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  To Dustin, Prentiss, and Mateo – 

who took us on a walk through their neighborhood where the inspiration for this story line was born.








  
  Praise for the Hometown Hardware Mysteries


"Charles hits the nail on the head with this intriguing series debut." – Maddie Day, bestselling author of the Country Store mysteries 

"This folksy mystery is loaded with captivating characters and small-town charm, with the perfect touches of humor and magical realism." – Angela M. Sanders, author of the Witch Way Librarian mysteries

"This fun and well-paced mystery has a sleuth that is sassy and smart…A fabulous debut cozy mystery." – Christina Romeril, author of Killer Chocolate mysteries

"Axe Me No Questions hits the bullseye! Paula Charles possesses a toolbox full of talent! Authentic small-town living, realistic family dynamics, humor with an intriguing mystery, all through five-star storytelling – the Hometown Hardware Mystery series is a keeper!" – Rosalie Spielman, author of the award-winning Hometown Mysteries

"A Zappy Little Christmas is a wonderful, twisty, funny tale of murder in Pine Bluff. Dawna Carpenter needs to use her ingenuity and years of experience in dealing with people to solve a murder. The author did an excellent job with the descriptions of the town, keeping the reader firmly rooted in the community, and doling out information on the suspects. The plot moves quickly, keeping readers guessing who the killer is. An excellent read!" – Rose Kerr, author of the Mia Reid, Archaeologist, mysteries
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  Chapter 1


“My mama always said kill them with kindness, but that woman is trying every last ounce of patience I have left.” I glanced at Roxy after finishing jotting down an order I’d taken over the phone. 
“Let me guess, Sheryl Capri again?” Roxy Dunsmuir, my new hire at Carpenter’s Corner Hardware and Building Supply, asked with a grin. “What’s she after this time? Please don’t tell me she wants another pallet of bricks.”
I laughed. “Not today, thank goodness. She did special order one of those ridiculous inflatable Christmas dinosaurs though, which isn’t something I have any intention of ever having in stock. The monstrosity won’t be in for a few days, but she did order a list as long as my arm she’d like delivered this afternoon.”
Roxy flipped her thick, wavy red hair over her shoulder, extended her arm and wiggled her fingers. “Hand it over, Dawna. I’ll get her order put together and deliver it on my way home.”
If the gray winter light out the window hadn’t been enough indication, a quick glance at the clock let me know the afternoon was already ebbing away. It was ten to four and would be fully dark within the next hour. 
“After you get Sheryl’s order together, go ahead and scoot out of here a few minutes early. Things are winding down anyway.” 
Roxy drew her eyebrows together. “Are you sure? I don’t mind sticking around.”
“Nah.” I flipped my hand at her. “Once you get Sheryl’s delivery made, it’ll be time for you to knock off anyway. Go home and grab the kids. You are coming back downtown for the Christmas tree lighting this evening, I assume?”
“For sure. The high school choir is performing. Makayla would serve my head on a silver platter if I missed it.” 
I chuckled. “True enough. How’s your little spitfire doing?”
“She’s not so little. The girl is nearly as tall as I am now, and that’s nothing to sneeze at.”
“No, it’s not.” 
Roxy towered over me by a good eight inches. I’d hired her in early November, shortly after she’d split up with her husband and moved herself and two of her three kids into a cozy bungalow in town. Makayla was a sophomore at Pine Bluff High, and Hunter was a senior. The couple’s oldest son, Grayson, was away attending college at Boise State. Her soon to be ex-husband had ended up with the lion’s share of proceeds from the sale of the hundred-acre cattle operation the two of them had built with blood, sweat, and tears out on Coyote Flat. And from the amount of time Brett Dunsmuir had spent at Timber Creek Saloon over the years, I would venture to say most of the blood, sweat, and tears exerted had been Roxy’s. Life wasn’t fair sometimes, but Roxy rarely complained. 
