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            THE MAGICAL CARTERVILLE CHRISTMAS LIGHTS

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

          MONDAY, DECEMBER 17

        

      

    

    
      We do Christmas right here in Carterville, Arizona.

      If you picture a snow globe of an old mining town built out in the late 1800s draped on a steep hill that is perched on a tall mountain, a quaint, cheerful little town of about three hundred with a Main Street lined with festively decorated old red brick buildings, you wouldn’t be far off.

      The center of town is Carterville Circle, a roundabout that connects Main Street and Cedar and dominates a brief flattening of Carter Hill. In the center of that roundabout is a fir tree planted when the town was founded that is over sixty feet tall.

      The businesses are, of course, all decked out for the holidays with Christmas lights and cheerful scenes painted on their windows. Early snow has come, and by mid-December the scene is beautifully flocked in white. The stately old streetlamps that line Main Street have colorful lights wound around them, and the mighty fir tree in the middle of Carter Circle is festively decorated with oversized ornaments and giant faux presents underneath.

      It looks perfect, so perfect that it is the kind of scene that would work beautifully in a snow globe. These days, you can buy that snow globe in a number of shops here, but the story I want to tell happened a few years ago, not long after the meteor hit and the residents of Carterville got their powers.

      Right. I didn’t include that in the snow globe description, did I? I’ve written a lot about Carterville powers, how they only work within five miles of the center of town, how they can often be minor or quirky, how they occasionally can be called “super,” and how there are no masks or capes, just small-town folks dealing with small-town problems with a bunch of powers added on top.

      And I’ve written about the murder, fire, scheming, and power struggles that were a result of that meteor and those powers, but just because it is the season that it is, I want to tell a different kind of Carterville story.

      You see, that snow globe image of Carterville was nearly perfect, except for that majestic fir tree in the center of town. It was decorated, but it didn’t have any Christmas lights.

      At first, it was just a matter of budget. Before the meteor hit, Carterville was trying to become a tourist destination but sitting on the north side of the San Francisco Peaks about thirty miles from Flagstaff, it was just a little too far off the beaten path.

      But when the word about the powers spread, the tourists started coming and the town council thought it was high time that the fir tree be properly decorated, that Carterville live up to its potential as a one-of-a-kind Christmas destination.

      This is the story of how the tree was first lit in a way that could only happen in Carterville.
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        * * *

      

      My name is Henry Carter, and I am the dutifully elected chief of police of Carterville and an ancestor of Samuel Carter, the founder of this town.

      I knew all about the attempts to light up the tree, but the meteor had struck only a few months ago and my job had turned into nothing short of sheer madness as we came to grips with what had happened to us.

      There were the outbreaks of narcolepsy until we figured out that Annie Smith, the owner of the Carterville Inn and my girlfriend, could put people to sleep. I was currently tracking strange bursts of unexplained violence and dealing with the most bizarre calls you could imagine.

      It was Monday night, and I was in my closet of an office in the Carterville Police Department desperately trying to catch up on the mountain of paperwork that dominated my desk. Annabelle Unger came rushing in, bringing in a waft of cold air with her, the red blossoming on her cheeks almost matching her hair.

      “The tree, Henry,” she said, her lovely southern drawl thicker than usual in her excitement. “The tree. It’s lit.”

      Annabelle was encased in a red down jacket and, in an acknowledgement to the slick conditions, had actual boots on instead of her favored heals. Back then she was in her early fifties, she had just quit the habit but still had the fine lines of a multi-decade smoker decorating her face. She was my office manager and was as buried as I was in this madness.

      I sat back, my ancient office chair creaking loudly.

      “They finally figure out how to get power to it?” I asked.

      That was the problem. They had gotten all excited about it when Arnold Hughes, who was the local insurance guy and could now levitate, had offered to help. It had suddenly seemed easy until they all realized that you couldn’t just run an extension cord across the street. A generator had been considered, but the rattling racket of it would have destroyed the whole vibe. Batteries and an inverter were considered next, but there were security and safety issues, and the frequent switching of heavy batteries was problematic logistically. A power line from a nearby building also had safety issues.

      Everyone was still arguing about it, such was politics in a small town.

      Annabelle shook her head, the smile on her face so wide that I got a view of what she had been like as a child. That red hair of hers, especially the purple streaks, was chemically aided now, but I could suddenly see the kid she was coming down the stairs and looking at a tree packed with presents.

      “No,” she said, breathlessly. “It just lit up. All by itself. It’s a…” She was going to call it a Christmas miracle, but her face darkened and she cut herself off. We had both seen a lot on this job, the kind of things that can make you cynical. She extended one gloved hand towards the door and said, “Come on. You have got to see it!”
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        * * *

      

      The town had gathered, cars had stopped, as everyone stared at the fir tree in the middle of Carter Circle, everyone’s exhales turning into small blooms of condensate in the cold.

      It was certainly a stare-worthy sight: the tall fir tree flocked in fresh snow the texture of powdered sugar with the red, green, and white lights pulsing gently underneath; the faux presents below wrapped in shiny paper with big bows, a sprinkling of snow on them; the two- and three-story turn-of-the-century red brick buildings behind the tree; and finally the sharp outline of the San Francisco Peaks rising up into the starry sky behind it all.

      If the cold didn’t take your breath away, this certainly would.

      Karen Winslow, the mayor, was always babbling about marketability and drawing tourists in, how it would make our town more economically viable. My eyes always glazed over when she talked like that, but this? This was a sight to see, and knowing that it was somehow the Carterville powers that was making it happen…? Well, even a middle-aged cynic like me could see it.

      Annabelle was standing next to me, her mouth ajar in childish awe. She was holding the CPD Digital SLR in her hands, which is what she had run back to the station for, but in her state of wonder had forgotten to take pictures.

