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			Synposis

			Trouble is brewing in Tucson’s JOY neighborhood, known for its vibrant holiday traditions and…joy. Just a few days before the festivities begin, Carol “CJ” Joy, the granddaughter of JOY’s founders, discovers a looming eviction for Santa’s Workshop and for Santa himself. Property owner 

			Karol Kleinz has eyes on a swift sale and dreams of an early retirement. 

			 

			Tucson once held memories of young love between Karol and CJ. But now as Karol returns—she’s torn, wrestling with ambitions of a future elsewhere and the magnetic pull of her reignited feelings for CJ.

			 

			Dive into a festive tale by award-winning author Ann Roberts, where love and laughter blend seamlessly, honoring the magic of the most wonderful time of the year.
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Praise for the works of Ann Roberts

			The Convincing Hour

			I’m a big fan of YA and this book in particular is very well written. This is the kind of YA that a teenager would like but this is absolutely a story for adults too. You hear authors always saying, ‘write what you know’, and that is exactly what Roberts did here which makes sense as to why this was such a well-done book. The prologue is a bit of a wow that hits you in the gut and after that, you can’t put this book down.

			This is not a light topic, but it’s so well done and Story’s character has so much heart, that as a reader you have to take this journey to see if she can somehow succeed. This is an easy one for me to recommend to YA fans. This book is very well written and I believe it is Robert’s best-written standalone book and it might even be her best-written book period. 

			-LezReview Books

			It’s a great story and I’m rooting for a sequel. I would definitely recommend this book. Lessons are to be learned by everyone including the reader.

			-Jane S., NetGalley

			Dying on the Vine 

			The story is well-paced, with revelations coming bit by bit, whetting the appetite. The writing shows skill and a love of language. Ms. Roberts is extremely skilled at bringing her characters to life. It was a joy to read and is the kind of book to savour, like a large glass of your favourite wine. 

			-The Lesbian Review

			I’ve read many Ann Roberts books, but this was my first Ari Adams Mystery. There is an excellent ensemble cast of characters, all of whom are nuanced, fully drawn, and intriguing. It’s hard to say which is more interesting—the cast of characters and their relationships, the swift pace of the investigation, or the details of the art and science of winemaking. The relationships portrayed are genuinely adult and therefore complex and engaging. The culture around vineyards and winemaking is a passionate one and that passion is reflected in the characters and situations in the book. Highly recommended. I look forward to starting with the very first Ari Adams mystery and finding out everything I’ve missed.

			-Anja S., NetGalley

			Justice Calls

			I must admit that I was sucked in from the first sentence because Ann Roberts has a way of crafting a story to keep her readers captivated. I definitely got a realistic portrayal of the gutwrenching pain, frustration, and anger that Ari and her father felt as they worked tirelessly to find out who killed Richie. I can’t believe that I went through a gamut of emotions with every word I read and I just couldn’t let Ari, Molly, or Jack go even when the story ended. If you’re looking for heartfelt moments, character growth, timeless love coupled with an understanding that knows no boundaries and a compelling mystery, then this story is certainly for you! 

			-The Lesbian Review 

			A Secret to Tell

			This is surely one story you should not miss out on reading. I can assure you, this story has the right amount of angst, mystery, comedy, and romance to keep you up way past your bedtime. From the first page I was completely sucked into the story due to the nonstop action and the steady flow of angst and excitement. The characters were realistic and the dialogue between them was fantastic!

			-The Lesbian Review 

			Deadly Intersections

			June, 2011, RLynne - Roberts has given her reader a wild roller coaster ride in a plot filled with dead bodies, intrigue, lies, and corruption. Her characters are very real with flaws and baggage, and very likeable. Set in Phoenix, Arizona, juxtaposes the bright sunlight with the very dark underbelly of the city. This is a book full of surprises with an exciting cliff-hanger of an ending.

			-Just About Write

			Vagabond Heart 

			The story starts off with a bang and kept my interest all the way through. It’s been forever since I picked up a book that I had trouble putting down. This one could easily make it into my read-again pile. Both Quinn and Suda are interesting characters and their interactions didn’t feel scripted or overplayed. The author managed to weave in several real-life xenophobic/bigotry issues which just made the characters feel like they were operating in real life without detracting from the story. In fact, I’d say it enhanced the story because we need to call more attention to these things. I’ve never been on Route 66, but based on the descriptions and the adventure it’s on my bucket list moving forward. 

			-C-Spot Reviews

			Beacon of Love 

			This is a well-written book about love, loss, redemption, and parenthood. Roberts intertwines her characters like a helix and slowly unveils the truth about each one… This is one of those books that sneaks up on the reader. There aren’t a lot of bells and whistles, it doesn’t shout at you, nor does it hit you over the head. It is, however, well written and in a quiet way, the characters and their story will stay with you long after you finish the book and put it aside. 

