
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      DEATH OF A CHRISTMAS TREE SALESMAN

    

    
      First edition. November 13, 2023.

      Copyright © 2023 Patricia Meredith.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8223849209

    

    
    
      Written by Patricia Meredith.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Praise for Death of a Christmas Tree Salesman
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“I see Sam Shovel right up there with Frosty and Rudolph—he'll go down in history!” 

— Kathy Buckmaster

***
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“Cookies, candy, presents...and murder! A holiday mystery that will leave you questioning...and craving sweets!” 

—Niko Sollazzo, @nikosbookreviews, BookTuber

***
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“A take on Santa Claus that you’ve never seen! This little mystery will keep you on the edge of your seat! I can’t wait for more mysteries with Sam Shovel and his friends!” 

—Noelle Austin

***
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“You will love this cozy, Christmas mystery full of charming, quirky characters and numerous Christmas traditions from around the world.”

—Lydia Pierce

***
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“Patricia Meredith never fails to deliver a page-turner with endearing casts, enthralling mysteries, and a slice-of-life atmosphere. A must-read author!” 

—Kayla, @kayshiddenshelf, BookTuber

***
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“The most adorable story! If you love cozy mysteries with big Christmas spirit this is the book for you! Wonderfully written and a joy to read! I definitely recommend!”

—Melissa, @christianbooksandcoffee, Bookstagram Reviewer
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“A definite winner read for anyone looking for that cozy, nostalgic Christmas feel with murder thrown in!” 

—Tori Tecken, Author and BookTuber, @toritalks2

***
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“An absolutely charming and unique Christmas story. I really enjoyed the world-building of this particular Christmas-land!” 

—Kirsten, @recipebookworm, Bookstagram Reviewer

***
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“A wonderful tale filled with Christmas references. This is a new Christmas tradition for us!” 

—An Erudite Adventure, BookTuber

***
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“Patricia Meredith's recipe for a perfect Christmas mystery? Magic with a dash of murder. A liberal sprinkling of puns and pop culture references. Spiced cookie ingredients from around the world! Recognition of what Christmastime is all about! I hope to see more Sam Shovel mysteries!” 

—Jess Brady, @jess.literarylife, Bookstagram Reviewer 
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Death of a Christmas Tree Salesman


[image: ]




A Sam Shovel Mystery

––––––––
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By Patricia Meredith

This book is dedicated to my children. May the spirit, magic, and wonder of Christmas always fill you beyond December 25th, and may the First Gift of Christmas fill your heart, soul, and mind.

––––––––
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“For unto you is born this day in the City of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord.”

In celebration of Clement Clarke Moore (1779-1863),

author of “Account of a Visit from St. Nicholas,” 

more commonly known today as 

“’Twas the Night Before Christmas,”

which was published 200 years ago in 1823.

Merry Christmas to all!
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North Pole Characters
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Dr. Flick — North Pole coroner

Ernst Tannenbaum — father of Otmar Tannenbaum

Franklin — Ernst Tannenbaum’s secretary

Grýla — mother of the Icelandic Yule Lads

Kertasníkir — the youngest Icelandic Yule Lad who once stole candles, but is now secretary to O. Tannenbaum

Merry — the Gingerbread Man

Nick Claus — top Santa in the world, head over all the other franchises on earth, married to Nora Claus

Nora Claus — married to Nick Claus

Nuss Knacker — German Nutcracker, owner of the Nutcracker Suites

Otmar Tannenbaum — owner of the largest Christmas tree supplier in the North Pole

Peppa-Patty Cane — co-owner of the candy cane farms, married to Spear O’Mint Cane, and mother of CanDee Cane

Rudolph — lead reindeer for Nick Claus

Sam Shovel — snowman who only comes to life for twelve days a year

Silver Leaf — fairy, works the front desk at the tinsel factory

Sugar Plum — fairy, supplier of tinsel







FEATURED SANTAS:


Baba Noël — Egyptian

Babbo Natale — Italian

Ded Moroz — Russian, grandfather to Snegurka

der Weihnachtsmann — German

Father Christmas — British

Papai Noel — Brazilian

Père Noël — French

Sheng Dan Lao Ren — Chinese

Sinterklaas — Dutch

Snegurka — Russian, granddaughter to Ded Moroz
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Prologue
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I was dead to begin with. 

