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Chapter 1
"You need a pillow, maybe two." Rachel Brenner held out the extra padding.
Mac Sullivan took a step backwards, vehemently shaking his head in disgust. "Absolutely not. I don't need extra padding because I'm not wearing a Santa Claus suit. Not here, not now, not ever."
He'd been having second thoughts about this job ever since his employee Edgar Freed had called and asked for his help. The old man had been moonlighting all month at a suburban mall, trying to catch a jewel thief and keep two old friends from killing each other. Edgar had failed at the first and had only limited success at the second.
"Oh, get over it. You have to have some padding. This suit is too big for you," Rachel, Mac's newly-minted girlfriend, insisted."You want people to believe you're Santa don't you. It's all part of the illusion."
Whiskey, Mac's Irish wolfhound sidekick, picked up the red hat from the basket holding the costume, brought it over, and dropped it on her owner's foot.
"Right!" Mac snatched the hat from the floor and tossed it back with the rest of the red ensemble. "Thanks for the support. I'll remember that the next time we go by those Golden Arches."
Whiskey whined and trotted over to Rachel, who was sorting through the basket. "Aha. Here is some tape. If you'll hold the pillows against your chest, I'll run the tape around you to hold them in place."
Mac threw up his hands. "What part of "No, Never" don't you understand? I'm a private detective, not an out-of-work actor. Besides, I don't think even Magnum P.I. or Kojak ever had to dress up as Santa to solve a case. Maybe that TV detective with the bird did, but I can figure out who's stealing the jewelry by watching on closed-circuit TV."
Rachel held the padding against him and started wrapping the tape around his body. "Theoretically you could, but you've watched the old tapes a dozen times and have no clue who is the robber or for that matter, how they are doing it. And you're the only one from your agency who can be Santa Claus, unless you're suggesting that Edgar play the part. Of course then you're going to have to explain to a bunch of kids why Santa weighs 98 pounds, rides a portable scooter, and carries an oxygen tank with him."
"This is all Edgar's fault. He was supposed to be on vacation. I was supposed to be on vacation," Mac grumbled under his breath as he pulled on the rest of the costume. "I'm just too damn nice."
"Probably." Rachel pushed him onto a folding chair and started applying the fake white eyebrows.
Mac sighed. There was no stopping her. As the makeup artist for O'Herlihy Funeral Home, Rachel was used to putting makeup on other people. Of course her clients didn't move and never complained.
"I hope I can get this stuff off without losing some skin."
Rachel slipped the white curly wig on him, rouged his cheeks, and attached the beard with spirit gum. She stepped back to observe her handiwork. "Ho, Ho, Ho, Mr. Claus. You look mighty fine, if I say so myself."
Mac stood up and walked over to the mirror hanging on the office wall. "I look ridiculous." He felt ridiculous too. Instead of a deep dish pizza, beer, and a movie with Rachel, he was in a noisy mall, dressed in a cheesy Santa suit, and about to break his number one rule–don't take any jobs involving children. Okay, maybe this job wasn't about kids, but because of the undercover aspect, he was going to be knee deep in them.
Mac grabbed a reindeer antler headband from the basket and stuck it on Whiskey's head. He wasn't going down alone.
Whiskey whined her displeasure.
"Not one word of complaint from you. If I'm on duty, so are you. Let's go catch a thief, then we can both go home."
The hairy dog snorted, then followed Mac down the hallway to the shopping mall's Holiday North Pole. The Sullivan Investigation team was on the job.
***
The Brookside Mall Santa was scheduled to start receiving in 15 minutes. The sound system was already blaring holiday music. Mac took his place on Santa's red velvet chair. Whiskey stretched out on the red carpet.
Standing nearby, Rachel tugged at the skirt of her sparkly green elf costume. Edgar, Mac's elderly erstwhile junior detective associate, was also dressed as one of Santa's helpers, his oxygen tank discreetly tucked in a holiday-themed backpack.
Mac signaled for Edgar to come close. "Keep your eyes peeled on the glass display cases. I don't know how the thief is stealing the jewelry, but look for anyone who stops by the same display case more than once. What's the other elf's name? The kid with the big ears standing over there next to the fountain?"
"Randy." Edgar took a whiff of oxygen. "He's not a kid, he's just short. And a little slow. He does my lawn work during the summer. Winters he does snow removal. Right now, I'm paying him $10 an hour to watch my back. First week someone threw a double scoop strawberry cone at my head. I'm not taking any more chances."
"What are you? Lactose intolerant? Starting now you're paying him to watch the other store, not play bodyguard. You tell him."
