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CHAPTER ONE

 


13 December

 


"How does this look?"

Aunt Edna pointed to the pine tree bough she
had just finished zip tying to our Band Of Sisters Services, or
BOSS, work truck. More accurately, she was tying it to the wooden
frame we had built years ago, for this exact purpose of decorating
the old truck for Christmas. Well, that and holding cement blocks
in place in over the wheel wells to help with traction on
snow-covered roads.

"Great!" I gave her a thumbs-up. "Very
festive." I handed another bough to her where she stood in the
truck's bed.

"This is the one time of year I'm glad this
old truck is red," she chuckled. "Well, I mean, was
red!"

The 1972 Ford F100 may have been red
when she bought it after her return from Vietnam, where she served
in the Women's Army Corps during the war, but now rust was the
Ford's primary color. Dents, scratches, and rubs had appeared, and
even patches of primer had surfaced in the past decades. The only
part that looked fresh and new was the updated logo on the door. It
had originally been for my family's general store, but last year we
had it updated to our new vehicle restoration company, BOSS, more
commonly known as the She-canics. The fact that the engine
ran smoothly was a testament to Aunt Edna's prowess as a mechanic,
but the truck's external condition was an example of her not being
a body shop worker.

"Maybe we should let the Blews Brothers have
at it. They're dying to make it all pretty again—not that she's not
pretty now," I quickly added.

Aunt Edna pursed her lips before answering.
"Maybe. Let's see how the car show goes."

 The Blews
Brothers, our body work go-to guys in nearby Pullman, Washington,
had finally talked Aunt Edna into letting them enter one of our
joint projects, a 1968 Ford Thunderbird we had finished the
mechanic work on early this year, into a car show-slash-auction.
They promised her there would be a huge payout, but it remained to
be seen.

Aunt Edna turned to study the homemade swag
then pulled another zip tie from the back pocket of her jeans,
where they stuck out like a turkey's feathers.

"What do you think about submitting the
Chevy, too?" Aunt Edna asked. Her back was turned, so I couldn't
see her expression to be able to tell what her own thoughts
were.

I could read her like a book, usually
without even seeing her face. We had been working together for so
many years, a lot of times in companionable silence. We were like
two peas in a pod. And it wasn't just our common love of engine
repair, but also, we both were military veterans, her as a WAC and
myself as a US Army officer. I had retired after twenty-four years
and reluctantly returned to New Oslo, Idaho—a choice I was very
satisfied with now, as we happily built our new business.

Oh, and there may or may not have been a
certain gentleman, an Infantryman turned high school math teacher,
who may or may not have influenced the decision to stay.

Not that you'd ever catch me admitting
it.

Aunt Edna turned to look at me. "Tessa?"

"Yes, ma'am," I said with a twinge of guilt.
"Did you say something more that I missed?"

Aunt Edna shook her head. "No, Nug, just
wanting to see what you thought." She grinned at me, her "little
lug nut" or Nug, for short, before turning back to the pine bough
swag. "I know it will take a lot of work to get it ready in time,
but they thought the 1969 Chevy C10 would make quite a splash.
They've been drawing up the body work and paint schematic
ideas."

 I glanced up
at her. "I agree on both points, but we do have to finish the
engine before they can do their work. Perhaps it's time to discuss
hiring part-time help."

I saw her head nod. I knew this was
venturing into tenuous territory—no one, especially my feisty aunt,
wanted to consider they are getting too old to do the things they
love. But it was a very physical job, and with Aunt Edna edging
into her late seventies, her arthritis was getting painful enough
to not be able to stubbornly ignore any longer. And, I had to
admit, my midforties were pretty dang creaky.

"Freddie's boy seemed interested." Aunt Edna
gave a zip tie a final tug and turned to me.

I nodded. "Jacob is interested in cars, as
well as the business side, and could use a part-time job." My
life-long best friend, Petunia "Freddie" Frederickson's son was now
a freshman at the nearby University of Idaho. She had a daughter as
well, who was a senior in high school. Freddie herself was the
sheriff's deputy of our town, New Oslo.

"Might as well keep it in the family, don't
you think?" Aunt Edna held a hand out to me, and I took it, helping
her down from the bed of the truck via the sturdy wooden stairs my
father had built, though they had been built for Vince. "So, what's
Freddie been up to these days?"