It’s not a big deal. It’s a snowman’s life. A short one, but a full one.

You see, we have exactly twelve days to live each year. Every year, I get to come to life, and I’m lucky enough to come to life at the North Pole at Christmastime.

So, here I was, standing just like I had the previous year, my fedora nestled upon my head, my pipe in my mouth, listening to the old familiar carols play.

I couldn’t remember precise details from my past lives, seeing as a snowman’s memory is mostly made up of water, which sloshes about quite a bit, even when frozen. But you see, I’ve got a secret. Inside my old fedora, I’ve started leaving myself notes, little ones, tracking the years.

Turns out, this isn’t the first time I’ve come to life just in time to solve a mystery...
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Chapter One

Visions of Sugar Plums
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She flew into my office and sat down on the frozen snowbank like it belonged to her, drizzling bits of glitter everywhere she went. It was a good thing my office was outdoors. What a mess.

The soft glow she naturally provided dimmed slightly as her wings stopped their fluttering and she tucked them behind her back. She brushed a black curl from her forehead, pulling down on her short pink skirt as it hugged her thighs like wrapping on a taffy.

“Hiya, Sugar,” I said around my corncob pipe. “What can I do for you?”

“The name’s Miss Plum, if you don’t mind,” she said with a glare as pointed as my carrot nose. “I heard you’ve decided to solve mysteries during your time here.”

I shrugged. “I figured I’d have some fun before I melted away. I’ve done so before during my past lives, so I don’t see the harm in doing the same.”

She continued to give me a hard stare before suddenly bobbing her head. “All right, then, I’ve got one for you.”

“Shoot.”

“I don’t think that would hurt you if I did, but I’d still rather not.” She flicked her curl from her forehead again. “The man I’ve come to tell you about, however, wasn’t shot: he was poisoned.”

A murder? Had I ever solved a murder mystery before? I supposed there was a first time for everything, and for me, everything was always a first. 

“Oh,” I said.

Her eyes widened. “O. Tannenbaum! That’s right! How did you know?”

I leaned back on my lower-most snowball and considered the fairy, pushing my pipe from one side of my mouth to the other. Was she playing coy with me? There was no possible way O. Tannenbaum had been murdered.

“O. Tannenbaum? Otmar Tannenbaum? The biggest Christmas tree supplier in the North Pole?”

“That’s right. I thought you couldn’t remember things from your previous lives.” Her violet wings fluttered nervously behind her, dropping more glitter onto the already glistening snow.

“Some things are easier to remember than others,” I murmured, touching my fedora—wherein lay my secret notebook—with one branch hand before moving it nonchalantly to scratch an itch that didn’t exist. “So Mr. Otmar Tannenbaum is dead.”

“As a doornail,” Miss Plum assured me.

“Perhaps you’d better start at the beginning.”

The fairy nodded, the loose curl falling across her forehead once more, but this time she was too busy gripping her fingers to push it back. “His secretary found him lying in the midst of his Christmas trees this morning, sprawled out like a gingerbread cookie.”

“This morning?” I glanced at the waxing gibbous moon in the sky, giving great light that I knew would continue both day and night. One of the best parts of coming to life only during the darkest time of the year up here was that I never had to worry about the sun melting me away.

Miss Plum nodded again.

“You came running to me awful quick.”

“’Round here things happen fast, even fast asleep.”

I couldn’t argue with that. “There was no one nearby when Tannenbaum was found?”

