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HOME FOR
CHISTMAS

By

LIA FAIRCHILD

 

“I feel like such a jackass,” Stephen said. He glared at his
best friend, willing his attention from some women across the
bar.

“Dude, are we still talking about this?” his buddy said. He
didn’t turn around.

A mix of pumping music, muffled conversations and clanking
barware surrounded them at their corner table. “Yes!” Stephen
nudged the table causing a mini tremor to roll across their
beers.

“Hey!”

“Joe, I’m trying to talk to you,” Stephen said.

Joe spun around and faced his long-time friend. “Look, man.
You’ve got two choices. Either do it or make it work. What’s there
to talk about?”

“I know. It’s just that Melissa is such a sweet girl.”

“Yeah and totally delusional.”

“I know. She has this whole Christmas thing planned. Wants me to
meet her family and go to this huge dinner at her parents’ house.”
Stephen shook his head and searched the crowd of flirtatious
singles for an answer.

“All the more reason to break up now,” Joe said. He lifted his
beer to a toast position. “Or, maybe you should wait until
Christmas dinner and raise your glass to her family.” He took a
quick sip. “Then declare your undying boredom with their
daughter.”

“Don’t be a smart ass!”

“All I’m saying is that if you really don’t have it with her
then cut her loose before she gets too attached.”

Stephen let out a deep breath. “That’s the problem. It’s too
late. She thinks she’s in love with me.”

“Yeah, man. That’s always the problem with you.” Joe rolled his
eyes and slapped a hand on Stephen’s shoulder. “I feel your
pain.”

A woman in a sleek black dress passed in front of them hijacking
Joe’s attention. Conversation over. Stephen knew Joe was right,
anyway. It was time to man up and take care of a long-overdue
situation. If he broke up with her now, at least she would have a
few weeks to recoup before Christmas.

Stephen sat back in his chair and rehearsed in his mind the
different ways to break the news to Melissa. In a trance, he rocked
his chair back to stretch his long legs. At 6’2 it wasn’t always
easy to find a comfortable sitting position. After a moment of
perfect balance, his chair tipped too far back and he began the
terrifying free fall. Then, before he could steady himself, a
figure stood over his head as he lay back suspended in mid-air.

Stephen stared up at the woman holding the back of his chair.
Wavy, dark hair hung around her face and past her low-cut black
t-shirt. A glowing smile spread across her face as she flipped him
back to a sitting position.

“Didn’t your mom ever tell you not to lean back in your chair?”
Her voice came from behind him.

It wasn’t until she walked around to face him that he realized
it was his waitress. Why hadn’t he noticed her angelic face before?
She must have read embarrassment in his awkward smile because she
reached over and touched his arm. Then she smiled again, broader
this time and he spotted a tiny dimple on her left cheek.

“Yeah, nice one,” Joe said. He got up from the table shaking his
head. “Two more, huh?” he asked Stephen. Even though he didn’t get
a reply, he turned to the waitress. “Two more beers, please.” Then
he walked off in the direction of the men’s room.

Stephen watched her watching Joe. What the hell was the matter
with him? Had he turned mute? He couldn’t take his eyes off her,
and when she looked back with her big brown eyes, all he could do
was smile.

“So two more, then?” she said.

Adrenaline finally kicked in and his voice barely surfaced. “Uh,
sure, thanks…” Panicked, he executed a quick scan of her chest for
a name tag.

Just before she turned to leave he spotted it. Bingo! “Ali.”

Without turning around, she glanced over her shoulder.
“Yeah?”

“Thanks…I mean for catching me.” He memorized her face as if it
were the last time he would see it. The fact that she would be back
in two minutes with their drinks had not even entered his
brain.

********

Stephen read the first line of the press release for the fifth
time. The final version was expected an hour ago, but he couldn’t
get a handle on his day. Was it the two-hour break up with Melissa
that had him off his game? Or the hour-long call the next day? When
he thought about it, it was pure relief running over him. He knew
it was the right choice. It was crazy, but he had never felt for
Melissa the way he felt at the bar the other night for that split
second he looked into Ali’s eyes. It was as though he had downed a
pint of Jack Daniels, the heat flowing through him and taking over
his body.

After she returned with the beers, they chatted briefly, but it
was way too crowded to hold her attention. He considered asking for
her number but hesitated and the moment was lost. Now he understood
what people meant by the one that got away. That thought
gnawed at him as his brain continued to replay the sound of her
voice, her radiant smile ever present in his mind.

Stephen refocused his attention on the release and began to read
it aloud. The technique often pointed out inconsistencies and
errors, as well as showed the flow of the writing. When he finally
made it to the second paragraph, his cell rang.

“Hey, man. What’s up?” Stephen said.

“Just wanted to see how it went with Melissa,” Joe said.

“It’s fine. I’ll give you all the details tonight, but I can’t
talk right now. Gotta get a release out.”

“All right. Hey, stop by on your way home.”

“Actually…you want to meet at Gary’s?” Stephen asked. He
cringed, waiting for the inevitable reply.

“On a Tuesday?” Joe said. Then he let out a breathy laugh. “You
gotta be kidding me.”

“What? I just thought we’d get a beer.”

“On the slowest, most boring night there?” Joe paused. When
Stephen didn’t offer a counter he continued. “You just want to go
back and check out that hot waitress…Ali, right?”

“Look, I’m gonna say this once because we’re on the phone. But
if you bring it up in front of me I’ll kick your ass.” Stephen gave
one last thought to what he was about to say. “I felt a connection
with her and I just want to see if it happens again.”

“A connection? Oh, yeah, I felt that too.”

“I don’t have time for this crap right now, Joe. Do you want to
go or not?”

“Sure. Text me when you’re on your way, and I’ll meet you
there.”

“All right. Later.”

Stephen couldn’t help but laugh at himself and Joe’s reaction.
He obviously deserved crap for the comment, but he wanted Joe to
know he was serious. Tonight he would get the confirmation he
needed.

********

As Stephen trailed behind Joe walking toward the pub, his
attention was drawn to the enormous Christmas tree that adorned the
middle of the square. The lights had just come on and he marveled
at the sparkling beauty looming in the distance. The cool night air
settled him as he pondered what it would have been like to have
that family Christmas with Melissa. As much as a traditional
holiday seemed comforting, the perfection was in the company. It
had been several years since he experienced any kind of Christmas
at all. When his father re-married within a year of his mother’s
death, Stephen couldn’t handle being around family. Christmas
became a reminder of losing his mother and the betrayal of his
father.

Joe pulled the door open and held it for his friend. “What are
you doing?”

Standing a few feet away, Stephen was still entranced by the
tree. “Nothing. Just a sec.” He took a few steps closer and
stopped. Then he pulled out his cell phone. “I think I got a text,”
he said, looking down at it.

“You’re afraid to go in there, aren’t you?”

“No, I thought my phone was vibrating.”

“Don’t be a chicken shit. You wanted to see if she likes you…oh,
I mean if you still have a connection.” Joe smirked but
quickly tried to bury it.

“What’d I tell you about that, man?” Stephen took a swift step
in Joe’s direction, which was all that was necessary given his
build looked to double Joe’s.

“Sorry. I’m just messin with you. Seriously though, come here.”
He grabbed Stephen’s arm and leaned toward him as if looking behind
his back.

Stephen yanked his arm away. “What are you doing?”

“I was looking for your purse! You’re starting to act like a
chick. Now let’s go.”

 Joe flung open the door and stepped in. As it slowly began
to swing shut, Stephen gave it another shove and followed him
inside.

At first, they both just stood huddled in the corner as if on a
special mission. Stephen scanned the quiet scene. Then Joe thumped
him across the chest. “Check it out,” he said, pointing across the
room. Stephen followed his gaze to the opposite side of the room
where Ali stood talking with another waitress.

“She seems upset,” Stephen said. Heading toward the bar, he
didn’t take his eyes off Ali. He took a seat and then looked over
to find Joe still standing off to the side. “Come on.”

“I wonder what they’re talking about,” Joe said as he sat down.
He ordered beers for both of them.

Stephen turned his back to the bar and studied Ali’s expression.
Now closer up, he could tell something was wrong. The woman she was
talking to smiled with compassion and rubbed Ali’s arm. The two
hugged and over the woman’s shoulder, Ali spotted Stephen staring
at her. Her brow furrowed in confusion as she headed straight
toward him.

Stephen’s heartbeat picked up the pace as he swung back around
on his barstool. Seconds later, he felt a gentle tapping on his
shoulder.

“Hey, aren’t you the guy from the other night?” she asked as he
turned to face her.

Before he could open his mouth, Joe chimed in. “Yeah…the one
that almost fell off his chair.”

Ali and Stephen both shot Joe an incensed look.

“Sorry, I’ve got to make a quick call,” Joe said. He held up his
phone and displayed an apologetic smile. “Be right back.”

Her eyes were as perfect as he remembered but held a glistening
sadness he hadn’t noticed before. Mere seconds of silence seemed
like an eternity as Stephen struggled for some charming words to
say. “Good to see you again.” He smiled, hoping to entice one in
return.

“Yeah, you too. You know, I was just on my way out, but can I
give you something.”

I’ll take anything you’ve got, was his first thought.
But instead he went with, “Sure.”

She pulled a small paper from her apron that looked like an
event flier. She handed it to him and with a sweet smile said,
“Hope you can make it.”

Before he realized his mouth was still hanging open, she walked
off. It wasn’t exactly how he imagined it, but the feeling was
there. In her presence, he could barely breathe. Did she feel it
too? The difference tonight was an unnerving feeling of sadness. He
had to find out what was causing her pain. Somehow he sensed that
he could help her.

“Chrissy, can you take Ali’s section?” He heard the bartender’s
voice behind him.

Just hearing her name caused a stir in the depths of his
gut.

“Sure,” a young woman said. She stood at the end of the bar
holding a tray. When the bartender walked to the back, she rolled
her eyes and waved another girl over. “She’s been here two weeks,
and she just takes off in the middle of her shift.”

