“You’ve been inside?”

“Just far enough to see if he needed medical assistance,” Horace said. “And Meg’s right—he’s definitely dead. No pulse, no respiration, eyes open and fixed.”

The chief opened the shed door, peeked inside, and nodded. “We’ll need the medical examiner to pronounce before we can proceed, of course, but I have no doubt you’re right. Any chance you can help us out with this one?”

“Be glad to,” Horace said, nonchalantly, though I could tell from his expression that he was dying to work the case. Perhaps because he was still relatively new at forensic work, and enjoyed working what he called a “nice, grisly crime scene.” After twenty-five years with the Baltimore Police Department, Chief Burke looked as if he’d rather see anything else.

“Meg,” the chief said. “Keep an eye open and let me know if anyone’s heading this way. Any thoughts on whether he was killed here or just stashed here?”

The last bit, I realized, was directed at Horace. “Almost certainly here,” Horace said. “If he’d been killed elsewhere and brought in here, where’s the blood trail?”

The chief nodded. “Another interesting thing—” Horace began. “Trouble,” I said. “Ainsley Werzel’s riding his camel this way.”





Chapter 7

“I thought you had someone distracting him,” the chief grumbled.

“So did I,” I said. “But I guess Michael and Dr. Blake underestimated the power of the press.”

“Are there any other doors to this shed?” the chief asked. “No, but I suppose someone could try to get in or out through the windows,” I said. “In’s more likely; they’re shuttered on the outside.”

“Go in and guard the crime scene,” the chief said to Horace. “And can you call Debbie Anne and tell her to send Dr. Smoot over?”

Horace nodded and slipped inside.

Ainsley Werzel appeared around the corner of the barn and reined in his camel about ten feet away from us.

“What’s going on?” he asked.

“I’ll have to ask you to leave,” the chief said. “And take the camel with you.”

“What right have you—” Werzel began.

“You’re about to contaminate a crime scene,” the chief snapped. “Now take that thrice-blasted beast someplace else.”

Werzel’s eyes grew large, and he opened his mouth. Then he shut it again.

“Hut-hut!” he said, kicking the camel. They disappeared around the corner of the barn.

“That was too easy,” the chief said.

In the distance, we heard Werzel shouting, “Hoosh! Hoosh!”

“He’s not going away,” I said. “He’s just dumping the camel.” The chief muttered something indistinguishable.

Sammy Wendell, one of the chief’s deputies, appeared from the other side.

“Debbie Anne paged me and said to meet you here,” Sammy said. “What’s up?”

“Homicide,” the chief said. “Keep that damned reporter at bay while we work the scene, will you?”

Just then Werzel appeared from around the barn, notebook in hand.

“I’m sorry, sir, ma’am,” Sammy said. “You’ll have to watch from behind this line.”

Sammy held out his hands to define an imaginary line about twenty feet from the shed door. The ma’am, I realized, was directed at me. I went over and stood behind Sammy’s line, with an ostentatiously cooperative look on my face. Werzel didn’t like it, but he followed suit. For now, at least—if I were the chief, I’d keep my eye on him.

“What happened?” Werzel asked.

“Homicide,” the chief said.

“Whoa!” Werzel exclaimed. “Someone offed Santa?”

“The name of the deceased is being withheld, pending notification of next of kin,” the chief said. “What makes you think Santa Claus is involved?”

“Stands to reason,” Werzel said. “That’s the shed where I saw Santa kicking the dog,”

“What do you mean by ‘kicking the dog’?” the chief asked. From his frown, I realized he thought “kick the dog” might be a hip, new synonym for “kick the bucket.”

“Santa had a close encounter with Spike,” I said.

The chief closed his eyes and shuddered. He’d met the small evil one before. Then he opened his eyes again.

“We need Smoot, damn it,” he said. “You need what?” Werzel asked.

The chief frowned but didn’t answer him. “It’s a who, not a what,” I said. “Dr. Smoot is the county’s medical examiner.”

“Acting medical examiner,” the chief said. “Any idea where he is?”

“He’s over there on the Dickens float,” I said, pointing.