She shrugged. “Not that his secretary could see. When Otty didn’t respond, a doctor was called. He...he...he said Otty had been dead since the night before.”

“‘Otty’? You were on a first-name basis with Mr. Tannenbaum?”

The fairy’s cinnamon cheeks blushed red as a holly berry, but she didn’t elaborate. “The doc said he died of poisoning, though he couldn’t be sure what kind or when he’d ingested it until he got him back to the lab.”

“He was awful quick to diagnose poisoning there on the spot.”

“There were signs...”

“Such as?”

“Perhaps you’d better ask someone else. I’d rather not go into it.”

I shifted my pipe again. “All right.”

“The point is, the last thing he would have had was his evening cup of eggnog, and he used to to drink his eggnog more on the rummy side.”

“Do you think that’s what caused his death?”

The fairy shook her head, more glitter sprinkling about her in a shower of sparkles. No wonder snow sparkled, if fairies were constantly dropping the stuff as they flew over it. 

“He used to drink it that way. I know for a fact he’d given up the booze,” she said emphatically. “He was on a medication for his snow allergy that didn’t mix well with his annual red rum.”

“And red rum spelled backward is murder.”

Miss Plum looked at me sideways. “If there was rum in his eggnog, all I can tell you is that Otty didn’t put it there. Someone else must have done so, knowing it would interact with his medication, causing his heart to fail moments after.”

It seemed quite the jump for the little fairy, but then, jumping was most likely much easier with wings. I bet she didn’t fall often, either, unless it was falling in love with Christmas tree salesmen.

I pulled out my pipe. “And you’re sure about this? It would make for a rotten twelve days of Christmas if I were to go around accusing folks of murder when there’s nothing to it. I’ve got better things I could be doing.” None that I could think of at the moment, but still.

“Sure as sugar cookies,” Miss Plum said with an emphatic nod that bobbed the loose curl. 

“Do Nick and Nora know?”

“The Clauses were the first to be told.”

I nodded. It was only right. The Clauses were the reason we were all here, after all. They were the top Clauses in the world, head over all the other franchises on earth, and probably those outside of earth as well. They’d been around for as long as I could remember—at least since the first time I decided to record my lives.

“Why come to me, then? I’m sure they have everything well in hand.”

“You know Mr. Claus—he’s usually got a cookie in one hand and a glass of milk in the other. He told me he’d retired from the mystery business long ago. Suggested I come speak to you if I thought there was something rummy.”

“But you don’t think there’s something rummy.”

“No, I think there’s something worse than rummy. I think Otty’s been murdered.”

She fluttered over to me, her glow becoming brighter as her purple wings dropped more glitter. She leaned in to speak directly to my coal-black eyes, so close I could see the shimmer wasn’t just part of her wings; her very skin seemed to sparkle like the surface of sugar cubes.

“I think it was Mrs. Cane,” she whispered. “She gets so jealous sometimes of how close Otty and I are. Sometimes she acts like she wishes they were as close as the red and white stripes on a candy cane.”

“And you?”

Miss Plum twitched her wings and shook her curl back into place. “Otty wasn’t twisted like that.”

“Uh huh.”

“Honest.” The fairy raised her left hand and pointed at her chin, then brought it down in a palm against the fist of her right hand. “I swear there was nothing between us but tinsel.”

“Sure. ‘Tinsel.’” I winked.

Miss Plum shook glitter over the snow. “No, really.” She reached into the pocket bag that hung from the belt of her sparkling pink dress and pulled out a wad of the stuff. “Tinsel.”

“Tinsel,” I repeated, reaching forward to touch the shiny silver ribbons. “Like for trees?”

“Yeah.”

I pulled my branch fingers back and some of the tinsel came with them. The fairy reached forward and helped me disentangle myself. I’d barely touched it and yet somehow it had managed to wrap itself around me like barbed wire. As you can probably imagine, I’m less than inclined toward tinsel.

