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ONE
MY NAME IS STEPHANIE PLUM AND I've got a strange man in my kitchen. He appeared out of nowhere. One minute I was sipping coffee, mentally planning out my day. And then the next minute... poof, there he was.
He was over six feet, with wavy blond hair pulled into a ponytail, deep-set brown eyes, and an athlete's body. He looked to be late twenties, maybe thirty. He was dressed in jeans, boots, a grungy white thermal shirt hanging loose over the jeans, and a beat-up black leather jacket hanging on broad shoulders. He was sporting two days of beard growth, and he didn't look happy.
"Well, isn't this perfect," he said, clearly disgusted, hands on hips, taking me in. My heart was tap-dancing in my chest. I was at a total loss. I didn't know what to think or what to say. I didn't know who he was or how he got into my kitchen. He was frightening, but even more than that he had me flustered. It was like going to a birthday party and arriving a day early. It was like... what the heck's going on?
"How?" I asked. "What?"
"Hey, don't ask me, lady," he said. "I'm as surprised as you are."
"How'd you get into my apartment?"
"Sweet cakes, you wouldn't believe me if I told you." He moved to the refrigerator, opened the door, and helped himself to a beer. He cracked the beer open, took a long pull, and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "You know how people get beamed down on Star Trek? It's sort of like that."
Okay, so I've got a big slob of a guy drinking beer in my kitchen, and I think he might be crazy. The only other possibility I can come up with is that I'm hallucinating and he isn't real. I smoked some pot in college but that was about it. Don't think I'd get a flashback from wacky tobacky. There were mushrooms on the pizza last night. Could that be it?
Fortunately, I work in bail bond enforcement, and I'm sort of used to scary guys showing up in closets and under beds. I inched my way across the kitchen, stuck my hand into my brown bear cookie jar, and pulled out my .38 five-shot Smith & Wesson.
"Cripes," he said, "what are you gonna do, shoot me? Like that would change anything." He looked more closely at the gun and shook his head in another wave of disgust. "Honey, there aren't any bullets in that gun."
"There might be one," I said. "I might have one chambered."
"Yeah, right." He finished the beer and sauntered out of the kitchen, into the living room. He looked around and moved to the bedroom.
"Hey," I yelled. "Where do you think you're going?"
He didn't stop.
"That's it," I told him. "I'm calling the police."
"Give me a break," he said. "I'm having a really shitty day." He kicked his boots off and flopped onto my bed, scoping out the room from his prone position. "Where's the television?"
"In the living room."
"Oh man, you don't even have a television in your bedroom. How crapola is this?"
I cautiously moved closer to the bed, and I reached out and touched him.
"Yeah, I'm real," he said. "Sort of. And all my equipment works." He smiled for the first time. It was a knock-your-socks-off smile. Dazzling white teeth and good-humored eyes that crinkled at the corners. "In case you're interested."
The smile was good. The news was bad. I didn't know what sort of real meant. And I wasn't sure I liked the idea that his equipment worked. All in all, it didn't do a lot to help my heart rate. Truth is, I'm pretty much a chicken-shit bounty hunter. Still, while I'm not the world's bravest person, I can bluff with the best of them, so I did an eye roll. "Get a grip."
"You'll come around," he said. "They always do."
"They?"
"Women. Women love me," he said.
Good thing I didn't have a bullet chambered as threatened because I'd definitely shoot this guy. "Do you have a name?"
"Diesel."
"Is that your first name or your last name?"
"That's my whole name. Who are you?"
"Stephanie Plum."
"You live here alone?"
"No."
"That's a big fib," he said. "You have living alone written all over you."
I narrowed my eyes. "Excuse me?"
"You're not exactly a sex goddess," he said. "Hair from hell. Baggy sweatpants. No makeup. Lousy personality. Not that there isn't some potential. You have an okay shape. What are you, 34B? And you've got a good mouth. Nice pouty lips." He threw me another smile. "A guy could get ideas looking at those lips."
Great. The nutcase who somehow got into my apartment was getting ideas about my lips. Thoughts of serial rapists and sex killings went racing through my mind. My mother's warnings echoed in my ears. Watch out for strangers. Keep your door locked. Yes, but it's not my fault, I reasoned. My door was locked. What's with that?
I took his boots, carried them to the front door, and threw them into the hall. "Your boots are in the hall," I yelled. "If you don't come get them, I'm pitching them down the trash chute."
My neighbor, Mr. Wolesky, stepped out of the elevator. He was holding a small white bakery bag in his hand. "Look at this," he said, "I'm starting the day with a doughnut. That's what Christmas does to me. It makes me crazy and then I need a doughnut. Four days to Christmas and the stores are picked clean," he said. "And they all say everything's on sale but I know they jack up the prices. They always gotta gouge you at Christmas. There should be a law. Somebody should look into it."
Mr. Wolesky unlocked his door, lurched inside, and slammed the door after himself. The door lock clicked into place, and I heard Mr. Wolesky's television go on.
Diesel elbowed me aside, went into the hall, and retrieved his boots. "You know, you have a real attitude problem," he said.
"Attitude this," I told him, closing my door, locking him out of the apartment.
The bolt shot back, the lock tumbled, and Diesel opened the door, walked to the couch, and sat down to put his boots on.
Hard to pick an emotion here. Confused and astounded would be high on the list. Scared bonkers wasn't far behind. "How'd you do that?" I said, squeaky-voiced and breathless. "How'd you unlock my door?"
"I don't know. It's just one of those things we can do."
Goosebumps prickled on my forearms. "Now I'm really creeped out."
"Relax. I'm not going to hurt you. Hell, I'm supposed to make your life better." He gave a snort and another bark of laughter at that. "Yeah, right," he said.
Deep breath, Stephanie. Not a terrific time to hyperventilate. If I passed out from lack of oxygen God knows what would happen. Suppose he was from outer space, and he conducted an anal probe while I was unconscious? A shiver ripped through me. Yuk! "What are we looking at here?" I asked him. "Ghost? Vampire? Space alien?"
He slouched back onto the couch and zapped the television on. "You're in the ballpark."
I was at a loss. How do you get rid of someone who can unlock locks? You can't even have him arrested by the police. And even if I decided to call the police, what would I say? I have a sort-of-real guy in my apartment?
"Suppose I cuffed you and chained you to something. What then?"
He was channel surfing, concentrating on the television. "I could get loose."
"Suppose I shot you?"
"I'd be pissed off. And it's not smart to piss me off."
"But could I kill you? Could I hurt you?"
"What is this, twenty questions? I'm looking for a game here. What time is it, anyway? And where am I?"
"You're in Trenton, New Jersey. It's eight o'clock in the morning. And you didn't answer my question."
He flipped the television off. "Crud. Trenton. I should have guessed. Eight in the morning. I have a whole day to look forward to. Wonderful. And the answer to your question is... a qualified no. It wouldn't be easy to kill me, but I suppose if you put your mind to it you could come up with something."
I went to the kitchen and phoned my next-door neighbor, Mrs. Karwatt. "I was wondering if you could come over for just a second," I said. "There's something I'd like to show you." A moment later, I ushered Mrs. Karwatt into my living room. "What do you see?" I asked her. "Is there anyone sitting on my couch?"
"There's a man on your couch," Mrs. Karwatt said. "He's big, and he has a blond ponytail. Is that the right answer?"
"Just checking," I said to Mrs. Karwatt. "Thanks."
Mrs. Karwatt left but Diesel remained.
"She could see you," I said to him.
"Well, duh."
He'd been in my apartment for almost a half hour now, and he hadn't done a full head rotation or tried to wrestle me down to the ground. That was a good sign, right? My mother's voice returned. It means nothing. Don't let your guard down. He could be a maniac! Problem was, the maniac thoughts were banging up against a gut feeling that he was an okay guy. Pushy and arrogant and generally obnoxious, but not criminally insane. Of course, it's possible my instincts were swayed by the fact that he was incredibly sexy-looking. And he smelled wonderful.
"What are you doing here?" I asked him, curiosity beginning to override panic.
He stood and stretched and scratched his stomach. "How about if I'm the friggin' Spirit of Christmas."
My mouth dropped open. The friggin' Spirit of Christmas. I must be dreaming. Probably I dreamed I called Mrs. Karwatt, too. The friggin' Spirit of Christmas. That's actually pretty funny. "Here's the thing," I said to him. "I have enough Christmas spirit. I don't need you."
"Not my call, Gracie. Personally, I hate Christmas. And I'd prefer to be sitting under a palm tree right now, but hey, here I am. So let's get on with it."
"My name's not Gracie."
"Whatever." He looked around. "Where's your tree? You're supposed to have a stupid Christmas tree."
"I haven't had time to buy a tree. There's this guy I'm trying to find. Sandy Claws. He's wanted for burglary, and now he's failed to appear for his court appearance, so he's in violation of his bond agreement."
"Hah! Good one. That's a prizewinning excuse for not having a Christmas tree. Let me see if I've got the details right. You're a bounty hunter?"
"Yes."
"You don't look like a bounty hunter."
"What's a bounty hunter supposed to look like?"
"Dressed in black, six-shooter strapped to your leg, a cheroot clenched between your teeth."
I did another eye roll.
"And you're after Santa Claus because he skipped."
"Not Santa Claus," I said. "Sandy Claws. S-a-n-d-y C-l-a-w-s."
"Sandy Claws. Cripes, how would you like to have that name? What'd he steal, kitty litter?"
This was coming from a guy named for a train engine. "First, I have a legitimate job. I work for Vincent Plum Bail Bonds as a bond enforcement agent. Second, Claws isn't such a weird name. It was probably Klaus and got screwed up at Ellis Island. It happened a lot. Third, I don't know why I'm explaining this to you. Probably I had a stroke and fell down and hit my head and I'm actually in ICU right now, hallucinating all this."
"You see, this is typical of the problem. Nobody believes in the mystical anymore. Nobody believes in miracles. As it happens, I'm a little supernatural. Why can't you just accept that and go with it? I bet you don't believe in Santa Claus either. Maybe Sandy Claws didn't have his name changed from Klaus. Maybe he had his name changed from Santa Claus. Maybe the old guy got tired of the toys-for-kids routine and just wanted to go hide out somewhere."
"So you think Santa Claus might be living in Trenton under an assumed name?"
Diesel shrugged. "It's possible. Santa's a pretty shifty guy. He has a dark side, you know."
"I didn't know that."
"Not many people know that. So if you could catch this Claws guy, you'd get a Christmas tree?"
"Probably not. I haven't got money for a tree. And I haven't got any ornaments."
"Oh man, I'm stuck with a whiner. No time, no money, no ornaments. Yada, yada, yada."
"Hey, it's my life and I don't have to have a Christmas tree if I don't want one."
Actually, I really did want a Christmas tree. I wanted a big fat tree with bright colored lights and an angel on top. I wanted a wreath on my front door. I wanted red candlesticks on my dining room table. I wanted my closet filled with beautifully wrapped presents for my family. I wanted Christmas music playing on my stereo. And I wanted a fruitcake in my refrigerator. It was what every red-blooded Plum was supposed to have at Christmas, right?
I wanted to wake up in the morning and feel happy and filled with good cheer and peace on earth and good will toward men. And I wanted to have a partridge in my pear tree.
Well, guess what? I didn't have any of those things. No tree, no wreath, no candlesticks, no presents, no freaking fruitcake, and no goddamn partridge.
Every year I chased after the perfect Christmas and every year Christmas barely happened. My Christmases were always a mess of badly wrapped last-minute presents, a chunk of fruitcake sent home in a doggy bag from my parents' house, and for the last couple years I haven't had a tree. I just couldn't seem to get to Christmas.
"What do you mean, you don't want a Christmas tree?" Diesel said. "Everyone wants a Christmas tree. If you had a Christmas tree, Santa would bring you stuff... like hair curlers and slut shoes."
A sigh escaped. "I appreciate your insight into Christmas, but you're going to have to leave now. I have things to do. I have to work on the Claws case and then later I promised my mother I'd be over to bake Christmas cookies."
"Not a good plan. Baking cookies doesn't do a lot for me. I have a better plan. How about we find Claws and then we shop for a tree? And on the way home from the tree shopping we can see if the Titans are playing tonight. Maybe we can catch a hockey game."
"How do you know about the Titans?"
"I know everything."
I did yet another eye roll and brushed past him. I was doing so many eye rolls, they were giving me a headache.
"Okay, so I've been to Trenton before," he said. "You've got to stop doing those eye rolls. You're going to shake something loose in there."
I'd planned to take a shower, but there was no way I was getting into the shower with a strange man sitting in my living room. "I'm changing my clothes, and then I'm going to work. You aren't going to pop into my bedroom, are you?"
"Do you want me to?"
"No!"
"Your loss." He returned to the couch and television. "Let me know if you change your mind."
An hour later we were in my Honda CRV. Me and Supernatural Man. I hadn't invited him to ride along with me. He'd simply unlocked the door and gotten into the car.
"Admit it, you're getting to like me, right?" he asked.
"Wrong, I don't like you. But, for some unfathomable reason, I'm not totally freaked out."
"It's because I'm charming."
"You are not charming. You're a jerk."
He flashed another one of the killer smiles at me. "Yeah, but I'm a charming jerk."
I was driving and Diesel was riding shotgun, flipping through my folder on Claws. "So what do we do here, go to his house and drag him out?"
"He's living with his sister, Elaine Gluck. I stopped by their house yesterday, and his sister said he'd disappeared. I think she knows where he is so I'm going back today to put some pressure on her."
"Seventy-six years old, and this guy broke into Kreider's Hardware at two in the morning and stole fifteen hundred dollars worth of power tools and a gallon of Morning Glory yellow paint," Diesel read. "Got caught on a security camera. What an idiot. Everybody knows you've got to wear a ski mask when you pull a job like that. Doesn't he watch television? Doesn't he go to the movies?" Diesel pulled out a file photo. "Hold the phone. Is this the guy?"
"Yes."
Diesel's face brightened and the smile returned. "And you stopped by his house yesterday?"
"Yes."
"Are you any good at what you do? Are you good at tracking down people?"
"No. But I'm lucky."
"Even better," he said.
"You look like you've had a revelation."
"Big time. The pieces are beginning to fit together."
"And?"
"Sorry," he said. "It was one of those personal revelations."
Sandy Claws and his sister, Elaine Gluck, lived in North Trenton in a neighborhood of small houses, big televisions, and American-made cars. Holiday spirit ran high in Sandy's neighborhood. Porches were trimmed in colored lights. Electric candles glowed in windows. Postage-stamp front yards were crammed with reindeer, Frosties, and Santas. Sandy Claws' house was the best, or the worst, depending on your point of view. The house was blanketed in red, green, yellow, and blue Christmas lights, interspersed with waterfalls of tiny white twinkle lights. A lighted sign on the roof blinked the message PEACE ON EARTH. A large plastic Santa and his sleigh were stuffed into the minuscule front yard. And three plastic, five-foot-tall Dickens-era carolers huddled together on the front porch.
"Now this is spirit," Diesel said. "Nice touch with the blinking lights on the roof."
"At the risk of being cynical, probably he stole the lights."
"Not my problem," Diesel said, opening the car door.
"Hold it. Close the door," I said. "You stay here while I talk to Elaine."
"And miss out on all the fun? No way." He angled out of the CRV, and he stood, hands in pockets, on the sidewalk, waiting for me.
"Okay. Fine. Just don't say anything. Just stand behind me and try to look respectable."
"You think I don't look respectable?"
"You have gravy stains on your shirt."
He looked down at himself. "This is my favorite shirt. It's real comfy. And they're not gravy stains. They're grease stains. I used to work on my bike in this shirt."
"What kind of bike?"
"Customized Harley. I had a big old cruiser with Python pipes." He smiled, remembering. "It was sweet."
"What happened to it?"
"Crashed it."
"Is that how you got the way you are now? Dead, or something?"
"No. The only thing that died was the bike."
It was midmorning and the sun was lost behind cloud cover that was the color and texture of bean curd. I was wearing wool socks, thick-soled CAT boots, black jeans, a red plaid flannel shirt over a T-shirt, and a black leather biker jacket. I looked pretty damn tough, in a very cool way... and I was freezing my ass off. Diesel was wearing his jacket unzipped and didn't look the least bit cold.
I crossed the street and rang the doorbell. Elaine opened the door wide and smiled out at me. She was a couple inches shorter than me and almost as wide as she was tall. She was maybe seventy years old. Her hair was snow white, cut short and curled. She had apple cheeks and bright blue eyes. And she smelled like gingerbread cookies. "Hello, dear," she said, "how nice to see you again." She looked to the side where Diesel was lurking and gasped. "Oh my," she said, red scald rising from her neck to her cheek. "You startled me. I didn't see you standing there at first."
"I'm with Ms. Plum," Diesel said. "I'm her... assistant."
"Goodness."
"Is Sandy at home?" I asked.
"I'm afraid not," she said. "He's very busy at this time of year. Sometimes I don't see him for days on end. He owns a toy store, you know. And toy stores are very busy at Christmas."
I knew the toy store. It was a shabby little store in a strip mall in Hamilton Township. "I stopped by the store yesterday," I said. "It was closed."
"Sandy must have been busy running errands. Sometimes he closes down to run errands."
"Elaine, you used this house as collateral to bond out your brother. If Sandy doesn't appear in court, my employer will seize this house."
Elaine continued to smile. "I'm sure your employer wouldn't do a mean thing like that. Sandy and I just moved here, but already we love this house. We wallpapered the bathroom last week. It looks lovely."
Oh boy. This was going to be a disaster. If I don't bring Claws in, I don't get paid and I look like a big failure. If I threaten and intimidate Elaine into ratting on her brother, I feel like a jerk. Better to be after a crazed killer who's hated by everyone, including his mother. Of course, crazed killers tend to shoot at bounty hunters, and getting shot at isn't high on my list of favorite activities.