“Anyway, Makayla’s loving being a townie. I don’t think she misses the ranch at all.” Roxy answered my question about her daughter. “She’s getting involved in all kinds of things at school since she doesn’t have to catch the bus home anymore. She can stay for more after school activities than she ever could when we were up at the ranch. It’s been a really nice change for her. Hunter’s adjusting fairly well too, though he’s been spending most weekends out at his grandparents’ place with his dad.” 
“And you?” I questioned. “You always seem so strong, but are you honestly doing alright?” I knew firsthand what it was like to put on a good face for everyone during the day, then cry yourself to sleep at night.
“Eh, I’ll be fine.” She shrugged and waved Sheryl’s list at me. “Better get busy pulling this order or I’ll end up leaving here late instead of early.” Roxy grabbed a rolling utility cart and rattled her way to the seasonal section where the strands of Christmas lights were shelved. 
“There’s a twenty-five-foot extension cord on the list. You’ll probably need to pull it from the back,” I called after her. “We’ve sold four this afternoon, so I’m fairly sure the shelf is empty.”
“No worries. I’ll grab extra and restock the shelf while I’m at it,” Roxy hollered over her shoulder. 
Half an hour later, Roxy had the delivery order boxed up, and I was stapling the invoice to a brown paper bag holding the smaller items. I handed the bag to Roxy who plunked it on top of the other items on the cart. Before she had a chance to push the cart out the door to load the items into her car, the bell above the door tinkled. Cold December air rushed into the store, along with a stick-thin woman with shoulder-length gray hair held out of her face by a clip on the top of her head. Her sad sack face had aged faster than her seventy-one years, and her brown jeans and extra-long taupe parka added nothing to her overall beige appearance.
“That better not be more supplies for Sheryl,” the woman warned, shaking an angry finger in my face. “This nonsense has got to stop. I see your girl over there making a delivery to her several times a week, and nobody gives a flying fig that every single one of those deliveries affects me personally.” 
If she wanted a more accurate account, I could share with her how we’d been making a delivery to Sheryl nearly every day since late October. Wisely, I thought it best to keep that little tidbit to myself. “I’m sorry Marsha, but Sheryl’s a paying customer. You know as well as I do small businesses like ours can’t afford to turn away valid transactions.”
Marsha Slabinski had owned Bright Whites Laundromat over on Walnut Street, just off of Main, for longer than I had been the proprietor of Carpenter’s Corner. We were both members of the Pine Bluff, Oregon Women’s Service Club, and both attended more than our fair share of city council meetings. Marsha, however, had the unfortunate circumstance of living next door to Sheryl Capri.  
“I swear, if that crazy woman puts up one more Christmas light, I can’t be held responsible for what I might do.” Marsha set her jaw so tight I worried she might crack a tooth.
Then I won’t mention the giant roll of Christmas lights Roxy’s fixing to take to her, or the ten-foot-tall inflatable dinosaur on order. “Has it gotten that bad?” I asked, already knowing the answer. With Marsha’s attention focused on me, I made eye contact with Roxy and nodded toward the door, indicating she should make her escape while she had the chance. 
“Bad? Are you kidding me? There are so many lights on her place that I haven’t been able to sleep for a month. And the racket coming from the Christmas carols she pipes out over the neighborhood has my anxiety through the roof. I thought things were terrible with all the wooden ornaments she nailed to my fence, but now she’s declared a light war directed at my house. The whole thing is a complete nightmare. Did you know Sheryl broke the restraining order I had on her? Stupid woman. Now she’s on house arrest and has been ordered to wear an ankle monitor.” Marsha threw up her hands, her natural frown deepening. “Every bit of the troubles coming her way are her own fault.”
Yep, not only did I know about Sheryl’s ankle monitor, but all of Pine Bluff was aware of the ongoing feud between the two neighbors. I nodded. “I did hear. Sheryl’s house arrest is why we agreed to make deliveries to her.”
Marsha scoffed. “I hope you’re wise enough to charge her gas mileage for all those trips back and forth.”