The Caerphilly Clarion, our local weekly, was taking its turn at photographing the Dickens float. Not surprising—thanks to Mother’s decorating skills, it was one of the highlights of the parade. It featured an enormous Victorian Christmas tree at one end and a London street scene, complete with mountains of fake snow, at the other. Mother and the rest of the improbably well-dressed Cratchits were seated in a pair of velvet sofas at the foot of the Christmas tree, toasting each other with plastic champagne flutes and pretending to open elaborately wrapped presents. At the other end stood Scrooge, surrounded by the Ghosts of Christmases Past, Present, and Yet-to-Come. The Cratchits may have gone upscale, but the ghosts’ costumes more or less matched the book—Christmas Past was a tiny blond child in a choir robe; Christmas Present was an enormous robed figure with a crown of holly, and Christmas Yet-to-Come was a specter whose face was hidden in the shadows of his hooded black robe. Okay, the text did say that Yet-to-Come was “shrouded in a deep black garment, which concealed its head, its face, its form, and left nothing of it visible save one outstretched hand.” But couldn’t Dr. Smoot have found a way to look a little less like the grim reaper? I’d always thought the costume at odds with the holiday spirit of the parade—though strangely appropriate for our present problem.

“I don’t see Smoot,” the chief said.

“In the hood,” I said.

“Oh, good grief,” the chief muttered and strode over toward the float.

“What’s wrong with him?” Werzel asked,

“We don’t get a lot of crime in Caerphilly,” I said. “Chief Burke takes it very seriously and very personally when someone breaks the peace in his county.”

I didn’t see him taking notes.

“Right,” he said. “I mean what’s wrong between him and this Dr. Smoot?”

I shrugged and tried to look puzzled by the question. I knew exactly what was wrong. The chief was a very by-the-books guy, and Dr. Smoot had recently developed an active interest in the supernatural. There was no way the chief or the town council would offer a permanent appointment to a medical examiner who, in addition to determining the manner and means of death, would occasionally venture an opinion on the likelihood of the deceased’s return as a ghost, vampire, or zombie. But since the job paid almost nothing, none of the county’s other medical personnel had shown the slightest interest in doing it. The way things were going, the chief could be stuck with Dr. Smoot as acting medical examiner for the rest of his career.

And the chief was still mad about what happened when Dr. Smoot, hearing that one of the New Life Baptist deacons had a severe garlic allergy, took it on himself to determine if the deacon was one of the undead. Apparently Dr. Smoot had seen too many movie vampires cower from a single drop of holy water. Unfortunately, the New Life church wasn’t equipped with holy water fonts and the closest equivalent was the pool used for full immersion baptism. The chief might have forgiven Dr. Smoot a little sooner if the Caerphilly Clarion hadn’t printed a picture of the would-be vampire slayer and his victim being rescued from the watery deep.

Still, the chief was polite enough as he conferred with the sinister, hooded figure at the snowy end of the Dickens float. Then the Ghost of Christmas Yet-to-Come climbed awkwardly down from the float and headed our way at a brisk trot.

“That’s just wrong,” Werzel said, shaking his head as his gaze followed the running figure. “Phantoms should glide.”

Yes, scurrying didn’t exactly enhance a sinister ghost’s image, but what unsettled me more was the undignified sight of the chief trotting after him. Clearly the chief didn’t trust Dr. Smoot not to say something the press shouldn’t hear. At any rate, he beat Dr. Smoot to the door of the pig shed. After a brief whispered exchange of words, he held open the door.

“In here,” he said.

“Oh, dear,” Dr. Smoot said. “Inside?”

The chief closed his eyes, and if I could have read his mind, I bet I’d have heard him counting to ten.

“Yes, in there,” the chief said. “That’s where the body is.”

“It’s just that it’s a very small shed,” Dr. Smoot said. He crept a few inches closer to the shed and peered into the door. Which anyone who knew him would realize was incredible progress. At one time his claustrophobia would have sent him running away at the mere thought of being forced to look into an enclosed space.

“It’s bigger than it looks,” I said. “And if you like, we could open up the windows. You’d hardly know you were in a building at all.”