"I smell gingerbread," Diesel said to Elaine. "I bet you're baking cookies."
"I bake cookies every day," she told him. "Yesterday I made sugar cookies with colored sprinkles and today I'm making gingerbread."
"I love gingerbread," Diesel said. He slid past Elaine and found his way to her kitchen. He selected a cookie from a plate heaped with cookies, took a bite, and smiled. "I bet you add vinegar to your cookie dough."
"It's my secret ingredient," Elaine said.
"So where is the old guy?" Diesel asked. "Where's Sandy?"
"He's probably at his workshop. He makes a lot of his own toys, you know."
Diesel wandered to the back door and looked out. "And where's the workshop?"
"There's a small workshop behind the store. And then there's the main workshop. I don't know exactly where the main workshop is. I've never been there. I'm always too busy with the cookies."
"Is it in Trenton?" Diesel asked.
Elaine looked thoughtful. "Isn't that something?" she said. "I don't know. Sandy talks about the toys and about the labor problem, but I can't remember him ever talking about the workshop."
Diesel took a cookie for the road, thanked Elaine, and we left.
"Want some of my cookie?" Diesel asked, the cookie held between perfect white teeth while he clicked the seat belt into place.
"I do not."
He had a nice voice. Slightly husky and hinting of a smile. His eyes fit the voice. I really hated that I liked the voice and the eyes. My life is already complicated by two men. One is my mentor and tormentor, a Cuban-American bounty hunter/businessman named Ranger. He was currently out of town. No one knew where he was or when he'd return. This was normal. The other man in my life is a Trenton cop named Joe Morelli. When I was a kid, Morelli lured me into his father's garage and taught me how to play choochoo. I was the tunnel and Morelli was the train, if you get the picture. When I was a teen working at Tasty Pastry Bakery, Morelli sweet-talked me onto the floor after hours and performed a more adult version of choochoo behind the case. We've both grown up some since then. The attraction is still there. It's been enhanced by genuine affection... maybe even love. We haven't totally mastered trust and the ability to commit. I really didn't need a third potentially nonhuman guy in my life.
"I bet you're worried about the way those jeans are fitting, right?" Diesel asked. "Afraid to add cookie calories?"
"Wrong! My jeans fit just fine." I didn't want a cookie with Diesel spit on it. I mean, what do I know about him? And okay, so my jeans actually were a little tight. Yeesh.
He bit off the gingerbread man's head. "What's next? Does Claws have kids we can interrogate? I think I'm getting the hang of this."
"No kids. I ran a check on him, and he has no relatives in the area. Same with Elaine. She's widowed with no children."
"That must be hard on Elaine. A woman gets those urges, you know."
I narrowed my eyes. "Urges?"
"Kids. Procreation. Maternal urges."
"Who are you?"
"That's a good question," Diesel said. "I'm not sure I fully know the answer to that. Do any of us truly know who we are?"
Great. Now he's a philosopher.
"Don't you have maternal urges?" he asked. "Don't you hear that biological clock ticking? Tick, tick, tick," he said, smiling again, having some fun with it.
"I have a hamster."
"Hey, you couldn't ask for more than that. Hamsters are cool. Personally, I think kids are overrated."
I was getting an eye twitch. I put my finger to my eye to stop the fluttering. "I'd rather not get into this right now."
Diesel held his hands up. "No problemo. Don't want to make you uncomfortable."
Yeah, right.
"Back to the big manhunt. Have you got a plan here?" he asked.
"I'm going back to the store. I didn't realize there was a workshop attached."
Twenty minutes later we stood at the front door to the store, staring at the small, handwritten cardboard sign in the window. CLOSED. Diesel put his hand to the doorknob and the locks tumbled open.
"Pretty impressive, hunh?" he said.
"Pretty illegal."
He pushed the door open. "You're a real spoilsport, you know that?"
We both squinted into the dark. The only windows were the small panes of glass in the door. The shop was about the size of a two-car garage. Diesel closed the door behind us and flipped a light switch. Two overhead fluorescent fixtures buzzed on and threw a dim, flickering light across the interior.
"Boy, this is cheery," Diesel said. "This would make me want to buy toys. Right after I poked my eye out and slit my throat."
The walls were lined with shelves, but the shelves were empty, and train sets, board games, dolls, action figures, and stuffed animals were all jumbled together on the floor.
"This is strange," I said. "Why are the toys on the floor?"
Diesel looked around the room. "Maybe someone had a temper tantrum." An ancient cash register sat on a small counter. Diesel punched a key and the register opened. "Seven dollars and fifty cents," he said. "Don't think Sandy does much business." He walked the length of the store and tested the back door. The door was unlocked. He opened the door and we both peeked into the back room. "Not much to see here, either," Diesel said.
There were a couple of long, metal folding tables and several metal folding chairs. Crude wood toys in various stages of completion cluttered the tables. Most were clunky carved animals and even clunkier carved trains. The train cars were connected by large hooks and eyes.
"Look around for something that might have the address of the other workshop," I said. "It might be printed on a shipping label or box. Or maybe there's a scrap of paper with a phone number."
We worked both rooms, but we didn't find an address or phone number. The only item in the trash was a crumpled bakery bag from Baldanno's. Sandy Claws had a sweet tooth. The store didn't have a phone. None had been listed on the bond agreement and we didn't see any on site. The bond agreement also didn't list a cell phone. That didn't guarantee that one didn't exist.
We left the store, locking the front door behind us. We stood beside my CRV in the parking lot and looked back. "Do you notice anything odd about this store?" I asked Diesel.
"No name," Diesel said. "There's just a door with a small cutout of a wooden soldier on it."
"What kind of a toy store doesn't have a name?"
"If you look closely you can see where the sign was torn off," Diesel said. "It used to hang above the door."
"Probably this is a front for a numbers operation."
Diesel shook his head. "It would have phones. It would probably have a computer. There'd be ashtrays and cigarette butts."
I raised my eyebrows at him.
"I watch television," he said.
Okay. Whatever. "I'm going to my parents' now," I told him. "Maybe you want me to drop you someplace. Shopping center, pool hall, loony bin..."
"Boy, that really hurts. You don't want me to meet your parents."
"It's not like we're going steady."
"My assignment is to bring you some Christmas cheer, and I take my job very seriously."
I gave him disgusted. "You do not take your job seriously. You told me you don't even like Christmas."
"I was caught by surprise. It's not usually my gig. But I'm starting to get into it. Can't you tell? Don't I look more cheery?"
"I'm not going to get rid of you, am I?"
He rocked back on his heels, hands in jacket pockets, a large grin firmly in place. "No."
I blew out a sigh, put the car into gear, and pulled out of the lot. It wasn't a far ride to my parents' house in the Burg. The Burg is short for Chambersburg, a small residential community that sits on the edge of Trenton proper. I was born and raised in the Burg and I'll be a Burger for life. I've tried moving away, but I can't seem to get far enough.
Like most houses in the Burg, my parents' house is a small two-story clapboard built on a small, narrow lot. And like many houses in the Burg, the house shares a common wall with an identical house. Mabel Markowitz owns the house that adjoins my parents' house. She lives there alone, now that her husband has passed on. She keeps her windows clean, she plays bingo twice a week at the senior center, and she squeezes thirteen cents out of every dime.
I parked at the curb and Diesel looked at the two houses. Mrs. Markowitz's house was painted a bilious green. She had a plaster statue of the Virgin Mary in her tiny front yard and she'd put a pot of plastic red poinsettias next to the Virgin. A lone candle had been placed in her front window. My parents' house was painted yellow and brown and was decorated with a string of colored lights across the front of the house. A big old plastic Santa, his red suit sun-bleached to pale pink, had been set up in my parents' front yard, in direct competition with Mrs. Markowitz's Virgin. My mother had electric candles in all the windows and a wreath on the front door.
"Holy crap," Diesel said. "This is a car crash."
I had to agree with him. The houses were fascinating in their awfulness. Even worse, they were a comfort. They'd looked exactly like this for as long as I could remember. I couldn't imagine them looking any other way. When I was fourteen Mrs. Markowitz's Virgin had gotten beaned with a baseball and some of her head had chipped away, but that didn't stop the Virgin from blessing the house. She stood stalwart through wind and rain and sleet and storm with a chipped head. Just as Santa faded and dented but returned each year.
Grandma Mazur was behind my parents' glass storm door, looking out at us. Grandma Mazur lives with my parents now that Grampa Mazur's eating pork rinds and deep-fried peanut butter sandwiches with Elvis. Grandma Mazur's mostly spindle bone and slack skin. She keeps her gray hair curled tight to her head and carries a .45 long barrel in her purse. The concept of growing old gracefully has never taken hold with Grandma.
Grandma opened the door when I approached with Diesel. "Who's this?" she asked, eyeballing Diesel. "I didn't know you were bringing a new man over. Look at me. I'm not even dressed up. And what about Joseph? What happened to him?"
"Who's Joseph?" Diesel wanted to know.
"He's her boyfriend," Grandma Mazur said. "Joseph Morelli. He's a Trenton cop. He's supposed to be coming over later for dinner on account of it's Sunday."
Diesel grinned down at me. "You didn't tell me you had a boyfriend."
I introduced Diesel to my mom, Grandma Mazur, and my dad.
"What's with men and ponytails?" my father said. "Girls are supposed to have long hair. Men are supposed to have short hair."
"What about Jesus?" Grandma asked. "He had long hair."
"This guy isn't Jesus," my father said. He stuck his hand out to Diesel. "Nice to meet you. What are you, one of them wrestlers or something?"
"No sir, I'm not a wrestler," Diesel said, smiling.
"They're sports entertainers," Grandma said. "Only some of them are real good at wrestling, like Kurt Angle and Lance Storm."
"Lance Storm?" my father said. "What kind of a name is that?"
"It's one of those Canadian names," Grandma said. "He's a cutie, too."
Diesel looked at me and the smile widened. "I love your family."
TWO
MY SISTER VALERIE CAME IN from the kitchen. Valerie is recently divorced and penniless and has moved herself and her two lads into my old bedroom. Before the divorce and the move back to Jersey, Valerie was living in southern California where she had limited success at cloning herself into Meg Ryan. Valerie's still got the blond shag. The resilient perkiness dropped out of her somewhere over Kansas on the flight home.
"Dang," Valerie said, taking Diesel in.
Grandma agreed. "He's a pip, isn't he?" she said. "He's a real looker."
Diesel elbowed me in the side. "You see? They like me."
I dragged Diesel into the living room. "They think you've got a nice ass. That's different from liking you. Sit in front of the television. Watch cartoons. Try to find a ball game. Don't talk to anybody."
My mother and grandmother and sister were waiting for me in the kitchen.
"Who is he?" Valerie wanted to know. "He's gorgeous."
"Yeah, and I can tell he's a hottie," Grandma said. "He's got that look in his eye. And I bet he's got a good package."
"He's nobody," I said, trying to push aside thoughts of Diesel's package. "He moved into the building, and he doesn't know anybody, so I've sort of adopted him. He's kind of a charity case."
Valerie got serious. "Is he married?"
"I don't think so, but you don't want him. He's not normal."
"He looks normal."
"Trust me. He's not your normal guy."
"He's gay, right?"
"Yep. That's it. I think he's gay." Better than telling Valerie that Diesel was a supernatural pain in the behind.
"The gorgeous ones are always gay," Valerie said with a sigh. "It's a rule."
Grandma had a big wad of cookie dough on the table. She rolled it out and then she gave me a star-shaped cookie cutter. "You do the sugar cookies," Grandma said. "I'm going to get Valerie working on the drop cookies."
If I take anything with me when I die it'll be the way my mother's kitchen smells. Coffee brewing in the morning, red cabbage and pot roast steaming the kitchen windows on a cold day in February, a hot apple pie on the counter in September. Sounds corny when I think about it, but the smells are real and as much a part of me as my thumb and my heart. I swear I first smelled pineapple upside-down cake when I was in the womb.
Today the air in my mother's kitchen was heavy with butter cookies baking in the oven. My mom used real butter and real vanilla, and the vanilla scent clung to my skin and hung in my hair. The kitchen was warm and cluttered with women, and I was drunk on butter cookies. It would be a perfect moment, if only there wasn't a space alien sitting in the living room, watching television with my dad.
I stuck my head out the kitchen door and looked through the dining room to Diesel and my dad in the living room. Diesel was standing in front of the Christmas tree — a scrawny, five-foot-tall spruce set into a rickety stand. Four days to Christmas and already the tree was dropping needles. My father had placed a green and silver foil star at the balding top of the tree. The rest of the tree was ringed with colored twinkle lights and decorated with an assortment of ornaments collected over the lifetime of my parents' marriage. The rickety stand was wrapped in white cotton batting that was supposed to resemble snow. A village of aging cardboard houses had been assembled on the cotton batting.
Valerie's kids, nine-year-old Angie and seven-year-old Mary Alice, had finished the tree off with gobs of tinsel. Angie is the perfect child and is often mistaken for a very short forty-year-old woman. Mary Alice has had a longstanding identity problem and is usually convinced she's a horse.
"Nice tree," Diesel said.
My father concentrated on the television screen. My father knew a loser tree when he saw one and this was no prizewinner. He'd cheaped out, as usual, and he'd gotten the tree from Andy at the Mobil station. Andy's trees always looked like they were grown next to a nuclear power plant.
Mary Alice and Angie had been watching television with my father. Mary Alice tore her attention away from the screen and looked up at Diesel. "Who are you?" she asked.
"My name's Diesel," he said. "Who are you?"
"I'm Mary Alice, and I'm a beautiful palomino. And that's my sister Angie. She's just a girl."
"You aren't a palomino," Angie said. "Palominos have golden hair, and you have brown hair."
"I can be a palomino if I want to," Mary Alice said.
"Can not."
"Can too."
"Can not."
I closed the kitchen door and returned to the cookie cutting. "There's a toy store in the Price Cutter strip mall in Hamilton Township," I said to my mother and grandmother. "Do either of you know anything about it?"
"I never saw a toy store there," Grandma said, "but I was shopping with Tootie Frick last week, and we saw a store with a toy soldier on the door. I tried the door, but it was locked, and there weren't any lights on inside. I asked someone about it and he said the store was haunted. He said last week there was an electrical storm inside the store, with thunder and everything."
I transferred a raw cookie-dough star from the table to the cookie sheet. "I don't know about the haunted part, but the place is supposed to be a toy store. The guy who owns it has failed to appear for a court date, and I haven't been able to find him. Supposedly he makes some of his own toys, and he has a workshop somewhere, but I haven't been able to get an address for the workshop."
When the bail bonds office opened tomorrow morning I'd have Connie, the office manager, run a cyber search on Claws. I could also check to see if Claws was on the books for electric and water at a location other than his house and his store.
"You're gonna have to pick the pace up here," Grandma said. "We still got to put the frosting on these cookies. And we got the filled cookies to make yet. And the cream cheese snowballs. I can't be doing this all day because I gotta go to a viewing tonight. Lenny Jelinek is laid out. He was a member of the Moose lodge, and you know what that means."
My mother and I looked at Grandma. We were clueless.
"I give up," my mother said. "What does that mean?"
"There's always a crowd when there's a Moose laid out. Lots of men. Easy pickings, if you're in the market for a studmuffin."
My mother was mixing cookie dough in a big bowl. She looked up, spoon in hand, and a glob of dough slid off the spoon and plopped onto the floor. "Studmuffin?"
"Of course, I've already got my studmuffin all picked out," Grandma said. "I met him at Harry Farfel's viewing, week before last. It was a real romantic meeting. My studmuffin just moved into the area. He was driving around, trying to find a business associate, and he got lost. So he went into Stiva's Funeral Parlor to ask for directions, and he bumped right into me. He said he bumped into me on account of he has vision problems, but I knew it was fate. All the little hairs on my arm stood up the second he knocked me down. Can you imagine? And now we're practically going steady. He's a real honey. He's a good kisser, too. Makes my lips tingle!"
"You never said anything," my mother said.
"I didn't want to make a fuss, what with Christmas on top of us."
I thought it was sort of cool that Grandma had a studmuffin, but I didn't really want a mental image of Grandma and the good kisser. Last time Grandma brought a man home to dinner he took his glass eye out at the table and set it alongside his spoon while he ate.
I had some success at eliminating senior studmuffin thoughts. I was having less success at eliminating thoughts of Diesel. I was worried he was in the living room deciding who in my family should be beamed up to the mothership. Or maybe he wasn't an alien. What then? Maybe he was Satan. Except, he didn't smell like fire and brimstone. His scent was more yum. Okay, probably he wasn't Satan. I went to the kitchen door and did another look out.
The kids were on the floor, transfixed by the television. My father was in his chair, sleeping. No Diesel. "Hey," I shouted to Angie. "Where's Diesel?"
Angie shrugged. Mary Alice looked around at me and also shrugged.
"Dad," I shouted. "Where'd Diesel go?"
My dad opened one eye. "Out. He said he'd be back by dinnertime."
Out? As in out for a walk? Or out as in out of body? I looked up to the ceiling, hoping Diesel wasn't hovering above us like the Ghost of Christmas Past. "Did he say where he was going?"
"Nope. Just said he'd be back." My father's eyes closed. End of conversation.
I suddenly had a scary thought. I ran to the front foyer with the spatula still in my hand. I looked out the front door and my heart momentarily stopped. The CRV was gone. He took my car. "Damn, damn, damn!" I went outside to the sidewalk and looked up and down the street. "Diesel!" I yelled. "Deeezel!" No response. Big deal Man of Mysterious Talents can open doors but can't hear me calling him.