Instead of acknowledging the comment, I plastered on a smile. “Is there something I can help you find today, Marsha?”
“The vent hose on one of my dryers burst this morning. What a mess. Dryer lint everywhere.” She mimed an explosion with her hands. “Sorry I got fussy about Sheryl. I know you can’t afford to turn customers away. I apologize for my behavior.”
“You have nothing to worry about. Now, let’s find you that hose you need.” I led her to the correct section of the store. “Will we see you at the tree lighting this evening?"
“Not on your life. Sheryl has managed to rob me of any fondness I had for Christmas. I loathe every second of it, and I’m counting down every minute until it’s over. As far as I’m concerned, nobody should be celebrating that wretched holiday. January can’t come soon enough, if you ask me.”
And I was sorry I had. Her Grinchy attitude seemed harsh, but I wasn’t the one on the receiving end of Sheryl’s relentless war on her neighbor. I thought it was sad Marsha had let someone else rob her of the joy of the season, but wisely decided to keep my unwanted perspective to myself.
“Will you add the vent hose to my account, please?” Marsha asked. 
“Sure enough.” I added her purchase to the ongoing invoice for Bright Whites Laundromat.
Marsha turned to leave, but had to step aside and wait while two members of the Pine Bluff Chamber of Commerce squeezed a pine tree through the door. They both wore flashing reindeer antlers on their heads.
“Knock, knock. Avon calling,” quipped Holly Flynn, president of the chamber. “Delivery of one Giving Tree complete. Where do you want it?”
Once the door was no longer blocked, Marsha sidestepped around the tree and scooted out of the festive atmosphere as fast as her feet could carry her.  
“Isn’t it gorgeous?” I took a deep breath of the fragrant pine, then hurried around the counter to help them put the tree in place. “We’ve cleared a space right in front of the window. This spot has worked great the last couple of years. People see the tree before they even get in the door and it reminds them to grab an ornament or two.”
“Perfect.”  Holly handed me a packet. “Here are your ornaments. We’ll let you put them up yourself. Please remind people to make sure the recipient’s number is clearly marked on the packages. Every year we end up with a pile of gifts we don’t know who they were intended for. We always find them a home, but it’s a nightmare trying to match the gifts up.” She pulled one of the ornaments out to remind me how each one had a unique number assigned. 
Each paper ornament included the age, gender, clothing size, and gift wish for a person in need. Most of the ornaments were for children and teens, but a few were for senior citizens in our community. This year’s tags were cut from both red and white construction paper in the shape of bells.
“Sounds good. Remind me when the pickup date is, please?”
“December 18th. Chamber members will be around to collect all the gifts that day. It’ll give us time to organize everything and get the presents delivered by Christmas Eve.” Holly brushed off her hands. “We’d better get going. We still have a few more trees to deliver. I love your gift receptacle, by the way.”
“Oh, thanks. It’s just the box a dishwasher came in, but I thought it was the perfect size for folks to deposit their gifts into. Darn thing took two rolls of wrapping paper to get it covered.” I laughed and thanked them for bringing the tree.
I already had the lights and garland ready to decorate the giving tree with, so made short work of it, then hung the paper ornaments, selecting a few to keep back for myself. I couldn’t resist the eight-year-old boy who wanted a Tonka truck, or the ninety-year-old woman who was hoping for a new pair of house slippers.
A couple of other last minute shoppers blew through the door with my daughter April right behind them. The shoppers both looked like they knew what they were after, so I turned my attention to April. 
“Hey, Mama. How was your day?” She peeled off her coat and tossed it across the chair behind my desk. 
“Good. Business stayed steady until late this afternoon. Can’t ask for more.”
“Do you need any help now? If not, I’m going to go tidy up my workspace and get ready to start on a new project tomorrow.”
“I’m fine. Go ahead.”