Stephen took a sip from his beer, pretending not to be
listening.

“Chrissy, give her a break,” the other girl said. “I heard her
husband’s dying or something. That’s why she had to leave.”

“Oh my God, sorry. I didn’t know.”

As the two girls walked off, Stephen glanced down at the flier
still in his hand. It was a fundraiser and blood drive for a local
hospital. His whole body sank and he felt sick to his stomach.
Reaching for his beer, he wondered how he could have been so wrong.
Was this whole thing so one-sided? He downed the rest of his beer,
staring into the bar mirror in front of him. Something just wasn’t
right.

********

 “Promise me something,” he said. His face was drained of
color but his eyes spoke to her.

“Anything,” Ali said.

“No matter what happens, I want to be home for Christmas.”

She smiled and nodded. “Of course, Harry.”

“I mean it. I wouldn’t be able to stand being in here. You know
that.”

“I know.”

“And…when this thing’s all over…”

“Don’t—” Why did he continue to say things like that?

“Please, let me say this.” Harry placed a bony hand on hers as
she sat on the edge of the bed.

“You know I hate it when you use that word. We don’t know
anything for sure.” She gave him a scolding look accompanied by a
sweet smile.

“When this is over, I’m hoping you’ll finally be able
to move on with your life.”

She opened her mouth to speak but didn’t get anything out in
time.

“All these years, you’ve wasted so much time being by my side,”
he said.

“How can you say that? I love you.” She brushed a hand across
his forehead. “Any amount of time with you…those are moments I
treasure. Moments I’ll always treasure. Now c’mon. I don’t wanna
hear any more of that talk. Let’s start making plans for Christmas.
Should we have a party?”

Harry smiled and let out a chuckle that turned into a cough. Ali
grabbed a glass of water from the side table and transferred it to
his hand. He had to do it himself, but it was painful to watch his
hand shake as he tilted the glass to drink. Better that than to
dent his pride even further. Harry had been such a strong and
capable man just a few years ago. “Thanks,” he said handing her the
glass. “So, who do we have to invite to a party anyway?”

“I don’t know, we could ask Phil and Taylor.”

“Yeah, that would be a fun dinner. I just love it when Phil gets
hammered and then tells me how much he’s going to miss me.”

She couldn’t help but laugh at that one. “Oh, yeah. Sorry I
forgot about that. Well, we’ll figure out something. And, I’ll
roast the turkey with the bacon on top so you can pick at it every
time I open the oven.”

“That sounds perfect,” he said.

The two sat in silence for a few minutes as Ali rubbed Harry’s
arm. When she saw his eyelids fighting to stay open, she stood up
and looked over at him.

“It’s okay,” he said. “I’ll see you later.”

********

 “Why are we here?” Joe asked. He stood next to Stephen
seated in a chair and shuffled his feet. “You said she was married,
right?”

“So what, it’s for a good cause anyway. You didn’t have to come,
you know.” Stephen continued to fill out the form he was given upon
arrival.

“Oh, yeah? Did you forget what happened when we were
juniors?”

Stephen had hoped that was long forgotten. “That’s was a fluke.
I hadn’t eaten all day.”

“Right.”

“Why don’t you make yourself useful and go sign up too. I’m
going to turn this in.” Stephen headed back to the table where he
had picked up the paperwork. A small, white-haired woman took him
back to a room and told him to have a seat in the comfy chair.

Attempting to distract himself, Stephen studied the posters on
the wall. Two things couldn’t be allowed to creep into his
consciousness. He was not chasing a married woman. Donating blood
was a worthy cause, and that was the only reason he was there; and
he could handle this, no problem. Look at that guy, he
thought to himself. He stared up at a poster of a man with
prosthetic legs crossing the finish line of a race.
Perseverance, it stated at the bottom. All I have to
do is have some blood sucked out of my arm.

The door opened and a bottom-heavy woman with a giant grin
walked in. “We all set?” she asked.

“Guess so.”

When the woman pulled up a chair next to Stephen, he turned his
eyes back to the poster.

“It’s okay, hon. I’m just taking your blood pressure.”

“Yeah, I know. Just thought…that’s a great message up
there.”

“Sure is. Reminds me of Ali,” she said. “Now that one is
persistent.”

His head snapped back, eyes glued to the woman.

“That’s why you’re here, right?” she asked.

“How’d you know?”

“Most of the people here usually come because of Harry and
Ali.”

“Oh, really?” A little small talk was fine. He wasn’t trying to
be nosy.

“Those two are like family round here. I think it makes Ali feel
better to give back. Keep busy, ya know?’

“So…how is Harry doing?” Stephen asked.

“He’s a fighter, that one. Been real tough on Ali though, now
that he’s back in the hospital.”

“I bet.” A prick in his arm startled him and he drew in a
breath. He had been so distracted trying to find out about Ali, he
hadn’t even noticed that she had prepared his arm for the draw.
This would be a piece of cake. Is it getting darker in
here?

“She’s an angel, that one,” the woman said. “All the time she
spends helping others even with Harry not working and all. But, I’m
sure I don’t have to tell you how she—”

********

 “You’re an angel,” the man whispered.

Ali looked down on the tall, dark-haired man who was just coming
to. After a few blinks of his deep blue eyes, he tried to focus in
on her. “Hey,” she whispered back. “You feeling okay?”

“What?” He crinkled his brow like a little boy trying to get the
math right. “What happened?”

“It’s okay, you just passed out. No worries. It happens all the
time here. Do you remember me? I’m Ali from Gary’s Bar.”

“Yeah, of course I remember you.” When he reached for the side
of the chair to pull himself more upright, he grabbed hold of her
arm instead.

Ali felt a surge of heat travel up her arm and land right on her
face. “Well…I just wanted to make sure, since you just called me an
angel.” A smirk spread across her face as she caught his
reaction.

“Shit, are you serious?” He eased himself up further and leaned
his elbows on his knees. Each time she had seen him he was seated,
but it was easy to see that he was tall and solid. “You must think
I’m a complete loser.”

“Yeah, sure. I mean any guy that comes and gives blood for total
strangers has to be a jerk right?”

“Well, I didn’t say jerk,” he said.

“Then, what shall I call you?”

“Oh, sorry. I’m Stephen.” He stood and reached out to shake her
hand.

His touch felt familiar. Life had been so different the past few
years, becoming almost routine if that was possible. There was no
room for connections or meeting new people. Even in her volunteer
work, she was all business. This felt like anything but business.
Something stirred inside her, making her come to life. “Listen,
Stephen. This actually happens more than you know. Why don’t we go
get you something to drink, maybe a snack? There’s a little coffee
shop just down the hall.”

“Are you sure? I don’t want to take you away.” His pleading eyes
contradicted his words.

She felt locked in his sights for a few seconds, not being able
to speak or turn away. Then, when she saw him take a step toward
her, she shifted her gaze from him. “It’s the least I can do for
getting you into this mess.” Ali convinced herself that this was
the right thing; that this guy with the rugged good looks, who
seemed to keep popping into her life had no effect on her. This was
simply a friendly gesture. “Besides it’s winding down now. They can
handle it.”

********

 “Here you go.” Ali set down a muffin and a glass of orange
juice in front of Stephen.

“Thank you. But you didn’t have to serve me ya know.” He didn’t
hide his embarrassed smile. He enjoyed the attention. “Don’t you do
enough of that at the bar?”

“Yeah, but I actually like it sometimes.” She shrugged and a
little grin developed across her face. “It’s kind of nice being
around people that are happy and having a good time.”

It dawned on Stephen what she was referring to. “I’m sure it is.
The nurse that was taking my blood told me about Harry.”

“Oh…she’s a sweetheart.”

“She said the same thing about you. Actually she called you an
angel…” he trailed off, hoping she got the hint.

“Ohhhh,” she said, giving a slow motion nod. “So that’s why you
called me that.” A giggle escaped and she caught herself.

“From what I can see, she’s right,” Stephen said. “But, when
you’re all things to all people, it’s kind of tough to be there for
yourself.” He studied her expression and hoped she might open up
about her life.

“I’m all right,” she said. She lifted a sugar packet out of the
holder, then slid it back in as if going through files.

“Yeah? So when do you get to have fun?” Stephen tilted his head
trying to regain her attention.

“Well, fun’s not exactly on the top of my to-do list these
days.” She pushed the sugar packets aside and put on a brave
smile.

Stephen debated what to say next. His desire to do something
could cause him to regret his words. How could he make her see he
wanted to help her without sounding too pushy? Even though they had
seen each other only a few times, the connection was magnetic. She
had to feel it too. Before he could say anything, he heard her suck
in a huge breath.

“Oh my gosh! I can’t believe this,” she said.

“What’s wrong?”

“I have to be at work in less than an hour. By the time I grab
the bus, get home for my uniform then bus it back over there, I’ll
be late.” Ali rose from the table with a sense of urgency. “Sorry
to cut this short, but I’ve got to run. Thanks so much for coming.”
She turned to walk away.

“Wait!” Stephen stood up abruptly almost knocking over his
chair. “Let me give you a ride?”

“No…I already feel bad enough. I can’t ask you to do that.”

“You’re not asking. I’m offering. Please, let me do this. I’ll
wait in the car while you get your stuff, and we’ll be on our
way.”

The car felt like a long elevator ride without the awkwardness.
A feeling of comfort swept over Stephen and he relaxed, enjoying
the closeness. He felt her eyes on him a few times as he drove.

The house was only a fifteen-minute drive from the hospital. As
promised, Stephen waited in the car while she ran in. He checked
his messages and replayed waking to the sight of her face. Her
smiles evoked such a range of emotions that it baffled him. On the
one hand, her face was like a beautiful bright light that you
couldn’t turn away from. But the eyes; there was a hidden sadness
that made Stephen want to take her into his arms. He wanted so
badly to will that pain from her. He wasn’t sure how he would make
it happen, but somehow he would give Ali some happiness. Whether
her heart was spoken for or not, she deserved it.