      Annie Smith walked over, her dark hair hidden under a faux-fur-lined hood, her high cheekbones rouged by the cold. She had a sharp beauty that went well with the winter, but her face was still tanned by her love of the sun. She slipped her arm under mine and said, “This is…”

      She didn’t finish the sentence—she didn’t need to. I had always loved this town, felt that this town was part of me and I was part of it, but that night, for the first time in a long time, looking at the sparkling lights, it felt like things were going to turn out okay.

      The tree sat in the center of the roundabout, a low rock wall around it and a sidewalk circling the wall. There were parents holding their kids on that little wall so they could touch the magical lights.

      “Are these special lights?” I asked Annie. The Carterville Inn being right across the circle, she had kept me up to date on the tree.

      “No,” she said. “Just normal Christmas lights. LED, I think. Why?”

      “They are not acting like normal Christmas lights,” I said.

      And they weren’t. The colors twinkled and pulsed like someone was altering the flow of electricity. At first it was just minor variations, a delicate twinkle here and there, but then they began to pulse brighter and brighter. There was a star on the tip-top of the tree that pulsed so brilliantly it almost looked like an actual star.

      Maybe somewhere there are fancy Christmas lights with circuitry that can do this, but not the cheap lights the town could afford and not without power hooked up. I could see the dangling cord draped over one of the presents. I knew they had dragged an extension cord over and tested the lights, but that was yesterday.

      As the pulsing of the light intensified, waves of sparkling color starting at the bottom and flowing to the top, the murmuring voices stopped and it was all oohs and aahs. The lights were dancing under the clear starry night, joyfully dancing—there is no other way to describe it.

      And then with a crescendo of color, the star burning brightly, the tree went dark.
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        * * *

      

      Officer Martin Lester is tall and lanky with dull blue eyes and a prodigious and nearly grey mustache. He’s about five years older than me, having beaten me crossing that dreaded Rubicon into his fifties.

      He was a police officer, the only other one in town, and we were both poking around under the great fir tree, our cell phones out as flashlights.

      Being smarter than me, he had a grey beanie on against the cold while I stubbornly had my cowboy hat on, my ears rapidly going numb.

      “Ain’t no power hooked up,” Lester said, holding up the cord I had seen earlier. “Clear as can be, you know.”

      I nodded and sniffed. The freezing air prickled my nose, but I thought I smelled ozone.

      “Chief,” a woman said from behind me. “I’d like a word.”

      I almost groaned. I knew that voice. I knew that tone. It was the mayor, and she was currently talking to my ass, which felt beyond awkward. I duck-walked out from under the tree, stood up, and said, “Good evening, Karen.”

      Karen Winslow was a few years older than me, her hazel eyes intense and her greying blond hair in its usual elegant French braid, her head capped with a pompom-topped beanie that probably cost more than I made in a week.

      “This is important,” she said nodding up at the tree, her eyes getting this dreamy look. “Imagine how they’ll flock here to see our tree, our lights with no power source, our little Carterville Christmas Miracle.”

      I nodded but didn’t say anything. She loved tourists, I did not. I had to deal with the messes they created but I could also see how more tourists could make this a good Christmas season for the town.

      “Find out what happened. How we can keep the lights on. This is your highest priority,” she said and then promptly turned and walked away.

      I didn’t bother telling her that even though she was mayor, she was not my boss. It never seemed to do any good.

      When Karen was gone, there was some mirthful chuckling coming out from under the tree. Lester, being smarter than me, again, hadn’t come out.

      “You look tired,” Annie said after she crossed the street, her blue eyes glittering and a playful smile on her lips. She grabbed my hand and started pulling me back across the street. “Stay at the inn tonight. I’ll make sure you sleep well… eventually.” Her words were punctuated by a throaty laugh.

      Annie had been my high school sweetheart and we had gotten together earlier in the year once I was well clear of my divorce. I happily followed her, all thoughts of powers and Christmas trees forgotten.
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        * * *

      

      Annie was behind the prodigious counter of the Carterville Inn dealing with a guest issue. “Prodigious” is the right word, because this used to be a saloon and that counter used to be the bar.

      When you think “historic” building in the West, you just might picture the Carterville Inn. It dates back to 1890 and has the original stamped tin ceiling and arched windows in the red brick walls. The lobby is long and narrow with a creaky wooden floor, the walls hung with large black-and-white prints of Carterville when it was first settled. There was an elegantly decorated Christmas tree in front of the window and baskets of shiny Christmas tree bulbs decorating the coffee tables that antique chairs crowded around.

      “Why are they here?” Wendy, my big sister, asked, nodding towards the guest Annie was talking to. “Aren’t they locals?”

      We were sitting in a couple of those high-backed antique chairs. Annie had been sidetracked by work, so we had been chatting while I waited.

      Wendy looked a bit too much like me, like a Carter, to be considered pretty, her chin a tad pointy, her shoulder-length brown hair mousey, her eyes a little deep set. But those eyes held intelligence and kindness both, making her beautiful. She was a nurse, the kind that made hospital stays bearable, and that made her gorgeous.

      “Ken and Amelia Reed,” I said of the young, dark-haired couple who were holding hands as they talked to Annie. “Just got married a week ago. Heater fried and pipes froze, so they are staying here for a few days until it gets sorted.”

      Amelia was taller than Ken, slim to his stocky with thick-rimmed glasses, and she clearly loved Christmas. On the counter was a hat that looked like a Christmas tree complete with little lights, though they were dark. To match it, she had on a long green jacket with patches that looked like blue and red ornaments.

      The two of them were attached like just-married people in love usually are. Annie and I had achieved that, briefly, in high school, but we were too old and jaded for that at this point.

      Wendy nodded and leaned forward and looked at me, her brown eyes intense. I knew that look, it was her often used big sister look, and I suddenly wanted a drink.