April ran her business, Carriage House Designs, from nothing more than her phone, laptop, and a workspace we’d finagled in the warehouse of my store and lumber yard. It met her needs perfectly since she restored furniture in the space, but met with clients in the homes and buildings they were interested in having updated. In her spare time, which wasn’t much these days, she helped me out in the store. 
Between April, Roxy, and a teenage boy named Westen who worked a few afternoons a week, I finally felt like I could breathe again. Running the hardware store after the sudden death of my husband a few years ago had been one of the main things that had helped pull me out of my grief. The store had given me a reason to get out of bed every day, but now I was more than happy to share the workload with my daughter and small staff.
A customer brought a bottle of wood glue to the counter. With my mind elsewhere, I rang up his purchase. “That’ll be $55.40, please.”
The guy gave me a deadpan stare. “That’s a little bit steep, isn't it? You better try again,” he said.
I wanted to smack myself in the forehead as my gaze flew from the bottle of glue to the price displayed on my ancient cash register. I shoved my glasses up my nose and frowned. “Oh my gosh, my mistake. Looks like I hit one too many fives. How does five dollars and forty cents sound instead?”
“Much better.” He grinned and laid a ten-dollar bill on the counter. “I’m surprised in this day and age you don’t have one of those scanner guns. Seems it would make life easier for you.”
Someone behind me snorted. I swiveled my head. April stood there with a look of amusement on her face. 
“Welcome to Carpenter’s Corner, where we live in the dark ages,” she quipped. 
If customers hadn’t been watching, I would’ve smacked her. Lightly, of course. 
“I’ll have you know, I have plans to bring the hardware store into the twenty-first century come January. There’s a whole new computer system I’ve got my eye on.”
“Well, good. But let’s hope your improvements don’t change the store too much. I remember coming here with my grandpa when I wasn’t even tall enough to see over the counter.” The man tucked his change back into his pocket and left with a grin on his face. 
Sounded like I was going to be darned if I did and darned if I didn’t. 
Next in line, a woman placed four boxes of multi-colored strands of Christmas lights on the counter. She pointed two fingers at her own eyes and then at me. “I’m keeping my eyes on you,” she laughed. 
“Don’t blame you one bit.” Might as well join in by poking fun at myself right along with them.
“Oh, hey. I just noticed you have your giving tree up.” She handed me her debit card for her purchases. “I’ll take a look before I go.”
“Thank you. The entire community appreciates your generosity.”
A few minutes later, the woman left with two paper ornaments tucked into her purse and a promise to bring the gifts in on time. Once all the stragglers were gone, I locked the front door and flipped the cardboard sign to “Closed.” While I counted down the till, April quickly swept the floor and rinsed the remaining dregs of coffee from the pot. I shoved the day’s proceeds into a blue bank bag and placed it, along with the cash drawer, into the safe, clanked the door shut and gave the handle a final spin. 
“That's a wrap. Let’s go fetch Smitty.” 






  
  Chapter Two


Ipulled my cherry red Jeep up to the curb in front of my house, then April and I made a beeline through the snowy yard to Smitty’s carriage house, sitting twenty yards from my own front door. Before I could knock, Bertha Smith, my eighty-eight year old neighbor and tenant, eased the door open. 
“My word, that’s some outfit you’ve got there,” I choked out, wanting to shield my eyes from the glow.
“Whoa,” April said. “We shouldn’t have any problem keeping track of you tonight, unless we mistake you for Christmas lights.”
Smitty’s tiny frame was bundled head to toe in the most psychedelic plaid snowsuit I’d ever laid eyes on.  Every color in the rainbow, plus ten more, stood out, loud and proud, on the boldly patterned outfit. There was no way Smitty’s attire could have come from anywhere other than the 1970s. 
“I thought you two would appreciate my style.” Smitty’s watery blue eyes twinkled from underneath the matching fur-lined winter cap circling her face. The cap snapped under her chin. “I purchased this snowsuit at The Bon Marché in Missoula, Montana in 1971 when I was training for the winter Olympics, you know. It was a lovely decade.”