I shook my head. "I haven't heard much from
her. She said a few days ago there's been a bit of an uptick in
kids messing around—graffiti, busting up mailboxes, package thefts,
stuff like that. I guess it's keeping her busy." I lifted the
stairs into the bed of the truck before hefting the tailgate up and
slamming it shut.

Aunt Edna tutted. "They're not already out
on winter break though, are they?" She pulled the zip ties from her
back pocket and handed them to me.

"No, not until the nineteenth." I fed the
remaining ties back into their bag, and we headed for the house.
"She figured it's just kids blowing off steam, but who knows. I'll
have to touch base with her and find out how she's doing. And ask
her about Jacob."

As we crossed the snow-covered lawn toward
the farmhouse, my fawn boxer dog, Vince, whined from up on the
wraparound porch. Last summer I had gotten him one of those collars
that gave him a virtual yard so he could be outside by himself,
unsupervised, but was kept away from the road. This wasn't the best
weather for a boxer to be outside in though, since in addition to
short hair, the breed is nearly naked on the underside. Poor pup
was shivering!

We stomped the snow off our boots before
heading up the back stairs of the wraparound porch then sat on the
bench by the door to take them off, slipping on warm woolen clogs
for inside the house. Once in the kitchen, we shed our coats and
hats.

Aunt Edna's gray pixie cut stood up in all
directions, and I laughed as I patted it down for her. Mine wasn't
much better. My two thick chestnut braids could use a re-braiding
to fix the hat hair flyaways.

Aunt Edna waved me off. "Stop fussin'," she
said but smiled. "Did you want to eat breakfast in town or here?
We're going to the High Octane anyway. We can eat there."

"Whichever you want." I nudged my chin
toward the hallway. "I'm going to run up and change while you
decide."

But when I got back down to the kitchen,
Aunt Edna was standing at the window, arms crossed, frowning. "You
shouldn't have bothered changing. We're going to have to redo the
truck decoration."

"Why? What's wrong?" I went to her side to
see what she was looking at. "Oh."

Towering over the truck bed, a moose stood,
eating the pine boughs Aunt Edna had just put on it.

"Hey!" I leaned forward and knocked on the
window.

Even though he was on the other side of the
window and across the yard, he raised his head and looked at me.
Chewing, he gave me a look equivalent to a shrug then lowered his
head for another bite.

"At least we hadn't put the string of lights
on yet," Aunt Edna murmured.

 


* * *

 


Magnus the moose took so long to graze on
our truck décor that we too ate a light breakfast at the house.

"We're going to be late now," Aunt Edna said
for the fourth time after checking on Magnus yet again. "We said
we'd be there by now to pick up the toy donations from High
Octane."

"At least he's moved on to a bush. Maybe I
can sneak out the front door and pull the truck up for you?" I
picked up our empty plates and put them in the sink. "Don't stress.
It wasn't a true appointment, just a flexible time frame."

"At least it's not rutting season anymore.
Nothing more dangerous than a dumb, horny male animal." She studied
him through the window as she finished her coffee. "I'm still not
real comfortable with his location, even though he seems pretty
chill right now."

I stepped out onto the farmhouse's
wraparound porch and tiptoed to the right to peek at Magnus. He was
chomping on a bush halfway along the porch, putting himself an
equal distance from the front and back doors. I leaned against the
old washer and dryer, which were out there for our greasy work
rags, and crossed my arms, contemplating the moose through the
porch railing. Though he had done his annual shedding of his
antlers—something I had witnessed firsthand early last winter—they
were already almost half the size of full ones and covered in
velvet.

"Nature is amazing, eh Magnus?" I watched as
he slowly raised his head to regard me, chewing as he gazed back at
me. With his head raised, he could see me over the railing, and
with him maybe ten feet away, we could study the details of each
other. "Do you remember me?" I asked him.

He raised his nose slightly, probably
smelling my scent, but I decided he was saying yes, he remembered
me from the couple of times we had met before.

"Mind if we squeeze by you so we can
leave?"

He dropped his head down, took a final bite,
then turned and ambled away toward the front of the house.

"Bye, buddy." I went back inside.

Aunt Edna was standing by the window with a
smile plastered on her face. "Have a nice little convo?"

I grinned and reached for my coat. "Yes, and
he's agreed to let us leave."

"Okay, good. Let's go. We can get more
branches for the truck after we stop by the café."

Little did we know, Magnus making us late
for our appointment was the least of our worries.


CHAPTER TWO

 


I pulled out of our short driveway and
turned left. After a few minutes on the gravel road, we got to the
paved State Route 8. Left would take us to New Oslo, while right
would take us to Moscow; I turned left.

