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“It sure is good of Father Mike to play Santa this year,” Martha Mayfield said.

“Definitely.” Pru Armstrong smiled at the gray-haired senior as they stood in line just outside the town hall on Saturday morning. 

“Ruff!” Teddy, Martha’s small, white, fluffy Coton de Tulear, agreed. 

“Whatcha gonna ask Santa for?” Martha beamed down at him as she clutched the handles of her black rolling walker. 

“Ruff!” Lots of things! Teddy’s lips parted in a wide doggy grin, showing even white teeth.

The small town of Gold Leaf Valley, in northern California, hailed from the Gold-Rush era, and had quaint Victorian houses and cottages. The town hall was one example – made of sturdy brick that had lasted well over a century.

“The line’s moving!” Martha trundled into the hall, Pru and Teddy following. 

Inside, there was a refreshment table offering coffee and hot tea for a small donation. The funds would go towards Father Mike’s food basket program for the needy. 

People milled around, some standing in line ahead of them, and others chatting near the refreshments. 

Lots of silver tinsel decorated the large room, along with an artificial Christmas tree in a corner, overflowing with shiny ornaments. A sign pointed discreetly to the bathrooms at one end of the room.

Children ran around, bundled up in jackets and pants, laughing and shrieking. 

“There’s Molly!” Pru nodded toward the far corner, where a little girl with blonde curls stood talking to a brown-haired girl around her own age. Molly’s mother Claire stood next to them. Tall, athletic, and also blonde, Claire was a regular at Pru’s yoga class.

“And Father Mike looks like he’s having fun.” Martha chuckled. 

The local Episcopalian priest sat in a big chair decorated with tinsel, and looked pretty convincing as Santa Claus, including a big white beard, red hat trimmed with white fur, and the red and white quintessential Santa suit with black belt.

“Santa, Santa, I want a bike!” A small boy ran up to the stage when it was his turn and tugged on Father Mike’s sleeve. 

“Have you been good?” Father Mike looked questioningly at the boy’s father. 

“Yes, he’s been pretty good,” the husky man replied, smiling at his son. 

“Then I’m sure you’ll get a nice gift on Christmas Day,” Father Mike replied as Santa.

“A bike, a bike!” The little boy jumped up and down, grinning. 

“My elves are very busy right now making sure there are enough presents for all the boys and girls,” he replied. “I’m sure they’ll do their best, but—”

“It’s okay, Santa,” the boy’s father interrupted with a wink. “I’m sure you have a bike for little Bobby here.”

“Yeah!” Bobby cheered, hugged Santa, and then ran down the few steps and hugged his dad as well. 

“Goody!” Martha grinned as she took in the scene. “I’m glad that ended well. I guess Father Mike has to be careful what he promises to the kids.”

“I think you’re right,” Pru replied.

“Ruff!” 

“Ooh – it’s our turn.” Martha glanced down at Teddy. “You go up the steps, little guy, and tell Father – I mean Santa – what you want for Christmas.”

“I can take him,” she volunteered. 

“Ruff!” Yeah! 

Pru held Teddy’s lead as they climbed the small number of steps onto the stage.

“Teddy. And Pru.” Santa smiled at them. “Who wants to talk to Santa?”

“Teddy.” She smiled. 

“Ruff!” Teddy jumped up, placing his front paws on Santa’s knee. 

“You can whisper in my ear.” Santa smiled down at the small dog and bent his head toward Teddy’s white furry face.

“Aw, look how cute that is,” A woman admired from the line. 

“It is,” another woman agreed. “Someone should take a photo for the Gold Leaf Valley Gazette.” 

“On it!” Thelma, the local reporter, suddenly appeared out of nowhere with her camera and clicked rapidly. “This is going to look so good!”

“Make sure I get a copy,” Martha instructed. 

“I will.” Thelma smiled, and took a few more snaps of people in the hall. 

“Wuff,” Teddy said softly to Santa, then patted his red clad knee with one front paw, before dropping down to all fours.

“Thank you, Teddy.” Santa smiled. “I’m sure you’ve been a very good boy this year.”

“Yes, he has,” Pru confirmed.

“Then Santa will definitely give you a gift,” he promised.

“Probably more than one.” Pru laughed. 

They walked down the steps and returned to Martha.

“Let’s get something to drink. I’m parched,” Martha said. 

“I’m thirsty, too,” Pru admitted. 