			-LambdaLiterary.org
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Chapter One

			“Bette Davis was right,” Karol Kleinz muttered. “Old age ain’t for cowards, or whatever it was she said.” 

			Unable to coax open the cellophane end of the new roll of packing tape with her fingernail, she dropped it on her bedroom floor. “Shit.” It was yet another reminder that her fine motor skills were no longer up to par thanks to the arthritis in her hands, which seemed to worsen with each passing year.

			She took a deep breath and gazed out her window at the New York skyline that greeted her. Thousands of lights punctuated the night sky. “I’ll miss you, city that doesn’t sleep.” 

			She headed to the balcony of her Upper West Side apartment. Snow covered Central Park, the trees’ bare limbs seeming to reach out for spring. She studied the buildings beyond the park. Each illuminated window indicated life—cleaning crews scurrying to prepare businesses for the next day; busy executives with corner offices, toiling to meet a deadline; families watching television; people relaxing with a favorite hobby—or having sex. In New York it could be anything at any time. The city was always alive. Most people couldn’t tolerate life in the city, but she’d thrived on it. What’ll it be like in Boca Raton? “Probably not as lively,” she answered herself, “but hopefully not comatose.” 

			A cold December wind whipped past and she retreated inside to face the stacks of half-filled boxes, rolls of Bubble Wrap, and the damn stubborn tape. She grabbed her tablet from an end table and pulled up her packing plan, not to be confused with her moving plan, her travel plan, or her Florida arrival plan. The movers weren’t due for another week, and despite the apartment’s disheveled appearance, she really was on track to finish ahead of schedule, according to the moving plan.

			Three sharp barks interrupted the soothing jazz piano that wafted through the living room. “Manny,” she called. “Where are you?” She scanned the room but didn’t see Manhattan, her little Yorkiepoo. He was likely in a box as he favored small spaces. She stepped carefully around the detritus that covered every surface and the floor just in case he was hiding in plain sight.

			Three more barks—and possibly movement—near the giant bag of giveaway clothes.

			“Manny!” she called. 

			“Ruff!” came the response, closer to the boxes that lined the hallway. 

			“Manny!” 

			No bark. He was playing hard to get. She groaned and shook her head, careful not to tumble over the stacks of books waiting for a box. Why had she listened to the organization guru who’d advised that the best way to pack was to first collect similar items and then pack when they were all in the same place? Obviously that woman didn’t have a Yorkiepoo whose favorite game was hide and seek.

			“Ruff!” Over by the office door.

			She looked in a box filled with recyclable packing peanuts, and there was Manny, his entire body submerged. Only his cute little brown head sat above the surface. He looked pleased that Karol had found him. 

			“Ruff!” The shifting peanuts indicated he was wagging his unseen tail. 

			“There you are!” She scooped him up and set him inside his little pen. “Sorry, bud. You gotta stay in the O.K. Corral for now. I don’t have time for any reindeer games.”

			Manny barked his displeasure as Karol returned to the living room. She looked around and groaned. Now, where the hell is my tablet? She closed her eyes and focused, releasing her growing frustration. During every one of their sessions, Dr. Kennedy reiterated the importance of not sweating the small stuff, something that was truly a challenge, as she wasn’t accustomed to losing things, forgetting things, or failing. She was a multitasker with a reputation for sharp wit. “Well, I used to be,” she muttered.

			Another minute and she found the tablet sitting precariously on the arm of a wingback chair. “Okay,” she ordered herself, “tonight is photographs, art, and knickknacks.”

			She started with the most important photo: the black and white 8x10 of her with her family: her mother, Joyce; her father, Herschel; her maternal grandmother, Nana Hope; and her paternal grandfather, well-known New York attorney Eli Kleinz. She was only a toddler, sitting on her mother’s lap. Her father stood behind his wife with Eli to his left and Nana Hope to his right. The picture said it all. The two men wore stern expressions and nearly identical three-piece suits while Nana Hope, her mother, and Karol smiled beatifically for the camera. 

			As usual her gaze bounced between her mother and Nana Hope, never really looking at the men. Her mother had died from breast cancer at thirty-four, when Karol was only eight, leaving her upbringing to her father—via the hired help—and sometimes Nana Hope. Many times Karol had begged to live with Nana Hope permanently, but her father recognized the leverage and sympathy he gained from being a widower, especially with the women he regularly bedded. 

			She quickly wrapped the photo and set it in a box and pulled an original watercolor from the wall, a beach scene. She loved staring at the detailed waves and the setting sun in the background. The Tucson artist who’d painted it, Judith Mariner, had told Karol it was a San Diego beach, but whenever Karol looked at it she thought of Boca Raton, the place that would become her new home in just a few weeks. After she made a stop in Tucson and finally settled Nana Hope’s affairs and sold her house. 

