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SUGAR PLUM BLISS Cast of Characters

	
Bliss Moonbeam Cornwall


	
You could say she runs the town



	
Police Chief Neil Redfern


	
Bliss’ husband



	
Chico Leeds


	
Lifelong friend of Bliss’



	
Louis


	
A bartender Bliss hires for the Gala 



	
Devon


	
Clerk at Canadian Tire



	
Marshall, Adrian, Colton, Reagan 


	
The four teen volunteers 



	
Mr. Archman


	
HS principal, not seen but heard 



	
Mrs. Blackman


	
Secretary of St. Mary’s Church



	
Sgt. Thea Vanderbloom


	
Member of Lockport PS 



	
Lonnie and Brandon


	
Members of Search & Rescue team



	
Winnie


	
Owner of nail spa



	
Piper


	
Bartender & Louis’ girlfriend



	
Pan


	
Glory Yates’ housekeeper



	
Fang Davidson


	
Lifelong friend of Bliss’ 



	
Glory Yates


	
Mayor of Lockport 



	
OPP Det-Sgt Tony Pinato


	
Glory’s love & Neil’s best friend



	
Father Hanley


	
Priest of St. Mary’s Church



	
Jake and Freddie


	
Paramedics



	
Dr. Ed Reiner


	
Coroner, surgeon, OB/GYN
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Say Hello to the Friends You Know
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I picked myself off the parking lot in front of my car and brushed the snow off my coat and jeans. Would it kill Chico to have his staff come in a few minutes early after a storm and clear the lot for customers? At least get Christmas shoppers inside the building before the slippery tile floors dumped them on their asses. Bliss Moonbeam Cornwall could not afford a broken bone. Too much to do.

I nearly made it to the entrance, but my ringing phone distracted me and I fell on my butt, staying where I was while I fished my phone from my tote. It was a text from my manly, blond, hunk of hotness, known to the town of Lockport as Police Chief Neil Redfern. We were four months married but the magnetism between us had only intensified, despite our many differences. For instance, he enjoyed the Christmas season and I tried not to be too humbug about it. 

Bliss, where are you?

CT pkg lot. Wr r you? Leaving most of the vowels out of my messages usually threw him off my track. 

How did you get out of our driveway?

Amed fr gtes nd flrd it.

There was a moment of non-activity. What’s that sound? Are you playing Christmas Carols in your car?

As if. I was on the ground close to the automatic doors. Every time I moved my arm, the doors opened and closed. When it opened, the notes of Have a Holly, Jolly Christmas rolled out. Quite entertaining, other than the music. 

After a few more nonsensical questions about my whereabouts, he disconnected. He wanted very badly to tell me to go home and stay off the roads but he was too smart for that.

I got to my feet again, the back of my jeans soaked through to my skin, and lurched into the cart area where I grabbed one that was sure to have a wobbly, squeaky wheel. Using it for balance, I made my way safely across the wet floor and pointed the cart at the swinging barricade, the purpose of which nobody knew. My cart had four squeaking wheels.

Other than the wheels and the carols, perfect timing. Last night’s storm forced shoppers to stay home for an extra hour to shovel out their driveways. I was pretty much alone in the vast store. First on the agenda, find my buddy, Chico Leeds.

Being the owner/manager, he did as he pleased which meant he usually hung around the paint department and re-filed the little sample chips discarded by shade-challenged customers. Trouble was, Chico, like many men, had trouble with blues and greys. As a result, the blue section looked like a Roman mosaic bathhouse. An occasional lavender chip caught the eye, like an interior decorator elf worked all night to make it pretty. 

He stood behind the paint counter sorting a pile of grey chips, frowning in concentration. A green garland decorated with red balls draped across the counter. Red and green. Big yawn. “Hey, Chico.”

He jumped a foot, and his handful of sample chips flew from his fingers and landed by his feet. “Bliss. What are you doing here?”

“Uh, shopping. I need decorations for the First Responders’ Christmas Gala tomorrow night. You promised to come and take pictures.” Chico was a skilled, amateur photographer and we usually had loads of fun at social functions with his camera and my photogenic-ness.

“I remember. Don’t you forget to bring my cheque.”

I spoke to the top of his curly head since he was on the floor picking up bits of paper. “Glory signed the cheque and you’ll get it at the party. I’ll keep it safe in my shoe.”

“I’d rather you store it in your bra. Did Glory include a seasonal tip?”

“Have you met her?” Glory Yates was the mayor of Lockport, and I worked as her part-time assistant as well as running my own cleaning business and a few side hustles, like on-line shopping for an exclusive clientele who appreciated designer handbags and shoes. Glory might be wealthy, but you know what they say — the rich don’t stay rich by giving away their money. Even if the money came from the taxpayers. Glory belonged to that club. “Don’t worry. I’ll set up a tip jar.”

“What do you want? Kind of late to be buying decorations for a Christmas party tomorrow night. Not that I want to talk you out of buying more, but you bought a lot of stuff last year for the greenhouse party. Why don’t you use those?”

“That belongs to the greenhouse and will be used again next week for the community food drive after the parade. The First Responders’ budget is coming out of the town coffers, so I’ll need a good deal.”

“Can’t help you there, Bliss. This is the first week of December. Christmas paraphernalia won’t be marked down until the 22nd. Except for the odd loss leader. You can check the weekly flyer for the sales.” He spread out the pile of grey chips on the countertop and moved them around. A splash of blue peeked from under his right shoe, but I didn’t mention it.