"Think it will snow again tonight?" I asked
Aunt Edna.

She looked out the right-side window and
watched the snow-covered fields go by. "Probably," she said
absently.

I looked back out at the road, marveling how
the idea of snow hadn't worn me down yet. I had considered retiring
to a warmer, snow-less state after several years of rough winters
in my last few duty stations, but it didn't seem like such a chore
to take care of snow these days. Perhaps due to Aunt Edna's snow
blower and the fun I was having with it.

"Stop!" Aunt Edna suddenly barked. "Go
back!"

She startled me out of my reverie about the
joys of snow removal, but years of practice kept me from stomping
on the brakes, which surely would have caused an uncontrolled skid,
ice or no ice.

"What?" I asked her, slowing the vehicle.
After checking both ways, I swung the truck around. "What
happened?"

"I saw something, at the bike trail rest
stop."

"Care to elaborate?"

I glanced over at her. She was sitting
forward now, craning to see the small rest area—really just a
wooden toilet house—alongside the Latah Trail, a Rails-to-Trails
project running from Pullman, Washington, out past New Oslo.

"I thought I saw a man." Aunt Edna sounded
unsure now. "A…naked man."

I stared at her a long moment then back to
the approaching rest area. "It's twenty-six degrees. I sure hope
you didn't see a naked man."

But as we got closer, sure enough, an older
man ran up to the side of the highway, waving his arms. And he was
indeed missing most of his clothes.

"Oh, my!" I swerved into the small parking
lot and skidded to a halt. We both jumped out of the vehicle, but
before I slammed the door shut, I reached behind the bench seat and
grabbed the old blanket I kept in the truck for Vince. It was full
of dog hair, but I didn't think this frozen man would mind.

Aunt Edna got to the man first. "Samuel!
Samuel Styles! What on earth are you doing out here, dressed like
that!"

Samuel was not naked, but he was close. His
skinny body was still clad in a pair of baggy tighty-whiteys (less
tighty and less whitey) and his shoes, no socks. He was hugging his
arms to his thin chest and shaking badly, so we wrapped the blanket
around him and walked him back to the truck.

After helping him into the driver's side,
Aunt Edna went back to her side and helped Samuel to the center
spot on the bench. We took our seats, closed the doors, and waited
for an explanation.

"They took my car and dumped me out here,"
Samuel said through chattering teeth.

"Who?" Aunt Edna reached across and turned
up the heater to blast out onto Samuel.

I gave Samuel a closer once-over. Now I was
at his side, I saw there was a reddened mat of hair on the side of
his gray head and a trail of dried blood running down his head and
neck. "I'm calling Freddie," I said.

I listened to Samuel and Aunt Edna talk
while I dialed. I got Freddie's voicemail, which was odd but not
overly so. I hung up and sent her a quick text instead, telling her
where and in what state we found Samuel. Then, since my emergency
shortcut wasn't responding, I dialed 9-1-1.

"An ambulance will be here shortly," I told
Samuel and Aunt Edna. "They said until they get here, keep you warm
but not super hot." I reached for the dial and turned the heater
blower down a quarter. I noticed Aunt Edna was holding one of his
hands between hers, his other holding the blanket closed.

"I'm gonna lose my dang toes," Samuel
moaned.

"Samuel, you have a head injury. I assume
your attackers did that too?" I asked, looking closer at it.

Samuel nodded.

"And you said you don't know who they were?"
I had been able to follow most the conversation but wanted to keep
him active.

"Yeah, there were two of 'em. Ski masks. Ran
me off the road, took my car. Dumped me here, in the john." Samuel
was still shivering. I pulled off my scarf and wrapped it gently
around his head and ears, giving him a Babushka look. Aunt Edna
pulled off her scarf and followed suit, covering the areas still
exposed.

His legs were bare and mottled from the
cold, so Aunt Edna pulled off her jacket and we tucked it around
his legs.

"What time was that, Samuel?" Aunt Edna
asked.

"I dunno. Dark. Maybe one?" Samuel stared
down at Aunt Edna's coat. "Don't 'member a whole lot."

"One? It's only nine… Oh. You mean
one a.m., last night?" Aunt Edna frowned at the man. "Oh Samuel,
you were out at Smitty's, weren't you." She tutted.

Ah. So he was probably sotted when it
happened. I looked around the lot. No car, so his story could have
some legs anyway.