			She’d avoided the home she inherited three years ago when Nana Hope had died of Covid. It had been much easier to hire a property management company to occasionally check on it, just to make sure the roof wasn’t leaking or squatters hadn’t taken up residence. She received a report twice a year, but what eased her mind was something Nana Hope had always said: “I have the best neighbors in the world.” 

			Karol had met some of them. She knew that part was true. 

			Before she realized it, she was standing in front of the photo of her and Nana Hope outside the small Craftsman house with the wide, long porch. She and Nana had spent many afternoons sitting in the Adirondack chairs playing Go Fish, while the neighbors strolled by and waved or came up the walk to chat. 

			There were also other kids in what had come to be known as the JOY neighborhood for its Christmas affiliations, mostly boys, but she couldn’t remember them specifically, and there was one other girl with dark, curly hair and a mischievous smile. They’d always had fun and her name was Carol too, but she spelled it differently and went by CJ. There had been several afternoons underneath the giant Aleppo pine behind the field…eventual kisses and a long-distance, preteen “romance,” destined to fizzle. It was a first love that navigated her toward women. She still thought of CJ occasionally. 

			Where was that picture of the three of them with Hope?

			She hadn’t been back to Tucson and the Craftsman house since her preteen years. Her father had moved them to San Francisco for his computer job, so Nana Hope, since she was retired from her job as a civil engineer, always came to them. Then, after Karol’s mother passed, they rarely saw her. Nana always invited Karol to come visit again, but as she grew older there was always a reason to say no—a chance to see friends, a big law school final, or the demands and expectations of an up-and-coming junior associate. Whole decades flew by and the only tether between Karol and Nana Hope was this photo and the memories that surfaced each Christmas when she’d make Nana’s famous gingerbread people for her colleagues, neighbors, and friends. 

			She wiped a few tears off the picture, remembering one of Nana’s favorite expressions. “If you don’t bother with me when I’m alive, don’t worry about me after I’ve passed.”

			Karol hadn’t even gone to her celebration of life.

			Her cell pinged with a text from Stella, her paralegal. I just splurged and bought a crap load of sunscreen.

			Karol laughed. Stella Plotz was queen of the bargain. She replied with a thumbs-up, and suddenly remembered what she wasn’t supposed to forget: Stella’s retirement gift. Despite four different reminders in four different places, she still hadn’t wrapped the present. 

			“Shit. Let’s just pray I don’t have dementia.” 

			She rustled through the items on the couch and found the Macy’s box that contained a lovely light-blue cashmere sweater. All it needed now was a fancy bow. Karol had vowed to learn new things in retirement so instead of heading down to the gift-wrap counter, she’d stopped at a craft store and picked up some red wire ribbon. How hard could this be? 

			She cleared a spot on the dining room table and pulled up a picture of a handsome five-loop bow. She studied it for a moment, cut off a hefty piece of ribbon and tried to re-create the picture. After three attempts, she’d severely mangled the ribbon. She held it up and groaned. It looked like a starving red balloon animal. 

			She laughed and opened her YouTube app. There were endless choices for How to Tie a Bow with Wire Ribbon, but the first video had over nine thousand “likes” and the smiling woman holding the bow was definitely Karol’s type—curly salt-and-pepper gray hair, lovely green eyes and a wide smile. Karol was a sucker for a great smile. She tapped on the play button. 

			Some upbeat violin music started and the words, It’s All JOY filled the screen followed by the same woman sitting at a dining room table. She introduced herself as Carol and spoke in a soft, lilting voice. There was something very familiar about her, but Karol didn’t have time to dwell on that. She needed to get this bow done and return to her packing. 

			Carol methodically outlined the steps, gave clear directions, anticipated the mistakes beginners would make, and three minutes later, Karol did indeed have a lovely bow for her present. At the end of the video, Carol asked the viewers to stay tuned for a special announcement, and Karol felt obliged to listen, since Carol had done such a stellar job. 

			Holiday music played while Carol narrated a video of a neighborhood exploding in Christmas lights with ice skating, sleigh riding, even a reindeer petting area. Hundreds of people milled about, drinking hot cocoa and eating gingerbread people. “…so if you’re anywhere near the Tucson area,” Carol said in the voiceover, “come visit the JOY neighborhood this holiday season. JOY will fill your heart with joy.” 

			Karol gasped. “Carol is CJ! That’s my CJ!”

			A laughing little girl filled the screen. Then the camera pulled back to include her entire family standing in front of a house made up to look like Santa’s Workshop, complete with elves, sacks of presents, and a real sleigh with Santa waving at the camera. Fake snow covered the lawn and the roof. Karol stared past them—to the long front porch with the Adirondack chairs, the swing, and the front door painted bright red. 