The Olympics? Did I hear her right? I shook my head to clear the clutter, but instead disco balls danced before my eyes from the bright colors. “Excuse me, what?” Smitty never ceased to flabbergast me. 
“You trained for the winter Olympics? In what sport?” April demanded to know.
“Well the luge of course,” Smitty answered as if we were a couple of dense donkeys. 
Of course. Silly me. “And did you make the team?”
“Did I make the team?” Smitty scoffed. “You bet my sweet britches I did. And if it wasn’t for fracturing my pinkie,” she held up her gloved pinkie on her right hand, “during our last practice run in Sapporo, I would have led our women’s team to victory.” 
“That must have been disappointing for you.” April and I flared our eyes at each other over Smitty’s head as I tried to calculate how long before I could get back home to Google Bertha Smith and the 1972 winter Olympics. 
Smitty shrugged her thin shoulders. “Such is life. No use dwelling on the things that might have been. No indeedy. Tonight I’m looking forward to the hot cocoa and trolley ride you promised me instead of looking back at the past.” She rubbed her gloved hands together. “You two are such dears for inviting me.”
“Well, let’s go then. Do you have everything you need?” I questioned.
Smitty patted down her pockets with her hands, which had a constant tremble noticeable even through her thick gloves. “Phone, check. House key, check. Banana, check.”
“Banana?” April repeated with a slight snicker. 
Smitty drew her eyebrows together and blinked at April. “Bringing a banana is not weird, my dear. What if I were to get hungry?”
“We can’t have that,” April agreed.
The tiny woman had an appetite to rival a hungry polar bear, so she made a good point. April and I both took an elbow and escorted our eccentric friend across the snowy yard and into the passenger seat of my Jeep. 
As I drove back downtown, Smitty twisted in her seat and eyed April. “What are you doing hanging around with a couple of old crones like your mother and me?”
“Hey! Speak for yourself,” I chided. At over twenty-five years younger than my elderly passenger, I was on the verge of taking offense at her comment.
Smitty ignored me and continued speaking to April. “I thought you’d be sharing this romantic evening with that hunky police chief of ours.”
In the rearview mirror, I saw color rising into April’s cheeks, and I smiled to myself. 
“J. T.’s on duty tonight. With Pine Bluff’s small police force, public events like this call for all hands on deck.”
“Chief Dallas will be wandering around the festivities, then, it sounds like. Perhaps you’ll find a moment to sneak a kiss under the lights of the Christmas tree. There’s nothing more romantic than sweethearts at Christmastime.”
“Maybe,” April conceded before changing the subject. “Hey, Mom, why don’t you pull up in front of the bank and let Smitty and me out? It’s the closest you'll be able to get to Postage Stamp Square.”
“You know why the town founders called it Postage Stamp Square, don’t you?” Smitty asked, her eyes twinkling. 
Even though I’d heard the story many times, I didn’t want to take away Smitty’s pleasure at telling it one more time. “Not sure I do. Why don’t you tell us?”
“It was my own great-great-grandmother who inadvertently named the park. I was named after her, you know. Bertha Margaret Hodge. Pine Bluff was growing, so the city leaders decided they wanted to set aside a piece of land on Main Street where folks could gather and have picnics when they were in town to conduct business. The park was laid out and Grandmother Hodge bustled her family right down, wanting to be one of the first families to have a picnic on the grounds. When they arrived, she looked around and declared, ‘Why, it’s no bigger than a postage stamp.’ The mayor heard her statement, thought it fitting, and immediately proclaimed the new park Postage Stamp Square. And that is God’s honest truth.” Smitty beamed as she finished up her story. 
“And with that, we have arrived.” I double-parked in front of the bank. City workers had already blocked off Main Street for the festivities, so I let my two passengers out of the car then headed through the alley to park behind the hardware store. 