A text alert pulled him from his trance just as Ali hopped back
in the car. He burst out laughing as he read it.

“What’s so funny?” she asked.

“My friend Joe is still at the hospital. He wants to know where
the hell I am?”

“Oops.”

********

As days went on and Christmas drew nearer, Stephen became more
desperate to spend time with Ali. He struggled to define his
feelings and wondered if the loneliness that the holidays brought
was the real reason for wanting some companionship. He decided to
take some time, trying not to think of her and staying away from
Gary’s. It was like trying to tell a child not to think about the
summer vacation just days before. Stephen was getting anxious, and
one day after work he found himself driving to the bar on the way
home.

He had worked late that night, so if she was working, she should
already be there. When he stepped inside, the music was pumping. It
was karaoke night which tended to bring in a rowdier crowd. After a
couple of laps around the place, it was clear she wasn’t there, so
he parked himself at the bar and ordered a beer.

As he sat, Stephen ignored the buzzing in his pocket. If it was
Joe, he didn’t want to hear how pathetic he was for staking out the
bar. What if it was work? He had mentioned to the receptionist he
might stop off at Gary’s on the way home. Things were pretty hectic
around there lately, but at this point he didn’t want to think
about work either. He had done way too much of that lately. Like
many people do at this time of year, he had buried himself in work
to avoid the holidays.

Stephen downed another beer. He considered asking the bartender
when Ali’s next shift was, but decided against it. Then he heard a
loud outburst from a table behind him. He turned and saw two men
and a woman drinking and talking. They had obviously been there a
while.

One of the men stood up and yelled, “There she is! Where ya
been, honey?”

Stephen followed the man’s gaze to the entrance of the bar, and
walking toward the group was Ali. Instinctively he smiled as if she
had smiled at him first; but Ali hadn’t seen Stephen and was
focused on the man that just yelled to her. Only, her expression
was not that of greeting friends.

Ali squeezed out a grin and nodded but continued to walk past
the man.

“Hey,” he said, grabbing her arm. “We’ve been waiting for you,
girl.” Lanky and sporting a crew cut, the guy looked like he just
got off a shift, pumping gas.

“I’m not working today.” Her voice was calm but determined. She
pulled her arm from his grip. “I just came in—”

“Good!” the man cut in. He jumped in front of her blocking
Stephen’s view of Ali. “Sit down and have a drink with us.”

Stephen’s face fueled with rage. He stood and hesitated for a
second, but not being able to see her face, to see if she was
afraid, was too much to handle. He commanded long strides toward
the two and stopped inches from the man. “Move it!” he said to the
back of the guy’s head.

“What the— ” He turned and eyed Stephen. “Mind your own damn
business, ass wipe!”

Ali stepped back and to the side. Their eyes met for a brief
moment before his shot back at his enemy. In those few seconds,
they had read each other’s mind. His look asked, Are you
okay? While hers seemed to say, yes, thank you.

“I’ll tell you what,” Stephen said without blinking. “I’m gonna
let you walk back to your friends with some of your dignity left.”
From the smell of the guy’s breath and the obvious poundage he had
on him, Stephen knew it would be an easy take-down if
necessary.

The guy shot out a gravelly laugh. “Whatever, man.” He slowly
turned toward his friends, but then snapped back with a swinging
fist right toward Stephen’s head.

Stephen caught his fist before it connected, swung the guy
around with his own arm, wrenching it behind his back and then
railroaded him toward the table of friends. In an instant, the man
was bent over, face down in a plate of nachos.

“What the hell, man?” the other guy shouted. He and the woman
jumped up from the table.

Stephen leaned over, ignoring the friends and whispered in the
drunk’s ear. “I’m gonna let go, and then you and your friends are
outta here…okay?”

“Screw, you!”

“Listen,” Stephen said. “We can end—” Before he could finish his
sentence, Stephen felt a sudden slam against the side of his head.
He turned to find the woman holding the other half of a beer bottle
that had just shattered against his head. He reared up, letting go
of the man.

“Tommy! Get out here,” Ali shouted. She rushed toward the bar. A
man with long dark hair was already heading toward her.

“Every one of you, get your asses out of here before I call the
cops!” he said. He held up his cell phone in warning. The drunken
guy used his shirt to wipe the hot wing sauce from his face.

“Stephen, oh my God! Are you okay?” The voice came from behind
him, and he felt someone grab his arm. Melissa reached up and
locked her arms around his neck. He wasn’t bleeding, but a read
welt appeared on the right side of his forehead. “I’ve been looking
all over for you. I’m so glad I found you.”

Stephen watched Ali over Melissa’s shoulder. She was still
standing next to the manager, but her eyes locked in on him. She
watched as Melissa poured her drama over him. “I’m fine,” he said.
Then he took her hands from around his neck.

“Let’s go. Now!” Tommy said.

“C’mon, Stephen,” Melissa said. “Let’s get you home and put some
ice on that."

The two crept back from the group and left the bar. Outside, he
convinced Melissa he was fine and didn’t need her to accompany him
home. She told him she had been worried that he didn’t return her
calls and wanted to make sure he was doing all right especially so
close to Christmas.

After the two said their goodbyes, Stephen sat in his car
staring out the windshield. What had he read in Ali’s eyes when
Melissa arrived? It wasn’t worry or fear or even guilt for what
happened. She looked hurt. How could that be? Was he projecting his
own feelings on her, or could she really have been jealous to see
him with Melissa?

********

Ali headed up Third Street, hoping her directions were accurate.
Her toes were already starting to feel numb as she crunched them up
in her black boots. Though she was having second thoughts, she
pressed on. Face to face was what was needed here, and she wouldn’t
mind seeing his face again. Up ahead, she saw the building and
picked up her pace.

Once inside, she paused in the lobby to admire the holiday
decorations. Along with a beautifully decorated tree, there were
lights strung all along the windows and red velvet covers draped
over the counters. She sighed when she thought of her own home and
how un-Christmassy it was at the moment. She promised Harry he
would be home for Christmas, but what was the point if he didn’t
have a traditional festive atmosphere. That’s what he loved
most.

Ali reached into her pocket and pulled out a folded up piece of
paper. After a quick glance, she hopped in the elevator. Was she
about to make a total fool of herself? As each floor passed, her
heart rate increased. Maybe this was a mistake, she
thought as the door dinged and slid open. Unable to summon the
courage, she reached for the button to close the door, but a woman
stuck her hand against the door, so it popped back open. She held
it there as three other people entered the elevator, the last one
being Stephen.

When their eyes met, she froze, mortified.

“Hey,” Stephen said. His face lit up in delight and
surprise.

“Hi,” she said. The awkward elevator cliché was bad enough, but
this was even worse. What would she say now? For a few seconds they
both just stared and smiled.

“Were you coming to see me?” His voice was low.

“Yeah, actually. Just wanted to talk to you for a sec.” She
glanced at the others to see if they were listening.

The elevator doors opened and they all stepped out. While the
three walked toward the exit, Stephen stepped to the side. “Tracey,
I’ll be right there.” The woman that had held the elevator door
turned and gave a head nod.

Ali and Stephen moved over to a corner and stood next to a palm
tree decorated with lights.

“I just wanted to come by to tell you I’m sorry about what
happened.” Stephen smiled, and she continued before he could
respond. “Actually…I guess I really wanted to say thank you.”

“That guy was an ass. Do you know him?”

“Not really. He’s kind of a regular though. Guess that stuff
just comes with the territory. I’ll get used to it.”

Stephen sighed. “You shouldn’t have to.” He looked past Ali to
his co-workers to make sure they were still there. One of them
pointed to his watch, but Stephen ignored him.

“So how’s your head?” Ali resisted the urge to touch him in that
very spot.

“It’s—” Stephen’s attention was pulled away by the same guy
pointing to his watch. He was mouthing Let’s go. “It’s
fine. Listen, I’m late for a lunch meeting, but maybe we could get
together later and finish this conversation?”

“Oh sorry, I can’t. Big day today. Later this afternoon I’m
going to get Harry discharged and then bring him home for
Christmas. Gosh, I haven’t even picked up a tree yet. So much to
do…”

“That’s great news. I’m sure you’re very excited to get him
back.” Stephen took a few steps toward the door, guiding her to do
the same. Just before they reached the others, he stopped again.
“Ali, I’m not sure why I’m telling you this. But, I just wanted you
to know…that girl that showed up last night. That was my
ex-girlfriend. She was just worried about me.”

“Oh, uh, that was nice of her.” Ali couldn’t help a smile from
taking over her face, hoping she didn’t look like an idiot. “Well,
good luck with your meeting.” Heading toward the door, she looked
back one last time to see if he was watching her leave.

Stephen smiled and waved and then shouted, “Ali…I’m happy you’re
able to bring Harry home and Merry Christmas.”

“I hope it will be,” she said to herself as she walked out the
door.

********

Stephen leaned against his car and gazed up at his work in
pride. He couldn’t have done it without Joe’s help, and now he
smiled at how much the two of them had experienced together. As he
breathed heavily, a mist formed beyond his lips. It would have been
smart to wait inside the car, but the cold wasn’t penetrating him,
and he couldn’t sit down. A mix of emotions swarmed his body and
mind: excitement, anxiety, fear, longing. Whatever was happening to
him, there was no turning back now. It was done and Ali was sure to
arrive any time.

Twenty minutes later and a car finally pulled into the driveway.
Ali was driving and a man with sandy-colored hair was in the
passenger seat. Stephen’s heart raced as he followed the car up the
driveway and waited for Ali to get out.

The first thing he saw was her expression: lit up like a
gorgeous Christmas tree. She gaped at the house before her as she
opened her door. “Oh my God, Stephen. Did you do all this?” Her
mouth hung open, her eyes glistened.