			Again she gasped. “That’s Nana Hope’s house! My house!”

			





Chapter Two

			CJ Joy sipped her coffee as the sun inched past the Rincon Mountains. She concentrated on her breathing and focused on the yellows and oranges that quickly upstaged the surrounding tans and green splotches of the desert landscape. Her second-story balcony, a one of a kind in the JOY neighborhood, provided an unobstructed view of each sunrise thanks to the pair of elevated barbershop chairs CJ had installed. They were like a humble version of a throne. She wasn’t trying to look like a queen. She just wanted to sit high enough so the balcony railing didn’t obscure the view.

			Houston, CJ’s brawny and brindle rottweiler/pit bull mix, rubbed his face on her sweatpants and she automatically scratched his head. “You’re such a good boy, Huey.” Happy with the attention, he dropped onto his nearby bed.

			CJ gazed across the Douglas and Spruce intersection. A four-way stop, there had never been a need to install a traffic light, even during the JOY Extravaganza, which everyone called “Ganza.” Tucson folk were patient and only one accident had occurred during the seventy-eight-year existence of the JOY neighborhood—and it wasn’t the fault of a drunk or inattentive driver. 

			It had been Teddy Ruxpin’s fault. Not the real Teddy, but the enormous teddy bear on a float built in homage to the toy craze of 1987. It split in half as the float wrangler attempted to turn left and return the float to the staging area after the annual parade. The front half made the turn, so a few of Teddy’s smaller furry replicas were unscathed, but Teddy himself forked to the right and his enormous, stuffed chicken-wire buttocks landed on the hood of a cherry-red Porsche convertible. 

			CJ smiled and shook her head at the memory. Fortunately, the Porsche couple were unharmed and bubbling with Christmas spirit. They even laughed when Teddy’s bottom was extricated from their car, the hood of which looked like a thousand little chicken feet had discoed the night away.

			Yes, there was only a four-way stop now, but for how long? The JOY neighborhood sat on the northwest corner and the Joy family business, Tucson Ice and Big Wave Shaved Ice, sat across from the neighborhood on the southwest corner. The delivery trucks were already loading up, and since Salma and Shea’s Prius was in the parking lot, she guessed the co-managers of Big Wave were in early to do inventory. Shaved ice proved profitable every day of the year in the desert. 

			The southeast corner and the acreage behind it comprised the Desert Springs Cemetery where many of Tucson’s local heroes resided, as well as CJ’s parents and grandparents, Christopher and Elizabeth Joy, the architects who designed the entire neighborhood. 

			And Nana Hope. 

			Several families had migrated to the Southwest from the East Coast, following CJ’s grandparents, but Hope came later. She and Elsa, CJ’s mother, had been college roommates. They became inseparable, sharing similar goals about careers, family, and motherhood. When they graduated they separated but wrote letters constantly and Hope eventually found her way to Tucson.

			And after Mom died…

			CJ had thought a lot about Hope in the last few hours—after she read the terse email from Hope’s granddaughter, Karol. It had been quite surprising, vandalizing the few memories CJ had of their special summers.

			At least they were special to me.

			She sighed and stared directly across the street at the northeast corner, once home to Orozco Farms and the Orozco Market. This was the trouble spot. The parcel was seventy-five acres and extended almost to the base of the Rincons. Most of those acres had been some of the best farmland in all of Arizona, cultivated, nurtured and nourished by five generations of the Orozco family. They had turned the hard, unworkable southwestern clay into rich soil and were rewarded each year with fine harvests of alfalfa and sorghum. 

			When Reynaldo Orozco became the head of the family, he looked to expand the business to include vegetables—after his recently arrived neighbor, former Navy commander Christopher Joy, CJ’s grandfather, suggested such an addition would be supported by the new subdivision he was building across the street. 

			And thus, the Orozco Market was born. A giant red barn and parking lot were constructed and within a year the lot was always full as word spread about the new “organic” vegetables. One good turn deserved another, and just like Commander Joy had suggested the market, Reynaldo Orozco introduced Christopher Joy to a new product: shaved ice. And Big Wave Shaved Ice was born.

			The Joy and Orozco families had been friends for decades. CJ had wonderful memories of helping the Orozcos at harvest time, going for hayrides through the pumpkin patch, running through the cornrows…and sliding down the banister of the Orozco’s magnificent old house, Tierra Celestial, Heavenly Ground. More than once the top piece of the Newell post had popped off when one of the Orozco children crashed into it to end their slide.

