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      Thank you for your interest in my books! I hope you enjoy this fun and fast-paced novella from my Lexy Baker series.

      

      You can check out all my books on my website:

      http://www.leighanndobbsbooks.com
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      “Bingo!” Amelia Partridge shot out of her seat and jumped up and down, excitedly pointing at her bingo card. The fluffy pom-poms on her red Christmas tree sweater jiggled up and down with each jump.

      “That’s the fifth time this month that she’s won.” Anne Farmer pursed her lips and scowled at Amelia’s card.

      “And that’s for the big prize, too,” Ida added.

      Mona Baker, or Nans as her granddaughter Lexy affectionately called her, watched Amelia call back the letters. The letters were valid, she had won and it was the fifth time this month. Some girls had all the luck.

      “She must be very lucky. Too bad she’ll hoard the money. She’s so cheap. Must have quite a cache there in her little house.”  Pearl Watson’s beady, black eyes watched Amelia like a crow surveying roadkill. “Her grandson is going to inherit a goldmine. I bet he’s just waiting for her to pop off.”

      “Now, Pearl, you know Derek is a good boy.” Anne beamed with pride. Her granddaughter, Heather, was practically engaged to Amelia’s only grandson, Derek. Heather could do no wrong in Anne’s eyes and that included her choice of future husband.

      “Well, that was the last game.”  Ruth stood up, grabbed her shiny, tan patent leather purse from the back of her chair and slung it over her shoulder. “I guess we should mosey on back home.”

      Home wasn’t very far from their current location--the bingo hall at the Brook Ridge Falls Retirement Center. The four ladies lived at the retirement center and the building that housed their spacious apartments was just a short jaunt across the common area.

      The women converged on the coat closet at the back of the room. Nans pulled out her camelhair coat and brushed off a few stray pieces of lint, then straightened her crystal snowflake pin and shrugged on the coat.

      “What a lovely pin, Mona.” Helen exclaimed as she donned her red and green knit scarf. At the end of the scarf was a Santa face pin, complete with a fluffy, white rabbit-hair beard at the edges.

      “And your scarf is just delightful.” Nans returned the compliment. It was three days before Christmas and the ladies loved showing off their Christmas attire. It was the custom to have a fancy scarf or pin on their coats and they spent a few minutes checking out each other’s adornments.

      Ruth had a vintage Christmas tree pin tacked on her lapel and a conservative cranberry scarf tucked into her navy jacket. Ida was much more showy with a plastic, battery-operated Rudolph pin, the red nose blinking loudly against her black wool coat.

      Helen wore a simple, Scandinavian-style Christmas tree pin on her royal blue jacket.  Anne had a bright red wool car coat with a multicolored Christmas tree pin and Pearl wore her signature freshwater pearl pin--this one in the shape of Christmas bells with pearls as the clappers--neatly pinned onto her lime green, loose-knit scarf which was tucked into the neck of her purple coat.

      Amelia rushed over to join them, stuffing her winnings into her purse and grabbing her peacock blue wool jacket which sported a stunning rhinestone wreath pin on the lapel.  She tucked a teal cashmere scarf around her neck and they all rushed out into the cold night.

      “Oh! It’s started to snow!” Ruth raised her palm and watched a large snowflake land and melt on it.

      Nans tilted her face up toward the dark sky. Snowflakes wetted her cheeks as she stared at the twinkling pinpricks of light in the jet black sky. She turned her attention back to the brick walkway which was dusted with snow.

      “Ladies, watch your step. It could be icy,” she warned. “Especially you, Amelia. You don’t want to fall again and be out of commission like you were in the spring.”

      “Ain’t that the truth. I still don’t know why my steps were so slippery. There wasn’t even any of this beautiful snow back then.” Amelia spread her arms to indicate the snow-covered shrubs and lawn. Maple trees lined the walkway, their branches now bare of leaves and outlined in tiny, white lights.

      “I could do without the cold.” Ida’s breath came out in a puff of condensation. “But I guess it does look pretty.”

      “Well, this is where I get off,” Amelia said as they came to a fork in the walkway. “You ladies have a nice night.”

      They watched her walk down the path, clutching her money-laden purse in front of her.  The path led to a row of cozy cottages, one style of single family residence that was available in the retirement community which consisted of a variety of stand-alone homes, townhouses and garden-style apartments. Once Amelia had made it to her porch, the rest of them continued to the large, brick building in which they all lived.

      Ida rushed up to the door, pulled it open and held it, gesturing for them to hurry in. “Get a move on. I’m freezing my patootie off!”

      They all hurried inside and she shut the door quickly.

      The ladies stomped the snow off the bottom of their black orthopedic boots and onto the rubber mat just inside the door, then continued down the hallway.

      Pearl checked her watch. “We better hurry. Wheel of Fortune is starting soon and I don’t want to miss it. You know I can’t record it. I don’t know how to work those newfangled contraptions, so I have to watch it in real time.”

      “Is Lexy coming over with some goodies?” Ruth referred to Mona’s granddaughter, Lexy Baker, who owned the town’s best bakery. She’d promised to stop by with some Christmas pastries and to help decorate the tree while they all watched Wheel of Fortune.