The city had done a good job of plowing the streets, but the alleyway was another story. I put the Jeep into four-wheel drive and crunched my way to the back door of Carpenter’s Corner where my lumberyard was located. When I got out, the snow squeaked under my snow boots. I walked with care until I reached the bare sidewalks lining Main Street, then picked up my pace the final two blocks to the square. Despite the crowd, I had an easy time spotting Smitty in her vibrant snowsuit. 
“Great turnout.” April glanced around at the crowd. “Pretty sure the entire town came out tonight.”
I held up my index finger. “Minus one Marsha Slabinski. She told me in no uncertain terms she wouldn’t be caught dead down here.” 
“Shh,” Smitty admonished us, “the tree lighting is getting ready to start.”
“You need quiet in order to see the Christmas tree light up?” I teased. 
Smitty frowned at me as the mayor started the countdown over the loudspeaker. 
Apparently Smitty was right, because a hush fell over the crowd as we all waited for the tree to burst into light.
“Ten. Nine. Eight…”
Before the mayor got to seven, the lights up and down the street surged. In a heartbeat, all of downtown Pine Bluff plunged into darkness. A few shrieks of surprise split the accompanying silence before the gas generators at the food trucks grumbled to life. In a flash, the food trucks were the only thing left illuminating the dark evening. 
A sharp whistle cut through the air, followed by the voice of my best friend, Evonne Ford, Pine Bluff City Manager, ringing out over the silent crowd. “Bear with us for a few minutes, folks, while we get this sorted out. Mayor Vargas has the utility company on the phone right now.”
A few people around us grumbled and groaned, but most took the opportunity to chat with friends and laugh about the unusual circumstances. A light snow fell, adding fresh icing to rooftops and eyelashes alike. Less than ten minutes passed before the electricity snapped back on with an audible pop. 
“Sorry about the delay, folks,” the mayor’s voice rang out once again. “Seems there was some sort of a power surge that affected the entire town, but we’re cooking with gas now. Somebody remind me, what are we all doing standing out here in the cold?” 
“Lighting the Christmas tree!” a boy no older than five shouted from his perch on his dad’s shoulders.
“By golly, I think you’re right. Thank you for your help, young man. Now, without further ado, let’s give this one more try.”
This time, when the countdown reached zero, gasps of delight filled the air as the sixty-foot-tall Douglas Fir standing in the center of the park glowed with thousands of twinkling, multicolored Christmas lights. The crowning glory was a golden star sparkling atop the tree.  
Moments after the tree burst into light, the first strains of “O Tannenbaum” filled the air. To the left of the town Christmas tree, the high school choir, dressed in red woolen robes, black and white plaid scarves, and white knit beanies, stood on risers, while the choir teacher directed them in song. 
“We have nearly an hour before we need to hop on the trolley. Would you like to sit and listen to the carols for a bit?” I asked Smitty.
“Yes, please. Carols are my favorite music, no matter the time of year.” Her eyes glittered as she began to shuffle toward the seating. 
April nudged me with her shoulder. “I’m going to see if I can find J. T. real quick. Back in a flash.”
Glancing around, I spied an open spot in the front row of the bleachers the town had brought in for this occasion. Smitty and I navigated to the seats as the choir transitioned from the German version of the song to the English “O Christmas Tree.”
Once Smitty got settled, I peppered her with questions. “Are you warm enough? Can I get you a hot drink? Something to eat? Shoot.” I snapped my fingers. “I have a blanket in the car I meant to bring. Would you like me to grab it for you? It’ll only take a minute.”
“Could we simply listen to the music? Not to be mean, but I can’t hear the songs over all your questions.” Smitty patted my hand. “Heavens to Murgatroyd, there’s no reason to fuss so,” she mumbled, though loud enough for me to hear.
I couldn’t help but laugh. “Fine. How about you let me know if you need something, and I’ll zip my lips?”
“Sounds like a solid plan,” Smitty agreed.
Someone tapped me on the shoulder. I twisted around to find Roxy frantically motioning for me to scoot over. Her hair was disheveled, she was missing one glove, and the knee of her jeans was ripped. 