"Did you recognize their voices?" I
asked.

He shook his head. "No talkin'."

"You didn't see anyone following you before
it happened?" Aunt Edna pressed him further.

My phone buzzed. "I need to get this," I
said and hopped out of the truck, closing the door quickly behind
me to keep the heat in. "Freddie," I said into the phone after
answering.

"You found Samuel? Is he okay?" I could hear
plenty of background noise—cars and voices, like she was
outside.

"He's got a bloody bump on his head and
missing almost all of his clothes, but other than that, yeah." I
walked down closer to the restroom building.

"Oh, thank goodness." Freddie sighed. "We
were pretty worried after finding his car."

"Is there blood in it or something? He's got
a head wound. You know as well as I do how much those bleed."
Spotting a small piece of paper on the fresh snow on the ground, I
absently bent to pick it up and stuck it in the pocket of my winter
coat.

"Um, if there was blood in his car, can't
see it now. It's been burnt, which is why I'm grateful to hear he
wasn't in it! Not that it looked like he was." Freddie paused to
tell someone to go stop someone else from taking pictures with
their phone. Then she sighed. "Gosh, I hope he didn't do this for
insurance or something."

"He says there were two unknown masked men."
I looked through the window into the cab of the truck. "We're
warming him up, and Aunt Edna's keeping him awake. Freddie, he was
in nothing but underwear and shoes!"

"That explains what looks like it might be
clothing in the back seat. We're not touching anything until the
fire investigator and crime scene guys get here. The ambulance
should be there soon. I sent it off as soon as you texted."

Sure enough, when I turned to face east, I
saw the ambulance lights come over the crest of the hill. I had
been expecting it to come from Moscow, not New Oslo. "Yeah, I see
'em now."

"Okay, good. Tell Samuel I'll come see him
at the hospital." She paused. "Oh, and Tessa, does it look like he
was drinking?"

"Yeah. He says he was heading home from
Smitty's. Doesn't remember clearly how it all happened. Though, you
know, head injury."

Freddie sighed. "Guess I need to start
watching for drunks on weeknights too. Dang man is going to kill
someone one of these days."

"Or himself."

"True that." Freddie held the phone away
from her to speak to someone else again. "Hey, come leave a
statement with Bob, okay?"

"Sure thing." We were headed to New Oslo
anyway, so it was no problem to stop into the police station to
chat with Sergeant Bob White (son of my fellow elementary school
student I christened "Quail Boy" after learning a Bobwhite was a
type of quail).

We ended our conversation, and I stuck my
phone into my back pocket as I walked to meet the ambulance, which
pulled onto the road's shoulder in front of our truck. The EMTs
followed me to the driver's side and helped poor Samuel out of the
truck and into the ambulance, where they wrapped him in one of
those tinfoil blankets.

One of the EMTs returned our scarves,
Vince's blanket, and Aunt Edna's coat. "He was out here, dressed
like that?"

"Yeah, apparently for several hours." I
folded the items over my arm. "Looks like he stayed in the bathroom
for the most part. But yeah. The temps got down to the teens last
night."

"I'll put money on frostbite—and I'll spare
you the details of where." The EMT gave me a grin and waved as he
left.

 


* * *

 


With that dubious thought in my head, I
climbed back into the truck and we started again for New Oslo. I
relayed what the EMT had said to Aunt Edna, who pulled out her
phone for a Google search after replacing her coat then abruptly
shut her phone back off.

"Good thing Samuel's wife left him
already."

I turned to stare at her, and she made a
face and raised a shoulder. "Don't Google frostbite," she said
grimly.

As we passed the Welcome to New Oslo
sign at the edge of town, Aunt Edna pointed at a new, temporary
one. "Well, lookie there. They got the sign for the Running of the
Grinches up! How exciting."

"I still can't believe Deeda talked the
Prunns into it. But it will be fun, don't you think?"

Still a relative newcomer to the town,
Deeda, or "the History Diva" to her podcast fans, was a breath of
fresh air, invigorating our tiny town and especially the New Oslo
Historical Society and its two queens, the Prunn sisters. Deeda was
a popular "hidden history" podcaster who had fallen in love with a
local, came home with him, and never left. The octogenarian Prunn
sisters, Olive and Ginny, adored young Deeda and her enthusiasm for
history, and she had somehow managed to talk them into a new sort
of fundraiser for this season. The fact that the local she fell in
love with was one of their "grands" (grandson to one, grandnephew
to the other) may have had a little to do with the Prunns'
affection for Deeda, but more than likely not.