"I just got to thinking about today's paper," Grandma said when I returned to the kitchen. "I was looking at the want ads this morning, thinking I could use a job if the right thing turned up... like being a bar singer. Anyway, I didn't see any ads for bar singers, but there was an ad in there for toy makers. It was worded real cute, too. It said they were looking for elves."
The paper was on the floor beside my father's chair. I found the paper and read through the want ads. Sure enough, there was an ad for toy makers. Elves preferred. A phone number was given. Applicants were told to ask for Lester.
I dialed the number and got Lester on the second ring.
"Here's the thing, Lester," I said. "I got this phone number out of the paper. Are you really hiring toy makers?"
"Yes, but we're only taking toy makers of the very highest caliber."
"Elves?"
"Everyone knows, they're the top of the line toy makers."
"Are you taking on anyone other than elves?"
"Are you a non-elf, looking for a job?"
"I'm looking for a toy maker. Sandy Claws." Click. Disconnect. I redialed and someone other than Lester answered. I asked for Lester and was told Lester wasn't available. I asked for the job seeker interview location and this resulted in another disconnect.
"I didn't know we had elves in Trenton," Grandma said. "Isn't that something? Elves right under our nose."
"I think he was kidding about the elves," I said.
"Too bad," Grandma said. "Elves would be fun."
"You're always working," my mother said to me. "You can't even bake Christmas cookies without making phone calls about criminals. Loretta Krakowski's daughter doesn't do that. Loretta's daughter comes home from the button factory and never thinks about her job. Loretta's daughter handmade all her own Christmas cards." My mother stopped mixing dough and looked at me, wide-eyed and fear-filled. "Did you send out your Christmas cards?"
Omigod, Christmas cards. I forgot all about Christmas cards. "Sure," I said. "I sent them out last week." I hoped God and Santa Claus weren't listening to me fib.
My mother blew out a whoosh of air and made the sign of the cross. "Thank goodness. I was afraid you forgot, again."
Mental note. Buy some Christmas cards.
By five o'clock we were done with the cookies and my mother had a tray of lasagna in the oven. The cookies were in cookie jars and cookie tins and some were stacked high on plates for instant eating. I was at the sink, washing the last of the baking sheets, and I felt the skin prickle at the back of my neck. I turned and bumped into Diesel.
"You took my car," I said, jumping back. "You just drove off with it. You stole it!"
"Chill. I borrowed it. I didn't want to disturb you. You were busy with the cookie making."
"If you had to go somewhere why didn't you just pop yourself there... like you popped into my apartment?"
"I'm keeping a low profile. I save the popping for special occasions."
"You're not really the Spirit of Christmas, are you?"
"I could be if I wanted. I hear the job's up for grabs." He was wearing the same boots and jeans and jacket, but he'd substituted a brown sweater for the stained thermal.
"Did you go home to change?"
"Home is far away." He playfully twirled a lock of my hair around his finger. "You ask a lot of questions."
"Yeah, but I'm not getting any answers."
"There's a chubby little guy in the living room with your dad. Is that your boyfriend?"
"That's Albert Kloughn. He's Valerie's boyfriend."
I heard the front door open, and seconds later, Morelli sauntered into the kitchen. He looked first to me and then to Diesel. He extended his hand to Diesel. "Joe Morelli," he said.
"Diesel."
They spent a moment measuring. Diesel was an inch taller and had more bulk. Morelli wasn't someone you'd want to meet in a dark alley. Morelli was all lean hard muscle and dark assessing eyes. The moment passed, Morelli smiled at me and dropped a feather-light kiss on the top of my head.
"Diesel is an alien or something," I said to Morelli. "He appeared in my kitchen this morning."
"As long as he didn't spend the night," Morelli said. He reached around me to a cookie tin, removed the lid, and selected a cookie.
I cut my eyes to Diesel and caught him smiling.
Morelli's pager buzzed. He checked the readout and swore to himself. He used the kitchen phone, staring at his shoes while he was talking. Never a good sign. The conversation was short.
"I have to go," Morelli said. "Work."
"Will I see you later?"
Morelli pulled me out to the back stoop and shut the kitchen door behind us. "Stanley Komenski was just found stuffed into an industrial waste barrel. It was sitting in the alley behind that new Thai restaurant on Sumner Street. Apparently it had been sitting there for days and was attracting flies, not to mention some local dogs and a pack of crows. He was muscle for Lou Two Toes so this is going to get ugly. And if that isn't bad enough, there's something screwy going on with the electric grid. There have been power outages in pockets all over Trenton and they all of a sudden correct themselves. Not a big deal, but it's making a mess out of traffic." Morelli turned his head to look through the glass pane, into the kitchen. "Who's the big guy?"
"I told you. He popped into my kitchen this morning. I think he's an alien. Or maybe he's some kind of a ghost."
Morelli felt my forehead. "Are you running a fever? Have you fallen down again?"
"I'm fine. Pay attention. The guy popped into my kitchen."
"Yeah, but everyone pops into your kitchen."
"Not like this. He really popped in. Like he was beamed down, or something."
"Okay," Morelli said, "I believe you. He's an alien." Morelli dragged me tight against him, and he kissed me. And he left.
"So," Diesel said, when I returned to the kitchen.
"How'd that go?"
"I don't think he believed me."
"No kidding. You go around telling people I'm an alien and they're eventually going to lock you up in the booby hatch. And just for the record, I'm not an alien. And I'm not a ghost."
"Vampire?"
"A vampire can't enter a home without an invitation."
"This is too weird."
"It's not that weird," Diesel said. "I can do some things most people can't do. Don't make more of it than it is."
“I don't know what it is!"
Diesel's smile returned.
At precisely six o'clock we sat down to the table.
"Isn't this nice," Grandma said. "It feels like a party."
"I'm squished," Mary Alice said. "Horses don't like when they're squished. There's too many people at this table."
"I've got room," Albert Kloughn said. "I can pick my fork up and everything."
My father already had lasagna on his plate. My father always got served first with the hope that he'd be busy eating and wouldn't jump up and strangle Grandma Mazur. "Where's the gravy?" he asked. "Where's the extra sauce?"
Angie carefully passed the bowl with the extra marinara sauce to Mary Alice. Mary Alice had a hard time getting her hooves around the bowl, the bowl wobbled in midair and then crashed onto the table, setting loose a tidal wave of tomato sauce. Grandma reached across the table to grab the bowl, knocked over a candlestick and the tablecloth went up in flames. This wasn't the first time this had happened.
"Yow! Fire," Kloughn yelled. "Fire. Fire! We're all gonna die!"
My father looked up briefly, shook his head like he couldn't believe this was actually his life, and returned to shoveling in his lasagna. My mother made the sign of the cross. And I dumped a pitcher of ice water into the middle of the table, putting an end to the fire.
Diesel grinned. "I love this family. I just love this family."
"I didn't really think we were going to die," Kloughn said.
"Have another slice of lasagna," my mother said to Valerie. "Look at you, you're all skin and bones."
"That's because she throws up when she eats," Grandma said.
"I have a virus," Valerie said. "I get nervous."
"Maybe you're pregnant," Grandma said. "Maybe you got the morning sickness all day long." Kloughn went white and fell off his chair. Crash, onto the floor.
Grandma looked down at him. "They don't make men like they used to."
Valerie clapped her hand to her mouth and ran out of the room, up the stairs to the bathroom.
"Holy Mary Mother of God," my mother said.
Kloughn opened his eyes. "What happened?"
"You fainted," Grandma said. "You went down like a sack of sand."
Diesel got out of his chair and helped Kloughn to his feet. "Way to go, stud," Diesel said.
"Thank you," Kloughn said. "I'm very virile. It runs in the family."
"I'm tired of sitting here," Mary Alice said. "I need to gallop."
"You will not gallop," my mother yelled at Mary Alice. "You're not a horse. You're a little girl, and you'll act like one or you'll go to your room."
We all sat stunned because my mother never yelled. And even more shocking, my mother (having put her time in with me, the original space cadet) never made an issue of the horse thing.
There was a moment of silence and then Mary Alice started bawling. She had her eyes scrunched tight and her mouth wide open. Her face was red and blotchy and tears dripped off her cheeks onto her shirt.
"Christ," my father said. "Somebody do something."
"Hey, kid," Diesel said to Mary Alice, "what do you want for Christmas this year?"
Mary Alice tried to stop crying but her breath was coming in gulps and hiccups. She scrubbed tears off her face and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. "I don't want anything for Christmas. I hate Christmas. Christmas is poopy."
"There must be something you want," Grandma said.
Mary Alice pushed her food around on her plate with her fork. "There's nothing. And I know there's no Santa Claus, too. He's just a big fat fake."
No one had an immediate response. She'd caught us by surprise. There was no Santa Claus. How crappy is that?
Diesel finally leaned forward on his elbows and looked across the table at Mary Alice. "This is the way I see it, Mary Alice. I can't say for sure if there's really a Santa Claus, but I think it's fun to pretend. The truth is, we all have a choice to make, and we can believe in whatever we want."
"I think you're poopy, too," Mary Alice said to Diesel.
Diesel slid his arm across my shoulders and leaned close, his breath warm against my ear. "You were smart to choose a hamster," he said.
Valerie returned to the dining room in time for dessert. "It's an allergy," she said. "I think I'm lactose-intolerant."
"Boy, that's a shame," Grandma said. "We got pineapple upside-down cake for tonight, and it's got lots of whipped cream on it."
Beads of sweat appeared on Valerie's upper lip and forehead, and Valerie ran back upstairs.
"Funny how these things come on," Grandma said. "She was never lactose-intolerant before. She must have caught it in California."
"I'm going to get some cookies from the kitchen," my mother said.
I followed after her and found her belting back a tumbler of Four Roses.
She jumped when she saw me. "You startled me," she said.
"I came to help with the cookies."
"I was just taking a nip." A shudder raced through my mother. "It's Christmas, you know."
This was a nip the size of a Big Gulp. "Probably Valerie isn't pregnant," I said.
My mother drained the Big Gulp, crossed herself, and went back into the dining room with the cookies.
"So," Grandma said to Kloughn, "do you make Christmas cookies at your house? Is your tree up yet?"
"We don't actually have a tree," Kloughn said. "We're Jewish."
Everyone stopped eating, even my father.
"You don't look Jewish," Grandma said. "You don't wear one of them beanies."
Kloughn rolled his eyes up as if looking for his missing beanie, clearly at a loss for words, probably still not getting total oxygen to his brain after fainting.
"How great is this?" Grandma said. "If you marry Valerie we can celebrate some of those Jewish holidays. And we can get a set of the candlesticks. I always wanted one of those Jewish candlestick things. Isn't this something," Grandma said. "Wait until I tell the girls at the beauty parlor that we might get a Jew in our family. Everyone's going to be jealous."
My father was still sitting lost in thought. His daughter might marry a Jewish guy. This wasn't a great thing to happen, in my father's view. Not that he had anything against Jewish guys. It was that chances were slim to nonexistent that Kloughn was Italian. In my father's scheme of things, there were Italians and then there was the rest of the world. "You wouldn't be of Italian descent, would you?" my father asked Kloughn.
"My grandparents were German," Kloughn said. My father sighed and went back to concentrating on his lasagna. Yet another fuckup in the family.
My mother was white-faced. Bad enough her daughters didn't attend church. The possibility of non-Catholic grandchildren was a disaster right up there with nuclear annihilation. "Maybe I need to put a couple more cookies on the plate," my mother said, pushing back from the table.
One more cookie run and my mother was going to be passed out on the kitchen floor.
At nine o'clock Angie and Mary Alice were tucked into bed. My grandmother was somewhere with her studmuffin, and my mother and father were in front of the television. Valerie and Albert Kloughn were discussing things in the kitchen. And Diesel and I were standing outside on the sidewalk in front of the CRV. It was cold and our breath made frost clouds.
"So what happens now?" I asked. "Do you get beamed back up?"
"Not tonight. Couldn't get a flight."
My eyebrows raised a quarter of an inch.
"I'm kidding," he said. "Boy, you'll believe anything."
Apparently. "Well, it's been a real treat," I said, "but I've got to go now."
"Sure. See you around." I got into the CRV, cranked the engine over, and took off. When I got to the corner I swiveled in my seat and looked back. Diesel was still standing exactly where I'd left him. I drove around the block, and when I returned to my parents' house the sidewalk was empty. Diesel had vanished without a trace.
He didn't pop into my car when I was halfway home. He didn't appear in my apartment building hallway. He wasn't in my kitchen, bedroom, or bathroom.
I dropped a piece of butter cookie into the hamster cage on my kitchen counter and watched Rex jump off his wheel and rush at the cookie. "We got rid of the alien," I said to Rex. "Good deal, hunh?"
Rex looked like he was thinking, alien schmalien. I guess when you live in a glass cage you don't care a lot about aliens in the kitchen. When you're a woman alone in an apartment, aliens are pretty damn frightening. Except for Diesel. Diesel was inconvenient and confusing, and as much as I hate to admit it, Diesel was annoyingly likeable. Frightening had dropped low on the list. "So," I said to Rex, "why do you suppose I'm not afraid of Diesel? Probably some kind of alien magic, right?"
Rex was working at getting the cookie into his cheek pouch.
"And while we're having this discussion," I said to Rex, "I want to reassure you that I haven't forgotten about Christmas. I know it's only four days away, but I made cookies today. That's a good start, right?"
Truth is, there wasn't a trace of Christmas in my apartment. Counting down four days and I didn't have a red bow or twinkle light in sight. Plus, I didn't have presents for anyone.
"How did this happen?" I asked Rex. "It seemed like just yesterday that Christmas was months away."
I opened my eyes and shrieked. Diesel was standing beside my bed, staring down at me. I grabbed the sheet and pulled it up to my chin.
"What? How?" I asked.
He handed me a large-size take-out coffee. "Didn't we do this bit yesterday?"
"I thought you were gone."
"Yeah, but now I'm back. This is the part where you say, good morning, nice to see you, thanks for the coffee."
I pried the plastic lid off and examined the coffee. It looked like coffee. It smelled like coffee.
"Cripes," he said. "It's just coffee."
"A girl can never be too careful."
Diesel took the coffee back and drank it. "Rise and shine, gorgeous. We have things to do. We need to find Sandy Claws."
"I know why I need to find Sandy Claws. I don't know why you need to find Sandy Claws."
"Just being a good guy. I thought I'd come back and help you out." Uh-hunh.
"Are you going to get up, or what?" he said.
"I'm not getting up with you standing there. And I'm not taking a shower with you in my apartment, either. Go out and wait for me in the hall."
He shook his head. "You are so untrusting."
"Go!"
I waited until I heard the front door open and close and then I slid out of bed and crept to the living room. Empty. I padded barefoot to the front door, opened the door, and looked out. Diesel was leaning against the opposite wall, arms crossed over his chest, looking bored.
"Just checking," I said. "You're not going to pop into my bathroom when I'm in there, are you?"
"No."
"Promise?"
"Honey, I don't need a thrill that bad."
I closed and locked the door, ran into the bathroom, took the fastest shower in the history of Plum, rushed back to my bedroom, and got dressed in my usual uniform of jeans, boots, and T-shirt. I refilled Rex's water bottle and gave him some hamster crunches, a raisin, and a corn chip for breakfast. He rushed out of his soup can, stuffed the raisin and the corn chip into his cheek pouch, and returned to his soup can.
I'd had a brilliant idea while I was in the shower. I knew a guy who might help me find Claws. His name was Randy Briggs. Briggs wasn't an elf, but he was only three feet tall. Maybe that was good enough.
I thumbed through my address book and found Briggs' phone number. Briggs was a self-employed computer geek. He usually worked at home. And he usually needed money.
"Hey," I said to him. "I have a job for you. I need an undercover elf."
"I'm not an elf."
"Yes, but you're short."
"Christ," Briggs said. And he hung up.
Probably best to talk to Briggs in person. Unfortunately, I now had a dilemma. I thought there was a possibility that Diesel might go away if I never opened the door and let him in. Problem was, I needed to go out.
I opened the door and looked at Diesel.
"Yeah, I'm still here," he said.
"I need to go someplace."
"No kidding."
"Alone."
"It's the supernatural thing, isn't it? It's still got you weirded out, right?"
"Um..."
He slung an arm around my shoulders. "I bet you think Spider-man is a real cute guy. I bet you think it'd be fun to be friends with a guy like that."
"Maybe..."
"So just pretend I'm Spidey."
I looked at him sideways. "Are you Spidey?"
"No. He's a lot shorter."
I grabbed my bag and my keys and shrugged into my fleece-lined jacket. I locked my front door and took the stairs to the parking lot.
Diesel was right behind me. "We can take my car," he said.
"You have a car?"
There was a black Jaguar parked a few feet from the back entrance to my apartment building. Diesel beeped the Jag open with the remote.
"Wow," I said, "you do okay for an alien."
"I'm not an alien."
"Yeah, you keep saying that, but I don't know what else to call you."
"Call me Diesel."
I angled onto the passenger side seat and buckled in. "It's stolen, right?"
Diesel looked over at me and smiled.
Damn. "We're going to Cloverleaf Apartments on Grand. It's about a mile from here, off Hamilton."
The Cloverleaf apartment building looked a lot like mine. It was a big redbrick cube and strictly utilitarian. Three stories. A front and a back entrance. Parking lot in the rear.
Randy Briggs lived on the second floor. I'd met him a while back in a professional capacity. He'd been accused of carrying a concealed weapon and had failed to appear for a court appearance. I'd dragged him kicking and screaming back into the system. The charge had actually been borderline bogus, and Briggs was ultimately released without penalty.
"And why are we doing this?" Diesel asked, climbing the stairs to the second floor.