“I had a little help.” Stephen’s smiled stretched the entire
length of his face as he scanned across the fully decorated front.
Not only were they able to cover the whole house with lights, but
also included the huge tree on the front grass and the surrounding
shrubbery. A freshly cut Christmas tree leaned up against the
garage.

Ali shut the door and took a step toward Stephen. The man in the
front seat opened his door and stood, leaning on the open door.

“But…I don’t understand,” she said. “Why did you do all
this?”

Stephen paused searching for the answer - the best answer. He
couldn’t be totally honest. The reality was that in his heart he
just wanted to make her happy. If that meant providing a nice
Christmas for her and Harry, then that’s what he needed to do.

“Isn’t it obvious?” the other man said.

The three waited out an uncomfortable silence before the man
spoke again. “He’s obviously one of those do-gooder types.” He
flashed a tiny wry smile and reached his hand out to Stephen. “Hi,
I’m Harry.”

“Great to meet you. I’m Stephen.” He had a genuine smile,
noticing that Harry provided the same for him. Strangely, there
didn’t seem to be any suspicion or animosity lurking.

“I figured,” Harry said. He struggled to close his door before
Ali noticed and ran over.

“Oh my gosh, Harry. I’m sorry. Let’s get you out of this
cold.”

Stephen followed and the two guided Harry up the walk to the
front door. “I’ll come back for the tree,” Stephen said.

“This looks awesome, man! I can’t thank you enough,” Harry
said.

Inside, they got Harry into a chair and Ali pushed a foot stool
over to him.

“I think this calls for a toast,” she said. “You two get
acquainted, and I’ll go get some wine.” Ali walked across a small
carpeted area and around a corner.

Acquainted? Stephen was stunned. He hadn’t thought that far into
his little plan. What the heck were they supposed to talk
about?

“So,” Harry said. He nodded at Stephen. “This must be kind of
awkward for you, huh?”

Crap! He didn’t expect to be instantly put on the spot
and couldn’t think of a thing to say except, “Uh…”

“I mean who wants to sit around at Christmas time with some
strange guy that’s dying, right?”

“Oh!” Stephen let out a breath that sounded a bit too close to a
laugh. “I mean, no. I just—”

“Hey, don’t sweat it. But, I am going to give you a warning
about Ali.”

Here it comes. Stephen braced himself for the
inevitable threats to back off.

“I love Ali, with all my heart. She’s sacrificed everything to
care for me over the last few years.”

Stephen nodded.

“All I’m saying is that when I’m gone you better treat my sister
right.”

In an instant, Stephen’s throat became constricted and he
struggled to breathe. He didn’t just hear what he thought he heard.
He held up a finger and shook his head. “What…what, what did you
just call her?”

“My sister, man. Don’t hurt my sister.” He must have noticed the
stunned look on Stephen’s face because he began to laugh. “Shit!
You didn’t think…?”

Stephen grinned and chuckled, shook his head again and stood
up.

“You did, didn’t you? Now that’s funny.” Harry laughed once
again; this time harder and he began coughing.

Stephen went over to him. “Harry? You all right?” But Harry
continued coughing. He pointed to the direction of the kitchen.
Following the path that Ali took, Stephen ran toward the kitchen.
“Ali, Harry’s choking,” he said as he entered.

Ali grabbed a glass of water and took off back to the living
room, leaving Stephen floored and bracing himself against the
counter. What the hell was he going to do now?

He stared at the back door and talked himself out of escaping.
Then, he finished opening the wine and took a giant drink. Ali
walked back in just as he finished the whole glass. The look on her
face said it all.

“Sister, huh?”

Stephen finally got to see that glowing angelic smile, and
though it was at his expense, he reveled in it.

“There were some girls…at Gary’s that day you ran out. They said
your husband was dying?”

Ali took a few steps toward Stephen, their faces inches from
each other. “I haven’t been working there long. Most of those
little twits don’t even know me.”

“I feel like such an idiot,” he said. His eyes shot to the
ceiling as he ran a hand through his hair.

“Are you kidding me? You did all this thinking you were doing it
for me and my husband? Let’s just say you made a Christmas wish
come true and leave it at that.” Then, she reached up and grabbed
his face, pulling his head down to her. “Thank you, Stephen.”

A long and gentle kiss washed away all of his doubt, all of his
embarrassment and uncertainty. For the first time, being around Ali
felt perfect. It felt right.

********

Christmas day had been everything Harry wanted, and everything
Stephen and Ali didn’t realize they had missed. The three enjoyed a
long afternoon of eating, listening to music and getting to know
each other. Harry couldn’t resist a few more digs about Stephen
thinking he was Ali’s husband. A few times he referred to her as
the old ball and chain or his better half.
Stephen laughed at the stories of Ali as a child and felt a pang of
sadness watching brother and sister relive memories for the last
time. It made him cherish his own family memories even more. That
night he called his father to wish him a Merry Christmas.

Harry died two days after Christmas and was buried on New Year’s
Day. Ali said that Harry probably hung on to make sure she was
taken care of, and Stephen vowed to keep his promise to do just
that.
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Thirty-year-old Lucy Lang's in freefall. Unfulfilled at work and
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the suspects are piling up; her mentally ill son, a disgruntled
associate, and possibly even her loyal literary agent. The pressure
of public recognition along with the guilt over these senseless
killings could be enough to drive Alicia over the edge. Can she
hold it together long enough to uncover a killer? 

This is a short story (9,000 words), and is the first in a new
murder mystery series.

A Hint of Murder: The Doctor (A Short Story) - (Murder
Mystery/Thriller)

 

Russell Morgan had it all; good looks, the perfect woman and a
rewarding career as a well-respected physician. When the doctor’s
patients start turning up dead, his world comes crashing down.
Second in the "A Hint of Murder" series, this short story brings
Detective John Lewis back in action to track down the killer.

(Story length: 12,000 words-Can be read as a standalone)

 

 




LONELY CHRISTMAS WITHOUT
YOU

By

MEL COMLEY

 

It suddenly dawned on her that she would be spending the next
five days by herself, snowed in, in a log cabin, high up in the
mountains. Tara Murphy had been looking forward to this holiday
with her husband, Gerry, all year. But at the last minute, Gerry's
boss had begged him to forego his holiday in order to save the
vital account that would keep their management company from going
under.

Gerry had insisted that Tara should go on holiday without him.
She had complained countless times but it had proved pointless.
Gerry had urged her to telephone all her friends to see if anyone
could accompany her on the trip, but at this late stage all her
friends had made other arrangements. It was Christmas after
all.

When she arrived yesterday the sun had been shining and the
views had been spectacular. The cabin, which stood isolated on the
highest peak around, was on the edge of a pine tree forest. But
when she woke up this morning and looked out the window, everywhere
was covered in snow and it was still falling, hard. This was not
her idea of a wonderful Christmas.

"Come on, girl, we've got to make the best of things."

Luckily, Tara had stopped off at the supermarket on her way up
to the cabin. The rental car's boot had been full of carrier bags
laden with groceries that would see her through the next four days.
Searching through the cupboards she pulled out a frying pan, took
the eggs out of the fridge, broke them into a bowl and beat them
with a fork.

After eating her omelette, she put on her coat and ventured
outside. To the side of the cabin, under a wooden porch, was a good
supply of timber that the owner had chopped up ready to use as
firewood. She breathed a sigh of relief that the wood hadn't been
left out in the elements. Carrying an armful of logs inside, Tara
searched the area next to the wood-burning stove looking for the
firelighters. Remembering how her grandfather used to build his
open fires she placed firelighters, screwed up newspaper, and
finally twiglets inside the stove before lighting it. Shortly after
there was a roaring fire in the grate which added a source of
comfort to the lounge area. Pulling up the easy chair she
positioned it in front of the fire and sat for the next few hours
reading her magazine. What else was there for her to do?

On the one hand she welcomed the peace and quiet. Tara led a
hectic life, working long hours as an air hostess. Quite often she
was away from home several days at a time on long haul flights,
which was why, this time with her husband meant so much to her. But
then as the day dragged by the peace and quiet became
unbearable.

Several times while preparing her dinner, she thought she heard
noises outside the cabin. Scared, she ran to the window but saw
nothing.

That night she'd slept with her head buried below the ten layers
of blankets, well, slept wasn't really the right word. She'd never
felt so terrified or alone in her life before. At 6am she got up
and cleaned out the fire and started a new one before making
herself a bacon sandwich. When she went to retrieve more wood, she
stood on the porch looking out at picturesque scenery that at any
other time would have been something she cherished. But now, she
shuddered at the feeling of isolation gripping her insides, it
wasn’t long before resentment towards her husband took over.

She doubted if she would be feeling this way had she been
isolated on a desert island in blistering heat, relaxing on a sandy
beach. Being trapped in a snowstorm had never been high up on her
list of priorities.

The hours dragged by and her mood deepened. This had to be the
worst Christmas she'd ever spent. She gave herself a serious
talking to and decided to make the best of her time alone. Hunting
in the cupboards in the spare bedroom, she found a collection of
puzzles. Sitting on the Aztec style rug in front of the fire, Tara
emptied out the pieces of the 5000 piece round puzzle. This was new
to her she'd never attempted this kind of puzzle before and
relished the challenge.

Sometime during the evening, immediately after dinner, she heard
a noise on the porch. Jumping to her feet, she ran into the kitchen
and picked up the frying pan. Her heart pounded as she hid behind
the front door. Fear tickled its way up her spine, she turned to
look out the window but all she saw was darkness. A noise she
couldn't distinguish sounded outside the front door. Her hand
trembled as she held the frying pan above her head, ready to
strike. When something scratched the door and flicked the latch
Tara sucked in her
breath.          Her
heart missed several beats. Oh my God! Do they have bears up in
the Alps?

Then there was nothing.

Tara let out the breath she was holding in and returned to sit
by the fire, crazy thoughts of escaped lunatics on the run racing
through her mind. Don’t be daft, they’re hardly likely to come
all the way up here, are they?