      “How are you, Henry?” she asked.

      Wendy’s daughter, Lilly, was going to Northern Arizona University in Flagstaff and Wendy had driven down from Colorado where she lived to collect her for the holiday and was staying for a few days. The last few years had brought a lot of change and I think Wendy wanted to get a look at Carterville post powers and check up on me.

      I sighed and said, “I’m tired. It’s all a bit much. We still get regular calls, noise complaints, some domestic violence, but most of them now are… they are so bizarre.”

      She just stared at me, a question in her eyes.

      “Take Arnold Hughes,” I said. “Loves to show off that he can levitate. I mean, loves to show off. They rigged him with some canisters of compressed air when he was decorating the tree, because levitation ain’t quite flying. Karen had reporters in for the publicity.”

      Wendy rolled her eyes.

      “Anyway, he does it in his backyard, for the hell of it, all the time. His neighbor constantly calls in peeping tom complaints and I have to keep talking to him.”

      She laughed, which was the point, and then got serious. “I’m sure it’s not all silly like that,” she said.

      I shook my head. “Random fights keep breaking out,” I said. “There are a lot more thefts, no idea if a power is involved, and the influx of tourists has complicated everything.”

      She nodded out towards the circle. “And now you have to find out how a Christmas tree puts on a world-class show it shouldn’t be able to with no electricity.”

      I nodded. “I guess I do, although I don’t have one clue how.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

          TUESDAY, DECEMBER 18

        

      

    

    
      Word spread about the Carterville Christmas lights at the speed of gossip and in a small place like Carterville, that’s just short of the speed of light. A good two hundred people showed up—at least half of the town plus a good portion of people from out of town—to stand around and wait for the magical Carterville Christmas lights.

      Karen had reporters there and scientist from NAU. Ken and Amelia Reed, the newlyweds staying at the Inn were there, gloves clasped, and hopeful looks on their young faces. My best friend Frank Paulson and his wife Lisa were there, which meant that the Carterville Diner was shut down for this, which rarely happened. Mary and William Reilly had found a place close to the tree, looking like the quintessential grandparents that they were.

      This made Lester, Annabelle, and me very busy. Lester was directing traffic around the circle, telling people to go park at the lot at the bottom of the hill. Annabelle and I were on crowd control trying to keep people out of the street and out from under the tree. We were understaffed and I got a nerve-racking vision of Carterville’s future if Karen had her way. We were overrun, but all the businesses were busy as people ducked in to try to escape the cold.

      Carter Hill sits between 6,400 and 7,100 feet in elevation on the north side of the tallest mountain in Arizona, so it gets cold here.

      “Out!” I yelled at a teenage boy named Bo Larson skulking under the tree. He had a mop of curly blonde hair that was always flopping into his eyes. This was the third time I had rousted him. “One more time and I’ll call your mother, Bo,” I said.

      He gave me an angry look like I was the worst person in the world, a look that reminded me of my own teenage son who was with his mother in Phoenix, and it just made me miss him.

      “He’s a good kid,” Mary Reilly said, her hazel eyes bright and her white hair peeking out of the beanie I knew she had knitted herself. “LA to Carterville is quite the difficult transition for a young man like that.”

      “Must be,” I said with a nod. “Too many hormones and not enough for him to do here.”

      Mary was all of four-feet-four and looked like the kindliest of grandmothers, but her power was one of the super ones. If she told you do something, said it in the right way, you did it. Period.

      Mary and William had discovered her power pretty early on. They had been having a fight when Mary told him to go to “hades” and William almost had a mental breakdown trying to figure out how to execute that command.

      I heard voices raise not far away and then a shout in what sounded like a fight breaking out. I looked back under the tree and a tourist was poking around now.

      “Do you mind?” I asked Mary, nodding under the tree. “Just be gentle, okay. Tell them very kindly to leave and stay out.”

      Mary stood up straight, got this very un-grandmotherly twinkle in her eye, and said, “You got it, Chief.”

      As I ran off to deal with the fight, I resolved to keep Mary close. She was useful, but her power was one of the ones that needed watching.
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        * * *

      

      The crowd was mostly dispersed by 10 p.m. There had been three fist fights but no magical Christmas lights. Mayor Karen Winslow summoned me up to her apartment on the second floor of one of historic buildings on the circle.

      Karen didn’t have a power. She and her husband had horse property close by and had been outside of town when the meteor hit. I had to wonder what that felt like for her. She owned half the town and was lacking something very fundamental to the new Carterville.

      I appeared to be lacking the same thing as I hadn’t experienced a power yet. I really didn’t care. Sure, the little boy in me wanted a power, any power, but the middle-aged man knew better.

      The living room of her apartment was elegant, filled with uncomfortable antiques, dark wood, and somewhat cliched Western paintings. She loved horses, more than people I was pretty sure, so the horses were the stars of the artwork.

      “It’s disappointing,” she said. She sat with her back perfectly straight dressed in a long wool skirt, a turquoise sweater, and an authentic Navajo squash blossom necklace made of turquoise and silver. Her flowery perfume was expensive and too strong for my taste.

      I nodded gravely. “These fights,” I said, well aware she was refereeing to the tree. “Very disturbing. Not like us.”

      She gave me a sharp little smile and said, “The tree.”

      “Oh,” I said in faux surprise.

      “What are you going to do about it?” she asked.

      “Unlike the fights,” I said, “this is not a law enforcement matter, Karen.”

      While my position was an elected one, my budget was controlled by the town council and I knew what lever she was going to pull. It was the same one she always did, but I was going to make her pull it.

      She took a deep breath and sighed. “Very well. I wonder where in the city budget I can find the funds to get the investigation this city needs?”

      I sighed right back and said, “We’ve been working on it. We don’t know anyone with this kind of power, but there are so many powers we still know nothing about.”