“Did you have fun with Santa, little guy?” Martha looked down at Teddy. “Thelma took your photo so you might even be in the newspaper!”

“Ruff!” Teddy seemed pleased. 

They walked over to the long refreshment table, covered with a mistletoe patterned tablecloth. 

“Coffee or tea?” the lady in charge asked. She had short dark hair and appeared to be in her sixties. A Christmas themed apron in green and red covered her from her shoulders down to her hips.

“I don’t know why you dragged me here.” A grumpy man in his fifties stood nearby. A look of discontent wrinkled his face.

“Harry, don’t be such a grouch.” His companion looked to be a few years younger than him and was stylishly put together in tailored black slacks, a cream turtleneck, and a quilted black jacket. “It’s Christmas. I thought coming here might infuse a bit of the Christmas spirit into you.”

“Bah,” Harry growled. He wore faded jeans, a blue and black checked shirt, and a warm looking brown coat. His gray hair was untidy and needed trimming. 

Pru wondered if he was going to add the word “humbug” but he refrained. 

“Tea or coffee, Pru?” Martha asked. 

“Coffee, please,” she requested, watching the volunteer grab a paper cup festooned with red poinsettias and pour in the coffee from the pot.

“Here you go,” the woman said cheerfully. “It’s certainly a chilly day today.”

“Isn’t it?” Martha’s springy curls bounced around her face. “But I thought it would be fun for Teddy to see Father – Santa.”

“Oh, he is a cute thing, isn’t he?” The woman glanced down at the Coton. “Have you been a good boy for Santa?”

“Ruff!” Teddy nodded, looking pleased at the attention. 

“And what will you have?” the woman asked Martha. 

“I’ll have coffee, too, please.”

“Coming right up.” The woman grabbed another paper cup and filled it up. 

“This line is taking forever,” the grumpy man complained. “We should have stayed at home. How much is this going to cost me?”

“Nothing,” his companion replied pleasantly, “because I’m paying.”

“Why didn’t you say so?” His tone cheered up a little. “But I still don’t know why you dragged me here. I’m not a little kid telling Santa what I want for Christmas.”

“At this rate you won’t be getting anything,” the woman muttered under her breath. 

“What?” The man frowned at her. “Don’t mumble.”

“Why don’t you wear your hearing aids?”

“Because I don’t like them and I just get background noise when I’m in a crowd, like right now.”

Pru and Martha moved away a little with Teddy, so the grump and his companion could order their beverages. 

“I’m glad I don’t know him,” Martha stage-whispered to her. “What a poopy man.”

“We don’t know his circumstances,” Pru murmured. 

“But still ...” Martha glanced sideways at the couple. The woman shooed the man away, pointing to an empty chair nearby. 

“Tea with four spoonfuls of sugar please,” she requested. 

The volunteer’s eyebrows raised a tad, but she added the sugar and gave the fawn liquid a stir. 

“It’s English breakfast tea,” she explained. “I hope he likes it.”

“I’m sure he will,” Harry’s companion said. 

“I see you already have yours.” The volunteer looked at the poinsettia decorated paper cup in her hand.

“Oh yes, I got mine a while ago.” The woman smiled. “But Harry didn’t want anything to drink then.”

The volunteer nodded in understanding.

The grump’s companion returned to him and held out the steaming cup of tea. “Here you go,” Pru heard her say.

The man took a big sip of his tea and made a face. “Yuck! This is disgusting! What did you give me?”

“Tea with sugar,” his companion replied. 

“Too much sugar,” he retorted, pushing the cup toward her empty hand. “I don’t want it.”

The woman sighed. “Then have mine.” She offered him her paper cup.

“It better still be hot,” he muttered. “You’ve been carrying it around with you for a while.”

“Because I was thirsty before,” she replied patiently. 

He gulped some down and made a face. “It’s not much better.” 

“You know you need to keep up your fluid intake,” his companion replied. 

“That doctor’s a quack,” the grump replied. “All of them are. I could do a better job of diagnosing anyone in this hall!” He gestured with his cup and took another gulp, shuddering. 

He thrust the cup at his companion and strode over to the refreshments table, leaning over and staring at the pleasant volunteer in a belligerent way. 

“What sort of beverages are you making here?” he growled. “The first cup of tea was disgusting, and this one isn’t much better.” 

“I’m sorry, sir.” She appeared flustered. “It was English breakfast tea.  A lot of people like it.”