"There was a want ad in the paper for toy makers. When I called and inquired about Sandy Claws I got disconnected."
"And in your mind, this indicates that Claws is part of the toy maker operation."
"I think it's suspicious and warrants further investigation. I'm going to ask this guy I know to help infiltrate the operation."
"Is he a toy maker?"
"No. He has other talents."
We were in the stairwell and all of a sudden we were plunged into total darkness. I felt Diesel step closer, felt his hand protectively settle at my waist.
"Power blackout," I said. "Morelli told me they were happening all over Trenton."
"Great," Diesel said. "Just what I need. Power blackouts."
"Not a big deal," I told him. "Morelli said they last long enough to snarl traffic and then disappear."
"Sunshine, it's a bigger deal than you could possibly imagine."
I had no idea what he meant by that, but it didn't sound good. I was about to ask him when the lights popped back on, and we took the rest of the stairs to the second floor. I rapped on the door to 2B and there was no response. I put my ear to the door and listened.
"Hear anything?" Diesel asked.
"Television."
I rapped again. "Open the door, Randy. I know you're in there."
"Go away," Randy called. "I'm working."
"You're not working. You're watching television." The door was wrenched open, and Randy glared out at me.
"What?"
Diesel looked down at Randy. "You're a midget."
"No shit, Sherlock," Randy said. "And, just for the record, midget is no longer politically correct."
"So, what do you like?" Diesel asked. "How about little dude?"
Randy was holding a soup ladle, and he whacked Diesel in the knee with it. "Don't mess with me, wise-ass.”
Diesel reached down, grabbed Briggs by the front of his shirt, and lifted him three feet off the floor so they were eye level. "You need to get a sense of humor," Diesel said. "And you want to lose the soup ladle."
The soup ladle slid through Randy's fingers and clattered onto the parquet floor.
"So you don't want to be called a little dude," Diesel said. "What do you want to be called?"
"I'm a little person" Randy said, feet dangling in the air.
Diesel grinned at Randy. "Little person? That's the best you can do?"
Diesel set Randy back down on the floor, and Randy gave himself a shake, looking a lot like a bird settling its feathers.
"So," I said, "now that we have that straightened out..."
Briggs looked at me. "Here it comes."
"Have I ever asked for a favor?"
"Yes."
"Okay, but I saved your life."
"My life wouldn't have been in danger in the first place if it wasn't for you!"
"All I want is for you to pose as an elf."
Diesel gave a snort of laughter.
I cut my eyes to him, and he squelched the laughter down to a grin.
"I am not an elf," Briggs said. "Do I have pointy ears? No. Do I wear shoes that turn up on the ends? No. Do I enjoy this humiliation? No, no, no."
"I'll pay you for your time."
"Oh," Briggs said. "That's different."
I handed the ad over to Briggs. "All you have to do is answer this ad. Probably you don't even have to say you're an elf. Probably you could just tell him you're... qualified. And then when you go for the job interview, keep your eyes open for a guy named Sandy Claws. He's FTA."
"Give me a break. Santa Claus is FTA. How about the Easter Bunny? Is the Easter Bunny FTA, too?"
I flashed the photo of Sandy Claws at Briggs, and I spelled the name for him. I gave Briggs my card with my cell phone and pager number. And I left, not wanting to overstay my welcome, not wanting to give him time to change his mind.
I looked over at Diesel's knee when we were in the car. "Are you okay?"
"Yeah. He hits like a girl. Someone needs to show him how to swing a soup ladle."
THREE
CONNIE ROSOLLI MANAGES MY COUSIN Vinnie's bail bonds office. Connie is a couple years older than me. She has big hair, big boobs, and a short fuse. And she could probably kick my butt from here to downtown Trenton. Good thing for me, Connie never feels compelled to kick my butt since Connie and I are friends.
I called Connie and asked her to check on water and electric accounts for Claws. Between semi-clandestine computer searches and the tight-knit network of Burg women who love to dish, there isn't a lot of information Connie and I can't access.
I'd barely disconnected with Connie when my cell phone chirped. It was my mother. "Help," she said.
I could hear a lot of hysterical shouting going on in the background. "What's happening?"
"Valerie took one of those home pregnancy tests, and now she's got herself locked in the bathroom."
"Don't worry about it. She'll come out when she gets hungry."
"It's our only bathroom! I've got two kids home from school for the holidays, an old lady with a bad bladder, and your father. Everybody needs to use the bathroom."
"And?"
"Do something! Shoot the lock off."
Now if I was any kind of a good sister and loving daughter I'd have sympathy for Valerie. I'd be worried about her physical and emotional health. The ugly truth is, Valerie was always the perfect child. And I was the kid who had the skinned knee, consistently flunked spelling, and lived in Lala Land. My entire childhood was an out-of-body experience. Even as adults, Valerie had the great marriage and gave birth to two grandchildren. I had the marriage from hell that ended before my father got the wedding reception paid off. So, I love my sister and wish her well, but it's hard not to smile once in a while now that her life is in the toilet.
"Uh-oh," Diesel said. "I'm not sure I like that smile."
"It sort of slipped out. Actually, I need you to help me with a domestic problem. I need a lock opened."
"Someday I should show you some of my other skills."
Oh boy. It's never good when a man starts talking about his skills. Before you know it you're in the garage watching a power tool demonstration. And after all the power tools are revved, there's only one tool left to haul out of the box. Someday a study should be done on the effect of testosterone production in the presence of a band saw.
Everyone was huddled outside the bathroom when I got to my parents' house. Mary Alice was galloping in circles and the rest of my family was alternately pacing and yelling and banging on the door.
"Pretty amazing," Diesel said to me. "I'm always knocked out by the way a family can be at the upper end of dysfunction and insanity and still work so well as a unit. Do you want me to open the door?"
"No." I was afraid they'd all rush in and someone would get trampled in the stampede. I went downstairs to the kitchen and out the back door. There was a small roof over the back stoop, and the roof butted up to the bathroom window. When I was a kid I used to sneak out the bathroom window to hang with my friends. "Give me a boost up," I said to Diesel. "I'll bring her out through the window. Then you can open the door."
Diesel laced his fingers together, I put my foot in his hands, and he lifted me to roof level. I scrambled onto the roof and glanced down at him. He was impressively strong.
"Could you stop a runaway freight train?" I asked.
"Probably not a freight train. That would be Superman."
I looked in the window at Valerie. She was sitting on the toilet lid, staring at the little test strip. She looked up when I knocked.
"Open up," I said. "It's cold out here."
She pressed her nose to the window and looked out. "Are you alone?"
"I'm with Diesel."
She looked down to the ground, and Diesel waved to her. It was a goofy little finger wave.
Valerie opened the window, and I climbed inside.
"What's going on?" I asked.
"Look at my test strip!"
"Maybe it made a mistake."
"It's the fifth time I've taken the test. They keep coming out positive. I'm pregnant. I'm goddamn pregnant. Albert Kloughn got me pregnant."
"Didn't you take precautions?"
"No, I didn't take precautions. Look at him! He looks like a loaf of yeast bread just before you bake it. He's soft and white and totally without substance. Who would have thought he'd have sperm? Do you know what this poor kid will look like?" Valerie wailed. "It'll look like a dinner roll."
"Maybe this isn't so bad. I thought you were all anxious to get married."
"I was anxious to get married, not to get pregnant. And I don't want to marry Kloughn. He lives with his mother, for God's sake. And he makes no money."
"He's a lawyer."
"He chases ambulances down the street. He might as well be a German shepherd."
It was true. Kloughn was having a difficult time getting his practice established and had resorted to listening to the police band.
"A woman has choices these days," I said.
"Not in this family!" Valerie was pacing and waving her arms. "We're Catholic, for crissake."
"Yeah, but you never go to church. It isn't like you have religion."
"You know what's left when the religion goes away? Guilt! Guilt never goes away. I'm stuck with the goddamn guilt for the rest of my life. And what about Mom? I even mention abortion, and she'll be crossing herself until her arm falls off."
"Don't tell her. Tell her the strip was negative."
Valerie stopped pacing and looked at me. "Would you get an abortion?"
Whoa. Me? I took a beat to think about it. "I don't know," I said. "I'm having a hard time relating. The closest I've come to childbirth is buying a hamster."
"Fine," Valerie said. "Suppose Rex was never born. Suppose the mommy hamster had an abortion and Rex was bagged up along with the dirty kennel bedding in the breeder hamster cage."
Sharp pain to the heart. "When you put it that way..."
"It's all his fault," Valerie said. "I'm going to find him. I'm going to track him down, and I'm going to maim him."
"Kloughn?"
"No. My dog turd ex-husband. If he hadn't run off with the babysitter this never would have happened. We were so happy. I don't know what went wrong. One minute we were a family and then next thing I know he's in the coat closet with the babysitter."
"Open up!" Grandma yelled from the other side of the door. "I gotta go. Lock yourself in some other room."
"Just because you have the baby doesn't mean you have to marry Kloughn," I said. Although I actually thought Valerie could do a lot worse than Albert Kloughn. I liked Kloughn. He wasn't a big, handsome, super-cool guy, but he tried hard at everything, he was nice to Valerie and the girls, and there seemed to be genuine affection between them all. I wasn't sure anymore what made a good marriage. There had to be love, of course, but there were so many different kinds of love. And clearly, some love was more enduring than others. Valerie and I thought we'd found the loves of our lives, and look where that took us.
"Shoes," I said to Valerie. "When in doubt, I find it always helps if I buy a new pair of shoes. You should go shopping."
Valerie looked over at the door. "I could use a new pair of shoes, but I don't want to go out there."
"Use the window."
Valerie climbed out the window, got to the edge of the roof and hesitated. "This is scary."
"It's not a big deal," Diesel said. "Just hang your ass over the edge, and I'll bring you down."
Valerie looked back at me.
"Trust him," I said. Trust Superman, Spider-man, E.T., the Ghost of Christmas Present... whoever the hell.
"I don't know," Valerie said. "This feels kind of high. I don't like the way this feels. Maybe I need to go back into the house." Valerie turned toward the window, and her foot slipped on the shingle roof. "Eeeeee," she shrieked, flailing out with her arms, grabbing me by my jacket. "Help! Help!"
She yanked me forward, and we both lost balance, slammed onto the roof, and rolled off the edge, clinging together. We crashed into Diesel, and the three of us went to the ground.
Diesel was flat on his back, I was on top of him, and Val was on top of me. The whole family came running out the back door and crowded around us.
"What's going on?" Grandma wanted to know. "Is this some new sex thing?"
"If she jumps on the pile, I'm out of here," Diesel said.
"Call 911!" my mother said. "Don't anybody move... your backs might be broken." She looked down at Valerie. "Can you wiggle your toes?"
"You didn't unlock the bathroom," my father said to Valerie. "Someone's gotta go back up and unlock the bathroom."
"Frank! I told you to call 911."
"We don't need 911," I said. "We just need for Valerie to get off me."
My mother pulled Valerie to her feet. "Is the baby okay? Did you hurt yourself? I can't believe you went out through the window."
"What about me?" I said. "I fell, too."
"You're always falling," my mother said. "You jumped off the garage roof when you were seven years old. And now people shoot at you." She shook her finger at me. "You're a bad influence on your sister. She never used to do things like this."
I was still lying on top of Diesel, and I was sort of enjoying it.
"I knew you'd come around," Diesel said to me.
I narrowed my eyes. "I have not come around."
My pager buzzed at my waist. I rolled off Diesel and checked the readout. It was Randy Briggs. I got to my feet and went into the house to use the phone while Diesel went upstairs to unlock the bathroom door.
My father followed Diesel to the bathroom. "Women," my father said. "There's gotta be a better way."
I was waiting at the door when Diesel came down. "Randy's got a job interview," I said. "He's on the road. I have the address."
"What about the shopping?" Valerie asked.
"You have to shop by yourself," I said. "I have to find Sandy Claws. And why aren't you working?"
"I don't want to see Albert. I don't know what to say to him."
"I'm lost," Diesel said. "What's Albert got to do with working?"
"He's Valerie's boss."
"This is like watching daytime television," Diesel said.
"Look at you," my mother said to me. "It's almost Christmas and you're not wearing anything red." She took a Christmas tree pin off her shirt and attached it to my jacket. "Have you bought your tree yet?" she asked.
"I haven't had time to get a tree."
"You have to make time," my mother said. "Before you know it your life will be over and you'll be dead and then what?"
"You have a tree," I said. "Why can't I use yours?"
"Boy, you don't know much," my grandmother said.
Diesel was standing back on his heels, hands in his pockets, smiling, again.
"Go to the car," I said to Diesel. "And stop smiling."
"It's Christmastime," Diesel said. "Everybody smiles at Christmastime."
"Wait right here," my mother said. "Let me pack you a bag for lunch."
"No time," I said to my mother. "I need to get moving."
"It'll only take a minute!" She was already in the kitchen, and I could hear the refrigerator open and close and drawers open and close. And my mother returned with a bag of food.
"Thanks," I said.
Diesel looked in the bag and extracted a cookie. "Chocolate chip. My favorite."
I had a feeling every cookie was Diesel's favorite.
When we were both in the car, I turned to Diesel. "I want to know about you."
"There isn't a lot to tell. If I hadn't gotten dropped into your kitchen we wouldn't be having this conversation. If you met me on the street you'd think I was just another guy."
"So you're strong and can open locks. Anything else you're especially good at?"
Diesel smiled at me.
"All men think that," I said.
Diesel pulled onto Hamilton Avenue and turned left. "What happens when you find Claws?"
"I hand him over to the police. Then my cousin Vinnie probably goes to the lockup and bails Claws out a second time."
"Why would Vinnie do that?"
"He gets paid more money. Claws has a local business, and he's signed his house over for security, so it's a good risk for Vinnie."
"And what if Claws doesn't want to be handed over to the police? Do you shoot him?"
"I hardly ever shoot people."
"This should be fun," Diesel said.
I cut my eyes to him. "Is there something you're not telling me?"
"Lots of things."
I put my finger to my lower lid.
"You have a problem?" he asked.
"Eye twitch."
"I bet that would go away if you got a Christmas tree."
"All right. Okay! I'll get a Christmas tree."
"When?"
"When I have time. And you're driving too slow. Where'd you learn how to drive, Florida?"
Diesel stopped the car in the middle of the road. "Take a deep breath."
"What are you doing? Are you nuts? You can't just stop in the middle of the road!"
"Take a deep breath. Count to ten."
I took a breath, and I counted to ten.
"Count slower," Diesel said.
The guy behind us honked his horn, and I cracked my knuckles. My eye was twitching like mad. "This isn't working," I said. "You're giving me heart palpitations. People in Jersey don't do slow down."
"We're sitting in traffic," Diesel said. "Notice that the car in front of us is less than a car length away and not moving. The only way to drive faster would be to drive on the sidewalk."
"What's your point?"
"I can't fit on the sidewalk."
"So do something supernatural," I said. "Can't you tip the car sideways or something? They do that in the movies all the time."
"Sorry, I flunked levitation."
My luck, I get a guy who flunked levitation.
Twenty minutes later, we parked across from a hole-in-the-wall storefront office. The makeshift sign in the window advertised IMMEDIATE OPENINGS FOR MASTER TOY MAKERS. I wanted to take a closer look, so we left the car and crossed the street.
We stood on the sidewalk and looked through the dusty plate-glass window. Inside, the place was wall-to-wall little people.
"Are they elves?" I asked Diesel. "I don't see any pointy ears."
"Hard to tell at this distance, and I heard somewhere that elves don't necessarily have pointy ears."
"So elves could be walking around in our midst, disguised as normal, everyday, vertically challenged citizens."
Diesel looked at me and grimaced. "You don't really believe in elves, do you?"
"Of course not," I said. But the truth was that I didn't know what I believed in anymore. I mean, what the hell was Diesel? And if I believed in Diesel... why not believe in elves? "Do you see Briggs?" I asked him.
"He's at the back, talking to a big guy with a clipboard. And I don't see Claws."
We watched for a moment longer and then retreated to the Jag and worked our way through my mother's food bag. After a while Randy Briggs came out, walked halfway down the block, and got into the passenger side of a waiting car. The car pulled away, and we followed. Before we'd gone two blocks my cell phone buzzed in my bag.
"Cripes, is that you behind me in the Jag?" Briggs asked. "You bounty hunters must do okay to be riding around in a Jag."
"Diesel isn't a bounty hunter. He's an alien or something."
"Yeah, whatever. Man, I've never seen so many little people in one place. It was like they came out of the woodwork. I thought I knew everyone in the area, but I didn't know any of these guys."
"Did you get hired?"
"Yeah, but I'm not going to make toys. I got a job in the office, setting up a Web site."
"What about Claws?"
"Didn't see him. No one said anything to me about anyone named Claws. I start work tomorrow. Maybe I'll see him at the factory."
"Factory?"
"Yeah, that's what this is... a small toy factory. They're going to make handmade toys and advertise that they were made by elves. Pretty cool, hunh?"
"Do you suppose some of these little people today actually were elves?"
There was a pause where I could imagine Briggs staring open-mouthed at the phone. "What are you, nuts?" he finally said.
"So, where is this factory?" I asked Briggs.
"It's in a light industrial complex off Route 1. You aren't going to screw up this job for me, are you? This is a dream job. The pay is good and the guy who hired me said the toilets are all made for little people. I won't have to climb up on a stool to take a crap."
"I'm not going to screw it up for you. What's the address?"
"I'm not telling you. I don't want to lose the job." And he hung up.
I looked over at Diesel. "When the car in front of us stops and Briggs gets out, I want you to run over him."
"I'd really like to do that, but then he'd probably be dead and we couldn't follow him to work tomorrow."
I glanced at the almost empty bag of food sitting between my feet, and I had an idea.