      She rose and it was clear I had been dismissed. “Figure it out,” she said. “I expect lights tomorrow night.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THREE

          

          WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 19

        

      

    

    
      We were conducting what Officer Martin Lester called a “Sword in the Stone” test. Annabelle had run all over town, gotten donations from most of the merchants, and put together a very nice Christmas gift basket for the person that could light the tree.

      It was a good idea. We were also asking each person what their power was. Everyone that participated had their name put in a raffle for the gift basket in case no one managed to light up the tree.

      We started in the late afternoon and went until well after dark. About sixty people tried and some of it was pretty funny.

      Mary Reilly, everyone’s grandmother, shouted at the tree, demanding that it light up. We all held our breaths, the power in her voice obvious, but apparently inanimate objects were immune. Everyone laughed nervously when she was done.

      Bo Larson, a stocky bundle of teenage angst and anger, held the end of the cord tightly, scrunched his face up until sweat beaded on his forehead, but to no avail.

      Ken and Amelia stopped holding hands long enough for each of them to try. I had hope there for a moment when Ken told me his power was “static electricity,” demonstrating by, weirdly, rubbing his shoes on the snowy sidewalk until his black hair rose up like he was a mad professor and a spark jumped from his index finger to thumb.

      He tried, and he might have gotten the first bulb in the long chain to light, but it was so brief that it was hard to tell.

      Amelia, the walking Christmas tree, had no idea if she had a power but it was clear she had the Christmas spirit, scrunching up her young, pretty face to no effect.

      Trent Bashir, a small man of Indian descent, whom everyone knew talked to his many dogs and cats, constantly, registered his power as “animal whisperer.” He told me he not only talked to them but could now “with near certainty know what their reply would be if they but had a voice.”

      This was the new Carterville, so I believed him. He tried giving the tree gentle encouragement like it was a puppy reluctant to go out in the snow to take care of business, listened for an answer, but none was given and no lights.

      After some raucous encouragement from the crowd, I tried halfheartedly. Annabelle, who could levitate small objects tried. Arnold Hughes, the super levitating showoff tried with great drama—that involved him levitating, of course. Dozens more tried and not one was able to do it.

      Karen watched from her window above us most of the time, her arms crossed.

      The tree did not light up, but it was a good night. I think it was the first time the town as a whole had acknowledged what had happened to us in a positive way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOUR

          

          THURSDAY, DECEMBER 20

        

      

    

    
      As darkness descended on Carterville, the crowd around the great fir tree in the middle of Carter Circle was small, maybe twenty people.

      We hadn’t made any progress and I was starting to think that the mystery of the Carterville Christmas lights was going to go in the same category as the mystery of the Carterville powers. Something we would never truly understand.

      As Annie and I stood in front of the Carterville Inn, cups of spiked hot chocolate in our hands, that was fine by me. I mean, it wasn’t exactly a mystery, was it? The Christmas tree lit up the same way Arnold levitated, or Mary could command people to do things. It was the meteor and the power that lay underneath our town. And while some scientists had entered the mine looking for answers, the old tunnels were not safe, and they didn’t get very far.

      “It’s still beautiful,” Annie said. “Really beautiful.”

      “It still feels like Christmas,” I said. “I don’t want us to get too dependent on these powers. We have no idea if they’ll even last.”

      Annie gave me a look of surprise, her blue eyes intense. “Really?” she asked.

      I nodded. “I kind of miss the old Carterville when it was a little more Mayberry and a little less Twilight Zone.”

      She nodded, grabbed my arm, and leaned her head against me.

      And then it happened. The lights on the tree flickered to life. Not all at once, just a gentle spark of light here and there, so at first it wasn’t clear, like maybe it was just a reflection. But then ripples of light went up and down the tree, gentle waves of red, green, and white and Annie gasped in delight, a sound echoed by others in the crowd, phones coming out to record it.

      “Henry…” Annie said, awe in her voice and she looked a lot more like she did when we were both kids running around our small town.

      “It’s happening,” I said, but I felt myself dampening the delight, looking around the circle, trying to figure out who was doing this—and if there was even a “who” involved.

      I saw Karen Winslow standing nearby along with a couple other of the town council members. They had been talking but had stopped to watch. Mary and William Reilly were hugging each other in excitement as they looked up at the tree in awe. Annabelle had the department camera and was taking pictures this time. Officer Lester stared gape-jawed at it. There were about a dozen other locals and a handful of people I didn’t recognize.

      The gentle waves of color flowing up the tree got more intense, the waves coming faster and faster until every light was on and shone brightly.

      I stopped doing my job and stared agog like everyone else. There was nothing else I could do.

      And then the lights did things they shouldn’t be able to do. First, they went all red and then bled into blue and then green, some lights more intense, sparkling among the brief monochrome, the lights pulsing as they gently slid through the color spectrum.

      And then the lights started doing both tricks. Waves of light moved from the bottom to the top, gently flowing through the color spectrum. The waves started gently and got more and more intense until they flared white, so bright they left an after image, the star on top briefly shining like a real star, and then it was over.

      I stood there feeling weak and strong at the same time, like I had just run a race—as if I would do such a thing. I felt more awake than I had in ages, and I was happy and content.

      “What was that…?” Annie whispered like we were in a church.

      “A gift,” I said with a satisfied sigh. But “satisfied” was not the right word. I felt good. I felt alive. But I felt something else, something very powerful. “I feel…”

      “Horny?” she asked with a girlish giggle and a squeeze of my hand.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Like it’s Sunday morning, there’s nothing much to do, and everything is right in the world.”

      “I’m just so sorry Amelia missed it,” Annie said. I looked around and she was right, the newlyweds weren’t here.

      “Too bad,” I said.

      “They were going stay in their room tonight,” she said. “The won the raffle for the basket which had plenty of food and wine. They are out of funds and have to leave in the morning.”