			Built in 1875 by the original owner of the land, Dr. Claude Blankley, the grand Victorian structure had withstood foundational cracks from the earthquake of 1887, a kitchen fire in the 1920s, a monsoon that took out nearly every window, and general neglect by the current owner, Rubio Orozco, the great-great-grandson of Reynaldo. All the generations between Reynaldo and Rubio attempted to preserve Dr. Blankley’s vision and the original structure, which was a one of a kind in Tucson.

			Until recently, CJ and Rubio had been cordial, and it helped that Rubio’s mother, Valentina, had been one of CJ’s best friends growing up. Still, Rubio, an immature thirty-year-old, wouldn’t listen to CJ when it came to the future of the property, and both Valentina and her husband were gone, as well as Valentina’s two childless siblings. Everything belonged to Rubio and he was determined to sell it all. CJ understood his reasoning. He didn’t live in Tucson and there wasn’t anyone left in the family who wanted to farm or live in “that old, drafty pile of sticks,” as Rubio referred to Tierra. 

			The selling part didn’t bother CJ. It was the buyer. A national big-box retail chain was the current frontrunner, and CJ would do everything she could to keep her majestic balcony view from turning into a giant rectangular blob with air-conditioning units scattered all over the top. The JOY Homeowners Association (HOA) had immediately started researching their options. It helped that Rubio had asked CJ to keep an eye on the place—and given her copies of all the keys. JOY’s head of security, Blair Nicol, walked the grounds twice a month, and as CJ enjoyed her morning coffee, she’d perch on her chair with her binoculars and periodically do a cursory inspection. 

			Rubio had abandoned the property in 2010 after Valentina passed. By 2013 word was out that no one lived there, and Blair regularly escorted squatters from the premises until Rubio agreed to install a chain-link fence around the market and the house. That had solved the problem until 2020, when a contingency of homeless people, mostly folks displaced by Arizona’s raging summer wildfires, had cut a hole in the fence and taken up residence inside the market. They had been stealthy and CJ hadn’t noticed them during her morning coffee check surveillance, but Blair had found the squatters during a bimonthly walkabout. 

			CJ and the rest of the HOA board then walked across the street and into a different world. The twenty-thousand-square-foot barn had been turned into four zones by the small group of self-appointed leaders: a quiet area, an eating area, a school, and a Covid area. CJ learned that outside, directly behind the barn, was the playground, an area impossible to see from her balcony. Since the farm sat on the eastern Tucson border where there was little traffic, and across from a cemetery, only the dead knew the secret.

			The HOA board flew into action and with Rubio’s help, because he did have a heart, the utilities were turned on and the barn became a way station for hundreds of people throughout the pandemic, all with the help and support of the JOY neighbors who volunteered every single day, raised money, provided food, and farmed a few acres. It truly was neighborliness at its finest, and by 2021, all of those they’d sheltered had moved on, physically and figuratively. 

			It also prompted Rubio to start the process to sell the property, and the JOY HOA played the one card they had: get Tierra Celestial declared a historic structure. There were many reasons it hadn’t been done before, all of which were flimsy excuses in CJ’s mind, but they were pressing forward now. She’d had an audience with the head of the Historic Preservation Society and they were slowly gaining media attention. Rubio wasn’t speaking to her anymore, but fortunately he hadn’t asked for his keys back—yet. He was a good businessman even if he had no interest in the past.

			CJ swapped her coffee mug for her binoculars and adjusted the focus on the chunky four-foot-by-five-foot FOR SALE sign that sat near the intersection. “Let’s take a look,” she muttered. She slowly swept across the decrepit barn, much of its paint faded and curled. The market sign had slipped, one of its screws gone. “Hmm. That’s new.” 

			She looked left and right through the fields until she settled on Tierra Celestial. Despite its dilapidated appearance, she always marveled at the craftsmanship and magnificent detail that defined all Victorians—the turrets, the towers, the ornate gables. Well, they used to be ornate. From the upper-pitched roof down to the red brick that formed the broad front porch, it all needed renovation. And the cupola. The glass dome on the top of the roof had been Dr. Blankley’s nineteenth-century man cave.

			“And it will happen if we win, Houston,” she whispered. 

			She knew Tierra was a place of secrets. She’d overheard several stories when Valentina’s mother, Maria, would visit. They’d found a hidden door, a dumbwaiter, even a secret wine cellar with a few very old bottles of wine. Dr. Blankley had been a rich eccentric, fancying himself an inventor who enjoyed surprises and intrigue. Maria was convinced the family hadn’t uncovered all of Tierra’s secrets. She told the story of an unfortunate butler who flipped a metal handle and nearly fell through a trapdoor that opened beneath him. 