“Well, I don’t,” he huffed. “It must be some cheap brand you bought so you can make a lot of money selling this swill to people desperate enough to pay for it!”

“It’s by donation,” the volunteer replied. “All the proceeds after the refreshment costs go to Father Mike’s food basket program.” 

“Yeah, after you take a bit out for this and a bit out for that. It’s called creative accounting.” He sneered. 

“Harry!” His companion hurried over. “That’s enough. This lady is just doing her job and she was kind enough to volunteer for this event. If you don’t like the tea then you don’t have to be rude about it.”

“Why not?” He turned to face her. “I’m tired of this small town. There’s nothing to do here. You don’t even like it. That’s why you left to spend your Christmas in England, leaving me all alone!”

“But I came back.” His companion flushed. “We’d better leave if you’re going to be like this. You’re embarrassing me.”

“This whole town is embarrassing.” He stalked off, weaving just a little.

“What’s going on?” A tall man with short, wavy dark hair and a rugged, attractive face strode up to Pru and Martha.

“Ruff!” Teddy wagged his tail, smiling a doggy grin.

“Hi, Jesse.” Pru hoped she didn’t sound too breathless. She hadn’t seen the police detective for a week now, as the town had suffered a sudden influx of burglaries, including presents stolen from under people’s Christmas trees. 

“That man is a real grump.” Martha pointed to him, nearly at the door. “His name’s Harry. And that there is his companion—” she pointed to the stylish lady, who now looked embarrassed “—but I’m not sure if they’re married.”

“He didn’t like his hot tea,” Pru added. 

“I’ll have a word with him.” Jesse strode over to grumpy Harry before he could exit the hall.

She watched while Jesse spoke in a low voice to the older man. Harry shook his head, then gesticulated toward the refreshment table. He said something to Jesse, then wrenched open the door and stormed out. 

“Well?” Martha asked breathlessly when Jesse returned to them. 

“You’re right,” he told Martha. “That man is a grump. He said he was unhappy with the tea and he was getting out of here. I thought that was a good idea. I didn’t want his bad mood to ruin the event for everyone else.” He nodded toward Father Mike/Santa sitting on stage and laughing with a sweet-faced little girl.

“Have you seen my brother?” Harry’s companion approached them. “I’m sorry about the way he acted – he’s always been like this. The slightest thing makes him upset.”

“He went thataway.” Martha pointed toward the door. 

“I spoke to him and he said he wanted to leave,” Jesse informed her.

“Jesse’s a police detective,” Martha told her.

“Oh.” The woman looked worried. “I’m sorry, my name is Susan. I thought bringing him here might infuse him with some of the Christmas spirit, but I suspect that departed a long time ago.” She sighed. 

“I’m sure he’ll be okay,” Martha comforted her. “Some folks don’t like being in crowds. Maybe he’s more of a loner.”

“Sometimes,” Susan replied wryly. “When he’s in a good mood, though, he can be the life and soul of the party. Unfortunately, he hasn’t been like that for a long time.”

“I’m sorry,” Pru sympathized. 

“I’d better go and apologize to the refreshment volunteer.” Susan turned back toward the table. “Thanks for your help.” She left, carrying the cup of tea that Harry had criticized as being too sweet. 

Pru watched her say something to the lady behind the tea and coffee. The lady smiled and nodded, and the two of them chatted for a minute or so. 

“I have to get back.” Jesse’s voice snagged her attention. “I just wanted to stop by on my break.”

“I’m glad you did.” She smiled at him. 

“Mitch and I have been working on the burglaries all week,” he continued, his face softening as he looked at her. “I’m afraid I won’t be able to get time off tonight to see you. We’re working on the theory that the burglars might strike again this evening, while people are visiting their friends and families, or dining out.”

“Yeah, it is the weekend.” Martha nodded. “Good idea. Hey, do you need any help from the senior sleuthing club?”

“Thanks, but Mitch and I should have this under control.” 

Mitch was the head detective and had worked in Gold Leaf Valley for several years now. An old police friend of Jesse’s, he’d recommended his buddy for the detective position that had opened up about a year ago when Jesse had visited the small town.

“Are you sure?” Martha persisted. “Me and Pru and Teddy have cracked seven cases already!”

“I think you can leave this one to us,” he replied diplomatically, quirking his mouth. “Enjoy your Christmas preparations.”

“You’re still coming over on Christmas Day, aren’t you?” Pru asked
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