This was Christmas Eve what a way to spend it, scared witless
and alone. Gerry would certainly have a lot of making up to do when
she got home, if she got home!

After knocking up a chicken stir-fry with the trusty frying pan,
Tara spent the evening reading by the fire, one ear cocked
listening for her visitor to return. She was just about to go to
bed at 9pm when she heard heavy footsteps on the porch outside.

Her first instinct was to scream but she soon realised she’d go
unheard. Instead she flew into the kitchen to fetch the frying pan
sitting on the draining board.      

As if in slow motion she watched the latch go down on the door.
Damn I forgot to lock the door when I fetched the wood for the
fire.

The door eased open, the cold night air crept in along with the
intruder. She was ready as usual with the frying pan held high
above her head, unable to breath for fear of alerting the stranger
of her whereabouts. She could tell her visitor was a male, but snow
covered his coat and hair.

Suddenly, she yelled and charged, whacking the intruder over the
head and shoulders nonstop until he fell to the floor.

She was just about to swipe him round the face when he called
out her name. “Tara … what the hell …?”

Dropping to her knees and throwing her weapon aside, she took
his face in her hands. A face she’d known and loved for the past
ten years.

“My God, Gerry, what are you doing here?”

He looked dazed and in shock. “I came to spend Christmas with my
gorgeous wife. I wasn’t expecting to get beaten up by her
though.”

Tears of guilt and relief poured down her cheeks. “Oh, darling,
I’m so sorry, I had no idea you were coming.”

“Merry Christmas, darling. I dread to think what you would’ve
done if Santa had been your secret visitor.”

They laughed and shared a loving kiss. Maybe this wasn’t going
to be a lonely Christmas after all.

THE END
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Cruel Justice (DI Lorne Simpkins Bk. 1) - (Murder
Mystery/Crime/Thriller)

 

A serial killer taunts the police… And he has his sights on DI
Lorne Simpkins

The headless body of a wealthy widow is discovered decomposing
in Chelling Forest.

Detective Inspector Lorne Simpkins and her partner, DS Pete
Childs are assigned to the case.

A few days later another victim, this time a young girl, is
discovered. Who could the killer be and what's the connection
between the two victims?

Then after a third murder, the killer contacts Lorne with a
grisly surprise. It looks like Lorne has a serial killer on her
hands – and one that has become fixated on her.

As she tries to solve the crimes, Lorne is also coping with a
failing marriage and a new, unsympathetic boss with whom she has
asecret past. Then, as she begins to despair at the lack of
clues,help arrives from an unlikely source..

Impeding Justice (DI Lorne Simpkins Bk. 2) - (Murder
Mystery/Crime/Thriller)

 

He's a remorseless killer…

DI Lorne Simpkins has him in her sights

She's been on his tail for eight long years, but the ruthless
criminal known as 'The Unicorn' has always been one step ahead.

Now, after he lures Detective Inspector Lorne Simpkins into a
trap in which her partner is killed, she's more determined than
ever to hunt him down.

And when her nemesis kidnaps her teenage daughter, Lorne vows
not to rest until she brings him to justice.

Final Justice (DI Lorne Simpkins Bk. 3) - (Murder
Mystery/Crime/Thriller)

 

He's back… The ruthless killer that former DI Simpkins has
tried

to forget

After suffering a breakdown and quitting the force, former
Detective Inspector Lorne Simpkins is contacted by a friend at MI6
to help in a covert operation. Reluctantly, Lorne agrees to help
hunt down her old enemy, a sadistic and merciless criminal whose
ambition is to become the world's richest man. 

Lorne and the agent track him through France as they bid to
thwart his plans and bring Lorne's long-time nemesis to Final
Justice

 

 




THE LEGACY OF SANDY
KLAUSSE

By

VALERIE MAARTEN

 

Sandy tore up the stairs in a huff.  It was the same thing
every year.  “No honey, you can’t go skiing with your
friends for the holiday.  There’s a lot of work to be done to
prepare and we can’t spare you.”  She was sick of hearing
it.  It wasn’t like she asked to be a part of the
family business.

Her cell phone alerted her there was a text message.  She
glanced down at the phone in her hand.  It was Trina. 
Her heart sank at the thought of having to tell the most popular
girl in school she couldn’t go on the trip of the year.

Sandy was far from one of the cool kids, so to finally
be invited to one of the most coveted events of the year only to
have to decline, made her want to cry…and kick something.  It
wasn’t fair.  She hated her life and wished for the day she
was old enough to make her own decisions.  And when that day
came, she was not going to be a part of the business, no matter
what her parents said.

What did your parents say? The message read.

Sandy plopped down on the bed and let out a long sigh.  All
of her friends were too old to believe in Santa Claus, so to tell
them she was his daughter and she needed to help him get
ready for Christmas, was out of the question.  She’d be
laughed out of school, or the city for that matter.  No, she
had to do what she always did.  Lie.

Sandy closed her eyes tightly for a moment, willing the tears
away.  After a long moment of self-pity, she began typing her
reply.  Sorry, I can’t go.  We have to visit my
grandparents up North.  That wasn’t a complete lie. 
Her grandparents were retired now, so her father and mother had the
job of ensuring all of the children received their desired wishes
for Christmas.  And one day, the job would fall to her and her
husband.  But at the rate her life was going, she’d never have
one if she wasn’t allowed to have a social life…and date.

Too bad…Noah is gonna be there.  He’s gonna be
crushed.

This was the last straw.  It was rumored the boy she liked
would be going this year, but now that it was confirmed, Sandy knew
she would cry.  Of all the boys in school, she liked him
best.  And she suspected he liked her, too.  There was
something special and intriguing about Noah Z, as everyone called
him.  And now that she finally got him to notice her, she felt
disappointed that she may not get the chance she wanted to get to
know him better.  And if she stood him up, she was afraid he
would never want to talk to her again.

The memory of him during lunch, asking if she was going on the
skiing trip this year, made her heart flutter.  She hadn’t
imagined it.  He was hopeful.  She was certain he was
going because she had impulsively said she would.  Even
knowing at the time her parents would forbid it.

I know, but what can I do?  We leave
tomorrow.  Sandy typed back, her fingers flying across
the tiny keyboard.

Well, your grandparents don’t live too far from where we’ll
be staying.  Maybe you can sneak away.

The thought was intriguing.  That was what she would
do.  Why couldn’t she?  Trina was right.  It was
only a short drive from where she was going to be and where the
other kids were going to be staying.  If she planned it right,
she could do both.

With that thought, Sandy’s heart lightened a bit and she felt
invigorated.  She smiled to herself as she typed back. 
You’re right.  Count me in.

********

Sandy sulked in the back of the car as her parents tried to
brighten her mood by singing Christmas carols.  There was an
instinctive pull inside that made her want to join in, but the
other part of her didn’t want to give in to her parent’s jovial
disposition.  So instead of singing along as she had done
every year of her life, she crossed her arms across her chest and
stared out the window.

The further North they drove, the colder it got.  But the
weather didn’t matter.  It was too lovely to be bothered by
such things as the frigid cold.  In fact, it was so stunningly
beautiful; you’d want to stay outdoors just to enjoy it. 
Which she did a lot when she was here.

“Sandy, I wish you would stop pouting,” her mother said when she
looked back to see why she remained silent.

“I’m not pouting, I’m thinking,” Sandy replied curtly.

Her father looked at her through the rear view mirror.  His
brows pinched together in disapproval, though he didn’t say
it.  “What are you thinking about?” he asked.

Sandy resisted the urge to suck her teeth at him.  She may
have been angry, but she would never resort to being
disrespectful.  “Why you and mom won’t let me hang out with my
friends,” she said.

“We’ve been through all this before, dear.  You have a duty
and a lot of people are depending on you,” her mother
responded.

“It’s not my duty, it’s his,” Sandy whined.

Her mother glanced over at her father.  They had a way of
communicating with each other without saying a word.  That was
another thing Sandy hated.  No two people should be that close
they can know what the other is thinking or feeling without the
other having to say it.  It was just plain weird.

“Sandy, watch your tone with your mother,” her father gently
chided.

It was rare for him to become angry, so to use this tone, no
matter how subtle, was different.  For the most part, they got
along surprisingly well…until this time of year.  Then it was
the same thing time and again.  No you can’t go…no you
can’t do that…no, no, no.  They were Mr. and Mrs.
Klausse.  Why did she have to suffer because of their
responsibilities?

Her mother turned around in her seat and looked at Sandy. 
There was love and understanding in her eyes.  “I know this is
difficult for you, but one day you’ll understand why this is so
important.  You’re a part of a wonderful legacy and you should
be proud, not angry,” she said.

“Your mother is right, you should be honored.  You come
from a long line of people who have been chosen to do something
positive in this world,” her father put in.

“What’s the point?  Most people don’t even believe we
exist.  As far as the world is concerned, we’re a myth…a
folklore to make their children behave for fear they won’t receive
a gift.  How is that fair?” Sandy complained.

“You’re right, some people don’t believe, but here we are. 
Some people don’t believe in elves or fairies, but we know better,
don’t we?” Her father said.

He was right.  They did exist, but if people ignored it or
chose not to believe, why should they continue?  Why not do as
the fairies had done and go on with their existence outside the
prying eyes of the world?  They could do the same thing and no
one would know the difference.

********

Sandy took a long stroll around the winter wonderland and
reacquainted herself with her surroundings.  The snow was
white and pristine with diamond-like crystals glistening in the
sun.  She loved the peaceful atmosphere, but the unfairness of
it all was becoming too distracting, affecting her overall
outlook.

She knew she should do as her parents suggested and embrace her
heritage, but she also wanted to be a part of the world.  Why
couldn’t she be normal like the other teens her age and
have nothing more to worry about than what she would wear that day
or if the boy she liked, liked her back?  Why did she suddenly
feel the heavy weight of her responsibilities on her slender
shoulders?