“What happened to you? Is everything okay?” I scooted closer to Smitty to make room.
“Just a mishap with the dang dog.” She shook her head in disgust. “Never get a beagle. If there’s even the slightest chance that dog can sneak between someone’s legs and get out of the house, she goes for it. And she’s as fast as the wind. Once she starts running, she forgets her name and every single manner she was ever taught. I swear she’s going to be the death of me.”  Her phone dinged. After checking her messages, Roxy’s tense face melted into relief. “Hunter managed to chase her down. The two of them are home on the couch now.”
“Well, thank goodness. I was about to round up a search party to help you find the poor thing,” I said. 
Roxy frowned at me. “Poor thing, my patoot.” She pointed to the choir. “Oh! Pay attention now. Makalya has a solo in this next one. Thank goodness our runaway dog didn’t make me miss my girl’s special moment.”
If one more person told me to pipe down tonight, I might get my feelings hurt.
As the choir began “Silver Bells,” Makayla stepped up to the mic and stole the show as her sweet soprano rang out into the night. The crowd whistled and cheered when she moved back into formation with the rest of the choir. 
“Oh, my soul. She certainly has a heavenly voice,” I gushed to Roxy. 
“Isn’t she amazing?” She waved tears away from her eyes. “Sorry. Proud mama moment.”
Smitty tugged at my sleeve. “Yes, the girl sings like an angel. I could sit and listen to her all night if I wasn’t so hungry. I don’t mean to be a bother, but would it be alright if we got something to eat now?”
I chuckled. That didn’t take long. “What happened to your banana?”
Smitty pulled something out of her pocket, then held up an empty banana peel. “Long gone.”
“Then we better get you something to eat without delay. I could use a bite myself.” I waved to Roxy. “Tell Makayla I thought she was wonderful. See you in the morning.” 
Smitty and I wandered through the vendor booths, debating the merits of steamed tamales, bowls of chili, burgers, pizza, and plates of barbeque. Once we’d perused all the options, Smitty chose a half-pound hamburger smothered in grilled onions, while I settled on two pork tamales in green sauce. We’d found a place to sit at one of the picnic tables set up in the middle of Main Street when April squeezed in beside me, a bowl of steaming chili topped with melting cheese in her hands. 
“Did you find J. T.?” I asked. 
“Yep. He’s wandering around here somewhere. Said it’s been a quiet night for crime.” April tucked into her chili.
“Apparently he hasn’t noticed the teenyboppers over there hiding forties under their coats,” a voice from the far end of the table said. 
I looked up from my tamales to find Andy Kravitz with an amused smile on his bearded face. A full plate of barbequed beef, beans, and a biscuit sat in front of him. Andy was a mechanic who worked at Ernie’s Garage, catty-corner from my hardware store and owned by my best friend’s husband, Ernie Ford. 
Andy leaned forward on his elbows and waved his fork at a group of boys gathered halfway behind the tamale truck. I threw a quick glance their way, then did a double-take. Wait a minute. Isn’t that Hunter Dunsmuir? But he’d texted Roxy no more than fifteen minutes ago with the news he’d caught their wayward dog and was home cuddled on the couch with her. I squinted into the dim light. Must be some other tall blond kid. 
“Teenagers have forty-year-olds hidden in their coats? What is this world coming to?” Smitty wrinkled her nose and looked around in confusion. 
“Forties are tall cans of cheap beer, Smitty,” April clarified for her. 
“Oh,” Smitty’s eyes widened. “Well, somebody better mention the booze to their parents. Those young rascals will get up to no good with a tank full of beer.”
“Maybe Andy should mind his own business.” Shilo, Andy’s wife and local eccentric poet, admonished him. A forest green wool hat perched on top of her Peppa Pig Pink dyed hair.
“That’s rich, coming from a nosy parker like you who spends half her life with her snout pressed to the window, spying on the neighbors.” Andy laughed.  