      “Really?” I asked, something tickling at the back of my brain.

      “Yeah,” she said. “The repairs at their house are dragging on, so they are off to Tucson in the morning to stay with some relatives. This is their first winter here and Amelia is desperate for a white Christmas.”

      I was still staring at the tree when the pieces fell into place, and it was suddenly clear.

      “You are brilliant,” I said, kissing Annie soundly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FIVE

          

          FRIDAY, DECEMBER 21

        

      

    

    
      My job forces me to have many awkward conversations. Carterville powers doubled down on that, but this was… well, it was beyond the pale.

      “Are you sure?” Annie asked. It was 8:30 a.m. and Annie had a tray of breakfast expertly balanced on one hand, dressed in her elegant Carterville Inn uniform which was black slacks, a white shirt, and a black tie and vest with her long dark hair pulled into a ponytail.

      I nodded and she knocked. “Room service,” she said politely.

      Ken Reed answered the door, his short black hair a nimbus around his head once again in “mad professor” mode wearing a white robe monogramed with the Carterville Inn logo. He smiled and then saw me and shut his mouth.

      “Everything’s fine,” I said, holding my palms up. I was working so I was in my police blues and that always makes people nervous. “I have a plan to keep you two here in the Carterville Inn until your house is repaired if we can just have a quick word.”

      He nodded and Annie swept in and placed the tray on the small table near the window, the room filling with the smell of coffee and bacon. Their room didn’t overlook the circle, but Carter Hill and the houses farther up.

      The space had high ceilings with the same stamped tin as the lobby, a small, antique dresser, and a high four-poster bed.

      “Thank you,” I said, taking my cowboy hat off and stepping into the room. Amelia was wrapped snuggly in a robe that looked exactly like an extra-long Santa jacket.

      Everyone was staring at me. “The tree… It lit last night… and… well…” I just couldn’t find the words as my cheeks flushed hot.

      “Shall I?” Annie asked.

      I nodded, gratefully.

      “We believe that it isn’t a single Carterville power lighting up the tree,” she said, her tone neutral.

      “No?” Ken asked.

      Annie shook her head. “Ken, clearly your power involves electricity, and Amelia, you are Christmas’s biggest fan. And when you two…” She paused, her cheeks flushing enough for me to notice it underneath the tan she maintained even in the winter. She took a breath. “We have reason to believe that it is your act of… of love that lights the tree.”

      Amelia’s mouth formed an “O”, and she got up grabbed her Christmas tree hat from the dresser. She pushed up her glasses and her cheeks flushed red as she said, “The lights busted. A long time ago. But I… you know…” She ended looking pointedly at her husband.

      “She likes to wear it… you know… sometimes,” he said with a bashful shrug. “It lit up the last two times when we… you know…”
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        * * *

      

      It was 7:58 p.m. and I was as nervous as a cat in a room full of rocking chairs. Karen Winslow was there along with half the town, a news crew, and a whole lot of reporters.

      I had promised her that the tree would start lighting at precisely 8 p.m. when the Reeds were scheduled to express their love to each other while Amelia wore her Christmas tree hat. Not that Karen knew about that—we had promised to keep it a secret.

      Everything lined up. Everything fit together, but I just wasn’t sure. How could I be? This was the first time we suspected that it took two Carterville powers to make something happen. Ken’s part made sense, but what was Amelia’s power? Did she transmute and amplify other people’s power? Was her love of Christmas taking Ken’s power, lighting the hat, and that somehow transferred to the nearby tree? There was one thing that was undeniable, the feeling of being in the presence of the magical Christmas lights was decidedly passionate.

      “It’s going to work,” Annie said, taking my hand.

      I swallowed and nodded but didn’t say a word.

      At 8 p.m., the tree was still dark, and the mayor was giving me the stink eye. At 8:03 p.m. people started mumbling and I decided it was time for me to find another job. At 8:06, when the tree finally started its show, my knees went weak with relief and then the swirling, sensual lights was all I could see, and I felt young again.

      Once I thought about it, it was amazing that the tree lit up only six minutes late. If it had been me and I had been asked to “perform” on a schedule knowing that the whole town would experience it…? Let’s just say that youth is a gift.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, I was summoned back up to Karen Winslow’s apartment and found myself sitting on her expensive but uncomfortable furniture.

      “So, who is it?” she asked as she sat down across from me.

      “I haven’t tracked the source of the violence down yet,” I said with a mischievous smile. “We’ll get it, though.”

      She shook her head and crossed her arms, looking at me like I was a recalcitrant child. “The tree, Henry. The tree.”

      “I’m afraid that information is confidential,” I said. “But if you want it to continue, it will take some funding.”

      She cocked her head and stared at me. “How much?” she asked.

      “Two hundred dollars a day,” I said. “Cash.” That gave Annie a decent rate for the room and gave the Reeds enough money for food and a little fun.

      She looked shocked, like I had just said a dirty word or something. “That is ridiculous. The city can’t afford it.”

      “But you can,” I said with a smile. “You’ll make it back easily in increased tourist traffic at your businesses.”

      Her mouth opened in protest but then closed, and I could see the wheels turning behind her hazel eyes which looked green tonight.

      “This sounds like extortion,” she said tartly. “How do I know you aren’t just going to pocket it?”

      “You don’t,” I said with a smile. “But you know me. I am a man of my word. I promise these funds will be used to light the tree up every night and none will stay with me.”

      I got up and headed for the door. I could still feel the heady effects of those very special Christmas lights and Annie was waiting.

      “Can tell me who it is?” she asked.

      I turned and said, “No.”

      “Henry, I am afraid I must insist.”

      “Sorry, Karen. I work for the people,” I said. “Anonymity has been requested and will be honored. I gave my word.” I smiled and added, “Merry Christmas!”