			CJ followed the line of the structure, wallowing between sadness at the horrible degeneration of the house and ennui with the exercise—until she saw a figure in one of the upstairs windows. She jumped and nearly dropped the binoculars. Houston barked and immediately circled the balcony, unsure of the problem. “It’s okay, boy, settle down,” she cooed. When she positioned the binoculars again and found the window, there was no one there. She took a deep breath. It probably was nothing. Maybe a shadow or the sun playing tricks on her eyes. 

			As she approached sixty, she reflected, it seemed much of life was a trick. After Mary died, an army of JOY residents with good intentions had descended upon her, but she politely and graciously declined most of their assistance, proving to herself that she was still self-sufficient. But after her double-nickel birthday things started to change slowly. She forgot things, lost things, and what used to be minor injuries that she recovered from in a few days became much larger problems that required convalescence, a word she’d never used to describe her own situation. Her best friends, most of whom sat on the HOA board with her, were the first to notice. People were now always at the ready to help her move furniture, paint a room, haul tree branches or chop wood. 

			She adjusted the binoculars again and homed in on the window. She sat there for a good two minutes but saw nothing else. She lowered the binoculars and sighed. It was probably just a shadow. 

			 

			 

			The warehouse next to CJ’s house was abuzz with activity when she arrived for the HOA board meeting. The JOY Extravaganza was only three days away, and there were a hundred things still to do. Much of the warehouse currently hosted the parade floats, all in various stages of completion: the float celebrating the upcoming Chinese New Year was still missing its key component—the actual dragon. The fairytale float only had two of the Three Little Pigs so far, the tribute to the Hohokam was just moving into production, and in CJ’s opinion, the most disturbing sight was the seven headless dwarves on the Snow White float. Doug, the chief float builder, assured CJ that all dwarves would have a good head on their shoulders by the time the parade started. 

			Before she joined the board meeting in the conference room, she stopped by the food and beverage cart for another coffee and a bagel. She grabbed a few dog treats from the jar and tossed them to Houston, who waited patiently next to her. She knew Merry would have at least three plates of goodies for the board to enjoy, but CJ was trying her best to resist sweets and lower her A1C level, the measurement used to determine type 2 diabetes, since it seemed another reality of growing older was being prediabetic.

			She was the last one to slide into her chair just as Merry Burris-Cisneros, CJ’s best friend and the president of the JOY HOA, rapped her candy cane gavel on the table and announced, “I call this meeting of the JOY HOA to order. Let’s keep it moving, people. We need a lot more time workin’ and a lot less time flappin’ our gums.” She pursed her red lips and flipped the tail of her Santa hat back with her green fingernails. Her makeup was always perfect and while the hat covered some of her blond hair, most of it cascaded over her shoulders. In addition to her Santa hat, Merry’s gold-framed prescription glasses sparkled and matched her glittery gold pants. Her Christmas sweater had four 3D presents across her front, and CJ imagined Merry’s husband, Juan, who sat to her right, had made many jokes about her “gifts.” She made eye contact with each of the five other HOA members. Everyone nodded their agreement. 

			“Instead of talking, please enjoy the banana muffins, apricot tarts, and some of this year’s gingerbread people that I made this morning in the communal kitchen.” She gestured to the middle of the table and the mouthwatering baked goods that smelled heavenly. CJ’s willpower melted. Like everyone else, she grabbed a gingerbread person. 

			She realized that anyone who walked into the meeting and saw their group would burst out laughing. Everyone sported holiday headgear: Santa hats, reindeer antlers, elf beanies, and Taylor’s new acquisition, a menorah headpiece: she would make sure Hanukkah was done well and done right during Ganza.

			Juan Cisneros was also decked out in a red-and-white Christmas sweater that announced There’s no such thing as an ugly holiday sweater. While Merry had just celebrated her fifty-first birthday, Juan was fifteen years her junior. Underneath the big sweater, which CJ guessed Merry had made for him, were rippling biceps and a six-pack that had earned him a spot on the Tucson firefighter calendar. He stroked his goatee and smiled lovingly at his wife. 

			Next to Juan’s hulking bulk was his opposite, Blair Nicol, skinny as a stick, rockin’ an Elvis pompadour and dressed in a black T-shirt and green plaid kilt. It didn’t matter what season it was. Blair celebrated their Scottish heritage by wearing the same thing every day and glitzing it up with jewelry that accentuated their fiery red hair. Today they donned a necklace that read HOHOHO in gold. 

			CJ loved looking into Blair’s cornflower blue eyes. Their calming voice and logical mind kept the board from going off the deep end as they navigated contentious issues, like whether to repaint the Santa sleigh with semi- or high-gloss paint.

			CJ sat at the end of the table opposite Merry, and next to CJ was Taylor Zilberman, the board’s secretary, the marketing whiz and computer expert. CJ imagined that Taylor, who was the youngest board member, would eventually run the JOY Ganza. She was a petite firecracker with dark hair that usually was pulled back into a ponytail, but today it flowed down her back so the menorah hat could stay atop her head. At twenty-two she’d started her own website-design business and judging from the extravagant vacations she took during the summers, she was doing just fine. In May she would receive degrees in journalism and computer science from the University of Arizona.