“I feel attacked.” Shilo laughed along with him, while stuffing the last bite of pizza crust into her mouth. “Hurry up and eat, Andrew. I’m freezing.” 
“Nope. You should’ve dressed warmer.”
If it weren’t for the shared laughter, I would have thought the couple was about to rip each other’s throats out. 






  
  Chapter Three


When it was time for the Christmas Light Trolley tour, we walked half a block up Cedar Street to where the red and green trolley bus, decked out in festive lights, was loading in front of the post office. As a fundraiser for the Emery Theater, our Women’s Service Club sold tickets for the light tour. For a mere five dollars, tour goers took a seat under the glowing lights inside the trolley where Christmas music was piped through the speakers to add to the joyful experience. Members of our club served baked treats and hot cocoa and coffee while the trolley cruised through Pine Bluff neighborhoods in search of the best decorated houses. 
“How are you tonight, Marvalene? Good to see you,” I greeted the driver as I followed Smitty and April onto the bus. 
“Great. I’m caffeinated up and ready to get this show on the road.” She held up a pink travel mug as proof.  
As Smitty, April, and I were all fairly small people, we easily slid together onto one bench seat, giving Smitty the window so she would have the best view. A rousing rendition of “Jingle Bell Rock” had the three of us tapping our toes and singing along, albeit off key, while the rest of the tour group scrambled into their seats. 
“Dad, dad, dad! I wanna sit in the back row.” An excited towheaded boy, about five or six years old, motioned to his family to hurry. 
Amused, I smiled at the kid then glanced at the dad and mom trailing in his wake. 
“Slow down, buddy,” Oscar Rudolf, the route mailman for my house, called to his son. Oscar carried a toddler, with hair so blonde it was almost white, in his arms. The little girl clutched the remnants of a candy cane in her chubby hand. Her cupid mouth and the front of her pink coat had fallen victim to the sugary treat. As they passed, the little girl tapped me on the top of the head with her candy cane.
“Emma, no.” Oscar jerked to a stop and gently pulled the toddler’s hand back. “Dawna, I’m so sorry.”
“No worries. What’s a little stickiness between friends?” I pulled off the handknit beanie covering my hair. “She only got it on my hat, anyway.”
Little Emma’s bottom lip jutted out as tears threatened to spill at her dad’s reprimand. 
“It’s okay, Emma. You didn’t mean to.” To cheer her up, I clapped my hands and added, “Are you excited to see all the pretty Christmas lights?”
Emma’s face lit up as the Rudolf boy begged his dad to hurry up.
“It’s okay, buddy. I promise we’ll get the perfect seat.” Oscar grinned at me. “Guess I better get a move on.” 
Freya, Oscar’s wife, came up the aisle behind them. She had a diaper bag flung over her shoulder, but stopped to press a wet wipe into my hand. “This should help get some of the sticky off. Thank you for being so kind,” she said before hurrying after her family.
As soon as the trolley was full and the door had been wrenched shut, two of the members of the Women’s Service Club began making rounds with a cart similar to those used on airplanes to serve snacks. The trolley slowly moved through the streets as the women navigated the narrow aisle to hand out treats. When it was our turn, Smitty and I both chose hot cocoa, while April went for a steaming cup of hot apple cider. We were served a selection of baked goods on individual disposable plates. 
“A Christmas party bus is a splendid idea,” Smitty declared. She licked her lips while trying to decide which decadent treat to indulge in first. Decision made, she popped a piece of peanut butter fudge into her mouth. “Mmm. Delicious.”
The chocolate cookie topped with a marshmallow was calling my name. I bit in and nearly groaned. The treat made the perfect accompaniment to my hot cocoa. 
The trolley felt like our own one-horse open sleigh as it took us over the hills and through Pine Bluff’s beautiful neighborhoods. We exclaimed with delight over both tastefully decorated homes and those a little more cheesy with a plethora of inflatable, cartoonish décor in their yards. 
“I think this one might be my favorite so far.” I pointed out the window to the craftsman
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