"What does Elaine do with all her cookies?" I asked Diesel.
"Is this a trick question?"
"She said she bakes cookies every day. Lots of cookies, if yesterday's batch was any indicator. So what does she do with them? They don't have family in the area. Sandy wasn't at home. Does she eat them all herself?"
"Maybe she gives them away."
"Turn around," I said. "Go back to the employment place."
It took less than five minutes for us to get back to the storefront office. "Wait here," I said. "I'll only be a minute." I jumped out of the car, ran across the street and into the office. It was still wall-to-wall little people but now the little people were all wearing fake elf ears. I was about ten feet into the fake elves when I realized the room had gone dead silent.
"Hi," I said brightly. "I saw the sign in the window, and I'd like to apply for a job."
"You're too big," someone said behind me. "These jobs are for elves."
"That's not fair," I said. "I could report you for height discrimination." I wasn't sure exactly who was in charge of height discrimination, but it seemed like there should be some agency somewhere that would address the issue. I mean, where are the protections for the masses? Where are the protections for people who are average?
"We don't want your kind here," someone else said. "Get out."
"My kind?"
"Big and stupid."
"Hey! Listen to me, shorty—"
A cookie came flying through the air and hit me in the back of the head. I looked down at the cookie. Gingerbread!
"Where'd this cookie come from?" I asked. "Do you have any more? Did Sandy's sister, Elaine, make this cookie?"
"Get her!" someone yelled, and I was hit with a barrage of cookies. They were coming from everywhere. Gingerbread, peanut butter, chocolate macaroons. The elves were berserk, yelling and swarming around me. I was hit in the forehead with an iced butter cookie, and someone bit me in the back of the leg. I had elves hanging on me like ticks on a dog.
I felt Diesel come up hard to my back. He wrapped his arm around me, holding me tight against him, and he hauled me out of there with my feet two inches off the ground. He was kicking elves out of the way as he went, occasionally grabbing one by the shirt and throwing him across the room. He got to the sidewalk, rammed the office door closed, and did his magical locking thing, trapping the elves inside.
Contorted little elf faces smushed up against the large glass windows, glaring out at us, yelling elf threats, their pudgy little elf middle fingers extended. Inside, the room was a wreck. Tables and chairs were overturned, and cookies were smashed everywhere.
Diesel set me on my feet, took me by the hand, and yanked me to the car. "What the hell was that about?" he asked. "I've never seen anything like it. A whole room filled with pissed-off little people. It was fucking frightening."
"I think they were elves. Did you see their ears?"
"Their ears were fake," Diesel said.
I slid onto the passenger seat and a sigh escaped. "I know. I just don't want to have to tell anyone I was attacked by a horde of angry little people. A horde of angry elves sounds better, somehow."
A fake elf smashed through the plate-glass door with a fire ax, and Diesel took off.
"Did you see the cookies?" I asked him. "They looked just like Elaine's cookies."
"Honey, all cookies look alike."
"Yes, but they might have been Elaine's cookies."
My cell phone chirped. "I'm at the mall," Valerie said, "and I need help. I can't remember everything that was on Mary Alice's list. I got her the Barbie, the television, the game, and the ice skates. I have the train and the computer at home. Do you remember what else she wanted?"
"How are you going to pay for all that?"
"MasterCard."
"It'll take you five years to pay it off."
"I don't care. It's Christmas. You have to do these things at Christmas."
Oh yeah. I kept forgetting. "Mary Alice had about fifty things on that list. The only one I remember is the pony."
"Omigod," Valerie cried. "The pony! How could I forget the pony?"
"Val, you can't get her a pony. This isn't Little House on the Prairie. We live in Trenton. Kids in Trenton don't get ponies."
"But she wants one. She'll hate me if I don't get her a pony. It'll ruin her Christmas."
Boy, I was really glad I had a hamster. I was planning on giving Rex a raisin for Christmas.
I hung up on Valerie, and I turned to Diesel. "Do you have any kids?"
"No."
"How do you feel about kids?"
"The same way I feel about fake elves. I think they're cute from a distance."
"Suppose you wanted to have kids... could you reproduce?"
Diesel looked over at me. "Could I reproduce? Yeah, I guess I could." He gave his head a shake. "I have to tell you, I am never again going to let anyone pop me in on someone. It's too weird. Not that this was my idea in the first place." He reached across me, into the bag my mother gave us, and found a leftover brownie. "Usually women are asking me to buy them a beer. Not you. You're asking me if I can reproduce."
"Make a turn at Clinton," I told him. "I want to have another chat with Elaine."
It was midafternoon and unusually gloomy when Diesel drove down Grape Street. Dark clouds swirled in the sky, and an eerie green light streaked through them. The air felt heavy and ominously charged. Doomsday air.
Lights were on in houses, and Elaine had her roof lights blazing, blinking out her season's greetings. Diesel parked in front of the house, and we both got out. The wind had picked up, and I pulled my chin in and walked head down to Sandy Claws' front porch.
"I'm very busy," Elaine said when she answered the door.
Diesel brushed past her, into the house. "It smells like you're still baking cookies."
Elaine followed Diesel into the kitchen, half running to keep up with Diesel's stride. "Pecan shortbread for tomorrow," she said. "And big cookies with M&Ms in them."
"I'm curious," Diesel said. "Who eats all these cookies?"
"The elves, of course."
Diesel and I exchanged glances.
"They're not really elves," Elaine said. "Sandy just likes to call them that. His little elves. Sandy is so clever. He has a whole scheme worked out to sell toys. It's because of his name, Sandy Claws. Have you noticed how it sounds like Santa Claus?"
"How many elves are you feeding?" Diesel asked Elaine.
"Goodness, I don't know, but there must be a lot of them. I make dozens of cookies every day."
"And they go where?"
"I don't know, exactly. Lester stops around and picks them up. Lester is Sandy's production manager."
"About five-foot-ten? Gray hair, slim, dark-rimmed glasses?" Diesel asked.
"Yes. That's him," Elaine said.
The guy who was interviewing elves.
"I don't mean to be rude," Elaine said, "but you're going to have to leave now. I have to finish my baking."
"You don't mind if I look around, do you?" Diesel asked.
Elaine nervously picked at her apron. "I don't see why you would want to do that. Sandy isn't here."
Diesel opened the door to a small downstairs powder room and looked inside. "Are you sure you don't know where Sandy is?"
"Stop that!" Elaine said. "Stop snooping in my house. I'm going to call the police."
"We have a legal right to search this house," Diesel said. "Isn't that right, Steph?"
"Yep. We received that right when your brother signed his bond agreement."
"This whole thing is so silly," Elaine said. "All over a couple power tools and some paint. And Sandy wouldn't have had to steal anything if the store had been open. You can't stop a whole production line just because you run out of Morning Glory paint. And everyone knows elves work at night. My goodness, Sandy has enough labor problems without having a whole crew sit out until the stores open at nine A.M."
"I thought they weren't actually elves."
"Real elves, fake elves... what's the difference? They all get time and a half after five o'clock."
Diesel leaned against the kitchen counter, arms crossed over his chest. "When was the last time you talked to Sandy?"
"He called me at lunchtime." Elaine pressed her lips together.
"Did you tell him I was looking for him?"
"Yes." Elaine glanced at me and then looked back at Diesel. "I've been trying to be discreet in front of Ms. Plum."
"Too late for that," Diesel said. "I was dropped into her kitchen."
Elaine looked horrified. "How did that happen?"
Diesel did a palms up and an I don't know shrug. "It would have to be a team effort. I'm not easy to move."
Elaine wiped her hands on her apron. "I'm sorry, but Sandy doesn't want to talk to you. He wants to be left alone."
"I'm curious," Diesel said. "Why the name Sandy Claws?"
Elaine took a tray of cookies from the oven and set them on top of the stove. "His birth name was Sandor Clausen. We thought it was appropriate that he return to his birth name now that he's retired. Sandy Claws seemed like a natural derivative."
"Sandor Clausen," Diesel said. "I didn't read that far back in the file."
Hold on here. File? What the heck are they talking about? Okay, now I'm really confused. Clearly, Elaine and Diesel know each other. It sounds like they recognized each other from the very beginning, and Diesel kept that tidbit of information secret from me. This was presenting me with the opportunity to practice some anger management.
"Sandor wants to make toys. He should be able to do what he wants in retirement," Elaine said.
"No one cares if he makes toys in his retirement," Diesel said. "I'm here because Ring followed him out."
The surprise was obvious. "Ring!"
Diesel pushed off the counter, took a cookie, and turned to leave. "You have to persuade Sandor to cooperate with me," he said to Elaine. "I'm trying to protect him."
Elaine nodded. "I didn't know about Ring."
Ring? Am I understanding this correctly? There's someone or something named Ring involved in this mess?
I didn't say a word until we were back in the Jag. I was trying to look casual, but I was fuming inside. I felt like demon Stephanie with glowing red eyeballs and snarling gargoyle mouth. Fortunately, the image was all internal. Or at least I hoped it was all internal. "What the hell was that all about?" I asked Diesel, making an effort to squelch the demon thing, going with steely eyes and tight lips, instead.
Diesel turned in his seat and looked at me. Thinking. Making silent assessments.
"Trying to decide what to tell me?" I asked, still sticking with the steely eyes.
"Yeah." He was Mr. Serious. Not smiling.
I waited him out.
"Some human beings have the ability to operate beyond what are considered to be normal limitations," Diesel finally said. "Most of these people tend to have rogue personalities and work pretty much alone, playing by their own rules. Sandor was one of the best. Very powerful and very good. Unfortunately, he's old, and he's lost his power. So he's retired. Usually retirees go into an assisted living complex in Lakewood. Sandor tried it and decided he wanted out."
"And Ring?"
"Ring's a bad guy. Old, like Sandor. The story I was told is that Ring and Sandor were best friends when they were kids. I guess they both knew they were different, and this was a secret they shared. As they got older the differences in their personalities drove a wedge between them. Ring was using his power to dominate people and to amuse himself. And Sandor was using his power mostly to clean up after Ring. When they reached full power in their early twenties, some of Ring's peers got together and Ring was told to stop all superpower activity.
"Ring refused to stop, of course. Ring loved causing chaos. And Ring was drunk on his own power. Unfortunately, Ring was so powerful and so clever, there were only a few people who could control him. And it was virtually impossible to contain him.
"Sandor was one of the few who had matching power. Much of Sandor's life was spent battling Ring, trying to eliminate him."
"Eliminate?"
Diesel did a slash across the throat and a looking-dead face. "Anyway, Sandor never succeeded, but he did manage to cripple Ring from time to time, making Ring ineffective for years or months, sending Ring into hiding."
"And now Ring's lost his power, too?"
"Pretty much. He was in the locked ward at Lakewood. They have a special area for villains and Alzheimer's. Somehow, he managed to get out. I guess he has power left that no one knew about."
So here I am having a conversation about what? Superheroes! And I'm having it with the guy who rolled his eyes because I suggested the possible reality of elves.
"Where do you fit into this?" I asked.
"I'm kind of like you. I track people down who've strayed from the system. And I go after bad guys."
FOUR
OKAY. I'M SITTING IN A CAR with a guy who thinks he's part of a supersociety. And the weird thing is... I'm half believing him. Truth is, I kind of like the idea that there are some superheroes out there, trying to save us from ourselves. I'm not sure how I feel about Diesel being one of them.
"Let me get this straight," I said to Diesel. "You're after Ring, right? You want to get him back to Lakewood. And in the meantime, you're worried Sandor is in danger."
Diesel pulled away from the curb, cruised down the street, and turned at the corner. "When Ring was in his prime he worked with electricity."
"What, like with PSE&G?"
That cracked Diesel up. "No. Like he was Electrical Man. He could make lightning. I don't know how he did it. I always thought it was kind of show-off, but hell, he could do a lot of damage. I don't know how dangerous he is now. I have a feeling he tried to destroy the toy store but only could get up enough juice to knock boxes off the shelves. And then I'm guessing he got pissed off and tore the sign off the front of the store. A few of the boxes in the store were singed, so it seemed like he was able to throw some electricity, but maybe not accurately and probably of short duration. Nothing to lose sleep over. The power outages are different. If he's responsible for the power outages it means he's gaining power somehow. And I don't like the way the air feels around Sander's house."
"Do you think Sandor will get in touch with you?" I asked Diesel.
"No. He's always worked alone. I can't see him asking for help now."
My phone buzzed in my handbag.
"You were right about the horse," Valerie said. "I don't know what I was thinking. It's impossible to get a horse at this late date. It isn't like they sell them in Sears. So I got Mary Alice a book about horses, and I got her a sleeping bag with horses on it. I have to get something for Mom now. Do you have any ideas?"
"I thought you got Mom a robe."
"Yes, but that doesn't seem like enough. It's only one box to open. What do you think about perfume? Or a blouse? And I can get a nightgown to go with the robe. And then some slippers."
"Maybe you've shopped enough for one day, Val. Maybe you're sort of... carried away with shopping."
"I can't stop now. I hardly have anything! And there are only three shopping days left."
"How much coffee have you had today, Val? You might want to think about cutting back on the coffee."
"Gotta go," Valerie said. And she disconnected.
"So, where were we?" I asked Diesel.
"We were saving the world."
"Oh yeah." Personally, I'd be happy just to collect my finder's fee on Sandy Claws so I could make the minimum payment on my credit card.
"Do you think Connie has the water and electric information on Claws yet?"
I called Connie, but the information wasn't helpful. No additional accounts for Sandy Claws. I had her try Sandor Clausen. Big zero there, too.
Diesel stopped for a light, and I saw his eyes cut to the rearview mirror and the line of his mouth tighten. "I'm getting a real bad feeling."
Diesel made a U-turn and suddenly there was a flash of light in the sky in front of us. The light was followed by a low rumbling, and then there was another flash and smoke billowed over the rooftops.
Diesel stared at the smoke. "Ring."
It took us less than a minute to return to Claws' house. Diesel parked the Jag, and we joined the small group of people who'd collected in the street, eyes wide, mouths open in astonishment. Not often you see lightning at this time of the year. Not often you see the sort of carnage that resulted from the strike.
The Claws house was perfectly intact, but the life-size plastic Santa that had been strapped to the next-door neighbor's chimney had been blasted off the roof and lay in a smoking, melted red blob on the sidewalk. And the neighbor's garage was on fire.
"He melted Santa," I said to Diesel. "This is serious stuff."
Diesel gave his head a disbelieving shake. "He hit the wrong house. All those years of inciting terror and this is what it comes down to — frying some molded plastic. And not even the right molded plastic."
"I saw the whole thing," a woman said. "I was on the porch, checking my lights, and a ball of fire swooped out of the sky and hit the Patersons' garage. And then a second ball came in and knocked the Santa Claus off the roof. I've never seen anything like it. Santa just flew off the roof!"
"Did anyone else see the fireballs?" Diesel asked.
"There was a man on the sidewalk, across the street from Sandy and Elaine's house, but he's gone now. He was an older gentleman, and he seemed pretty upset."
A police car arrived, lights flashing. A fire truck followed close behind and hoses were run to the garage.
Elaine was on her porch. She had a heavy wool coat pulled around her dumpling body, and she had a belligerent set to her mouth.
Diesel draped an arm across my shoulders. "Okay, partner, let's talk to Elaine."
Elaine drew the jacket tighter when we got closer. "Crazy old fool," she said. "Doesn't know when to stop."
"Did you see him?" Diesel asked.
"No. I heard the crackle of electricity, and I knew he was out there. By the time I got to the porch, he was gone. It's just like him to attack at Christmas, too. The man is pure evil."
"It's not a good idea for you to stay here," Diesel said. "Do you have someplace else to go? Would you like me to find a safe house for you?"
Elaine tipped her chin up a fraction of an inch. "I'm not leaving my home. I have cookies to make. And someone has to keep the bird feeders filled in the backyard. The birds count on it. I've been taking care of Sandor ever since my husband died, fifteen years ago, and I've never once had to resort to a safe house."
"Sandor was always able to protect you. Now that his power is failing you need to be more careful," Diesel said.
Elaine bit her lower lip. "You'll have to excuse me. I have to get back to my baking."
Elaine retreated into her house, and Diesel and I were left on the porch. The garage fire was almost extinguished, and someone, who I suspected was Mrs. Paterson, was attempting to pry Santa off the sidewalk with a barbecue spatula.
My phone chirped from my bag.
"If that's your sister again, I'm throwing your phone in the river," Diesel said.
I pulled the phone out of my bag and pressed the off button. I knew it was my sister. And there was an outside chance Diesel was serious about throwing the phone in the river.
"Now what?" I asked Diesel.
"Lester knows where the factory is."
"Forget it. I'm not going back to the employment office."
Diesel smiled down at me. "What's the matter? Is the big bad bounty hunter afraid of the little people?"
"Those fake elves were crazy. And they were mean!"
Diesel ruffled my hair. "Don't worry. I won't let them be mean to you."
Swell.
Diesel parked half a block from the employment office and we sat wordlessly staring at the emergency vehicles in front of us. A fire truck, an EMT truck, and four police cars. The windows and the front door to the office were shattered, and a charred chair had been dragged out to the sidewalk.
We left the car and walked over to a couple cops I recognized. Carl Costanza and Big Dog. They were standing back on their heels, hands resting on their utility belts, surveying the damage with the sort of enthusiasm usually reserved for watching grass grow.
"What happened?" I asked.
"Fire. Riot. The usual. It's pretty ugly in there," Carl said.
"Bodies?"
"Cookies. Smashed cookies all over the place."
Big Dog had an elf ear in his hand. He held it up and looked at it. "And these things."
"It's an elf ear," I said.
"Yeah. These ears are all that's left of the little buggers."