“I don’t see why we can’t have more outdoor homicides,” Dr. Smoot said. He turned sideways to the door and began inching toward the shed door in crab fashion.

“You might want to leave the robe out there,” came a voice from inside the shed. Only Cousin Horace’s voice, but at the sound, Dr. Smoot let out a loud shriek, jumped a foot, and then turned and fled.

“Damn the man,” Chief Burke muttered.

“I’m sorry,” Horace said, emerging from the shed. “I didn’t mean to startle him.”

“What is he afraid of—ghosts?” Werzel said.

“No, he likes ghosts,” I said. “He’s afraid of small spaces.”

“A claustrophobic medical examiner,” Werzel said, with a chuckle.

“Claustrophobic acting medical examiner,” the chief repeated. “Horace, what—”

Then he looked at Werzel, frowned, and leaned over to whisper in Horace’s ear.

They made quite a picturesque tableau—the gorilla and the wise man. Werzel grinned and reached inside his brown shepherd’s robe—for his camera, no doubt. He frowned, took his hand out, and began patting his pockets, while leaning over to whisper to me.

“Why is he dressed as a gorilla?” he asked.

“I’ve forgotten offhand,” I said. “But I’m sure it’s connected with one of the floats.”

I mentally crossed my fingers as I said it. Maybe Werzel would buy the parade excuse and not keep asking other people the same question until he found out that we had cousins who didn’t know what Horace looked like as a human.

“Damn,” Werzel said. “Where’s my camera? I had it right here.”

A wave of impatience suddenly seized me.

“I’ll go bring Dr. Smoot back,” I said, turning to go.

“Good luck,” the chief said. “The fool is probably halfway back to town by now. We won’t find him for days.”

“I’ll manage,” I said over my shoulder.

I had a sneaking suspicion where I could find Dr. Smoot. I checked my clipboard and wound my way through the crowd of participants to the sheep pasture across the road from our house, where the shepherds keeping watch by night had been assigned to abide with their flocks until parade time.

Clustered near the fence where they could observe what was going on were about thirty prize Lincoln sheep belonging to Seth Early, our neighbor. I also spotted Ernest, the llama I’d given Michael for Christmas. I wondered if Michael was still trying to sneak Ernest into the parade with the sheep. If I had time, I’d have a word with Seth. He could care less that there had been no llamas within five thousand miles of Bethlehem at the time of the Nativity, but if I even hinted that Ernest would take the spotlight off his beloved sheep, that would do the trick.

First things first, though. Finding Dr. Smoot was more important than preserving the historical accuracy of the parade.

The shepherds were all seated on the ground, just as the carol described, except for Seth himself, who was standing in the midst of his flock, wearing a brown homespun shepherd’s robe, holding a rough-hewn shepherd’s crook, and staring over the fields, seemingly unaware of the dozen tourists snapping his picture. I couldn’t blame them—he was attractive in a weathered, forty-something way, and he certainly had his shepherd act down cold, possibly because he was a full-time sheep farmer in real life.

I just wasn’t sure it was such a good idea, his planning to march in the parade with a flock of thirty sheep.

“Can’t you just bring a couple of sheep?” I’d suggested when I heard about his plans.

“And there were in the same country shepherds abiding in the field, keeping watch over their flock by night,” he’d said. I couldn’t tell if that was supposed to be a yes or a no.

“Right,” I’d said. “But couldn’t you just keep watch over two?”

“Two? We’re not reenacting Noah’s ark. Two sheep are not a flock.”

“How about three, then?”

Of course he’d ignored me. He’d learn. Seth’s sheep were an adventurous lot. Even when he left them in the pasture, they spent a large portion of their time finding ways of slipping past the fence so they could roam the countryside. And he wanted to take them traipsing halfway across the county? He’d be hunting down stray sheep for days.

But that was his problem, not mine. I glanced in the direction he was frowning and spotted my cousin Rosemary Keenan, or Rose Noire, as she now preferred to be called. She was also dressed in a homespun shepherd’s robe—doubtless handwoven out of sustainable organic cotton, since Rose Noire had become a leading light in Caerphilly’s environmental and New Age circles. She was patting what at first looked like a heap of black fabric wrapped around her legs.