“Are you arranging those by shade? Don’t they have sequential numbers?”

“This is easier. The seasonal display is behind you to your right. You can’t miss it.”

If I stayed in the store much longer, listening to Yuletide music, I’d go elf-crap crazy. “The sooner you help me choose my décor items, the sooner I’m out of your hair.”

Chico parked his glasses on top of his head. “Best offer I’ve had since you walked in. Let’s get at it.”
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Fall On Your Knees
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He took off so fast, I lost him in the wreath aisle. Did I need a wreath? Maybe for the front door of the church hall. I’d wait and see what discount Chico gave me. 

The cart was so freaking huge, I could load up a set of winter tires and a school bus battery, and still have room for a new microwave. I didn’t need any of those items, just some stupid Christmas junk to make the firefighters and cops feel seasonal.

“Chico!” If he ran out on me, I’d hunt him down if it took all morning. I raced up and down the aisles, pushing my empty cart around corners without, I suppose you could say, following the store’s “reasonable care policy” on the operation of a wheeled death machine.

I located Chico at a junction where a careless staff member had parked a display stand of Christmas-themed socks. I spotted a black pair with elves cavorting across the heels and cuffs, and threw them into my cart for Neil. He’d probably wear them on Christmas day while he opened the special present I got him — a military-grade drone. That’s what it said on the box.

Chico darted into a main aisle and I swung the front end of the cart to follow. The only other customer in the store popped up beside Chico and they fell to the floor in a tangle of legs and arms.

Seriously, not my fault. The store should have more than a one-size-fits-all cart. I would’ve missed them both with a smaller model.

They crawled aimlessly on their hands and knees like dying hornets in October. I backed up to give them room to stand. The hapless shopper grabbed the cart to pull himself up. Chico stayed down and felt around for his glasses. I picked them off the floor and handed them over.

A high-pitched version of Silent Night morphed into a spirited rendition of Holly, Jolly Christmas. Didn’t I just hear that one on my way in? The men each clutched a side of my cart for support and I wasn’t going anywhere.

“Can’t you get your staff to turn the volume down on that racket?” My eardrums throbbed, as did my right eye when I recognized the clumsy shopper. Louis Something, the bartender from The Wing Nut Bar and Grill on the highway. I’d hired him for tomorrow night. I pretended not to notice him rub his thigh like he was hurt. It was too late to find another bartender.

“When people pile in here, it gets noisy. The volume is set for a store filled with merry Christmas shoppers.” Chico polished his lenses on his company shirt and addressed Louis. “I’m terribly sorry, sir. I do hope you aren’t hurt.”

See, right there. Chico as a business owner should know better. Apologizing is tantamount to admitting culpability, leading to legal issues and insurance claims. “He’s fine. Right, Louis?”

He looked down at me. “Bliss. What a surprise. I think my spleen is ruptured from your cart. Otherwise, tip-top. How about yourself? Not hurt, I hope?”

Luckily, I was fluent in sarcasm. “Great! I’m okay, too, I think. A bit shaken, but I’ll be fine. Don’t give me another moment’s thought.” Pretty sure your spleen isn’t in your left leg, buddy.

Sheesh, the guy had to be six foot four and weigh 200 pounds. A tank could run him over and his spleen would give it the finger. With his dark hair, blue eyes, and square jaw, Louis would be a hit with the women at the party, the main reason I hired him. My other choice was a thirty-something blonde. Piper was the proud owner of super-perky bosoms, either one of which was bigger than both of mine. I didn’t want the firefighters and cops — the ones with testosterone — hanging around the bar all night.

Chico looked from me to Louis, catching on. “Okay, well, as long as we’re all fine. Bliss, you have some shopping to do, I believe. Maybe I can help this gentleman find something?”

Chico’s wife rarely let him out of the house — or the store — without her, so it was entirely probable he never got chatty with Lockport’s bartenders. “Louis, this is Charles Leeds, the proprietor of this wonderful establishment that plays Christmas Carols all the ding-dong day from the morning after Halloween until somebody threatens to burn the store down mid-January. Charles, this is Louis, the new bartender at the Wing Nut Bar and Grill. Have you ever been there?”

Chico shook Louis’ hand and side-eyed me. “Tiger and I go to the Wing Nut quite often. On our monthly date nights.”

I turned my snort into a cough. “Monthly date night? That’s so special.” Tiger was her real name, digging her claws into Chico in grade 12 and never releasing them. Sad, really. We had good times with our friend, Fang. Before Tiger. However, I shouldn’t judge him. He and Tiger were parents to three over-the-top, indulged, darling children. Must be hard to get away from them.

I grabbed Chico’s sleeve, “You’re helping me. I’m sure Louis knows his way around a gigantic hardware store. Right, Louis? Oh, if you’re in the Christmas section for festive socks, there are some cute ones right here. I got the dancing elves for Neil.”

He backed up. “No socks. I got turned around. I’m looking for tools, I guess.

I hung onto Chico while he directed Louis to Aisle 17 where he would find power drills. A present for Louis’ dad.

I waved Louis on his way, after reminding him the church hall would be open for him to set up as early as 5 p.m. tomorrow evening. “Bring lots of imported beer,” I called after him. “Firefighters love that stuff.” 
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