"Did they burn?" I asked.
"No. They ran," Carl said. "Who would have thought the little guys could run that fast? Couldn't catch a single one of them. We arrived on the scene, and they took off like roaches when the light goes on."
"How did the fire get started?"
Carl shrugged and looked up at Diesel. "Who's he?"
"Diesel."
"Does Joe know about him?"
"Diesel is from out of town." Way out. "We're working a skip together."
There wasn't anything more to be learned from the employment office, so we left Carl and Big Dog and returned to the car. The sun was shining some place other than Trenton. Streetlights were on. And the temperature had dropped by ten degrees. My feet were wet from slogging through two fire scenes and my nose was numb, frozen like a popsicle.
"Take me home," I said to Diesel. "I'm done."
"What? No shopping? No Christmas cheer? Are you going to let your sister beat you out in the present race?"
"I'll shop tomorrow. I swear I will."
Diesel parked the Jag in my apartment building parking lot and got out of the car.
"It's not necessary to see me to the door," I said. "I imagine you want to get back to the Ring search."
"Nope. I'm done for the day. I thought we'd have something to eat and then chill in front of the TV."
I was momentarily speechless. That wasn't the evening I had planned out in my mind. I was going to stand in a scalding hot shower until I was all wrinkly. Then I was going to make myself a peanut butter and marshmallow Fluff sandwich. I like peanut butter and Fluff because it combines the main course with the dessert and it doesn't involve pots. Maybe I'd watch some television after dinner. And if I was lucky I'd be watching it with Morelli.
"That sounds great," I said, "but I have plans for tonight. Maybe some other time."
"What are your plans?"
"I'm seeing Morelli."
"Are you sure?"
"Yes," No. I wasn't sure. I figured the possibility was about fifty percent. "And I wanted to take a shower."
"Hey, you can take a shower while I make dinner."
"You can cook?"
"No," he said. "I can dial."
"Okay, so here's the thing, I don't feel entirely comfortable with you in my apartment."
"I thought you were getting used to the Super Diesel thing."
Old Mr. Feinstein shuffled past us on his way to his car. "Hey, chicky," he said to me. "How's it going? You need any help here? This guy looks shifty."
"I'm fine," I told Mr. Feinstein. "Thanks for the offer, though."
"See that," I said to Diesel. "You look shifty."
"I'm a pussycat," Diesel said. "I haven't even come on to you. Okay, maybe a little teasing, but nothing serious. I haven't grabbed you... like this." He wrapped his fingers around my jacket lapels and pulled me to him. "And I haven't kissed you... like this." And he kissed me.
My toes curled in my shoes. And heat slashed through my stomach and headed south.
Damn.
He broke from the kiss and smiled down at me. "It isn't as if I've done anything like that, right?"
I gave him a two-handed shot to the chest, but he didn't budge, so I took a step back. "There will be no kissing, no fooling around, no anything."
Sure.
I did an I give up gesture, turned, and went into the building. Diesel followed after me, and we waited in silence for the elevator. The doors opened, and Mrs. Bestler smiled out at me. Mrs. Bestler is just about the oldest person I've ever seen. She lives alone on the third floor, and she likes to play elevator operator when she gets bored.
"Going up," she called out.
"Second floor," I said.
The elevator doors closed, and Mrs. Bestler chanted, "Ladies' handbags, Santa's workshop, better dresses." She looked at me and shook her finger. "Only three shopping days left."
"I know. I know!" I said. "I'll go shopping tomorrow. I swear, I will."
Diesel and I stepped out of the elevator, and Mrs. Bestler sang, "It's beginning to look a lot like Christmas" as we walked down the hall.
"I'm laying odds she's eighty proof," Diesel said, opening my door.
My apartment was dark, lit only by the blue digital clock on my microwave and the single, red, blinking diode on my answering machine.
Rex ran on his wheel in the kitchen. The soft whir of his wheel reassured me that Rex was safe and probably there weren't any bridge trolls hiding in my closet tonight. I flipped the light, and Rex immediately stopped running and blinked out at me. I dropped a couple Fruit Loops into his cage from the box on the counter, and Rex was a happy camper.
I hit the play button on the answering machine and unbuttoned my jacket.
First message. "It's Joe. Give me a call."
Next message. "Stephanie? It's your mother. You don't have your cell phone on. Is something wrong? Where are you?"
Third message. "It's Joe again. I'm stuck on this job, and I won't make it over tonight. And don't call me. I can't always talk. I'll call back when I can."
Fourth message. "Christ," Morelli said.
"Guess it's just you and me," Diesel said, grinning. "Good thing I'm here. You'd be lonely."
And the terrible part was that he was right. I had one foot on the slippery slope of Christmas depression. Christmas was sliding away from me. Five days, four days, three days... and before my eyes, Christmas would come and go without me. And I'd have to wait an entire year to take another crack at a ribbons and bows, candy canes, and eggnog Christmas.
"Christmas isn't ribbons and bows and presents," I said to Diesel. "Christmas is about good will, right?"
"Wrong. Christmas is about presents. And Christmas trees. And office parties. Boy, you don't know much, do you?"
"Do you really believe that?"
"Aside from all the religious blah, blah, blah, which we won't get into... I think Christmas is whatever turns you on. That's what I really believe. Everyone decides what they want out of Christmas. Then everyone gets a shot at making it happen."
"Suppose every year you blow it? Suppose every year you screw up Christmas?"
He crooked his arm around my neck. "Are you screwing up Christmas, kiddo?"
"I can't seem to get to it."
Diesel looked around. "I noticed. No garlands of green shit. No angels, no Rudolphs, no kerplunkers or tartoofers."
"I used to have some tartoofers but my apartment got firebombed and they all went up in smoke."
Diesel shook his head. "Don't you hate when that happens?"
I woke up in a sweat. I was having a nightmare. There were only two days left until Christmas, and I still hadn't bought a single present. I gave myself a mental head smack. It wasn't a nightmare. It was true. Two days until Christmas.
I jumped out of bed and scurried into the bathroom. I took a fast shower and power-dried my hair. Yikes. I tamed it with some gel, got dressed in my usual jeans, boots, and T-shirt, and went to the kitchen.
Diesel lounged against the sink, coffee cup in hand. There was a white bakery bag on the counter, and Rex was awake in his cage, leisurely working his way to the heart of a jelly doughnut.
"Morning, sunshine," Diesel said.
"There are only two days left until Christmas," I said. "Two days! And I wish you would stop letting yourself into my apartment."
"Yeah, right, that's gonna happen. Have you given Santa your list? Have you been naughty?"
It was early in the morning for an eye roll, but I managed one anyway. I poured myself coffee and took a doughnut.
"It was nice of you to bring doughnuts," I said. "But Rex will get a cavity in his fang if he eats that whole thing."
"We're making progress," Diesel said. "You didn't shriek when you saw me here. And you didn't check the coffee and doughnuts for alien poison."
I looked down at the coffee and had a rush of panic. "I wasn't thinking," I said.
Half an hour later we were on a side street with a good view of Briggs' apartment building. Briggs was going to work today. And we were going to follow him. He'd lead us to the toy factory, I'd locate Sandy Claws, I'd snap the cuffs on him, and then I could have Christmas.
At exactly eight-fifteen, Randy Briggs strutted out of his building and got into a specially equipped car. He cranked the engine over and drove out of the lot, heading for Route 1. We followed a couple cars back, keeping Briggs in sight.
"Okay," I said to Diesel. "You flunked levitation and obviously you can't do the lightning thing. What's your specialty? What tools have you got on your utility belt?"
"I told you, I'm good at finding people. I have heightened sensory perception." He cut his eyes to me. "Bet you didn't think I knew big words like that."
"Anything else? Can you fly?"
Diesel blew out a sigh. "No. I can't fly."
Briggs stayed on Route 1 for a little over a mile and then exited. He left-turned at the corner and entered a light industrial complex. He drove past three businesses before pulling into a parking lot, adjacent to a one-story redbrick building that was maybe five thousand square feet. There were no signs announcing the name or the nature of the business. A toy soldier on the door was the only ornamentation.
We gave Briggs a half hour to get into the building and settle himself. Then we crossed the lot and pushed through the double glass doors, into the small reception area. The walls were brightly colored in yellow and blue. There were several chairs lined up against one wall. Half the chairs were big and half were small. The boundary to the reception area was set by a desk. Behind the desk were a couple cubbies. Briggs was sitting in one of them.
The woman behind the desk looked at Diesel and me and smiled. "Can I help you?"
"We're looking for Sandy Claws," Diesel said.
"Mr. Claws isn't in this morning," the woman said. "Perhaps I can help you."
Briggs' head snapped up at the sound of Diesel's voice. He looked over at us and worry lines creased his high forehead.
"Do you expect him in later today?" I asked.
"It's hard to say. He keeps his own schedule."
We left the building, and I called and asked for Briggs.
"Don't call me here," Briggs said. "This is a great job. I don't want it screwed up. And I'm not going to inform for you, either." And he hung up.
"I guess we could stake out the building," I said to Diesel. I wanted to do this just behind poke out my eye with a burning stick.
Diesel pushed his seat back and stretched his legs. "I'm beat," he said. "I worked the night shift. How about if you take the first watch."
"The night shift?"
"Sandor and Ring have a long history in Trenton. I made the rounds of some of Ring's old haunts after I left you last night, but I didn't turn anything up."
He crossed his arms over his chest and almost instantly seemed to be asleep. At ten-thirty my cell phone rang.
"Hey, girlfriend," Lula said. "What's up?"
Lula does filing for the bonds office. She was a ho' in a previous life but has since amended her ways. Her wardrobe has pretty much stayed the same. Lula's a big woman who likes the challenge of buying clothes that are two sizes too small.
"Not much is up," I said. "What's up with you?"
"I'm going shopping. Two days to Christmas and I don't have nothing. I'm heading for Quakerbridge Mall. You want to ride shotgun?"
"YES!"
Lula checked her rearview mirror for one last look at Diesel before leaving the toy factory parking lot. "That man is fine. I don't know where you find these guys, but it isn't fair. You got the market cornered on hot."
"He's actually a superhero, sort of."
"Don't I know it. I bet he got superhero boys, too."
Lula was sounding a lot like Grandma. I didn't want to think about Diesel's boys, so I put the radio on. "I have to be back to relieve him at three o'clock," I said.
"Dang," Lula said, pulling into Quakerbridge. "Look here at this parking lot. It's full. This mother is full. Where am I supposed to park? I only got two days to shop. I can't deal with this parking thing. And what's with all the best spots going to the handicapped? You see any handicap cars in all these handicap places? How many handicap people they think we got in Jersey?"
Lula rode around the lot for twenty minutes, but she didn't find a parking space. "Look at this itty bitty Sentra nosed up to a wreck of a Pinto," Lula said, wheeling around so she had the front bumper of her Firebird inches from the back bumper of the Sentra. "Uh-oh," she said, easing forward, "look how that Sentra's moving forward all by itself. Before you know it, there's gonna be a parking space available on account of that Pinto is rolling into the driving lane."
"You can't just push a car out of its space!" I said.
"Sure I can," Lula said. "See? I already did it." Lula had her handbag over her shoulder, and she was out of the Firebird, booking toward the mall entrance. "I got a lot to do," Lula said. "I'll meet you back at the car at two-thirty."
I glanced down at my watch. It was two-thirty. And I only had one present. I'd gotten a pair of gloves for my dad. That was a no-brainer. I got him gloves every year. He counted on it. I was at a loss for everyone else. I'd given Valerie all my good gift ideas. And the mall was a mob scene. Too many shoppers. Not enough clerks at registers. Picked-over merchandise. Why did I let this go to the last minute? Why do I go through this every year? Next year I'm getting my Christmas presents in July. I swear, I am.
Lula and I reached the car simultaneously. I had my little bag with the gloves, and Lula had four huge shopping bags filled to bursting.
"Wow," I said, "you're good. I only got gloves."
"Hell, I don't even know what's in these bags," Lula said. "I just started grabbing stuff that was close to a register. I figure I'll sort it out later. Everybody always takes their shit back anyway, so it don't really matter what you buy the first time around."
Lula cruised toward the exit and her eyes lit when she came to the edge of the lot. "Do you believe this?" she said. "They set up a Christmas tree lot here. I need a Christmas tree. I'm gonna stop. I'll only be a minute. I'm gonna get myself a Christmas tree."
Fifteen minutes later we had two six-foot Christmas trees stuffed into Lula's four-foot trunk. One tree for Lula. And one tree for me. We secured the trunk lid with a bungee cord, and we were on our way.
"Good thing we saw that tree lot so you could get a tree, too," Lula said. "You can't have Christmas without a Christmas tree. Boy, I love Christmas."
Lula was dressed in knee-high, white fake-fur boots that made her look like Sasquatch. She had her bottom half stuffed into skin-tight red spandex pants that magically had gold glitter embedded in them. She was wearing a red sweater with a green felt Christmas tree appliqué. And she had it topped off with a yellow-dyed rabbit-fur jacket. Every time Lula moved, yellow rabbit hairs escaped from the jacket and floated on the air like dandelion fluff. Behind us, the tree lot was lost in a yellow haze.
"Okay," Lula said, stopping for a light. "We got Christmas knocked. We're on our way to Christmas." The light turned and the guy in front of us hesitated. Lula leaned on the horn and gave him the finger. "Move it," she yelled. "You think we got all day? It's Christmas, for chrissake. We got things to do." She reached the highway and took off, ripping into "Jingle Bells" at the top of her lungs. "Jingle bells, jingle bells, jingle all the wa-a-a-ay," she sang.
I put my finger to my eye.
"Hey, you got that eye twitch again?" she asked. "You should do something about that eye twitch. You should see a doctor."
Lula was on the third chorus of "Silent Night" when she parked next to the black Jag. I got out of the Firebird and bent to talk to Diesel.
"Lula and I can take the next watch," I told him. "If anything happens, I'll call you."
"Sounds good," Diesel said. "I could use a break. It's been quiet all day, and that's the way I like it. If there aren't any more disturbances, Sandor will eventually come back to his workshop."
"Don't you worry, Diesel honey," Lula said from behind me. "We'll watch the heck out of this place. Peace and Quiet's my middle name."
Diesel checked Lula out and smiled.
"So what's the deal?" Lula wanted to know when Diesel left.
"I'm after an FTA named Sandy Claws. He owns this toy factory."
"And what's with the car next to us? It's got a big booster seat behind the wheel. And what are those levers on the steering column?"
"Most of the employees here are little people."
Sometimes when Lula got excited her eyes opened wide and popped out like big white duck eggs. This was one of those duck-egg-eye times. "Are you shitting me? Midgets? A whole building full of midgets? I love midgets. I've had this thing for midgets ever since I saw The Wizard of Oz. Except for that guy, Randy Briggs. He was a nasty little bugger."
"Briggs is here, too," I said. "He's working in the office."
"Hunh. I wouldn't mind kicking his ass."
"No ass kicking!"
Lula stuck her lower lip out and pulled her eyes back into their sockets. "I know that. You think I don't know that? I got a sense of decorum. Hell, Decorum's my middle name."
"Anyway, you won't see him," I said, "because we're just going to sit here."
"I don't want to sit here," Lula said. "I want to see the midgets."
"They're little people now. Midget is politically incorrect."
"Cripes, I can't keep up on this political correct shit. I don't even know what to call myself. One minute I'm black. Then I'm African American. Then I'm a person of color. Who the hell makes these rules up, anyhow?"
"Well, whoever they are, little people, elves, or whatever, you'll see them when the shift changes, and they go home."
"How do you know this Claws guy didn't come in through a back door? I bet this factory's got a big old back door. It's probably got a loading dock. I think we should go ask if Claws has come in yet."
Lula had a point. There was for sure a back door.
"All right," I said, "I guess it won't do any harm to try the woman at the desk one more time."
Briggs went pale when we entered the reception area. And the woman at the desk looked apologetic. "I'm afraid he's still not here," she said to me.
"Where are the toys made?" Lula asked, walking toward the door to the factory. "I bet they're made in here. Boy, I'd really like to see the toys getting made."
The woman behind the desk was on her feet. "Mr. Claws prefers not to have visitors in the workshop."
"I'll just take a quick peek," Lula said. And she opened the door. "Holy cats," she said, walking into the warehouse. "Will you look at this! It's a bunch of freaking elves."
Briggs rounded the reception desk, and we both ran after Lula.
"They're not really elves," Briggs said, skidding to a stop in front of her.
Lula was hands on hips. "The hell they aren't! I guess I know an elf when I see one. Look at those ears. They all got elf ears."
"They're fake ears, stupid," Briggs said to Lula. "It's a marketing ploy."
"Don't go calling me stupid," Lula said to Briggs.
"Stupid, stupid, stupid," Briggs said.
"Listen up, you moron," Lula said. "I could squash you like a bug if I wanted. You gotta be more careful who you disrespect."
"It's her," one of the elves yelled, pointing his finger at me. "She's the one who started the fire in the employment office."
"Fire?" Lula asked. "What's he talking about?"
"She started the riot," someone else yelled. "Get her!"
The elves all jumped up from their work stations and rushed at me on their little elf legs.
"Get her. Get her!" they were all yelling. "Get the big stupid troublemaker."
"Hey!" Lula said. "Hold on here. What the—"
I grabbed Lula by the back of her jacket and yanked her toward the door. "Run! And don't look back."
FIVE
WE BARRELED THROUGH THE WORKROOM door to the reception area, pushed through the front door, sprinted across the lot and jumped into the car. Lula popped the doors locked, and the elves swarmed around us.
"These aren't elves," Lula said. "I know elves. Elves are cute. These are evil gremlins. Look at their pointy teeth. Look at their red, glowing eyes."