Sandy walked through the small town that made up the winter
wonderland.  This too, didn’t exist to most people in the
world.  And for the ones who chose to believe, they had it all
wrong, making up an elaborate tale of reindeer awaiting the command
of an obese, jolly man to whirl around the globe on a sleigh,
meting out toys to deserving girls and boys.

Instead, it was a sophisticated operation that required a
virtual army of people to pull off each year.  In a nutshell,
it was akin to being a part of a secret society.  A
clandestine existence no one could or would share with anyone
outside this compound.

“Sandy, glad to have you back,” a familiar voice called out to
her.

She looked over to see Miss Ginger standing in the doorway of
her bakery.  She beckoned for Sandy to come over.

“Hi, Miss Ginger,” Sandy said as she approached.

The smell of cookies, cakes and yes…gingerbread wafted through
the door.  The aroma evoked a plethora of pleasant memories in
Sandy’s mind, but she quickly pushed them away.  She didn’t
want to remember the fun and laughter of her past.  She wanted
to remain angry with her parents for denying her a regular
life.

“You don’t look like yourself.  Come inside, I have
something special for you,” she said as she walked inside the
bakery.

Reluctantly Sandy followed.  After all, she wasn’t angry
with Miss Ginger.  It was her parents who would get the silent
treatment.  Besides, she wasn’t going to turn down one of Miss
Ginger’s baked goods.  She wasn’t that angry.

Sandy scanned the bakery as she walked through the quaint little
shop correctly depicted in the movies.  The cozy bakery laden
with holiday cookies, cakes and pies. It smelled like an
intoxicating combination of gingerbread, cinnamon and nutmeg.

“Sit while I get you a treat,” Miss Ginger said.

Sandy sat at the butcher block table in the center of the room
as Miss Ginger bustled around collecting one of her famous
gingerbread muffins and a cup of tea.  She placed everything
in the center of the table and took the seat opposite Sandy.

Once the muffin was served and the tea was poured, she began her
inquisition.  At least that’s what it felt like to
Sandy.  “What is wrong with you, child?”

Sandy slowly chewed and swallowed the muffin she had in her
mouth.  It was the time she needed to contemplate the question
and process how to respond.

Sandy let out a loud sigh.  “It’s my parents.  They
won’t let me be who I want to be,” she said.

Miss Ginger let out a short chuckle.  “Who exactly do you
want to be?” she asked.

“Myself,” Sandy replied.

Miss Ginger’s eyebrow went up in question.  It wasn’t a
condescending gesture, but more of an inquisitive one.  “Well,
who have you been all this time?”

Sandy took another bite of her muffin.  It was a delicious
treat she was going to enjoy, no matter how unpleasant the
conversation.

“I’ve been myself, but I want to be a different me.  I
mean, I don’t want to be who my parents expect me to be,” she tried
to explain, but was doing a poor job.

Miss Ginger took a long pause before responding.  She
poured a dab of cream in her tea and stirred slowly.  Sandy
wasn’t sure if she was stalling while she thought up a suitable
response or if Miss Ginger was allowing Sandy.  Either way,
the silence was beginning to take its toll.

Finally Miss Ginger spoke.  “No matter who you
think you are, you’ll always be who you’re really meant to
be.  No amount of hoping and wishing is going to change
that.”

Sandy restrained herself from rolling her eyes to the
ceiling.  The last thing she needed was a cryptic message to
have to decipher.  All she really wanted was for people to
accept her for who she was, not who she was supposed to be. 
It seemed no one understood her or cared about her feelings on the
subject.

Sandy popped the last bite of her muffin into her mouth. 
She savored the explosion of flavors that invaded her senses. 
If nothing else, the winter wonderland offered a variety of sights,
sounds and aromas that could not be rivaled by any other place on
earth.  In this, she did have pride.

Sandy stood, ready to leave.  “Thank you for the muffin,
Miss Ginger.  I’ve forgotten how wonderful they were.”

“You’re very welcome,” Miss Ginger said.  “…and don’t
forget what I said.  You’re part of something wonderful…don’t
wish it away.”

Great, another cryptic message.  Sandy waved her
goodbyes and left the warmth of the bakery and stepped out into the
cold.  It’s freezing, she thought.  Funny, this
was the first time she had ever felt affected by the weather. 
For just a brief moment, she wondered if it was the chill outside
or the chill that was beginning to build around her heart and soul
that made her shiver.

********

The sound of a message alert on the cell phone made Sandy’s
heart pound in her chest.  She had been expecting Trina’s text
all day.  But now that it came, she was almost afraid to
check.

Sandy picked up the phone on the side table next to her bed and
read the message.  Where are you?

She looked over at the clock.  It was 9:00.  It was
still too early to sneak away, but she was prepared to leave the
moment her parents went to bed.  They always went to bed
early, the downside to that meant they rose early, too.  So
Sandy would have to stay for just a short while if she didn’t want
to be discovered missing by her parents.

I’ll be there soon, she texted back.

Don’t take too long. Noah’s waiting.

Ok b there soon.

********

The moment her parents went to bed for the night, Sandy grabbed
the keys to the car and snuck off the compound for the hour and a
half journey to meet her friends.  She recently passed her
driving exam and received her license.  It was one of the
milestones in her life she felt pleased about.  It brought her
that much closer to being able to finally make decisions about what
she wanted to do with the rest of her life.

No matter how much her parents complained she was not going to
be the new Mrs. Klausse and dedicate her entire life to a fruitless
cause.  She decided the legacy was going to stop with
her.  Any child she had in the future should not be subjected
to a destiny that wasn’t chosen by them.

Her mind churned with thoughts of her freedom to simply be Sandy
Klausse for a change.  She didn’t want to have to consider the
lofty causes in life that would consume her, but where she’d have
little influence of change.

Over the years she’d stood back and watched as her parents
fretted over the plights of other people.  But with all of the
hard work and devoted time to helping others and trying to bring
joy into their lives, anonymity prevented them from enjoying the
fruits of their tireless labor and dedication.  That was not
how Sandy wanted to live her life.  She needed tangible proof
that her efforts were not only appreciated but valued.

Sandy could see a fire in the distance.  That must be the
location where her friends were meeting.  She had never
attended a bonfire before and was excited about the
experience.  There was nothing more pleasing to her at the
moment than chatting with friends, flirting with Noah and being a
teenager.

She pulled up next to the other cars parked in a clearing. 
Walking the short distance from the car she joined the others who
were sitting around the fire drinking hot chocolate and making fun
of each other.  It was a camaraderie she rarely got to
experience, so to finally get to hang out and have fun put a broad
smile on her face.

Trina waved her over.  “Glad you could make it.  I
thought you were gonna stand us up,” she said.

Sandy sat down and took the cup of steaming chocolate offered to
her.  Trina recounted some of the things that occurred before
her arrival.  But as Trina chatted away Sandy surreptitiously
searched the area for the one person who helped make the decision
to defy her parents and sneak out.  He was easy to spot. 
Her heart fluttered as she watched him joke with one of his
friends.  With all the traits she liked in a guy Noah was
handsome with an athletic build, smart and mysterious.

Trina gave Sandy a knowing smile the moment she lost Sandy’s
attention.  She leaned in and whispered, “He’s been asking for
you.”

The statement made Sandy blush.  But she only had eyes for
Noah.  She was mesmerized as she watched his frosty words
swirl around his mouth from the chill in the air.  And his
occasional crooked smile made her want to swoon.  Yeah, she
liked Noah…a lot.

Trina gestured wildly, trying to gain Noah’s attention.  He
looked over and gave a shy smile when Trina indicated Sandy had
arrived by pointing excitedly in her direction.  The action
also brought a deeper crimson blush to Sandy’s face.

“Do you have to be so obvious?” Sandy whispered under her
breath.

Noah approached and stood hovering over them as he greeted
Sandy.  “I’m glad you were able to make it,” he said.

“Me too,” Sandy said shyly.  She resisted the urge to
fiddle with the tip of her hair, something she did when she was
nervous.

“How long can you stay?” Noah asked.  Without waiting for
an invitation he sat close to Sandy, cloaking her with the warmth
emanating from his body.

Sandy cut her eyes from his gaze.  The intensity made her
jittery inside.  She wiped her sweaty palms on her
jeans.  “I can’t stay long.  My parents don’t know I’m
here and I’ll have to get back before they wake up,” she
confessed.

Noah’s mouth turned up in his signature, sideways grin. 
“So, you have a wild streak, huh?” he teased.

That made Sandy giggle.  This was the first time she’d ever
done anything against her parent’s wishes.  She wasn’t sure
she’d ever do it again, but for Noah…he was worth their wrath if
they ever found out.

“Not really, but I couldn’t resist coming,” she said.

He leaned in, his shoulder touching hers.  “I hope I had
something to do with your decision.”  His flirtatious and
suggestive tone caused Sandy to hold her breath. 

Sandy looked at Noah.  His eyes were as black as the
midnight sky above.  “Something like that.”

As the night passed with great friends and easy chatter, Sandy
regretted she would have to leave.  But if she didn’t get on
the road soon, she wouldn’t be home before her parents woke. 
The last thing she needed was another contentious episode with her
parents explaining the importance of who she was and what her role
was in life.  She could do without the constant reminder.

Before she drove back to the compound, she agreed to a
date with Noah for the next day.  Unfortunately it
was also Christmas Eve, the busiest time for her family. 
Regardless, she consented to meet him in town to go ice skating in
the park.  It was one of the most festive days of the year and
most of the people in town would be there.  All, except her
family.  They were usually too busy for such
frivolous adventures.  But this year, Christmas Eve
would be one Klausse short.

********

Sandy ran towards the sound of her mother’s panicked voice and
was stunned by a paralyzing fear to see her father being carried
into the house by two men.  The agony on his face almost
caused her heart to stop beating from the dread that rose inside
her.

“What happened?” Sandy asked, running towards her mother.