"I swear I never want to see another Santa
coat in my life," moaned Aunt Edna. "Your mother talked us into
helping her sew, and I'm happy to help, but I am so tired of
red!"

"You'll be plenty tired of green too after
we walk around with green face paint for a day." I smiled at the
mental image of Aunt Edna dressed—and painted green—like the
Grinch. Half the town was expected to show up for the Running of
the Grinches, and several households in the community were busy
churning out the Santa suits that the historical society would sell
for the free event.

"Probably, but it is for a good cause.
Updating the computer system at the museum will really help with
the genealogical research abilities, which will then make it easier
to get donations from people researching their familes." Aunt Edna
sounded like a history maven herself now. "And it will be fun!"

We came around the bend where Route 8
straightened for the expanse of three blocks and became Main
Street, New Oslo. At the opposite end of the street was where my
family's business had been for over a century until its destruction
at the hands of an arsonist. For the past year, it had been an
empty gravel lot, but right now it was the site of a forest of
Christmas trees.

The Lark family of Lark Christmas Trees was
renting the space from us, and that was where we needed to check in
for more tree branches for the truck décor. But first we had to get
past the collection of emergency vehicles lining the road in front
of us.


CHAPTER THREE

 


Right there on the center line of the
highway, in the middle of town, a burnt hulk of car was still
smoking.

Fire trucks and police cars were lined up on
each side, but a uniformed officer was diverting traffic, and we
had to take the right before the logging company office and detour
around the back of the block of storefronts with apartments above.
As we turned, a blonde with a big pouf of curls waved excitedly as
we passed.

"Becky is loving this," Aunt Edna remarked
dryly.

"I agree." The town's salon owner did look
very excited, and goodness knows, the woman loved her gossip. And
here she was with a front-row seat without having to leave the
sidewalk in front of her shop.

After driving down the back street, another
officer waved us to turn again, bringing us to Saints and Sinner's
Corner. It was called this since the four corners of the
intersection were occupied by the police station, the law office,
and a church. And now, a Christmas tree lot.

Since we needed to leave a statement at the
police station after, we parked along the side street between the
NOPD and the Memorial Park. We passed the Veteran's Memorial, which
included a display of my grandmother, dressed in her wartime
factory overalls. There was also a listing of all veterans who were
born or lived in New Oslo, including Aunt Edna, my father, Freddie,
and myself. From there we hurried across Main Street to the former
location of my family's store and auto garage, now a virtual forest
of Christmas trees. A rope fence twisted with little white lights
ran around the gravel lot to keep the Christmas trees from
escaping. Each metal post had a cheery wreath hanging from it, the
lot operator's workmanship.

"Hey Bethany," I said, walking between the
two wooden gateway posts and waving at a tiny woman sitting on a
stool in midst of the trees. Her double blonde braids were forward
on her chest, and with her blue hat and red coat, she resembled a
female gnome sitting in a forest, which might have been
intentional.

"Hi Tessa! Hi Edna!" She hopped off the
stool and came toward us, hugging herself against the cold. She now
resembled a gnome even more, as she was barely over five feet tall.
"I sold a couple trees already today. Better than the last two days
combined. I guess because people have to slow down." She looked
pointedly down Main Street at the collection of vehicles.

"Or needing an excuse to be nosy!" Aunt Edna
shoved her hands into her coat pockets and looked around. "But
whatever works."

Bethany made a pained face. "I hoped to have
more for you."

"Geesh, you make us sound like slumlords or
something! Don't stress about it. I told you, we aren't trying to
make money off you." Which was true. We hadn't asked for a very
high rental rate. We were more interested in helping a small
business, like our own in the past and the present. The lot would
have sat empty and unused like it did the rest of the year, and we
were just happy to see it being used.

"Well, I do think whatever is going on down
there is helping, to be honest. I was going to go get a coffee—I'm
so sick of the instant in the trailer—but didn't want to look like
a gossipy goose," Bethany prattled on. "I don't even know what's
going on. Is there another broken window? Isn't it awful what
happened? Keeping my husband busy though."

"Windows?" Aunt Edna shook her head. "No, a
car on fire. Why do windows keep your husband busy?"

"He does a lot of work with Jeff Eriksson."
Bethany shrugged.