			Ming Zhou, the treasurer and neighborhood seamstress, sat between Taylor and Merry. She was always sewing or mending something, regardless of where she was or what else required her attention. Her daughter’s teacher had been understanding when Ming brought a torn elf costume to parent-teacher conferences, but the Tucson judge she encountered during her jury duty threatened to put her in jail if she didn’t set aside the ripped wise man robe she was fixing during voir dire. He wasn’t from the JOY neighborhood and didn’t understand Ming’s complete commitment to dressing the entire Ganza, which meant she worked for eleven months straight. Ming wasn’t a woman to mince words and told the judge she was sure she could do her mending and find the person guilty at the same time. That earned her an immediate dismissal, and fortunately the judge liked Christmas enough not to throw her in jail for contempt. 

			Whereas everyone else on the HOA board took notes, Ming did not. She was always the first to report to the group since her sharing lasted less than ten seconds. CJ was certain today would be no exception.

			Merry said, “First order of business, as usual, Ming’s treasury report. Ming?” 

			Ming looked up over her glasses at the group. “I sent you the latest financial report. We’re on target with our projected expenses. Receiving the grant from Tucson For All has ensured we stay in the black, even with the expense of the extra porta potties. Cookie sales are going well, and we’ve already received an extra five thousand in donations from people around the world. Finally, our anonymous benefactor has reached out again.”

			Merry clapped her hands. “Ooh, I’m excited.”

			“He or she or they will double this year’s donation.”

			Juan smacked the table. “Two million dollars. That’s what I’m talkin’ about!”

			“Three cheers for the benefactor!” Merry cried.

			Once they’d “hip, hip, hoorayed” the benefactor, Ming said, “So we’re all good.” She returned to a split in Santa’s pants. 

			“Are you sure we’re on track with the costumes, Ming?” Merry pressed. “We have—”

			“Three days, I know,” Ming sighed. “No worries. Move on.”

			Merry saluted and turned to Juan, her face melting into a smile. “Whatcha got, baby?”

			Juan winked and a titter went through the group—except for ever-focused Ming. The energy between Merry and Juan dripped sugary sweet all the time. CJ couldn’t recollect a single fight or harsh word between them. They both seemed crazy for the other as the rest of the world watched from the fringes. 

			Juan cleared his throat and spoke like the fire department commander he was. “Most everything in the operations department is ready for tonight’s run through of the lights. We have some more extension cords to fix, and I think I’ve finally convinced Mr. Palmutter that he cannot have seven cords plugged into one outlet.”

			Taylor asked, “How’d you do that?”

			“Showed him the scene from Christmas Story, like six times.”

			Everyone laughed, recollecting the part of the movie where the “Old Man” creates a spark in the outlet from overloading it.

			Juan looked down at his notes. “And…We’ve also secured the baby Jesus into the Stromans’ nativity scene. There’s no way Goldie, or any other dog, can grab him out of the crèche this year.”

			It had been hysterically funny to see Goldie, the Birch’s golden retriever, and the biggest thief in all of JOY, running up and down the street with the baby Jesus in his mouth—until he stopped in a yard and shook it severely, causing Jesus’s head to pop off. Several children screamed and cried at the decapitated holy savior until a quick-thinking elf scooped up the head, withdrew a gingerbread person from her pocket, and coaxed Goldie to give up Jesus’s body.

			“Everything else on my checklist is done or almost done.”

			“When are the reindeer arriving?” CJ asked. 

			Juan grinned. “Tomorrow. But we’re not saying anything until tonight. We want it to be a surprise for the littler kids.”

			Blair crossed their legs and asked, “You’re really keeping that a secret from Juanito?”

			“Especially from Juanito,” Merry commented about her son. “That boy couldn’t keep a secret if his Christmas presents depended on it.”

			The return of the reindeer was a huge celebration and expense for Ganza. Decades before, CJ’s grandfather had struck a deal with the owner of a Christmas tree farm in northern Arizona, who happened to own three reindeer. Commander Joy agreed to pay for the reindeers’ food for the entire year if the farmer would breed or acquire five more, and then bring them to Tucson for Ganza, weather permitting. There had been a few winters that were too warm and the reindeer were canceled, much to the dismay of everyone. When they did arrive they were treated like royalty to maintain their comfort and health.

			“What time?” Blair asked.

			“Early, as usual,” Juan replied. “Gotta get ’em out of the morning sun, even if it’s only going to be forty-two. Probably between six and seven.”