"I don't know about gremlins," I said. "I think the guy with the red eyes is just a little person with bad teeth and a hangover."
"Hey, what's that noise? What are they doing to the back of my Firebird?"
We turned and looked out the back window, and we were horrified to find that the elves had dragged the trees out of the trunk.
"That's my Christmas tree!" Lula yelled. "Get away. Leave that tree alone."
No one was listening to Lula. The elves were in a frenzy, tearing the trees limb from limb, jumping up and down on the branches.
Suddenly there was an elf on the hood. And then a second elf scrambled up after the first.
"Holy crap," Lula said. "This here's a horror movie." She shoved the key into the ignition, put her foot to the floor, and rocketed across the lot. One elf flew off instantly. The second elf had his hands wrapped around the windshield wipers, his snarling face pressed to the windshield. Lula made a fast right turn, one of the windshield wipers snapped, and the elf sailed away like a Frisbee, windshield wiper still clutched in his little elf hand.
"Fuck youuuuuuuu," the elf sang as he sailed away.
We went a mile down Route 1 before either of us said a word.
"I don't know what those nasty-assed little things were," Lula finally said. "But they need to learn some people skills."
"That was sort of embarrassing," I said.
"Fuckin' A."
And I still didn't have a Christmas tree.
It was a little after five when I waved good-bye to Lula and trudged into my building. My apartment was quiet. No Diesel. I said a silent thank goodness, but the truth is, I was disappointed. I hung my jacket on a hook in the hall and listened to my messages.
"Stephanie? It's your mother. Mrs. Krienski said she didn't get a Christmas card from you. You did mail them, didn't you? And, I'm making a nice pot roast for supper tonight if you want to come over. And your father got a tree for you at the service station. They were having a close-out sale. He said he got a good deal."
Omigod. A close-out tree from the service station. Does it get any worse than that?
Mary Alice and Angie were in front of the television when I got to my parents' house. My father was sleeping in his chair. My sister was upstairs, throwing up. And my mom and grandmother were in the kitchen.
"I didn't misplace them," Grandma said to my mother. "Someone took them."
"Who would take them?" my mother asked. "That's ridiculous."
I knew I was going to regret asking, but I couldn't help myself. "What's missing?"
"My teeth," Grandma said. "Someone took my teeth. I had them setting out in a glass with one of them whitening tablets and next thing they were gone."
"How was your day?" my mother asked me.
"Average. Got attacked for the second time by a horde of angry elves, but aside from that it was okay."
"That's nice," my mother said. "Could you stir the gravy?"
Valerie came in and clapped a hand over her mouth at the sight of the pot roast, sitting on a platter.
"What's new?" I asked Valerie.
"I've decided I'm going to have the baby. And I'm not getting married right away."
My mother made the sign of the cross, and her eyes wistfully drifted to the cupboard where she kept her Four Roses. The moment passed, and she took the pot roast into the dining room. "Let's eat," she said.
"How am I supposed to eat pot roast without teeth?" Grandma said. "If those teeth aren't returned by tomorrow morning, I'm calling the cops. I got a date for Christmas Eve. I invited my new boyfriend over for dinner."
We all froze. The studmuffin was coming to Christmas Eve dinner.
"Christ," my father said.
After dinner my mother gave me a bag filled with food. "I know you don't have time to cook," she said. It was part of the ritual. And someday, if I was lucky, I'd carry the tradition to a new generation. Except the bag to my daughter would probably be filled with takeout.
My father was outside, attaching the tree to my CRV. He was tying it to the roof rack, and every time he tightened the rope there was a shower of pine needles. "It might be a little dry," he said. "You should probably put it in water when you get home."
Halfway home I saw the lights behind me. Low-slung sporty car lights. I checked the rearview mirror. Hard to see at night, but I was pretty sure it was a black Jag. I parked in the lot, and Diesel parked beside me. We both got out and looked at the tree. There was no moonlight, thank God.
"Can't hardly see it in the dark," Diesel said.
"It's better that way."
"How'd the stake-out go?"
"Like you said — quiet."
Diesel smiled when I told him the stake-out was quiet.
"I guess you know about the stake-out," I said with a sigh.
"Yup."
"How?"
"I know everything."
"Do not,"
"Do so."
"Do not!"
There was a rush of wind, the air crackled, and Diesel grabbed me and threw me to the ground, covering me with his body. Light flashed and heat rippled over me for a moment. I heard Diesel swear and roll off. When I looked up I realized the tree was on fire. Sparks jumped against the black sky and the fire spread to the car.
Diesel pulled me to my feet, and we backed away from the flames. I was bummed about the car, but I wasn't all that unhappy to be rid of the tree.
"So, what do you think?" I asked Diesel. "Meteor?"
"Sorry, sunshine. That was meant for me."
I was standing facing my car, and behind me, I could hear windows being thrown open in my apartment building. It was Lorraine in her nightie and Mo in his cap. They'd just settled their brains for a long winter's nap in front of the television. When out in the lot there arose such a clatter, they sprang from their recliners to see what was the matter. Away to the window they flew like a flash, tore open the blinds and threw up the sash. And what to their wondering eyes should appear, but Stephanie Plum and yet another of her cars burning front to rear.
"Hey," Mo Kleinschmidt yelled. "Are you okay?"
I waved back at him.
"Nice touch with the tree," he yelled. "You never torched a tree before."
I glanced sideways at Diesel. "This isn't the first time one of my cars has been exploded, burned, or bombed."
"Gee, that's a big surprise," Diesel said.
Fire trucks screamed in the distance. Two patrol cars rolled into the lot, keeping a safe distance from the smoke and flames. Morelli pulled in behind the second patrol car. He got out of his truck and sauntered over. He looked at me, and then he looked at the toasted CRV. He gave his head a shake and a sigh escaped. Resignation. His girlfriend was a trial.
"I heard the call go out on the scanner, and I knew it had to be you," Morelli said, "Are you okay?"
"Yep. I'm fine. I figured this was the only way I'd get to see you."
"Funny," Morelli said. He checked Diesel out. "Do I have to worry about him?"
"No."
Morelli gave me a kiss on the top of the head. "I have to get back to the job."
Diesel and I watched him drive off.
"I like him," Diesel said. "I like the way he kisses you on the top of your head."
"Maybe you want to take your jacket off," I said to Diesel. "It's smoking."
Next morning, Diesel was on the couch, watching television, when I got out of the shower. His presence was unexpected, and I had a brief moment of terror until my brain connected the dots between big, uninvited man on couch and Diesel.
"Jeez," I said. "Why don't you try using the doorbell? I wasn't expecting to find a man on my couch."
"Sounds like a personal problem," Diesel said. "What's the plan for the day?"
"I don't have a plan. I thought you'd have a plan."
"My plan is pretty much to follow you around. I figure there was a reason I was dropped here. So I'm waiting for it all to shake out."
Oh boy.
"There's some stuff for you in the kitchen," Diesel said. "The kerplunkers were picked over, but I got you a poinsettia and a Christmas tree. Seemed like I owed you a tree."
I went into the kitchen to investigate and found a nice big red poinsettia sitting on my counter. And a five-foot, fully decorated Christmas tree stood square in the middle of my kitchen floor. It was a live tree trimmed in gold and white, its base planted in a plastic tub swaddled in gold foil, the perfectly formed top of the tree capped with a star. It was gorgeous, but vaguely familiar. And then I remembered where I'd seen the tree. Quakerbridge Mall. The trees were strung along the entire ground floor of the shopping center.
"I'm afraid to ask where you got this tree," I said.
Diesel clicked the television off and ambled into the kitchen. "Yeah, some things are better left unknown."
"It's a nice tree. And it's all decorated."
"Hey, I deliver."
I was standing there admiring the tree, wondering if I could get jail time for being an accomplice to grand theft spruce, and Randy Briggs called.
"I just got in to work, and something strange is going on here. Your pal Sandy Claws showed up and sent everyone home. He shut down the whole production line."
"It's Christmas Eve day. He probably was just being nice."
"You don't get it. He shut down permanently."
"I thought you weren't going to rat for me."
"I just lost my job. You're the only thing between me and welfare."
"Are you still there?"
"I'm in the parking lot. It's just Claws and Lester inside."
"I'm on my way. Stick with Claws and Lester."
I hung up, grabbed my jacket and bag, and Diesel and I ran for the stairs. I paused for a moment when I pushed through the lobby doors and saw the charred spot on the pavement. No more CRV. Just some heat-scorched blacktop and a couple patches of ice where water had frozen.
Diesel snagged me by the sleeve and yanked me forward. "It was a car," he said. "It can be replaced."
I belted myself into the Jag. "It's not that simple. It takes time and money. And then there's the insurance." I didn't even want to think about the insurance. I was an insurance joke.
Diesel took off, flying low, heading for Route 1. "No problemo. What kind of car would you like? Another CRV? A truck? How about a Z3? I could see you in a Z3."
"No! I'll get my own car."
Diesel sailed through a red light and hit the on ramp to Route 1 south. "I bet you thought I was going to steal a car for you. In fact, I bet you thought I stole your Christmas tree."
"Well?"
"It's complicated," Diesel said, cutting into the far left lane, foot to the floor, looking far too calm for a guy going ninety.
I closed my eyes and tried to relax into my seat. If I was going to die in a fiery crash I didn't want to see it coming. "These superpowers you're supposed to have... they include driving, right?"
Diesel smiled and gave me a sideways glance. "Sure."
Damn. Not an answer that gave me confidence.
He took a corner with tires screaming, I opened my eyes and we were in the toy factory lot. Briggs was still there. And two other cars were parked close to the building entrance.
Diesel killed the engine and was out of the car. "Wait here."
"No way!" But my door was locked. All the car doors were locked. So I leaned on the horn.
Diesel wheeled around halfway to the factory entrance and sent me a warning glare, fists on hips. I kept my hand on the horn, and he did a disbelieving head shake. He walked back to the car, opened my door, and pulled me out. "You know, you're a real pain in the ass."
"Hey, without me, you'd be nowhere on this case."
He sighed and draped an arm across my shoulders. "Honey, I'm nowhere with you."
Another car door opened and closed, and Briggs joined us. "I'll come along in case you need muscle," Briggs said.
"If I get any more help I'll need a permit for a parade," Diesel said.
The reception area and front office cubbies were deserted. We found Sandy Claws and Lester, alone, in the back room where the toys were made. Lester and Claws were sitting together at one of the workstations. They looked over at us when we entered the room, but they didn't get up. There was a small block of wood in front of Claws, some shavings, and a couple woodworking tools. The corners had been shaved off the block of wood.
We walked over to the two men, and Diesel looked down at the wood. "What are you making?" he asked.
Claws smiled and ran his hand over the wood. "A special toy."
Diesel nodded as if he knew what that meant.
"Have you come to take me back?" Claws asked.
Diesel shook his head. "No. You're free to do whatever you want. I'm after Ring. Unfortunately, Ring is after you."
"Ring," Claws said with a sigh. "Who would have thought he had power left?"
"Looks to me like his aim is off," Diesel said.
"Cataracts. The old fool can't see."
Diesel scanned the room. Toys were scattered around, in various stages of completion. "You shut down the factory."
"He's out there," Claws said. "I can feel the electricity in the air. I couldn't take a chance on endangering the workers, so I sent them away."
"Good riddance," Lester said. "Nasty little slackards. They were more trouble than they were worth."
"The elves?" I asked.
Claws made a derisive sound. "We trucked them in from Newark. I rented this space sight unseen and then found out it used to be a daycare facility. Everything is sized for kids. I thought it would cheaper to hire little people than to change out all the toilets and sinks. Problem was, we got a bunch of crazies. Half of them actually claimed to be elves. And you know how unmanageable elves can be."
We all nodded. "Yeah," we said in half-assed unison, "elves are flighty. You can't count on an elf."
"What will you do now?" Diesel asked.
Claws shrugged. "I'll make the occasional special toy. It's what I most enjoy, anyway."
"I'd like to put you and Elaine in a safer place until I get Ring under control," Diesel said.
"As long as Ring is at large, no place is safe," Claws said.
I cleared my throat and cracked my knuckles. "I sort of hate to bring this up right now, but I'm supposed to apprehend you." I reached into my bag and dragged out a pair of cuffs.
"Jeez," Briggs said.
"It's my job, remember?"
"Yeah, but it's Christmas Eve day. Cut the guy some slack."
"You don't get paid until I get paid," I told Briggs.
"Good point," Briggs said. "Cuff him."
I looked over at Diesel.
"It's your job," Diesel said.
I looked at the cuffs dangling from my hand. This was my last shot at Christmas present money. And bringing Claws in was the right thing to do. He'd broken the law and failed to appear for his court hearing. Problem was, it was Christmas Eve, and there was no guarantee I'd be able to get Claws bonded out again and released before everything shut down for the holiday. I thought about his house, bursting with baked goods and Christmas spirit, decorated with twinkle lights, blinking out best wishes to the world.
"I can't do it," I said. "It's Christmas Eve. Elaine would be alone with all those cookies."
Claws and Lester let out a whoosh of relief. Briggs looked conflicted. And Diesel grinned at me.
"Now what?" I asked.
"Now we hunt down Ring," Diesel said.
I didn't have to look at my watch to know it was midmorning. Time was oozing away from me. I had half a day to make Christmas happen. And some or all of that time was going to be spent hunting Ring. I could feel the panic sitting thick in my throat. I didn't even have the gloves I'd gotten for my dad. They'd gone up in smoke with the CRV.
"You could bail," Diesel said to me, reading my thoughts. "We'd understand."
Before I could make a decision there was a clap of thunder, the building shook, and a crack angled across the ceiling. We started for the door, but we were stopped midway by another boom. Plaster rained down from above, and we dove under a large butcher-block workstation. A couple large chunks of ceiling broke loose and crashed to the floor. More ceiling followed. The light blinked out, and demolition dust swirled around us. The workstation table had saved our lives, but we were buried under debris from the roof.
We did a head count and concluded we were all okay.
"I could dig my way through this mess," Diesel said, "but I'm afraid it's unstable. It needs to be cleared from the top."
We all tried our cell phones, but we had no reception.
"I don't get it," Briggs said. "What was that? It felt like an earthquake, but we don't get earthquakes in Jersey."
"I guess it was a... phenomenon," I said.
We sat there for a half hour, waiting for the sound of fire trucks and emergency equipment.
"No one knows we're trapped here," Claws finally said. "We're separated from the other businesses by parking lots and roadways. And most of the businesses here are storage facilities with minimum traffic."
"And it's possible the ceiling collapsed but the walls are still standing," Lester said. "If someone doesn't look closely they might not see the damage."
I inched closer to Diesel. He felt big and safe and solid.
He playfully tugged at a strand of my hair. "You aren't scared, are you?" he asked me, his lips skimming across my ear.
"Not me. Nope. I'm cool."
Liar, liar, pants on fire. I was scared beyond all reason. I was trapped under a ton of rubble with four men and no bathroom. My heart was beating with a sickening thud in my chest, and I was cold to the bone with fear and claustrophobia. If I got out alive I'd probably have a few uncomfortable moments remembering the way Diesel's mouth had felt on my ear. Right now, I was trying to keep my teeth from chattering in panic.
"Someone needs to go for help," Claws said.
"I guess that would be me," Diesel said. "Don't anyone freak."
There was a sound like a soap bubble bursting. Plink. And I no longer felt Diesel beside me.
"Holy crap," Briggs said, "what was that?"
"Uh, I don't know," I said.
"We're all still here, right?" Briggs asked.
"I'm here," I said.
"I didn't hear anything," Lester said.
"Yeah, me either," Briggs said. "I didn't hear anything."
We sat and waited in the eerie quiet.
"Hello," Briggs called after awhile, but no one answered, and we all fell silent again.
There was no way to assess time in the pitch-black cave. Minutes dragged by, and then suddenly there was a faraway sound. Scraping and clunking. And muffled voices carried in to us. We heard sirens, but they were faint, the sound deadened by the debris.
Two hours later, after I'd made a lot of deals with God, a large piece of ceiling was hauled off our table, and we saw daylight and faces peering in at us. Another piece was removed, and Diesel dropped through the opening.
"I'm thinking that I just imagined you were trapped under the ceiling with us," Briggs said. "You were actually on the outside all the time, right?"
"Right," Diesel said, reaching for me.
He gave me a boost, a couple firemen pulled me through the hole, and a cheer went up. Briggs came next, then Lester, then Claws, and finally Diesel emerged.
Pretty much the entire roof had collapsed, but as Lester had suggested, the walls were still standing. The lot was filled with emergency vehicles and the curious. I stood in the lot and shook my head and plaster dust flew off. My clothes were caked with it, and I could still taste the dust in the back of my throat.
I looked over at Claws and realized for the first time that he'd taken his toy-in-progress with him when the building started to collapse. He had it cradled in his arm, held close to his chest. It was a small, half-carved block of wood, covered in dust, just like the rest of us. Too early for me to tell what sort of toy he was making. I watched him slip past the first line of rescue workers and quietly get into his car and drive off. Smart move, since he was wanted for failing to appear.
I looked around the lot. And then I looked into the sky.
"He isn't here," Diesel said to me. "He doesn't hang around after he strikes."
"What does he look like?" In my mind I was envisioning the Green Goblin.
"Just a normal, little old guy with cataracts."
"No utility belt? No lightning bolt embroidered on his shirt?"
"Sorry."
An EMT draped a blanket around my shoulders and tried to guide me to a truck. I looked at my watch and dug my heels in. "Can't get checked out right now," I said. "Gotta shop."
"You don't look that great," the guy said. "You're kind of pale."