      Mona’s heart warmed at the thought of her granddaughter. “Yes. In fact, she left some goodie baskets from her bakery in the lobby earlier today, but we won’t need to go there because she’ll bring some fresh ones to my apartment just for us.”

      “I do wish I had time to stop by the lobby,” Pearl picked up the pace, “but I need to get right to my apartment.” She hurried down a hallway to their right and called over her shoulder, “You ladies have a nice evening, now.”

      “I don’t have time either. Got to be somewhere.” Anne turned down a hallway on the left. “But I adore everything from Lexy’s bakery. You ladies have fun decorating your tree.”

      Nans, Ruth, Ida and Helen waved to her and continued up two flights of stairs and down a series of halls to Mona’s apartment.

      “I hope somebody gets up over fifty grand on the wheel tonight,” Ida said. The television show was a favorite amongst the Brook Ridge Falls retirement crowd, especially Nans, Ruth, Ida and Helen who considered their puzzle-solving abilities to be far superior to any of the contestants.

      “Now there’s a way to make some money,” Ruth said. “This bingo stuff is small potatoes compared to what you can win on the wheel.”

      “That’s true,” Helen agreed. “But the bingo money is nice for coffee money.”

      “Especially the amounts that Amelia is winning,” Ida added.

      They turned down the hallway that led to Mona’s apartment. Lexy stood outside Mona’s door. The petite brunette balanced several white bakery boxes in her hand. The ladies rushed over to relieve her of the boxes and Nans opened the door.

      “Hi, Nans!” Lexy hugged her grandmother. “How was bingo?”

      “Pretty good if you don’t mind seeing the same person win most of the money.” Ida lifted the flap on one of the bakery boxes and peered inside. “Huh, pear tarts ... I think those are Amelia Partridge’s favorite.”

      Ruth set her box down on the mahogany dining room table and frowned at Ida. “Now, Ida, she didn’t win all the games. You won thirty dollars yourself.”

      Ida scoffed. She lifted an almond scone out of the box. “Thirty bucks ain’t much compared to five hundred.”

      “You think it’s a little suspicious that she keeps winning the bigger pots?” Nans bustled around the kitchen, pulling dainty china plates out of the cabinet and setting the teapot to boil.

      Helen shrugged. “It certainly is unusual.”

      Lexy laughed. “It sounds like you guys think there is some kind of a bingo scam going on.”

      Ruth gave her a serious look over the top of an eclair. “There very well could be.”

      “Really?  Who would run a bingo scam?”

      Ida nibbled her scone. “I’ve heard of worse. Remember that old hearing aid scam?”

      “Hearing aid scam?”

      “Yep. Some of the folks had some deal going with Mr. Grundage, pretending they needed hearing aids when they didn’t.  He’d submit the paperwork to Medicare, get paid and split the money with them.”

      Lexy’s brow creased. She had thought senior citizens would be above scamming, but I guess if you were that type of person it doesn’t matter how old you are. “But bingo? How lucrative can bingo be, anyway?”

      “Oh, you’d be surprised,” Nans said. “The big pot tonight was five hundred dollars.”

      Helen balanced a plate of pastries and a teacup as she made her way toward Mona’s spacious living room. “I’ll just get the TV warmed up.”

      Nans rolled her eyes. “Helen, it’s not nineteen ninety-nine anymore. I have a brand new LED flatscreen. You don’t need to warm it up.”

      The other ladies laughed and took their pastries on little dainty plates into the living room area.

      “Anyway, I don’t know what Amelia would need to run a bingo scam for. She already has enough money,” Ruth said.

      “That’s for sure. It’s probably just a coincidence.” Helen flattened the crumbs on her plate with her index finger and licked them off. “My cousin told me that one time she had a bingo run of twenty weeks in a row and she didn’t cheat. It happens. Anyway, I don’t think there’s much we can do about it.”

      “And besides, we have much more interesting cases to investigate.” Nans referred to their side hobby as amateur sleuths. Ever since they’d helped the police, including Lexy’s husband, homicide detective Jack Perillo, solve a few high-profile cases, the ladies had been in high demand as private investigators. They often called Lexy in to help them. Especially when they needed a ride to check out a lead, since none of them drove except for Ruth, who could be dangerous behind the wheel.

      Lexy brought her own plate into the living room, her heart warming when she saw that her grandmother had setup the seven foot tall white Christmas tree in the corner-the same tree she’d had when Lexy was a little girl. And the decorations were sitting in boxes, ready for her to hang. Just like when she was a kid.

      She crouched next to the box, gently pushing the thin yellowed tissue paper off the top to reveal the vintage glass balls inside. There were a variety of colors--aqua, silver, pink, red, blue.  Some had glued on ‘snow’ and etched decorations now faded with time.  She picked out one that was shaped like a star with a silvery indent embossed in the middle and hung it on the tree. Standing back to admire her handiwork, she almost forgot all about bingo scams.

      Behind her, the ladies were still talking about the bingo game while they waited for their show to start. Lexy only half listened to them. She was getting used to her grandmother’s investigations and it didn’t cause her as much worry as it used to. She’d learned that the ladies could take care
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