I’d found Dr. Smoot.





Chapter 8

“Now, now,” Rose Noire was saying. “Don’t let this undo all the progress you’ve made!”

I sighed. Rose Noire had been practicing therapy without a license on Dr. Smoot, trying to cure his claustrophobia by encouraging him to act out his related childhood terror of vampires. He was a little less claustrophobic than he had been, but the so-called therapy had sparked his new obsession with the supernatural. Not what I’d call real progress.

“It’s just so small and dark,” he said.

“Dr. Smoot,” I called.

“I’m not going back,” he wailed, clinging tighter to Rose Noire.

“You don’t have to go in the shed,” I said. “We can open all the doors and shine some really bright lights in there, and you can examine the body from outside.”

“Oh, dear, there really is a body, then?” Rose Noire asked. “That’s terrible. Such negative karma for the whole parade.”

“Not to mention a real bummer for the victim,” I said. Rose Noire didn’t appear to notice my sarcasm.

“I’m going to do a blessing for everyone in the parade,” she said, spreading her hands out as if to embrace the immediate world and then waving them around like a conductor.

“Great,” I said. I meant it. I wasn’t entirely convinced that having my cousin walk around burning sage and trying to beam positive thoughts at everyone would do any good—but if it didn’t work, at least it did no harm, and if it did work, I wanted as much of it as possible for today’s star-crossed parade. “But please don’t tell anyone the reason you’re blessing things,” I added. “The chief wants to keep it pretty quiet for now, so he doesn’t have a crowd control problem at the crime scene.”

I was in favor of keeping it quiet, too. If only we could keep the news from spreading until after the parade.

“Of course,” she said. “We only want good energy for a holiday parade.”

“Any chance you could provide some moral support for Dr. Smoot?” I asked. “The chief would really like it if he could officially declare the victim dead.”

“They’re not sure he’s dead, then? That’s a relief.”

“I found him, and I’m sure,” I said. “But the chief has to follow the law. Dr. Smoot doesn’t have to examine the body if he doesn’t want to, but they can’t really do anything until the body’s officially pronounced dead.”

Odds were if Dr. Smoot wimped out of examining the body, Chief Burke would enlist my father to perform an expert if unofficial inspection. Dad was both a semi-retired doctor and an avid mystery fan who jumped at any chance to get involved in a real life crime—especially a murder.

“Come on, Dr. Smoot,” Rose Noire said, taking him by the arm and gently propelling him along. “Let’s talk about this. Think what a wonderful opportunity for personal growth this offers.”

I winced at hearing my cousin’s new catchphrase. My broken leg this past summer, the loss of Michael’s aging but still functional convertible to a falling tree this fall, last week’s painful dental work—to her, they were not problems but welcome opportunities for personal growth.

If she used the same line when she heard that Michael’s mother was coming for a month-long visit right after the new year. . . .

Still, her approach seemed to comfort Dr. Smoot. With me leading the way, she guided him back to the pig shed. A small crowd awaited us, but fortunately it was only police and family. Including Dad, of course. I went over to stand next to Michael.

“How’s it going?” I whispered. “Werzel’s going to make us all look like complete fruitcakes in his article,” he whispered back.

“Good,” I said. “I’m all for truth in journalism.”

“On the bright side, he’s lost his camera,” Michael added. “It’s making him quite testy, but the chief’s relieved.”

Dr. Smoot squared his shoulders and lifted his chin. Rose Noire nodded and patted his arm encouragingly.

“I know you can do it,” she crooned.

Dr. Smoot took a step toward the shed. Then he reached inside his jacket pocket and took out something that he was careful to conceal in his hand. He lifted his hand to his mouth and slipped something in.

As if by magic, his spine straightened, his head lifted, his chest puffed out, and he began to walk calmly and confidently toward the shed. He stopped at the door and looked around to smile at us before ducking in.