"Oh, that's right." Jeff still did the
occasional handyman tasks, which apparently included putting in new
windows. "Everything going okay down here though?" Aunt Edna asked.
"You guys stay the night down here in your trailer, right? Did you
see or hear anything that was happening down the street?"

Aunt Edna sounded innocent enough in her
tone, but I worried the woman would get defensive, though I needn't
have been concerned.

Bethany flipped a blonde braid over her
shoulder. "Nope, we have to run the generator all night to stay
warm enough. Up at our house, we just plug in. But with the
generator, I don't hear a thing," she chirped, nodding at the small
travel trailer parked at the back of the lot. "Besides, I sleep
like the dead."

"Oh…well. Why don't you run on down and get
yourself a good coffee—and warm up while you're at it." Aunt Edna
shooed her away.

"Yeah, we need to grab more of your dropped
branches anyway. They still back there?" I gestured over my
shoulder.

"Of course. Help yourself." She said it over
her shoulder, as she was already through the gate and well on her
way. Didn't have to tell her twice!

"Okay, then. I'll go grab some." I weaved my
way back through the trees, past the trailer, to the back corner
where branches were piled.

Some of these—the trimmings from the bottoms
of the trees and discarded whole trees—Bethany was fashioning into
fresh wreaths. We had gotten our original branches from here but
wouldn't need as many this time.

I was bending over, picking through branches
and tossing the good ones into a pile behind me, when a voice
startled me.

"Hello, can I help you?"

I swung around to see Mike Lark, Bethany's
husband, peering at me. "Oh, hi. I just needed more swags for our
truck."

"Oh hey, Tessa. Yeah, of course, that's
cool. Take as much as you want. More you take, less Bethany has to
work with for those dang wreathes. They stress her out." Mike
pointed at the pile at his feet. "Need some help? I can carry these
over to the truck for you."

"Sure, thanks. Here, I'll load you up."

Mike stuck his arms out like a forklift, and
I began to load him up.

After I piled his arms full, I grabbed a few
more and followed him to the truck.

"Ah, someone got hungry, I see. You have
goats?" Mike checked out the stripped branches as he dropped his
armload into the truck bed.

"No, a moose came by." I added mine to the
pile and wiped my hands together. "I got a bit sappy."

"Part and parcel of working with trees." He
paused to admire the big, black, raised, and souped-up truck parked
a few spots down, sideways in the slots to have enough room for its
snowplow attachment.

"That yours?" I asked.

"Yup." He beamed. "That's my baby."

I noticed even now, in the dead of winter,
it was sparkling clean. "You take good care of it."

He ducked his head shyly at the compliment,
and as we walked back toward the tree lot, he pointed with his chin
at the trailer. "You can wash in the trailer. We have this lava
soap that works great on sap. Follow me."

"Probably the same stuff we use to get our
car grease off. Thanks." I followed him past Aunt Edna, who was
trying, and failing, to look comfortable on the stool. "Be right
back," I told her.

I hadn't been in their trailer before. It
wasn't the neatest setup. Wreath ribbon, berry sprigs and
pinecones, signage, books, and papers strewn on all surfaces, dirty
dishes in the tiny sink, and I spotted their small unmade bed,
piled with clothes, through an open doorway. He gestured at the
overflowing sink.

"Here you go. Don't pay no mind to the
dishes. I'm setting to clean them in a minute anyhow." He leaned
against a wall and waited, rubbing his stubbly chin. "I'm a bit
behind with the housekeeping with all the extra work I've been
doing with Jeff Eriksson."

Mike wasn't an unattractive man, just not my
type. He was short and wiry, and much like the trailer, his blond
hair and beard were wild and his clothes dirty. I
preferred—probably from my years in the military, where cleanliness
standards were rather high—my men to be a bit more clean cut. Or at
least clean. But he was clearly a hardworking man, with his
heavy Timberland work boots and dingy jeans under a tan Carhartt
jacket, everything stained with sap and dirt. I could hardly hold a
little dirt against a working man.

After washing, I looked around for something
to dry my hands on but didn't see a towel.

"Oh, sorry. Here." Mike plucked a napkin
from an open package behind him and handed it to me. His ears were
red. "We're behind on laundry too. Need to find some time to make a
run to my mom's place to do it."

"It's not a problem. What have you been
doing for Jeff?" Jeff Eriksson, the youngest of the five Eriksson
boys, ran the hardware store these days but still found himself
getting calls for handyman work.