I nodded my thanks. “And how do you know Mrs. Cane wasn’t simply helping him with the candy cane side of decor, versus your tinsel?”

The fairy’s cheeks brightened again and she shoved the tinsel back in her pocket. “I don’t have to explain myself to you. I didn’t kill him. I want you to find out who did.”

I crunched down on my pipe and considered the matter. It wouldn’t do to have murderers in the North Pole. What would the kids think?

“I’ll sniff around, see what I can uncover.”

“Thanks,” said Miss Plum, fluttering close again to plant a kiss on my cheek. She shivered. “You’re ice cold,” she said with a smile.

“As cold as they make ’em,” I said.
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Chapter Two

Candy Canes and Silver Lanes
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When you’ve only got twelve days to live, life takes on a new perspective. The lights on the Christmas trees shine brighter, the blow-up Santas and reindeer in the front yards don’t seem as irritating, and the smell of hot cocoa is never too sweet—even if I’ve never been able to enjoy the taste.

Contrary to what I’d just told Miss Plum, I couldn’t help smiling as I took in the happily glowing world around me. The snow was sparkling under the stars, the moon was high and almost round, and the smells and sounds of Christmas were in the air. If I wasn’t a snowman, I’d have said I was feeling warm-hearted.

After contemplating the fact that being on the case somehow brought me joy in a way I couldn’t explain—and wouldn’t want to try to explain to someone like Miss Plum, who’d just lost someone she obviously cared about—I found my small notebook in my fedora where I kept a journal of past life experiences, though the entries were not more than brief highlights. 

I knew I’d been coming to life once a year from December 21st to January 1st at least since 1823, but whether I’d done so for centuries prior to that and never recorded them, I didn’t know for sure.

I also knew my name—Sam Shovel; where I lived—the North Pole; and that I’d solved a couple mysteries over the years—enough to cause Miss Sugar Plum to come to me when she thought there was something worth investigating.

That was about it. More might come back to me as time passed, but for now, that was enough to be moving on with.

I slid through the snow down the busy streets, saying hello and offering a “Merry Christmas” to the few friends I remembered and everyone I met along the way. I considered heading to the Clauses’ workshop first, as a sign of respect, but after stopping an elf to inquire as to their whereabouts, I learned there’d be no chance of speaking with them this day.

“Not today of all days,” said the elf, looking down at me from his lofty height. 

I’ve never understood why some folks picture elves as people of shorter stature, saying that their tiny hands make it easier to build all the toys. These people have clearly never met an elf. They would never dirty their hands with menial labor such as building toys. They’re much more likely to be found running a company that supplies toys built across the globe. It was this infectious entrepreneurial spirit that led to the global economy of the modern day, as well as a few choice elves living in hiding—or plain sight depending on how you looked at it—in certain countries.

“Don’t you know what today is?” the elf asked, straightening his tie covered in little red-nosed reindeer.

“I’m afraid not. I was only born this morning.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” The elf tugged on his left pointed ear. “Well, you see, today’s the winter solstice.”

“So?”

“So...Mr. and Mrs. Claus will be entertaining the other Santas at the annual meeting. Today’s the day they compare notes before the final big Christmas rush begins.”

This hadn’t been in my notebook. 

“I see. Thank you,” I said succinctly, rolling forward a bit on my snowballs in deference. It always paid to be polite to elves. One never knew what pull they had with the big man himself. “Perhaps you could direct me toward Mr. Tannenbaum’s office instead.”

The elf nodded and pointed over my shoulder. “Go back to the candy cane farms, turn left at The Gingerbread House, and follow the gumdrop road. You can’t miss it. Christmas trees as far as the eye can see.” The elf lowered his hand. “But perhaps I can save you the trip. Mr. Tannenbaum is dead. He struck the harp and joined the chorus, as they say.”

“I know.”

“Oh,” said the elf, tugging on his other pointed ear. “Well... Merry Christmas, then!”