"I'm gonna put this on my expense account," Edgar warned. 'This is agency business, not personal."
"Need I remind you that I'm doing this as a favor to you? These jewelry stores hired you, not me."
"They didn't exactly hire me. I've known Earl Lautner and Paul Cross for about 40 years. We belonged to the same bowling league. I like both of them, just not together. They've always been competitive. I think that's why they own jewelry stores across from each other. Always trying to outdo the other. Now they're each accusing the other of theft, or rather of hiring someone to steal. I told them I could find the thief."
"So you're not getting paid?"
"No." Edgar admitted.
"So I'm volunteering my time? Mac asked. "And in addition you expect me to pick up the tab for Randy?"
"Yeah." Edgar shrugged. "Sounds right to me. You can use it as a write-off. Remember I'm on a fixed income."
"Wait a minute. Explain to me again how come Randy is the only one getting paid?"
"It's a thing with him. He doesn't work for free. Told me that upfront."
Mac stared at Edgar. "And you claim he's slow? Call him. Tell him to watch the other store."
The elderly elf nodded, took another whiff of oxygen, then pulled out a walkie-talkie.
"Don't worry. You don't have to pay me." Rachel pulled a green felt hat down over her unruly curls. "What's my job?"
Mac frowned. "I'm not happy you're part of this operation. You're not trained in security work and the thief might get physical if we corner him."
Rachel glanced across to Edgar. "I get it. You're counting on the man who can barely walk across the room to be your backup or the tiny lawn guy. Frankly I'd put my money on Whiskey. She's bigger than any thief."
The dog looked up and gave a small woof in agreement.
Mac patted the dog's massive head. "I don't need any backup. I don't know why I agreed to let you be involved."
"Because this is the third date in a row you've cancelled on me and I told you I'm not sitting home alone another Saturday."
Yeah, he had to admit he was failing middle-aged dating 101. He'd really hoped to spend a few days celebrating the holidays like everyone else."Okay. Can you use this camera Edgar brought? Wander around. Look casual; take some photos of the crowd?"
"I've got a better idea." She grinned. "Parents want photos of their child visiting Santa Claus. I'll offer to take them in exchange for a donation for the food pantry near my house. I'll make copies for you. If you don't need them for evidence, you can use them for advertisement for Sullivan Investigations. It's a win-win for everyone."
"Right. This just gets better and better. Permanent documentation of me in this outfit!" Mac grimaced. "Hey, what am I supposed to do if a kid tells me his wish list?"
Rachel laughed. "Just tell them Santa makes no guarantees."
***
"Santa, this is Elf One. Come in. Come in, Santa."
Mac patted the crying toddler on the head and awkwardly handed him back to his mother. He pulled the squawking walkie-talkie from his red jacket."Edgar, what do you want?"
"Yo Santa! Dude! Use the code names!"
"Edgar, who's the other idiot on this channel?" Mac asked, the second voice definitely not Edgar's.
"Sorry. That was Elf Two. He doesn't know any better than to correct the boss. All's clear at Lautner's Gold & Diamond. I'm calling cause I need a break."
"It's only been 30 minutes." Mac sighed. His crew wasn't ready for prime time.
"You get to be my age, sonny, your prostrate will be the size of–"
"Elf Two take up Elf One's position. Elf One you're relieved."
"10-4 Santa. Crowd approaching from the east. Might be trouble. Elf Two over and out"
Mac turned to take a look. Definitely trouble. The first matinee at the movie theater had ended. Must have been a kid's flick. The group was mostly grade school-aged along with their adult keepers. Easy to see they were headed to the food court. The North Pole was directly in their path, with the jewelry stores on each side.
"Elf Two watch out. Target may use the group as a diversion and make a move."
Mac signaled to Rachel and pointed to his watch. She nodded and put up a sign that read, "Santa is feeding the reindeer. Back soon."
Several mothers who had been waiting with their impatient children grumbled.
"Don't worry kids, Santa has authorized me to talk on his behalf," Rachel reassured the crowd. "I'm making a list for him."
She settled into the red velvet seat and bounced a timid little boy on her lap. When he saw the child smile, Mac headed for the executive office of Lautner's store.
Once inside, he scanned the security monitor that showed the store activity in real time. He'd already spent several hours reviewing old tapes, with no success. He wanted to watch the store staff working with customers. Even Earl Lautner was under suspicion. He might be one of Edgar's old bowling buddies, but maybe he was working an insurance scam with the jewelry thefts.
The smell of Ben-Gay and a faint wheezing alerted him that his senior elf was in the room.
"See anything suspicious?"
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