“Oh, dear Lord, he’s wearing the fangs,” I muttered. Michael winced, and we both looked over at Werzel, who was scribbling in his notebook, so perhaps he hadn’t noticed. Bad enough that our medical examiner had to be coaxed to the crime scene, but when his grownup equivalent of a security blanket was a custom-fitted set of vampire fangs—

“Of course, the good news is that no one will believe a word Werzel writes if he puts everything in,” Michael whispered.

“Thank God for the lost camera,” I whispered back. “Oh, my,” we heard Dr. Smoot exclaim from inside the shed. Rose Noire took an anxious step forward, then glanced at the chief and checked herself. Dr. Smoot popped out of the shed door. His hood was thrown back, his hair looked disheveled, his collar was askew, and if Werzel had missed the fangs before, he couldn’t overlook them now, because Dr. Smoot was smiling broadly.

“You didn’t tell me about the cauthe of death!” he exclaimed.

“No,” the chief said. “Because technically that’s what you’re supposed to tell me.”

“It’s all preliminary, of courthe,” Dr. Smoot said, as he adjusted his collar and gathered the shreds of his professional dignity. “We can’t tell until we’ve done the autopthy, but—”

“Can you lose those things?” the chief asked.

Dr. Smoot blinked in confusion for a second. The chief gestured slightly at his mouth.

“Oh, thorry,” Dr. Smoot said. He reached into his mouth and extracted the fangs. “As I was saying, we won’t know till we’ve done the autopsy, but my preliminary opinion is that he died from a loss of blood resulting from a wound to the heart inflicted by a sharp wooden object.”

“Someone killed him by shoving a stake through his heart?” Werzel asked.

“We won’t know for sure until the autopsy,” Dr. Smoot said. “But essentially, yes.”

Werzel glanced at Horace and then back at Dr. Smoot.

“I love this town,” he murmured.

“Do you want me to—” Dr. Smoot began.

“Thank you, Dr. Smoot,” the chief said, with a glance at Werzel. “And now why don’t we leave Horace and Sammy alone to get on with it.”

“With what?” Werzel asked. “An exorcism, maybe?”

“Their forensic analysis of the crime scene. Horace, you carry on. Sammy, you stay with him and make sure the crime scene stays secure. Meg, do you mind if we use your old office in the barn for our incident center? We’ll move operations over there.”

Werzel watched as Sammy and Horace stepped inside and Sammy pulled the door firmly shut. Then he glanced around.

“You’ve done so well,” Rose Noire said to Dr. Smoot. “I should get back to the sheep. Just come find me if you start feeling stressed again.”

“And I should get back to the camels,” Michael said. He went over and began untying Moe’s and Curley’s reins.

“Elephants for me,” Dad added, turning as if to go.

Chief Burke was frowning at something in his notebook.

I studied my clipboard and turned to leave.

“Where’s your barn?” Werzel asked.

I pointed. He made another reflexive grab for his camera, swore under his breath when he came up with empty air, and headed over toward the barn, pulling out his cell phone as he went.

Michael stopped untying the camels. Dad returned to the chief’s side. Sammy popped the door open again.

“Coast clear?” he asked.

“Clear,” the chief said. “Round up the rest of the officers and maybe a few reliable volunteers and secure the damned perimeter of my crime scene.”

“Yes, sir!” Sammy loped off.

The chief turned back to Dr. Smoot.

“So did the stake kill him, or was it done after he died?” Chief Burke asked.

“I can’t tell you till I do the post mortem,” Dr. Smoot said.

“I assume the time of death—”

“Impossible to say anything until after the post mortem!” Dr. Smoot exclaimed.

“Impossible for you maybe,” I said. “But I can pin it down to a half-hour period.”

They both looked at me.

“I was checking people in for the parade, remember?” I said. “I happened to notice that Mr. Doleson arrived almost precisely at nine. I remember thinking he was the very last person to arrive on time. And I looked at my watch immediately after I found him, and it said nine-thirty-five. I wrote it down in my notebook, just in case. So allowing a few minutes for Eric and Cal to find me—”

“Admirable precision,” the chief said, with a faint smile. “Of course, given the number of people with easy access to the crime scene during the window of opportunity, I doubt if this case will hinge entirely on the time of death, but you never know.”