“Merry Christmas to you, as well.” I turned and began the long slide down the lighted lanes.

The candy cane farm was not so much a farm as fields with rows that stretched back for miles. Silver lanes marked a walking path through, aglow with small white icicle lights interspersed with silver bells that tinkled in the slight wind. The sweet smell of peppermint hit me in a blow so strong if I’d had actual nostrils it might have been unpleasant. As it was, the smell merely washed over me like a wave of freshly baked...well, candy canes.

Each one grew tall and straight, reaching toward the moon in the star-sprinkled Arctic sky. Far off in the distance, I could hear the low rumble of the crooker making its way along the rows, folding the tops down as it cut the stalks and collected them in the back for future purchase. 

As the lights of the crooker neared, I realized it wasn’t just any old driver in the front, but one so lively and quick I knew in a moment it was Mrs. Cane. 

I waved and smiled around my pipe. After a moment, she waved back and slowed down. Once the rumble and roar had died down enough I could hear the soft tinkle of the jingle bells once more, Mrs. Cane hopped down and crossed the final rows to my side.

Her long white hair was pulled back into two braids, a vibrantly dyed red lock running through each to match her product. Despite her hair color, she was no older than forty, and was said to put the “pep” in “peppermint.”

“How d’you do, neighbor?” she greeted, pulling her red work gloves off her hands and wiping her forehead with a red-and-white-striped handkerchief she pulled from the pocket of her overalls. Her skin was well-tanned from long days spent out under the sun and moon—depending on the time of year. “Who knew getting rich was such hard work, eh, kid?”

“Is it?” I asked, genuinely curious.

Mrs. Cane nodded. “It is a family business, after all. Spear is on packaging duty today and I’m supposed to be with him while my daughter CanDee was due to be out here runnin’ the crooker, but she caught a cold.”

“’Tis the season.”

“To be jolly and joyous, not to spread germs, I always say.” She chortled at her little joke. “It’s not so bad. I get to crank the Christmas carols loud enough everyone in the North Pole could hear them if only the crooker weren’t so loud.” She laughed again. “What brings you to my fields today, snowman? Want to switch out those old branches for some peppermint twists?”

It wasn’t such a bad idea, but I had more important questions in mind. I figured since I’d crossed paths with Miss Plum’s top suspect, I shouldn’t sniff at the opportunity presented to me.

“I’m headed to Mr. Tannenbaum’s about a tree, actually.”

Mrs. Cane’s face darkened. “Oh. Then you haven’t heard. I’m afraid Otmar is...no longer with us.”

I decided to play the innocent card, pretend I didn’t know what she was talking about. Maybe she’d mess up and say more than she meant to. “Took the North Pole Express, did he? Headed to the equator for the winter? Seems a bad time of year for him to do that. I’d think this was prime sales season for him.”

“It most certainly is, but what I meant was: he’s dead. Found this morning.” She twisted her handkerchief and shoved it into her back pocket.

“That is most unfortunate. Did you know him well?”

Mrs. Cane shrugged and looked toward the green glow of the Christmas tree farm over the horizon. “He provided the green to go with our red, you know. What’s Christmas without a Christmas tree hung with candy canes?”

“I heard he was looking at investing in a little more tinsel this year, rather than candy canes.”

Mrs. Cane snorted. “Who told you that?”

I kept the image of sparkles and wings to myself.

“Was it that little fairy? She’s been all up in Otmar’s cocoa. I know you haven’t been around for awhile, but that fairy’s been sprinkling more than pixie dust over him. Who wants tinsel these days? I mean, seriously. The stuff’s a bio-hazard.”

“Not a fan of tinsel, Mrs. Cane?”

She snorted again in response. “Listen, the candy cane’s been around since the 1600s—it’s been a Christmas tradition for longer than the Christmas tree, for heaven’s sake. Tinsel’s been around since, what, the 1950s?”