"Of course I'm pale. There are only four shopping hours left before I'm due at my parents' house for Christmas Eve dinner. You'd look pale too if you were in my shoes." I turned to Diesel. "I had time to do some serious thinking while I was trapped under the table, and things became very clear to me. My mother is more of a threat to me right now than Ring. Take me to Macy's!"
It was midafternoon and the roads were relatively empty. Businesses had shut down early. Kids were on vacation. Shoppers were retiring their credit cards. Jersey was at home, preparing the holiday beast for Christmas Day dinner, gearing up for an evening of toy assembly and package wrapping. In eight hours, when the stores are all closed, the entire population of the state will be in desperate search for batteries, wrapping paper, and tape.
In eight hours, children statewide will be listening for reindeer hooves on the roof. Except for Mary Alice, who no longer believed in Christmas.
Anticipation hung in the air over the mall, the highway, the Burg, and every house in every town that mashed together to form the megalopolis. Christmas was almost here. Like it, or not.
Diesel swung into the lot and got a space close to the mall entrance. No problem with parking now. Inside the mall, the silence was oppressive. Shell-shocked salesclerks stood motionless, waiting for the closing bell. A few customers staggered from rack to rack. Men, mostly. Looking lost.
"Cripes," Diesel said. "This is frightening. This is like being with the living dead."
"What about you?" I asked. "Is your Christmas shopping all done?"
"I don't do a lot of Christmas shopping."
"Wife, girlfriend, mother?"
"I'm currently without."
"I'm sorry."
He tweaked my nose and smiled. "It's okay. I've got you."
"Did you get me a present?"
Our eyes locked, and his expression warmed a couple notches. He raised his eyebrows every so slightly in question, and I felt my temperature rise.
"Do you want a present?" he asked. Both of us understanding what he was offering.
"No. Nope." I sucked in some air and busied myself, brushing some dust off my jacket. "Thanks, anyway."
"Let me know if you change your mind," he said, his voice back to playful.
Ordinarily, two people walking through Quakerbridge covered in construction dust would attract some attention. At four o'clock on Christmas Eve, no one would have noticed if we'd been naked. I didn't waste time on details such as the right size or color. I went with Lula's method. Fill your bag with stuff close to the register. I finished up at five-thirty, and I wrapped the presents on the way to my parents' house.
Diesel jerked to a stop at the curb, and we tumbled out of the car with our arms full of boxes and bags.
Grandma was at the door. "She's here," she called to the rest of the family. "And she's got that hunky sissy boy with her again."
"Sissy boy?" Diesel asked.
"It's complicated," I said.
"Omigod," my mother said when she saw us. "What happened? You're filthy."
"It's nothing," I said. "A building fell down on us, and we didn't have time to change."
"A couple years ago I would have thought that was unusual," my mother said.
"You've gotta help me," Grandma said. "My studmuffin is coming to dinner, and I still haven't got my teeth."
"We've looked everywhere," my mother said. "We even looked through the garbage."
"Someone stole them," Grandma said. "I bet a good set of teeth would bring a pretty penny on the black market."
There was a knock at the door, and Morelli let himself in.
"Just the person I want to see," Grandma said. "I want to report a crime. Someone stole my teeth."
Morelli looked over at me. The first look said, help.
And the second look said what the hell happened to you?
"A ceiling sort of fell in on us," I told Morelli. "But we're fine."
A muscle worked in Morelli's jaw. He was trying to stay calm.
"Where were your teeth when you saw them last?" I asked Grandma.
"In a glass, getting cleaned."
"Did you lose just the teeth? Or is the glass gone, too?"
"The lousy rotten robber took everything, glass and all."
Mary Alice and Angie were in front of the television.
"Hey," I said to them. "Either of you see Grandma's teeth? They were in a glass in the kitchen and now they're missing."
"I thought Grammy was throwing them away, so I took them for Charlotte," Mary Alice said.
Charlotte is a big lavender dinosaur that lives in Grandma's bedroom. Grandma won Charlotte at the Point Pleasant boardwalk two years ago. Grandma put four quarters down on number thirty-one, red. The guy spun the game wheel. And Grandma won Charlotte. Charlotte had originally been intended for Mary Alice, but Grandma got attached to Charlotte and kept her.
Some of the stuffing has shifted in Charlotte's big dino body, so she has lumpy spots now... kind of like Grandma.
Mary Alice ran upstairs and retrieved Charlotte. And sure enough, the teeth were nicely set into Charlotte's gaping mouth.
"Charlotte's teeth had lost their stuffing," Mary Alice said. "And Charlotte was having trouble eating, so I gave her Grandma's teeth."
"Isn't that something," Grandma said. "I never noticed."
We all look more closely at the teeth. They were decorated with flowers and tiny rainbows and colorful stars.
"I made the teeth more pretty with my markers," Mary Alice said. "I used the waterproof ones so they wouldn't wash off."
"That's nice, honey," Grandma said, "but I need my choppers on account of I've got a hot date tonight. I'll get Charlotte some teeth of her own."
Grandma took the teeth from Charlotte and put them into her mouth. Grandma smiled, and we all tried to stifle ourselves. Except for my father.
"Holy crap," my father said, staring transfixed at Grandma's decorated teeth.
The phone rang and Grandma ran to answer it. "It was my studmuffin," Grandma said when she hung up. "He said he had a hard day, and he needs to take a nap and recharge his battery. So we're going to meet up at Stiva's after dinner. There's going to be a special Christmas Eve viewing for Betty Schlimmer."
We always had baked ham for Christmas. The ham was hot on Christmas Eve, and for Christmas Day my mom would set out a big buffet with cold sliced ham and macaroni and about a billion other dishes.
Kloughn arrived just as we were sitting down to the table. "Am I late?" he asked. "I hope I'm not late. I tried not to be late, but there was an accident on Hamilton Avenue. A really good one. Legitimate neck injuries and everything. I think they might hire me." He kissed Valerie on the cheek and blushed bright red. "Are you okay?" he asked. "Did you throw up a lot today? Are you feeling any better? Boy, I sure wish you'd feel better."
Grandma passed Kloughn the mashed potatoes. "I hear those neck injuries can be worth a lot of money," Grandma said.
Kloughn looked at Grandma's teeth, and the potato spoon dropped out of his hand and clattered onto his plate. "Ulk," Kloughn said.
"You're probably wondering about my teeth," Grandma said to Kloughn. "Mary Alice decorated them for me."
"I've never seen decorated teeth before. I've seen decorated nails. And people get tattoos all over the place, right? So I guess decorated teeth could be the next big thing," Kloughn said. "Maybe I should get my teeth decorated. I wonder if I could get fish painted on them. What do you think about fish?"
"Rainbow trout would be good," Grandma said. "That way you could have lots of colors."
Mary Alice was fidgeting in her chair. She was softly talking to herself, twisting her hair around and around her index finger, wriggling on her seat.
"What's the matter?" Grandma asked. "Do you need to gallop?"
Mary Alice looked to my mother.
"Go for it," my mother said. "It's been too quiet around here. I think we need a horse to liven things up."
"I know there isn't any Santa Claus," Mary Alice said, "but if there was, do you think he'd give presents to a horse?"
We all jumped right in.
"Absolutely."
"Of course."
"You bet."
"Darn tootin', he'd give presents to a horse."
Mary Alice stopped fidgeting and looked thoughtful. "I was just wondering," she said.
Angie watched Mary Alice. "There might be a Santa," Angie said, very seriously.
Mary Alice stared at her plate. There were weighty decisions to be made here.
Mary Alice wasn't the only one caught between a rock and a hard place. I had Diesel on one side of me and Morelli on the other, and I could feel the pull of their personalities. They weren't competing. Diesel was in an entirely different place from Morelli. It was more that their energy fields were intersecting over my air space.
Grandma jumped up halfway through dessert. "Look at the time," she said. "I gotta go. Bitsy Greenfield's picking me up, and shell go without me if I'm not ready. We gotta get there early for this one. It's a special ceremony. It'll be standing room only."
"Maybe you shouldn't do too much talking," I said to Grandma. "People might not understand about the artwork on your teeth."
"No problem," she said. "Nobody in that crowd can see good enough to know anything's different. What with everyone having macular degeneration and cataracts, I don't have to even wear makeup. Being old has a lot of advantages. Everybody looks good when you got cataracts."
"Okay, so tell me again why this guy is your new best friend," Morelli said. We were outside on the small back porch, flapping our arms to keep warm. It was the only place to have a private conversation.
"He's looking for a guy named Ring. And he thinks Ring is somehow connected to me. But we don't know how. So he's staying close to me until we figure it out."
"How close?"
"Not that close."
Inside the house my parents and sister were dragging presents out from hiding places and arranging them under the tree. Angie and Mary Alice were sound asleep. Grandma was off somewhere, presumably with her studmuffin. And Diesel had been sent in search of batteries.
"I have a present for you," Morelli said, curling his fingers into my coat collar, pulling me to him.
"Is it a big present?"
"No. It's a small present."
So that eliminated the first item on my Christmas wish list. Morelli gave me a little box, wrapped in red foil. I opened the box and found a ring. It was composed of slim intertwined gold and platinum bands. Set into the bands were three small deep blue sapphires. "It's a friendship ring," Morelli said. "We tried the engagement thing, and that didn't work."
"Not yet, anyway," I told him.
"Yeah, not yet," he said, sliding the ring onto my finger.
Sound carried crystal clear on the cold air. I heard a car pull up to the curb. A door opened and closed. And then a second.
"Aren't you the one," Grandma said.
The deeper male voice didn't carry back to us as clearly.
"It's Grandma and the studmuffin!" I whispered to Morelli.
"Listen," Morelli said, "I'd really like to stay but I've got this assignment..."
I opened the kitchen door. "Forget it. You're staying. I'm not facing the studmuffin alone."
"Look who I've got," Grandma announced to everyone. "This here's my friend John."
He was about five-foot-nine, with white hair, a ruddy complexion, and a slim build. He wore thick-lensed glasses and was dressed for the occasion in neatly pressed gray slacks, casual rubber-soled shoes, and a red blazer. Truth is, Grandma had dragged home a lot worse. If John had artificial parts, he was keeping them to himself. Fine by me.
Grandma didn't look nearly so well groomed. Her lipstick was smeared, and her hair was standing on end.
"Yikes," Morelli whispered to me.
I extended my hand to the studmuffin. "I'm Stephanie," I said.
He shook my hand and my scalp tingled and a tiny spark passed between us. "I'm John Ring," he said.
Oh boy. So this is the connection. This is the reason Diesel was dropped into my kitchen.
"He's just full of static electricity tonight," Grandma said. "We're gonna have to rub him down with one of them fabric softener sheets."
"I'm sorry I couldn't make dinner," Ring said. "I had a stressful day." He stepped closer, adjusted his glasses, and squinted at me. "Do I know you? You seem familiar, somehow."
"She's a bounty hunter," Grandma said. "She tracks down bad guys."
Zzzzzt. A series of sparks crackled off Ring's head.
"Isn't that something the way he can do that?" Grandma said. "He's been doing that all night."
My mother slyly made the sign of the cross and took a step backward. Morelli moved closer to me, pressing himself against my back, his hand at the nape of my neck.
"Look at the hair on my arm," Kloughn said. "It's all standing up. Why do you suppose it's doing that? Boy, I'm kind of creeped out. Do you suppose it means something? What do you suppose it means?"
"The air's real dry," I said. "Sometimes hair doesn't lie down when the air's real dry."
Here I was, face to face with Ring, Diesel was off hunting batteries, and I hadn't a clue what to do. My heart was skipping beats, and I was humming from head to toe. I could feel vibrations coming through the soles of my shoes.
"I feel like a Slurpee," I said to Grandma and Ring. "How about we all go to 7-Eleven and get a Slurpee?"
"Now?" Grandma said. "We just got here."
"Yep. Now. I really need a Slurpee."
What I needed was to get Ring out of my parents' house. I didn't want him near Angie and Mary Alice. I didn't want him near my mom and dad.
"Maybe you could stay here and help wrap presents," I said to Grandma. "And Mr. Ring could give me a ride to 7-Eleven. It would give us a chance to get acquainted."
Zzzzt. Zzzzzt. Mr. Ring didn't seem to like that idea.
"Just a suggestion," I said.
Morelli's hand was steady at my neck, and Ring took a couple deep breaths.
"Are you okay?" Grandma asked Ring. "You don't look too good."
"I'm... excited," he said. "M-m-meeting your family." Zzzt.
It looked to me like Ring was having a control problem. He was leaking electricity. And he seemed as uncomfortable with his position as I was.
"Well," he said, forcing a smile, "this is a typical fun family Christmas, isn't it?" Zzzzt. He wiped a bead of sweat from his forehead. Zzzt. Zzzt. "And this is your lovely Christmas tree."
"I paid fifteen bucks for it," my father said.
Zzzt.
The tree had about twelve needles left on it and was tinder dry. My father diligently watered it every day, but this tree died in July.
Ring reached out, tentatively touched the tree, and it burst into flames.
"Holy shit," Kloughn yelped. "Fire. Fire! Get the kids out of the house. Get the dog. Get the ham."
The fire spread to the cotton batting wrapped around the base of the tree and then to the presents. A streak of fire raced up a nearby curtain.
"Call 911," my mother said. "Call the fire company. Frank, get the fire extinguisher from the kitchen!"
My dad turned to the kitchen, but Morelli already had the extinguisher in hand. Moments later, we all stood dazed, mouths agape, staring at the mess. The tree was gone. The presents were gone. The curtain was in tatters.
John Ring was gone.
And Diesel hadn't returned.
There was a loud series of explosions outside and through the window we saw the sky light up, bright as day. And then all was dark and quiet.
"Cripes," my dad said.
Grandma looked around. "Where's John? Where's my studmuffin?"
"You mean Sparky," Kloughn said. "Get it? Sparky?"
"Looks like he left," I said.
"Hunh, just like a man," Grandma said. "Burn down your Christmas tree and then up and leave."
Morelli set the fire extinguisher aside and crooked his arm around my neck. "Is there anything you want to tell me?"
"I don't think so."
"I didn't see any of this," Morelli said. "I didn't see the sparks coming off his head. And I didn't see him set the tree on fire."
"Me either," I told him. "I didn't see any of that stuff, either."
We all stood there for some more long moments with nothing to say. There were no words. Just shock. And maybe some denial.
A small, sleepy voice broke the silence.
"What happened?" Mary Alice asked.
She was on the stairs in her jammies. Angie was behind her.
"We had a fire," my mom said.
Mary Alice and Angie approached the tree. Mary Alice studied the charred boxes. She looked up at my mom. "Were these presents from the family?"
"Yes."
Mary Alice was sober. Thinking. She looked at Angie. And she looked at Grandma.
"That's good," she finally said, "because I'd hate to have Santa's presents get burned." Mary Alice climbed onto the couch and sat with her hands folded in her lap. "I'm going to wait for Santa," she said.
"I thought you didn't believe in Santa," Grandma said.
"Diesel said it's important to believe in things that make you happy. He was in my room just now, and he said he was going away, but Santa Claus would come to visit tonight."
"Did he have a horse with him?" Grandma asked. "Or a reindeer?"
Mary Alice shook her head. "It was just Diesel."
Angie climbed next to Mary Alice. "I'll wait, too."
"We should clean this mess up," Grandma said.
"Tomorrow," my mother told her, taking a dining room chair into the living room, sitting across from Mary Alice and Angie. "I'm going to wait for Santa."
So we all sat and waited for Santa. We put the television on but we weren't really watching. We were listening for footsteps on the roof. Hoping to catch a glimpse of reindeer flying past the window. Waiting for something magical to happen.
The clock struck twelve and I heard cars drive up and doors open and close. And I heard voices, babbling in hushed excitement. There was a knock on the front door and we all jumped to our feet. I answered the door and wasn't too surprised to see Sandy Claws. He was dressed in a snappy red suit with a red Christmas tie. He held a box, all wrapped up in shiny paper and tied with a golden bow. Behind him squirmed a legion of elves. (Who was I to say if they were fake or real?) All bearing presents. Randy Briggs was among them.
"Diesel said you needed some help with Christmas," Claws said to me. "Is he okay?"
"He's fine. Diesel is always fine. He's returning Ring to the Home."
"How can he do that? How can he get around the electricity stuff?"
"Diesel has ways."
"I bet you get harassed, right?" Kloughn said to a couple of the elves. "I bet you could use a good lawyer. Let me give you my card."
My mother rushed to the kitchen and returned with platters of cookies and fruitcake. My father cracked out some beer. Grandma eyed Claws.
"He's a cutie," she said to me. "Do you know if he's taken?"
The party lasted until all the presents were opened, the last cookie was eaten, the last beer swilled. The elves said their good-byes and packed off in their cars. Sandy Claws and Briggs remained with one last box. It was the box with the golden bow, and Claws gave the box to Mary Alice.
"I made this myself," he said. "Just for you. Keep it always. It's a special present for a very special person."
Mary Alice opened the box and looked inside. "It's beautiful," she said.
It was a horse. Carved from curly cherry wood.
Mary Alice held it in her hand. "It's warm," she said.
I felt the horse. It was cool to my touch. I raised eyebrows in question to Sandor.
"A special present for a special person," he said to me.
"A special person with special abilities?"
He smiled. "There are signs."
I smiled back at him.
"See you in court," he said.
I awoke at dawn and gently slid away from Morelli. I padded through my dark apartment to the kitchen. The mall tree was lit with tiny twinkle lights, and Diesel was leaning against the counter.
"Is this good-bye?" I asked him.
"Until next time." He took my hand and kissed my palm. "It was a good Christmas," he said. "See you around, sunshine."
"See you around," I said, but he was already gone.
And he was dead-on right, I thought. It was a very good Christmas.
END OF VISIONS OF SUGAR PLUMS