“Your father’s had an accident,” she said in an absent-minded
tone.  She was too concerned for her husband and wanted to
make sure he was brought up to their room and made comfortable so
she could care for him.

Sandy walked on her mother’s heels as they followed her father
being carried to the bedroom.

“Be gentle,” her mother said when she saw the pale expression on
her husband’s face.

Sandy stood silently in the background as she watched in
horror.  Whatever happened must have been serious if her
father was unable to walk under his own power.  One thing she
knew about her father, he was a man who suffered much and
complained little.

“Can I help?” Sandy asked.  Her concern had reached the
same pitch as her mother’s.  She felt helpless and in need to
do something…anything that would ease his pain.

Her mother looked at her distractedly.  Sandy knew she was
beside herself with worry, but she managed to give orders in the
heat of the moment.  It was something her job as the wife of
Santé Klausse dictated.

“Yeah…run and ask Dr. Soozi if he can come take a look at your
father.  It may not be serious, but I want to be sure,” she
said.

Before thinking of grabbing her coat to shield her from the cold
air outside, Sandy bolted out the door and ran towards the office
Dr. Soozi kept open 24 hours a day.  After she managed to
catch her breath and explain what happened, they were both on their
way back to check on her father.

She and her mother watched in silence as Dr. Soozi examined her
father.  After giving him something to make him sleep and ease
the pain, his diagnosis was he would be in pain for a few days, but
with a little rest he would make a full recovery.  Sandy and
her mother let out a collective sigh of relief.

He had been helping a neighbor on the compound to repair his
roof when a rogue wind blew him off.  He was lucky to still be
alive.

Sandy sat next to her father’s bed and watched over him as he
slept peacefully.  Her mother escorted Dr. Soozi to the front
door, thanking him profusely for coming quickly and assuring her
that he was going to make a full recovery.  She returned by
her husband’s side, standing next to his bed, staring down at his
sleeping form.

“What are we gonna do?” Sandy asked.  It was more of a
thought, but she needed reassurance from her mother.

Her mother gently squeezed her shoulder.  “You’re
going to do as your father would have done,” she said.

Sandy whipped her head around and stared up at her mother. 
“Wh…what?  But I promised…I mean, I don’t know if I can do
it?” she said.  In a moment of worry, she almost let slip that
she’d arranged to meet Noah at the park.

Her mother walked over and stroked her husband’s hand
lovingly.  The worry lines etching her face earlier had eased
into a subtle frown.  Once satisfied he was going to be
alright and sleep well, she turned to her daughter.

“Let’s talk,” she said.  She walked out of the room,
quietly closing the door behind her.

Sandy followed as her mother walked silently through the
house.  She noticed a tension in her mother’s shoulders she’d
never seen before.  They reached the den and her mother told
her to take a seat near the fireplace.  It was time they had
the talk.  Sandy did as she was told and waited for
her mother to begin.

“Now that your father is unable to work tonight, it’s up to you
to make things happen,” her mother said.

Sandy’s body tensed at her words.  She didn’t intend
spending her night, let alone her entire youth, appeasing the whims
of spoiled children who felt entitled to a gift.  And she
certainly wasn’t going to stand Noah up, the only boy who had ever
shown a hint of interest in her.  In this, she was willing to
openly disobey her parents.

“I can’t,” she said.  It was a simple statement that caused
her mother to stare at her for a long moment, speechless. 
“This is not my life, this is dad’s life.  I don’t want to be
the next Klausse in the family.  I want to create my own
destiny,” Sandy argued.

Still, her mother remained silent.

The log crackled in the fireplace and a small spark burst into
an array of brilliant colors of red, orange and blue flames. 
It was a dramatic punctuation of Sandy’s declaration to denounce
her heritage and live the life she chose.  Not the life she
was born into, with no say in the matter.

Her mother rose from her seat and pressed her skirt down with
her hands.  “Alright, if you feel so strongly about it, I
guess there is nothing I can say or do to change your mind.”

It was Sandy’s turn to be rendered speechless.  Without any
of the brouhaha she had been expecting and prepared to battle, she
was released to do as she pleased.  It was a hollow victory
though, because something inside told her she had made the wrong
decision.  But her rebellious side relished in the
independence she had gained by denouncing an involuntary fate she
not only rejected, but refused to conform to.

Sandy watched as her mother silently left the room.  She
continued to sit near the fireplace for a while longer, staring
into the flames, imagining a life without the responsibilities of
her birthright weighing on her shoulders.  But instead of the
burden that had been lifted leaving her feeling light, she felt
another pressure weigh upon her, only this time it was on her
heart.

********

 “I didn’t think you were gonna make it,” Noah said when he
spotted Sandy walking towards him.

She had her ice skates draped over her shoulder with a broad
smile on her face as she approached.  “I wouldn’t miss this
for the world,” she said.

Noah took her by the hand and led her to a bench to sit. 
“Are you ready for this?” he asked teasingly.

Sandy looked at him as he strapped on his ice skates.  She
didn’t know what she had been thinking telling him she could
skate.  Now she was going to make a fool of herself…if she
didn’t break a leg trying to impress him.  She put her skates
on.

“Ready?” he asked as he stood, holding out his hand to take
hers.

Sandy looked at his hand and placed her gloved hand in his and
stood.  The action caused her to lose her footing.  Her
right foot went forward, her left foot went backward, essentially
making her perform an uncomfortable split.  Sandy grappled for
purchase then finally grabbed Noah around the neck and held on for
dear life.

Noah held Sandy tightly around the waist and prevented her
awkward fall from grace.  “Whoa…I gotcha,” Noah said.

Sandy tried to ease to a standing position without further
embarrassment.  She stared into Noah’s smiling eyes and wanted
to disappear into the ice below.  Her impulsive lie was easily
found out and now she was afraid he’d think she was a fraud. 
But his expression wasn’t unkind, just inquisitive.

“I…I’m sorry,” she whispered.  “I lied.”

Noah threw back his head and let out a bark of laughter. 
His grip around her waist never loosened.  “Clearly you didn’t
tell the truth about your abilities.  But I can teach you, if
you’d like,” he said.

Sandy nodded.  She was grateful he didn’t let her fall to
the ground and abandon her right there.  She was equally
appreciative he was going to teach her to do something she’d wanted
to learn since she was a small child.

Noah positioned himself behind her and held her around the
waist, pulling her body to his.  Sandy’s face heated. 
“Now…you try not to fall and bring us both down and I’ll do the
rest,” he said.

Sandy nodded again.  The words didn’t seem to want to leave
her mouth.  Being this close to Noah was a gift and she didn’t
want to ruin the moment by saying something silly or squeaking out
her response.

“Okay…lead with your right leg and push forward with your left,”
he instructed.

Sandy placed her hands on his around her waist and did what she
was told.  After a few jerky, false starts to propel her body
forward, she soon found herself gliding on the ice at a heady
pace.  A blur of faces and lights whizzed by as Noah
effortlessly and skillfully skated around the rink, taking Sandy
along to enjoy.

The sheer excitement and experience brought a smile Sandy was
certain would have to be slapped from her face.  In a whirl of
colors and sounds, they continued to skate.  A few times Noah
attempted to leave her to skate on her own, but she failed
miserably and he’d quickly resumed his position behind her to keep
her upright.

Sandy didn’t realize how tiring it was to skate, but she had to
admit…she was tuckered out.  She and Noah sat at the bench
where they’d left their boots and began an easy chatter that soon
turned into a debate.

“I should’ve admitted I didn’t know how to skate, but there are
things we can teach each other,” she said.

“I’m sure there are, but to try to convince me there is magic in
the world is beyond my brain power,” he chuckled.

Sandy wasn’t offended by his statement.  It was something
she encountered her entire life and was sure it wouldn’t suddenly
stop because of how she chose to live versus what
she had already lived her entire life.  But this time, she was
going to be the instructor.  Magic and enchantment was her
area of expertise and Noah was going to be the student.

Sandy half-turned to face him as they sat on the bench. 
“What if I told you I can show you the essence of
enchantment?  Would you believe me or would you just think I
was crazy?”

She waited a long moment as he tried to find a tactful way to
respond.  For a brief second there was a glimpse of
uncertainty in his expression.  It was a look she expected,
based on the turn of their conversation.  Still, she wanted
him to believe and see things as she did.  She wanted to share
something special with Noah, as he had done for her.

“I know kids have teased you about being weird…or strange, but
there’s no need to take it to this level.  I like you and I
accept you the way you are.  Even if your name is Sandy
Klausse,” he chuckled good-heartedly.

Sandy smiled.  “And my father’s name is Santé
Klausse.  No one knows that, for obvious reasons, but this is
who we are.  We are the guardians of goodwill and
compassion.”

Noah let out another chuckle.  This time it was laden with
doubt and possibly concern for the sanity of the girl he wanted to
like above all others.

“Noah, I trust you.  I’m going to show you something no one
else in this world has ever seen.  What you’ll witness has
been relegated as myth and legend with a vague seed of the
truth.”

“Oookay,” Sandy could sense Noah was trying not to become
freaked out by her words.  “I’m game…show me,” Noah
relented.  He was curious how far she would take it.

“Alright, I will.”  Sandy took his hand and smiled up at
him.  “Ready?”

Noah nodded, unsure what he should be ready for.

********

Noah looked around him in surprise…and fear.  One
minute he was standing in the park placating Sandy’s wild
assertions about magic and enchantment, the next he was standing in
the middle of a winter wonderland that permeated otherworldly
auras.  It felt like magic in the air.  For an
unknown reason, Noah felt overwhelmed by happiness and love…drunk
with goodwill and compassion.

He spun around in a slow circle and soaked in every nuance of
his surroundings.  A soft melody piped from the speakers
throughout the small town, lending a festive quality.  The
organized chaos going on around him looked confusing, yet
methodical.

Sights, smells, sounds surrounded him and Noah was an intricate
part of it by his mere presence.