      I chuckled as I left. Of course, Karen would come up with the money, it was a good investment. And for the rest of us, it looked like it was going to be one hell of a Christmas.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BACKSTORY—THE MAGICAL CARTERVILLE CHRISTMAS LIGHTS

          

        

      

    

    
      Holiday: Christmas

      This story stands alone, quite nicely, actually, but if you have been reading my Carterville books, there’s a lot more in here, with appearances from most of the main characters in the five Carterville mystery books and a few hints as to what is to come.

      All the Carterville stories are mysteries, as is this one, but I wanted to go with something a little lighter than the other stories.

      As of this writing, this is, chronologically, the first Carterville story, taking place months after the meteor hit and five years before the events of the first novel, Out of a Christmas Sky.

      It’s worth noting that Out of a Christmas Sky takes place on Christmas Eve and Christmas Day because of my writing for the Holiday Spectacular. This story, in turn, was inspired by Out of a Christmas Sky. Everything, at some point, tends to end up in my writing.

      For this story, It was fun to go back and envision things before they got so crazy, to see Henry and Annie getting along, to view some of the small town conflicts before they all came to a head.
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            EMILY LOVES CHRISTMAS, EMILY LOVES MURDER

          

        

      

    

    
      “But, Walter…” Emily whined, her four-year-old voice climbing up an octave, her fists on her hips and a frown on her chubby face. She stood in front of a Christmas tree at two a.m. on Christmas Day in the living room of an upscale Tucson, Arizona, neighborhood. The house had the green swath of a golf course behind it, and beyond that, the cactus-covered Santa Catalina Mountains rose up into the moonlit night.

      Emily is a ghost, as am I, but she’s been dead for eighty years and can at times be like a wicked old lady and at other times like the four-year-old she was when she died.

      She had just “popped” us from our graveyard where I was happily being miserable about my afterlife and how I was stalled on solving my own murder. Popping is when a skilled ghost, like Emily, goes instantly from place to place. There is a bit of a sound to it, thus the name. If I could “pop,” I would have probably left already.

      For once she wasn’t wearing her ever-present shorts and lollipop-print T-shirt, but had “changed” into a sweater with alternating red and white stripes with a Christmas-tree pattern in the opposite color of the stripe. The sweater just gave me a headache. She even had a red ribbon corralling her blond Shirley Temple curls. Being a skilled ghost, she was only slightly transparent, the details of her appearance perfect, and believe me, this takes skill and concentration.

      Emily loves Christmas. Just like you would expect a four-year-old would.

      The Christmas tree she stood in front of was decked out in tinsel, shiny red and blue ornaments, and white Christmas lights. A pile of perfectly wrapped presents, green and red and blue, underneath.

      “Honey,” I said, adjusting my fedora and shoving my hands into my trench coat, trying to steel myself against the intensity of her four-year-old will. And yes, I’m dressed like a 1940s’ movie detective, as I have been since we solved our first murder. Emily’s idea, as you might imagine. “I’m just burned out. We’ve been doing case after case all year. I just want to⁠—”

      “But, Walter! Look.” She pointed to the corpse that was under the tree along with the shiny presents. The woman appeared to have fallen, crushing some gifts and ripping off some of the lights, ruining the postcard-perfect tableau. I hadn’t taken a close look yet, but judging from the blond hair, pajama-covered legs, and slippered feet, this appeared to be the woman of the household. The rest of the house was asleep and wouldn’t discover the body for a few hours. Not the kind of thing one wants to see under the tree on Christmas morning.

      You might think that she’d had a heart attack or a stroke but for the blood seeping out from under her and staining the polished wood floor, creeping steadily towards the white area rug.

      Emily loves murder. Like only a being who has been a ghost for eighty years can. And in general, the dead do love death. What can I say?

      Every day of the year Emily loves murder. I know ghosts that can do some curious things, but she somehow has a sense for murder. Strange, odd murders.

      “Walter! This… it’s all I want for Christmas. Walter, pleeeeaaasseee.”

      She smiled at me with a wattage that could have given me sunburn had I still been alive.

      “And then we can take a break?” I asked, slowly.

      She nodded, her smile intensifying. She knew she had me and I was smart enough to know that her promise would be forgotten as soon she sensed the next murder.

      But what was I going to do for Christmas? Haunt my old casino and watch the sad sacks gambling instead of being with their families? Go to LA and watch my ex-wife live her glamorous Hollywood life? Go to my ex-dental practice, my second-choice career after acting didn’t pan out, and look again for clues to my own murder, a case that had long ago gone cold?

      “How long ago did she die?” I asked.

      Emily looked up and to the left, her mouth twisting in concentration and her tongue sticking slightly out. “Thirty-four minutes.”

      “Long enough for the spirit to start separating.”

      She nodded, her blond curls bouncing.

      “So she moved on and won’t be able to help us,” I said.

      “Nope. But she’s got Walter Anchor, Ghost Detective, on the case.”

      I really hated the term “Ghost Detective,” but I am a ghost and my third career is solving murders, so it fits.

      I sighed. “Well, let’s get to it then.”

      Emily squealed her delight, a sound so high-pitched and piercing, I’m surprised it didn’t wake the living.
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        * * *

      

      We didn’t call out Anchor’s Irregulars, those ghosts that helped us on cases sometimes, especially when we need eyes on suspects. Neither of us even mentioned it, and for me it was because if this was Emily’s Christmas present, it was only right we do it together, like our first few cases.

      Since there was no ghost, there were no witness we could interview, and since we have no sense of smell and not much of a sense of touch, but we can see and hear extremely well, we went about seeing and hearing.

      Emily hovered right above the body, her garish red and white sweater only slightly lighter than the pooling blood, it contrasted harshly with the green of the tree.

      “Not a bullet hole,” she said. “It penetrated right between the ribs and looks like it went straight through to the heart. Poor dear didn’t suffer long.”