“Actually, I believe it’s been around since 1610, when the folks of Nuremberg Germany thought it a good idea to hang bits of silver to reflect the candlelight, though it was most popular in the ’50s. Wasn’t the candy cane invented in 1670?”

Mrs. Cane leaned back and crossed her arms. “How in the silver bells do you know that?”

I scratched my head. “You know...I don’t know. It’s a funny thing. Ever since I was born this morning, I’ve been having the strangest sentimental feeling when I hear certain things. I think it’s...memory.”

“I thought snowmen couldn’t remember details from their previous lives.”

“Me, too...”

“Well, if you remember anything from today, remember this: never trust a fairy.”
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Chapter Three

O. Tannenbaum
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I tried not to let Mrs. Cane’s words bother me as I continued my crunching slide through the snow toward O. Tannenbaum’s Christmas Tree Emporium. 

Was it just me, or did Mrs. Cane’s words have a little more peppermint bark in them than was warranted?

She obviously didn’t care for Miss Sugar Plum, and the same went for how the fairy felt for the farmer. There was something between them, and I was betting on the fact that it wasn’t tinsel and peppermint.

At The Gingerbread House beside Milky Lake, I turned left and followed the gumdrop road until it came to a dead end where the lights on the path changed from red to green and the air smelled less of sugar and more of pine.

The trees were the kind that didn’t seem to mind the snow, forever true in color. The dark green against the white was picture-perfect, and I could see why Tannenbaum’s business was known as the top in the industry. 

I slid along through the trees, waving to the birds, squirrels, and other animals I passed along the way. Some of them paused as if in response to my wave, but none greeted me back. It’s difficult to tell the talking animals from the non-talking here in the North Pole. One never knows whether the creature will sit up on its hind paws and offer you a “Good morning” or a “Merry Christmas” or whether it’ll simply scurry off across the snow, leaving tiny footprints in its path. 

Of course, the animals wearing clothes are a dead giveaway, but even then, a squirrel wearing a cap and vest was just as likely to tell you to buzz off in an effort to protect his stash of roasted cinnamon nuts.

When I arrived at the great front doors of the emporium, I was greeted by just such a squirrel. In her shimmery green dress, heels, and bow, I assumed she was the doorwoman for the factory.

“Oh, I don’t work here,” she said with a giggle. “I’m just waiting for my husband to return with a chainsaw. Silly thing—what did he plan to do? Chew through the trunk of the tree like a beaver?”

I gave a polite laugh along with her. “I wonder, would you mind asking at the front desk as to whether I might speak with the secretary of Mr. Tannenbaum? As you can probably imagine, a snowman has a most difficult time going indoors.”

“Of course. What name should I give?”

“Sam Shovel.” I almost added “P.I.” but decided against it at the last minute. I didn’t want to spook the secretary, and hoped she’d speak with me more openly if she didn’t know I was on the case.

“I’ll be back in a minute!” the squirrel squeaked, and bounded inside the doors as I tipped my fedora to her in gratitude.

When she returned, she had a gnome with her. He was a little under three feet in height, with a white beard that stretched to his boots, covering the front of his blue shirt, brown vest, and matching pants. On his head he wore a Santa cap—one of the red and white variety. 

“Sam Shovel?” he asked in a low, gruff, gravelly voice, though his evergreen eyes expressed a twinkling humor.

I tipped my fedora again. 

The gnome offered his hand. “The name’s Kertasníkir. But you can call me Kertas, at least you did last year when we met. I know you might not remember, but we had one of the best Christmas carol bouts this side of the equator.”

“We did?” I needed to check my notes.

“Sure thing. You got me with ‘Mele Kalikimaka.’ Not another Christmas carol in the world with that word in it.”

“I’m sure there’s a Hawaiian one or two.”

“Well, sure, but I don’t know it. I’m an Icelander.” He tapped the side of his nose. “You’re a sly one, Sam Shovel. I’ll be keeping my eye on you this week.”
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