"Just whatever. I'm happy to help with odd
jobs he needs to do." He led the way back out of the trailer then
closed the door behind me. "Where's Bethany?"

"She went to get a coffee." Aunt Edna stood
and faced us. "I didn't mind a bit. No worries."

"Did you guys need to go? I can cover till
Bethany gets back." Mike rubbed his chin.

"Sure." Aunt Edna stretched. "We're supposed
to stop in at the station and talk to Sergeant White anyway."

Mike's hand froze on his chin, and he tipped
his head quizzically. "Oh yeah? Why?" He laughed. "What did you all
do?"

"We found a guy who'd been beaten up and
left on the side of the road," Aunt Edna said, shaking her head and
tutting. "The world these days."

"Oh, man. Is he okay?" Mike's brows
furrowed.

"Yeah. I mean, he was real cold. Whoever did
it to him took his clothes."

I glanced down the street and saw Sergeant
White striding down the sidewalk.

"Dang, now that's just cruel. Hope he'll be
okay. Fingers and toes and all that." Mike turned to see who I was
watching, and as he did, Bethany came out of Cheese and Thank You
and almost ran into the policeman. "Ah, there's my lady love.
Almost spilling coffee on a cop."

"I guess that's our cue to head over." Aunt
Edna took a final glance around. "Looks good here, Mike. I hope
this works out well for you guys."

Mike nodded. "I hope so too. We're hoping to
make enough to finally be able to finish the house we've been
building. We keep running out of money, and trailer life is
starting to get old."

I wasn't sure how to respond, and Aunt Edna
apparently didn't either, so we just wished him luck and headed for
the NOPD.


CHAPTER FOUR

 


After a half hour of relaying our short
story to Sergeant White, we headed back outside. Curiosity won out,
so before heading home, we picked our way through the piles left by
a snowplow to cross to the next block.

As usual, the historical society's plate
glass window framed four faces who were watching the action with
rapt attention. The Prunn sisters and the two old men, who I refer
lovingly to as the Old Coots, didn't even notice us until we
passed, and we simply waved.

"Not ready for their questions," muttered
Aunt Edna.

"They probably know more than we do," I
pointed out. "Not that there would be anything new."

We stopped on the sidewalk where we could
see the burnt-out car between the parked vehicles. Despite the
cold, we were not the only curious onlookers. One man in particular
caught my attention due to his clothes—a long black
expensive-looking coat over dress pants and shiny leather shoes. I
frowned and turned to Aunt Edna, but before I could say anything,
she spoke.

"Yep, that's Samuel's old Pontiac. Worked on
it enough times to recognize the heap." Aunt Edna craned her neck
further.

We were so intent on the smoldering vehicle,
we didn't notice someone approach until he spoke.

"Hi Tessa. Edna." My high school
ex-boyfriend and the recently re-elected County Sheriff Joe
Eriksson stood there in all the glory of his Viking roots, with his
thick arms and blond beard. He tipped his sheriff's hat at us.
"What brings you to town today?" There was a hint of irony in his
voice.

"Well, we had been coming to pick up some
pine branches when we…" I trailed off. "Oh, you weren't actually
asking, were you?"

The slightest smile quirked the corners of
his lips, reminding me of the teenaged boy who loved to tease me.
And then loved me…until I broke his heart by leaving for the
Army at eighteen and never looking back. "Deputy Frederickson
filled me in on your little discovery this morning."

Oh, of course. I tugged my hat down
to cover my embarrassment. "Well, at least it wasn't a dead body
this time!"

"Yeah, there is that." Joe studied me before
turning to look at the smoking hunk of Pontiac.

"We left our statement with Bob—Sergeant
White," Aunt Edna added.

Joe nodded. "Good. And I'm glad you saw
Samuel. The last update from the hospital said he is doing okay.
Too early to tell if he'll lose extremities to frost bite, but my
guess would be it's likely. Good thing you found him when you
did."

"Probably can give the alcohol in his system
a little credit for keeping him alive." Aunt Edna tugged her hat
down a little more over her ears, as if thinking about Samuel's
cold ears.

I in turn looked at Joe's, which stuck out
from under his sheriff's hat. "Well, it's likely the other way, but
it kept him from feeling the cold." At Joe's raised eyebrow, I
shrugged. "I remember from my safety training. The desert gets cold
at night."

"Not that you had alcohol in the desert."
Aunt Edna laughed. She knew the desert I was referring to was in a
place that didn't allow alcohol.

"No, of course not." I glanced at my watch,
and Aunt Edna noticed.