      “A knife?” I asked as I slowly walked the living room. There was a baby grand piano with not one fingerprint on the black finish or on a series of photographs.

      “No,” Emily replied. “It looks kind of round.”

      The pictures on the piano showed the story of a perfect family. Mom and Dad went to high school together, when he was a muscular, dark-haired football player and she a shapely blond cheerleader. They had married young and had two children, one boy and one girl, both of which appeared to be teenagers now.

      Mom and Dad had aged with dignity and grace, still handsome in their middle years. Dad letting the distinguished gray invade at the temples, and Mom still retaining her blond hair and the general shape of her youth.

      There were more pictures on the oak entertainment center and on the wall of the hallway leading back to the bedrooms, and these all reinforced the “perfect family” story they were trying to tell.

      There are no perfect families.

      The murderer was likely in the house right now.

      “Ummm… Walter,” Emily called from under the tree. “You better come look at this.”

      I walked over and squatted down. Emily was out from under the tree and sitting on the floor right on top of the darkening pool of blood looking at the victim.

      “I don’t think that’s the mom,” she said, pointing to the face of the victim.

      And it wasn’t. She was too young. This was the daughter.

      I sighed, not really wanting to dig further into this “perfect family.”
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        * * *

      

      We switched gears and did what we should have done in the first place. I took Emily’s little hand in mine and we did away with the niceties of “walking” and flew through the house, finding Mom and Dad sleeping in their large master bedroom suite, their blond-haired daughter asleep in her fastidiously clean room, fencing foil hanging on the wall above her bed, and lastly we found the son, their eldest, asleep in his sports-trophy-festooned room.

      I cursed. This was no longer a simple case. I liked simple cases when I would interview the ghost, go tap out my report in the SECI chamber—that typewriter for ghosts we all have been using—and get on with my day being grumpy about my own murder.

      “Language, Walter!” she hissed. “There are children present.”

      Try waking up dead in your dental practice with a needle in your arm, someone having faked your suicide via propofol. That’ll make you grumpy.

      I cursed some more. The girl was asleep and wouldn’t be able to hear me anyway, and Emily was not quite a child.

      We kept moving and soon found that one of the guest bedrooms had been occupied, the satin sheets and royal-blue comforter having been thrown back.

      The murdered girl was a guest.

      We checked the rest of the house and found nothing but what a lot of what money can buy. We went back and observed each family member as they slept. And they all slept quietly, peacefully, not like a normal person sleeps after committing a murder.

      “This is just practice, you know,” Emily said as we watched the son, his eyes twitching under their lids in REM sleep.

      I nodded. Emily says this to me a lot.

      “We’re going to find your murderer,” she added.

      “It’s all I want for Christmas.”

      Emily sniffed and tears leaked out of her big ghostly eyes. Big, fat, four-year-old tears. She swallowed hard. “And after you solve your murder, you’ll…” She devolved into a hard cry.

      I squatted down in front of her. “I’ll move on.”

      She nodded, snuffing and rubbing at her nose. Emily has no body, no biology, but the girl can sure cry.

      “Move on” is one of the euphemisms around here for the next stage after being a ghost. You move on when your unfinished business is finished. And my murder is presumably that unfinished business, not that I have a clue as to where I might “move on” to.

      I took her and held her and let her cry. I didn’t tell her what she wanted to hear, that I would stay with her always. That’s just not the way life is. “We have no leads on my murder, honey,” I said gently. “I’m sure we have lots of cases left together. This is your Christmas case. Let’s go solve it. And let’s do it before anyone wakes up and finds out what’s waiting for them under the tree.”

      “Before?” she asked, pulling away, her green eyes wide.

      “Yeah. Before. Just to prove we can. After all, Emily and Walter, Ghost Detectives, are on the case.”

      Her face changed and took on what was a comical level of determination on her young, round face. “Before dawn!” She made a fist and nodded her head, her curls bouncing, and marched back into the living room.
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        * * *

      

      We reconstructed, as best we could, what happened in that plush living room in front of that perfect Christmas tree. Mary snuck out of the guest room at around 1:30 a.m. to…

      Okay, so we don’t know that Mary is her name, but it seems like we shouldn’t just call her “guest girl,” so Emily came up with Mary. It was her mother’s name, which is sweet and twisted and oh, so Emily.

      “Mary was carrying this gift,” Emily said, referring to a gift that had skittered out of the living room into the marble and stainless-steel kitchen. And it was instantly clear. The wrapping paper was different, just your regular old cheesy print Christmas paper with Santa and reindeer, not the slick, satiny stuff that the other gifts had. And it wasn’t wrapped perfectly either.

      On it was a tag written in sloppy print: for kyle from your secret admirer.

      A quick trip to the son’s bedroom and a glance at his trophies revealed that his name was Kyle. Mary, who looked to be fourteen where he looked to be seventeen, had a big ol’ crush on him.

      “Awww…” Emily began. “Sweet Mary snuck out in the middle of the night to do the nicest thing for the object of her affection…” She paused and her face scrunched up. “And we’re going to get the bastard. We’re going to get him good!”

      Emily doesn’t curse. “Bastard” for her is big deal and gone was the sweet four-year-old and front and center was the pissed-off eighty-year-old ghost. She walked over to Mary, her fists balled up, and started looking around.

      “Murder weapon?” I asked.

      She nodded. “We find that. We nail the bastard.”

      And suddenly all little Emily wanted for Christmas was justice… well, I hoped that’s all she really wanted.
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        * * *

      

      That “hell hath no fury like a woman scorned” saying. Yeah, it may be rather sexist and overgeneralized, but I can attest from personal experience that there is something to it. And I gotta tell you, hell hath no fury like a little girl/ancient ghost scorned on behalf of a recently dead teenager in the middle of a desperate crush.