I nodded. No, odds were the time of death wouldn’t crack the case. But it might give alibis to some of the people I didn’t want to see suspected. And I realized that Spike, bless his evil little heart, had accidentally prevented Michael from being the last person to see the victim alive. Maybe I was overreacting, but I recalled that in the mystery books Dad read by the bagful, the last person to see the victim alive was always a key suspect. But between the time Mr. Doleson had kicked Spike out of the shed and slammed the door and the time I’d shown up to find the body, Michael was alibied not only by several dozen parade participants but by the chief himself. I made a mental note to give the small evil one a whole handful of treats next time I saw him.

“The time of death’s not the important thing anyway,” Dr. Smoot was saying. “Clearly someone thought he was a vampire!” He sounded downright happy about it.

“Halloween’s over,” the chief said, with an involuntary glance at Horace’s gorilla suit. “And while I’ve heard half a dozen people just today call Mr. Doleson a bloodsucker, do you really think anyone takes that literally?”

“You see a whole lot of those college students running around wearing black,” Horace said. “Black clothes, black fingernails, black lipstick.”

“That just means that they think they’re cool, and goth,” I said. “Not that they literally think they’re vampires.”

“Perhaps the stake’s intended to be a symbolic gesture,” Michael said. “Suggesting that the killer considers Mr. Dole-son’s business practices no better than commercial vampirism.”

“That sounds more likely to me,” the chief said.

“I still think you should assign someone to infiltrate the local occult community,” Dr. Smoot said. He sounded as if he wanted to be recruited for the job.

“We have a local occult community?” the chief asked.

“Oh, yes,” Dr. Smoot said. “You’d be amazed at some of the things that go on in a seemingly quiet town like this.”

“No, I wouldn’t,” the chief muttered.

An idea struck me.

“Dad,” I said. “What kind of wood is the stake made of?”

“Now that’s an interesting question,” Dad said. He turned to the chief. “May I?”

The chief frowned slightly and tightened his lips. I had the feeling that the only reason he was putting up with what he would normally have called interference from civilians was that we’d all been moderately useful, especially in fending off the press. But this was pushing his limits. Finally he nodded.

“But don’t touch anything,” he snapped. “We haven’t finger-printed that thing yet.”

“No, no,” Dad said. “Of course not!”

He placed his hands ostentatiously behind his back, stepped into the shed, and peered at the stake, both through and over his glasses. And then he pulled out a magnifying glass to reinspect the wood. He paid particularly close attention to the areas where the bark still clung.

“Probably holly,” he said, as he stood up. “Very light color, close-grained. I’d say Ilex opaca—the American holly. Is that significant?”

“ ‘Out upon merry Christmas!,’ “ I declaimed. “ ‘What’s Christmas time to you but a time for paying bills without money; a time for finding yourself a year older, but not an hour richer.’ “

The chief and most of the other bystanders were looking at me as if they thought I’d suddenly lost my mind, but Michael joined in on the rest of the quote.

“ ‘If I could work my will,’ said Scrooge indignantly, ‘every idiot who goes about with “Merry Christmas” upon his lips should be boiled with his own pudding, and buried with a stake of holly through his heart.’ “

“A Christmas Carol!” Dad exclaimed. “Of course!”

“Christmas Carol?” the chief echoed. “Like ‘The Holly and the Ivy’?”

“It’s a quote from Dickens’s book, A Christmas Carol,” I explained. “Something Scrooge says.”

“So you think the murderer was making a statement about Christmas, not about Mr. Doleson’s character?” the chief asked. He was scribbling frantically in his pocket notebook.

“No idea,” I said. “Maybe it just struck the killer as appropriate. After all, Scrooge was a miser, and Mr. Doleson was no philanthropist.”

“I still think you should look at the local occult community,” Dr. Smoot muttered.

“Or maybe the murderer just thought he was being clever,” Horace said. “Using a weapon that fit in with the theme of the Christmas parade.”