"Anyway," Aunt Edna said. "We should go grab
those toys from the High Octane, shouldn't we, Tessa?"

"Oh, Lindsey and Sean left a while ago." Joe
turned and looked across the street. "They usually close at two but
weren't getting a whole lot of business with the road being
closed."

"I'd think they'd get more from the
looky-loos." Aunt Edna had the presence of mind to blush since we
basically fell into the same category. "Any ideas what the deal
is?" She waved a hand to encompass the smoldering vehicle.

Joe drew in a big breath and let it out
slowly, shaking his head. "No idea. Freddie thinks it may be
involved with a rash of petty vandalism, but it seems to be a
pretty big jump from mailbox baseball to this."

"I hadn't heard about what's been going on,
just that Freddie was busier than she hoped to be for the holiday
season." I caught his eye and held it expectantly.

Not surprisingly, he didn't bite. "It's
become an actual investigation, since there's now an assault and
property destruction." He might as well have just said no
comment.

"Good," Aunt Edna said with authority. "Hope
you all figure this out and catch these idiots." She turned to me.
"I guess we can head to your mother's now to work on those Grinch
suits. We'll have to arrange to pick up the toys tomorrow."

I agreed. "All right." I raised a hand to
wave at Joe. "Good luck."

Aunt Edna and I picked our way back down the
sidewalk and, despite our curiosity about what they might know,
passed the museum and its occupants without stopping. Once we were
back in the truck, I steered it through the detour and headed back
out of New Oslo, passing a police flatbed tow truck as it was
heading in. We both waved at the driver and passenger, Troy Barnes,
the geeky and self-named "Evidence Dude" for the county sheriff's
office. He'd bought an evidence-riddled Mustang from us last year
after it was released from its evidentiary status.

"So, it sounded like Freddie thinks this is
related to the troublesome kid activities, but Joe doesn't." Aunt
Edna watched the snow scene as it passed outside her window. "Have
you heard anything about the earlier stuff, other than what you
mentioned?"

I shook my head. "No. Maybe Mom has heard
something though. We'll see soon enough."

"It's a little odd no one has called us to
gossip about it."

"True. But between our regular work and
making those Santa suits, we've been busier than normal." We had
spent every evening for the past few days in my mom's sewing room.
"But isn't it odd the Prunns didn't 'inform' us?" I used one hand
to make finger quotes to emphasize inform.

"Yeah, I guess. And they've been busier too,
or maybe there's nothing to tell. Everyone's busier during the
holidays." Aunt Edna pulled the blanket from the seat between us
over her legs. "And nothing from Nick?"

"No, but it's dark when he goes to and from
work, and he just leaves out of the far end of town. He may not
have heard anything, though if it were kids…"

"He may know them," Aunt Edna finished for
me. "Being a teacher at the high school and all."

We paused to note the crime scene vehicle at
the trail rest stop as we passed.

"We'll have to ask him." I reached for the
antique knob and turned up the heat and then switched on the radio.
Sinatra came crooning out of the speakers, wishing us to have
ourselves a merry little Christmas.

"We need something more upbeat to get in the
mood to suffer through sewing with your mother." Aunt Edna
chuckled. "I'm not sure which is worse—her or getting poked by
pins."

"Oh, Aunt Edna." I shook my head but
smiled.

"Sisters. What can I say?" Aunt Edna spun
the tuning knob until she came to "Grandma Got Run Over by a
Reindeer."

"Oh yeah, I'll have mine here soon enough,
won't I? Then I won't be shaking my head at you anymore," I
said.

"Nope, you'll be commiserating." Aunt Edna
launched into the chorus of the annoying song—loud, enthusiastic,
and completely out of tune.

I joined her, and we sang the rest of the
song, then the next one, finishing up as I pulled in to park at my
parents' place in our usual spot.

I knocked loudly on their front door before
going in. "Hello!"

"Up here, sweetie," my mom replied, pausing
the thumping of her sewing machine for a moment.

After unbundling ourselves from our winter
clothes and admiring the lit Christmas tree in the living room,
Aunt Edna went to the kitchen to make us some coffee while I headed
up the stairs to my old room. A corner of the room was still an odd
shrine to me having spent my childhood there—my old twin bed with
its quilted bedspread, a vintage Johnny Depp poster, some stuffed
animals—while the rest of the room was now Mom's extraordinarily
organized craft room. At least that's what it usually looked
like.
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