      And Emily, being dead eighty years, is a very skilled ghost. She hides it under cuteness and curls, but she’s got abilities to put my recently dead ghost skills to shame.

      I sometimes think that when we hit a case, Emily already knows who did it, can just sense it, but she slows it all down and gets me involved so I can have something to do.

      Like her goal with all this is keeping me busy, helping me navigate this afterlife, and not letting me drown in my own regret.

      But now? It was like I was seeing her for the first time.

      Her voice took on an aged growl and that stupid Christmas sweater morphed into her normal T-shirt with the colorful lollipop print. Keeping up an appearance that isn’t your default takes some effort, so this was a sign that she was redirecting her formidable energies somewhere else.

      “You look for the weapon,” she growled at me, her finger jabbing out vaguely around the house. “I’m going to search for signs of blood. There wasn’t enough time for a good cleanup and we are likely looking at a crime of passion, so this should be a snap.”

      She marched off towards the bedroom, her fists balled and her little arms pumping, and I started searching for something round and sharp.

      I considered following her. I was wondering if she was mad enough to hurt someone—not that it is easy for a ghost to do that. But given her tone and demeanor, I did what I was told.

      As a ghost, I can see well, even in minimal light, but I can’t see in the dark. I also can’t open drawers or dig through the garbage. I took a moment and thought. A crime of passion means it wasn’t planned. The weapon would be something at hand.

      I went over to the “so useless in Tucson” fireplace—no stocking, maybe that was a classy upscale thing to skip—and sure enough there was a poker there, but the end wasn’t right. I searched every nook and cranny of the posh living room, stuck my head under every piece of furniture, behind the entertainment center, into the cabinets which had enough light leakage for me to see. I gotta say being incorporeal can come in handy sometimes.

      I moved to the kitchen next, which was as big as some apartments I’d lived in, and did the same. I kept my ears open, but Emily was quiet, and no one had woken up. I found an ice pick in one of the drawers, but no signs of blood, and it was buried under a lot of other stuff. I stuck my head in the disposal and didn’t see any signs of blood, and nothing I could discern in the trash can.

      Round hole. Sharp object. What could it be?

      And then I had it. It was so obvious and so terrible. I just hate crimes of passion.
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        * * *

      

      “He did it,” Emily hissed when I got to the son’s bedroom. Red flickered on the edges of her form, her rage becoming manifest. I had never seen her like this before.

      “Honey,” I said, putting my hand on her shoulder, the normally numb ghostly sense of touch a bit prickly. “Did you find something?”

      She looked at me, tears in her eyes. “No. No weapon, no blood, and he’s sleeping so… so… peacefully!” She spit the last word out. “But I know he did it. He didn’t like her. He didn’t want her. He killed her!”

      I squatted down. “What happened to you, Emily? What is this all about?”

      She chewed on her lip and looked away, her normally bright green eyes clouded, but didn’t answer.

      “You’ve just seen too much,” I said gently. “Too many times when men used their strength against women. Against girls.” I suspected there was something personal in her past but didn’t go there.

      She nodded, her nostrils flaring as she sucked in a deep “breath.” “And this one’s going to pay.” She turned back, the red flickering along her form taking on the deep red of fresh blood. She floated above the bed, her fingers gripped into a claw, reaching for the boy’s head. I didn’t know what she could do. And I didn’t want her to do it, because if she did, if she lashed out in anger, it would change everything. Forever.

      “No, Emily!” I shouted. “He didn’t do it!”

      She stopped and looked at me, her fierce eyes sending a shiver down my nonexistent spine. “What?” she spat out.

      I held my hand out. “Come with me. I’ll show you.”

      She swallowed hard, her smooth brow furrowing, and turned back to the boy who was now tossing and turning as if in the grip of some horrible dream.

      “He didn’t do it, Emily. I know what the murder weapon was.” I sounded sure, but I hadn’t checked yet and there was a sliver of doubt.

      She blinked, the flickering red getting softer and then subsiding as she floated to the ground next to me and took my hand.

      “He didn’t?” she asked, her voice sounding like a little girl who had just woken up from a dream.

      I walked her to the daughter’s bedroom and pointed at the foil hanging above her bed. “It’s square, but the wound would look round enough. If you pull off the plastic orange tip, I bet it’s sharp enough.”

      “Hold me up,” Emily said, walking to the wall, and this was a very good sign. Sure, she could fly, but her wanting to act like the living meant she was back to normal.

      I picked her up and she eyed the thin blade. “There.” She pointed near the tip. “A spot of blood. Tiny. The living would never even notice it.”

      I put her down and took her hand, walking back into the living room where we looked at the corpse of the girl under the Christmas tree.

      “A crime of passion?” she asked quietly. I sighed. Sure, I’m a ghost and don’t breathe, but there is a ghostly analog of the action with a similar effect. “Jealousy, I think.”

      She looked up at me, her face puzzled.

      I shrugged. “Old-fashioned love triangle. Mary loved him and she loved Mary. Imagine Mary waking up and confessing to the daughter how she felt. The daughter listened, but her blood boiled. She had invited her crush over for a Christmas Eve sleepover only to find out she wasn’t wanted. She encouraged Mary to go place the present and in a fit of hormone-amplified jealousy, grabbed her foil, ripped off the protective tip and…”

      Emily’s shoulders slumped. “I don’t like crimes of passion, Walter.”

      I chuckled. “Me neither, honey. Let’s go write this one up for the police at the SECI chamber and then go try to find a good old-fashioned crime of greed.”

      Her green eyes lit up and suddenly she was wearing that awful red and white Christmas tree sweater again. “Are you sure? I promised you a break.”

      “What else would Emily and Walter, Ghost Detectives, do for Christmas anyway?”

      She nodded and smiled and we were off to our next case.
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