“Holiday parade,” I said, out of reflex. “You know what it does prove?”

Chief Burke frowned, but paused his scribbling and looked up at me warily.

“This was premeditated,” I said. “The killer had to cut that stake from a holly tree and sharpen it. Or at least deliberately bring it here.”

“It’s not something connected with the parade?” the chief asked.

“Most of these people can’t be relied on to march in the right direction,” I said. “Do you think I’d trust any of them with sharp sticks? No, sharpened holly stakes are not a part of the parade.”

“Didn’t think so,” the chief said. “But you never know. Dr. Smoot, perhaps you could—”

“Right,” Dr. Smoot said. “Get on with it. You need to work the scene.”

“If there’s anything I can do to help,” Dad said. He sounded so wistful.

“The more eyes the merrier,” Dr. Smoot said. He reinserted his fangs and ducked back into the shed.

“Excellent!” Dad said, following him.

Okay, Dr. Smoot was an absolute loon, but he’d just made Dad’s day—possibly his whole year—so he was all right in my book.

The chief didn’t even protest when I sidled up to stand beside him and peer through the open door of the shed. I almost wished I hadn’t. Thanks to the several powerful lights that Horace had rigged up to illuminate the scene, I noticed something I hadn’t seen before. A long brown feather sticking out of the pool of blood that had collected on the floor.

I pointed it out to Chief Burke. “Is that significant?” he asked, frowning over his glasses at the feather.

“We’ll collect it, in any case,” Horace said. “But you’d expect to see a few feathers in a chicken coop.”

“Yes, but this shed isn’t a chicken coop—never was,” I said. “It’s a pig shed. And I cleaned it pretty thoroughly before I dragged the sleigh in here to dry. I didn’t want any leaves or feathers or other stuff to land on the fresh paint. I think I’d have noticed an enormous feather like that floating around.”

The others looked at the feather with new interest. “Dr. Langslow, you’re the birder,” the chief said. “Any thoughts on the feather?”

“Hmm. . . .” Dad said. He whipped out his magnifying glass again and began studying the feather. Horace turned his flashlight so Dad would have more light, and I stuck my head inside the door, so I could watch. I winced when I realized what I was seeing.

“I’m afraid I can’t help you too much,” Dad said. “It’s not a native species, I can tell you that. Some kind of commercial feather, I suspect.”

“I know what it is,” I said, closing my eyes with exasperation. “It’s a goose’s tail feather.”





Chapter 9

Horace held up the tail feather and peered at it.

“No, no,” Dad said. “I don’t see how this could come from a goose. It’s—”

“Not a real goose,” I said. “One of the six geese a-laying. The SPOOR members. They’re all dressed up in Canada goose costumes, complete with tail feathers that look a lot like that.”

“Oh, dear,” Dad said, shaking his head. “You’re right—it could be part of their costumes. But I’m sure no one in SPOOR would commit murder.”

“I’m not,” I said. “Some of them are total loons.”

“They’re very passionate about birds and the environment,” Dad said. “But I can’t imagine . . . oh, dear.”

As president of SPOOR, he clearly wasn’t happy about the fact that his fellow environmental activists had just become prime suspects.

The chief, on the other hand, brightened.

“So this tail feather belongs to one of the six people dressed up as geese?” he asked. Clearly he thought his life had just gotten a lot easier.

“Not exactly. Only six of them are marching in the parade in costume. But a few more than that showed up in costume and had to be dissuaded from joining in.”

“How many more?” the chief asked, with something closer to his usual mid-case scowl.

“Thirty-seven in all,” I said.

“Thirty-eight, counting Mrs. Markland,” Dad put in.

“Yes, but Mrs. Markland was here in spirit only, last time I heard. She wasn’t here in costume, shaking her tail feathers all over the yard.”

“In other words,” the chief said, “there are thirty-odd people running around in costumes that could have shed this feather.”

“Odd’s definitely the word for them,” I said. “And they’ve been running around, practicing their high kicks and line dancing all morning. And shedding feathers like crazy, I imagine. So if someone wanted to cast suspicion on SPOOR . . .”