			Blair nodded and made a note. No doubt the security force would need to be present, ensuring no one scared or spooked them accidentally. 

			In CJ’s opinion, Blair’s responsibilities were the most difficult, as they dealt with the City of Tucson and various private entities, like the local cable company and Tucson Electric, in addition to all of the JOY homeowners. CJ had personally witnessed the overt prejudice Blair faced when CJ and Blair had met with a city official about the difficult parking situation that happened every year. He took one look at Blair, dressed in their kilt and sporting pink nail polish, shook his head and smirked. Eventually he came around because Blair was exceptional at public relations and had managed to finagle a grant from Tucson Electric, but in CJ’s mind, that city official represented all those who still couldn’t understand the idea of nonbinary persons.

			“Blair, how are things shaping up with the city?” Merry asked. 

			Blair quickly finished the last of their gingerbread. “The city’s done what it can about the parking issue. We’ll have a shuttle to and from the main gate, but state law says we can’t prohibit other people from riding the shuttle even if they’re not coming to Ganza.”

			“That’s ridiculous,” Juan said. “We’re trying to help the environment and discourage so many cars.”

			“Now, Juan,” Blair mocked, “when has the Arizona legislature ever cared about the environment?”

			“Touché,” Juan replied, picking up an apricot tart.

			“The real issues,” Blair continued, “are the preachers and the porta potty placements—”

			“Say that ten times fast,” Taylor joked. 

			The neighbors hated the porta potties, but after decades of finding visitors squatting around the sides of houses, the HOA authorized the expense in the ’80s, recognizing bathrooms as a necessary evil. A rotation schedule was created and each street hosted the potties once every six years.

			“This year it’s Santa Street’s turn,” Blair explained, “but Mrs. Jones is insisting the crappers are put in the middle of the street rather than next to the sidewalk.”

			“But that’s against fire regulations,” Juan said. “The trucks couldn’t get through if there was an emergency.”

			“I explained that to her so she’s lobbying for placement on the other side. I’ve almost got the Prudhommes to agree, even though their side had the potties last time it was Santa Street’s turn.” Blair waved a hand. “I’ll figure it out. We don’t need to discuss it. I am, though, looking for ideas about the preachers.”

			“They’re coming again?” Merry whined. 

			“Yeah. Preacher Joe says they won a lot of new recruits—er, followers—from last year.”

			“I still don’t get why we can’t kick them out,” Taylor said. “I know the whole First Amendment thing, but when they’re actually pointing at visitors and calling them ‘whores,’ that’s gotta cross a line.”

			The rest of the board voiced their loud agreement until Merry was forced to bang the candy cane gavel. “Order! Order!” When they all quieted, she said, “We can’t solve this issue right now. But everyone needs to be thinking of strategies to persuade the preachers to stay away.” 

			CJ shook her head. “I never thought I’d be trying to dissuade people who are supposedly Christians from coming to an event that, for many—if not most—of our visitors, has clear Christian roots. With that said, we cannot have another confrontation like we did last year.”

			“But that was justified,” Taylor argued. “I’ve taken an entire class on the First Amendment, and when those preachers pointed at the high school cheerleaders, called them whores and harlots—in front of their parents, boyfriends, and girlfriends—they shouldn’t have been surprised when the entire football team jumped them. The preachers crossed that line, the one that doesn’t allow you to shout fire in a crowded theater.”

			“That may be true,” Ming said, “but the police didn’t have time to sort that out. So they did the one thing they could do to restore order: shut down Ganza for the evening.” Ming’s son, a Tucson police officer, had been the supervisor on duty that night and had made the difficult call. 

			“I think shutting us down was the point,” Blair said.

			Merry nodded. “And that’s why we need to use tactics that keep the peace.”

			“My grandfather is probably turning over in his grave,” CJ muttered.

			“I know,” Merry said quietly. “Make yourself feel better and try the banana muffins. They’re delish.”

			CJ nodded and reached for one.

			“Taylor?” Merry asked. “Your turn.”

			Taylor held up a blue handout and said, “I emailed you each a copy of this, and it’s been sent to all one hundred and fifty-one homeowners. It’s got all the social media links, buzzwords to use, a link to our website. Now it’s time for everyone to do their part like they always do,” she added quickly and glanced at CJ, who winked in support.

			CJ had offered to coach Taylor when it came to speaking in front of the board and interacting with people who were twice her age and had been planning and executing Ganza for decades—without any help from technology or social media. While Taylor, Blair, and Juan represented the youth and future of the HOA, the three other members, CJ, Merry, and Ming, were starting to think about Medicare. Taylor was quick to accept CJ’s offer and she’d come a long way, learning patience and adopting a tone the elders didn’t find condescending. In the process, Taylor and CJ had become such good friends that CJ felt like her mom.
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