“Oh, good point!” Dad exclaimed.

The chief didn’t seem as charmed by my analysis.

“So as evidence, it might be pretty darn useless,” he said, scowling down as if it was the poor feather’s fault.

“I’m sure many people have it in for SPOOR!” Dad proclaimed. “In our quest to preserve the natural habitat we have no doubt angered many vested interests.”

The chief made a noise that sounded suspiciously like a growl and stepped back out of the shed,

Horace bagged the offending feather and whisked it out of sight.

“You don’t really think one of the SPOOR members could possibly have done it, do you?” Dad asked.

He sounded so forlorn that I hesitated to say what I really thought—that yes, it was not only possible but probable that the killer was a SPOOR member—or if not, SPOOR could easily collect a quorum to elect the killer to honorary membership.

Dad must have read my answer on my face. “Well, if it was someone from SPOOR who did it, I’m sure they meant well,” he said.

“Where’s Meg?” I heard someone outside say. I reluctantly pulled my head out of the shed.

“Right here,” I said.

Minerva Burke was standing beside her husband, which meant that either the chief’s officers hadn’t completely secured the perimeter of the crime scene yet or they weren’t suicidal enough to try and keep Minerva out.

“People are starting to ask what’s wrong. And quite a few of them have questions for you.”

I glanced at my watch, and flinched when I saw how close to parade time we were.

“Chief?” I asked.

He looked up with a slight frown of preoccupation. “I hate to bother you when I know you’re swamped but—well, you’re swamped. Would I be correct in assuming that I should start looking for another wise man to take your place in the parade?”

For a second, his face lit up with relief and utter joy. Then he quickly rearranged it into an expression of apologetic regret.

“I’m so sorry,” he said. “I know it puts you in a bind, and I really was very flattered to be asked, but under the circumstances—”

“Henry!” Minerva Burke exclaimed. “You don’t mean you’re going to leave her high and dry without a wise man?”

“No, I’m not going to leave her high and dry,” the chief snapped back. “I’m going to give her back the costume, and she’s going to recruit a new wise man from the hundreds of suspects milling around here trying to mess up my crime scene.”

“She can’t get just any old person to play a wise man!” Minerva exclaimed. “For one thing, ninety percent of the people here are scared witless of those fool camels. Much too scared to even get up on one,” she added, which meant she’d figured out that her husband wasn’t deliriously happy about climbing back in the camel saddle.

From the look on the chief’s face, I could tell he thought scared witless was a sensible attitude toward dromedaries.

“And it needs to be a person of substance,” she went on. “Someone with standing in the community. Someone . . .”

“Preferably someone black,” I said. “Sorry if that sounds blunt, but in spite of that medieval tradition I mentioned to the reporter, I did some research and found out that Caerphilly’s never had a black wise man in the parade before. And some of the Town Council members put up a surprising number of objections. Of course, they pretended it was because you’ve only been in town seven years but . . .”

I shrugged and let the sentence trail off. The chief’s eyes narrowed, and he gave me a tight nod, as if to say he wasn’t all that surprised and he knew exactly which council members I was talking about.

“Of course, I pointed out that I’d been in town even less time than you had,” I added. “And I told them since they’d made me Mistress of the Revels in spite of being such a newcomer, I didn’t see the problem in the chief being a wise man.”

“I heard you’d threatened to resign if they didn’t approve Henry,” Minerva said. “We appreciate that.”

I shrugged. I’d threatened to resign at least a dozen times, usually over far more trivial matters, and wouldn’t have been all that broken up if the council had accepted any of my resignations.

“So, about that replacement wise man,” the chief said. “How about Lucas Hawes?”

“No way you’re going to take away our only half-decent baritone who’s not down sick with the flu,” Minerva countered. “What about your cousin John?”

“He’s all involved in the Kwanzaa float,” the chief said. “What about Reverend Pratt?”

I left the two of them to argue it out. I had no doubt that Minerva Burke would find an acceptable substitute wise man for me.

I saw a bigger problem headed my way. Eric and Cal Burke were peering around the corner of a nearby shed. I hurried over to head them off.
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