“Wh…where are we?” he stuttered.

“You’re at the place you grew up believing was the North
Pole,” she said.

Noah shook his head as if trying to clear his fogged
brain.  This time it was Sandy’s turn to let out a soft
chuckle at Noah’s reaction.  Noah continued to survey the
area, not knowing what to think.

“Where are the elves?” he asked.

Sandy let out another soft chuckle and shook her head. 
“There are no elves…and they’d be mightily offended to know you
think of them as mere toy-makers.”

“Are you trying to tell me that you…you’re Santa Claus?” he
stammered.

“Well, sorta.  Right now it’s my father.  I won’t be
Santé Klausse officially until my father retires.  I don’t
think I want the job.  But yes, someday I’ll probably be the
person children will revere and adults will deny exist.”

“How can that be?  Santa Claus doesn’t
exist.  It was just a way for parents to manipulate their
children into good behavior in exchange for gifts,” he tried to
reason.

“You’re right…and wrong.  I’ll explain once we’re
inside.  Come,” she gestured for him to follow her into the
house.

********

 “Thank goodness you’re here.  Your mother is catching
a fit trying to keep your father in bed,” Miss Ginger said as Sandy
and Noah walked in the front door.

“What?  He can’t get out of bed yet.  Dr. Soozi said
it’ll take at least a few days before he’s fully recovered,” Sandy
said.

“Well, that may be true, but tonight is his busiest night ever
and you know he will not shirk his duty.  Too many people are
counting on him,” Miss Ginger said.

Sandy trotted to her parent’s room, Noah close behind.

“What’s going on?” Noah asked when he finally caught up to
Sandy’s long strides down the hall.

“It’s my father.  He’s been hurt and he insists on carrying
out this fool’s errand instead of getting the rest he needs,” Sandy
said.

“What errand?” Noah was intrigued.

Except for the inexplicable journey here, Sandy had done nothing
else to prove she was Santa Claus’ daughter.

“Christmas Eve!” Sandy barked out in disgust.

Noah grabbed her by the arm to halt her in her tracks.  He
spun her around to look at him.  “Didn’t you just say your
father was Santa Claus?”

 “Santé Klausse,” she corrected.

“Whatever…if this is true, why wouldn’t he do this.  It’s
his duty…right?”

Sandy let out a long, exasperated sigh.  “Noah, you’ve said
so yourself, no one even believes anymore.  Why should we
continue to go on living like this when no one even cares?”

She pulled away from his grasp and headed towards her parent’s
room.  Noah followed.

“Where is he?” she asked as she burst into the room.

Her mother looked at her, her eyes were tired and she looked as
if she had been crying.  “He’s in his office.”

Sandy strode over to the door adjoining the bedroom and thrust
it open.  Her father sat at his desk, his head bowed down in a
mound of papers.  He barely noticed her presence.

“Dad…what are you doing out of bed?” Sandy admonished.

He lifted his head when he heard his daughter’s voice.  He
glanced from her to Noah, then back at his errant daughter.

“You know the rules.  Why is he here?” he asked.

Sandy was so worried about her father’s health she had forgotten
to tell Noah to wait downstairs.

“He…I wanted to show him the winter wonderland,” she said in a
soft voice.

“It is forbidden and you know it!” he bellowed.

“I know and I’m sorry.  This is my friend, Noah, from
school.  Noah, this is my dad,” Sandy said.

Noah spoke, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Klausse.  I’m
sorry to intrude like this.”

Santé looked at Noah for a moment, assessing him as a father
would a boy interested in his daughter.  He merely nodded in
response.  “I have work to do…so leave me to it,” he waved
them out of the room and tucked his head into his work again.

Sandy wasn’t going to be dismissed so easily.  She walked
up to her father’s desk and placed her hands over the paper he was
reading, to get his attention.

“People don’t care…they no longer believe.  Why are you
doing this?” she asked.

Her father leaned back in his chair and stared at his daughter
for a long while.  “Sit…and the boy, too.”

Sandy and Noah sat in the chair across from his desk and waited
for him to speak.

“Daughter, I have neglected you in your teachings about our true
purpose.  For that, I am sorry,” he began.

Sandy shook her head.  “No you haven’t.  You did a
wonderful job in teaching me about our purpose.  I just don’t
see the point.”

“If you don’t see the point then I have been remiss in my duties
as your father.”

Noah looked from Sandy to Santé, but remained silent. 

Santé took the book he had been reading and turned it so his
daughter could see.  He slid it across the desk so she could
get a closer look.  He pointed to a name on the list. 
“Do you see this person here?”

Sandy nodded.  Beverly Welch.

“She lost her mother to cancer last month.  This will be
her first Christmas without her mother.  She has only one
wish,” he said.

Sandy gulped around the lump in her throat.  “What is it?”
she asked in a small voice.

“To find a cure so other people won’t suffer the loss she has,”
her father said.  He pointed to another name on the list.
 “See this one?”

Sandy nodded again.  She felt ashamed of her selfishness
and hated being chided in front of Noah because now he was going to
learn what type of person she really was.  She had turned into
the person she hated…the person who only thought of their own needs
and desires.  She held back her tears, which only would
embarrass her further.

“Her father lost his job last year.  All she wants is for
her family to have a safe place to stay.  Something bigger
than their family’s compact car.  I can do this with you all
night, but I don’t have the time.  There are countless people
who are depending on me…us to make their wishes come
true.”

“I think I understand,” Sandy said in a low whisper, her head
bowed in shame.

“If we deny our heritage and forget, humanity will be in
jeopardy.  We aren’t here to deliver toys to children who
already have too much, we’re here to deliver hope to
people who no longer have an opportunity to survive life’s harsh
dealings,” Santé explained.

Sandy stood up and walked around her father’s desk.  She
gave him a fierce hug and cried on his shoulder.  She had
forgotten, too.  She was one of the people who no longer
believed in their cause to make this a better place for
everyone.  She was grateful to her father for reminding
her.

“Do you mind if I stay and help?” Sandy finally asked when her
tears dried up.

Her father gave her a broad smile.  “I was hoping you
would.”

********

Noah spotted Sandy sitting alone at the cafeteria table. 
He waved to her as he snaked his way through the crowd to sit with
her.

“What’s up?” he asked.

Sandy smiled.  She was glad they were able to share the
Christmas holiday together and she was immensely grateful he never
divulged her family secret.  Not that anyone would believe
him.  He’d be laughed out of the school, if he had.

“Nothing…I was just sitting here thinking,” she said.

“About what?”

“How proud I am of my family and our heritage.  I hope you
don’t think of me as selfish and ungrateful.  I just didn’t
understand how important my family’s contribution was to the
world,” she said.

“Yeah, I guess we all have our own family secrets we
need to deal with,” Noah replied.

This statement piqued Sandy’s interest.  So, Noah had a
family secret of his own.  “Do tell,” she teased.

He gave her one of his crooked smiles and shook his head. 
“Not here and not now.  But soon.”  He leaned forward and
whispered his next words.  “You’re not the only family in this
town with secrets to protect.

An eyebrow rose in question, but Sandy didn’t want to push
it.  She knew how important it was to guard a secret from the
world.  She knew Noah would tell her when he felt the time was
right.  She decided to make small talk instead.

“So, I’ve been meaning to ask you…what does Z stand
for?”

She was referring to his last name.  She never knew what it
was and was curious.  It seemed no one knew his real last
name.

“Zark…my name is Noah Zark.  There, are you happy?” Noah
said.

Sandy stared at him stunned for a moment then they both let out
a loud fit of laughter and began eating their food while chatting
away about life and what their role was in it.  Sandy just
hoped Noah didn’t make her wait too long before he revealed
his secret.

THE END
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The Gift of Joy (Adult/YA Versions) (Contemporary
Romance/Women’s Fiction)

 

When Joy Tate was just a naïve, little girl that still believed
in dreams and wishes, she had only one wish for Santa Claus. It was
a selfish hope that caused her to lose the most important person in
her life. Now all she wishes for is…THE GIFT OF REDEMPTION

Gabriel Hawthorne spent his entire childhood ignoring the sad,
lonely girl from across the street, but could never fully keep her
from his thoughts. But after reuniting with her, he’s impressed
with the strong, fierce advocate she’s become. And when he’s with
her, she gives him the greatest gift of all…THE GIFT OF JOY

Second Chances (Contemporary
Romance/Suspense)

 

Kadi Crowe has spent her entire life believing in her father's
innocence, even after he's served his 20 year sentence. But when
another young girl is discovered brutally murdered shortly after
his release, her father is the prime suspect. She knows he's
innocent, but can she prove it?

Dain McKnight waited for the day when he could finally wield his
own brand of justice on the man who was convicted of murdering his
sister, 20 years ealier. It will be the only justice befitting a
cold-blooded killer.

Then a chance meeting with Kadi slowly begins to sow the seeds
of doubt in his mind. But, is Dain's growing feelings for Kadi
stronger than his hatred for her father? Or will his disdain deny
any of them the hope of second chances?

The Nation’s Daughter
(Crime/Legal/Thriller)

 

After the cruel and brutal murder of Little Summer James a
Nation takes up her cause to see that the person they hold
responsible pays.

But when the judicial system let them all down by setting her
killer free, the days are numbered for Autumn James… a
baby-killer.

Into Thin Air (Freedom Fighters Series Bk. 1)
(Action/Crime/Thriller)

 

When no one comes to save you…you have to save yourself!

Maia Duncan learned “Stranger Danger” and the perils of the
internet when she was just 12 years old. Unfortunately after her
captivity and forced participation into the sex trade, it was a
lesson she learned too late.

But after six long years when her next assignment was to groom
other young girls in the sex trade, Maia knew she had to escape…or
die trying.
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The following story was published in the EXPLETIVE DELETED
anthology (Bleak House, 2008) edited by Jen Jordan. I loved
researching the seamier, sleazier parts of Chinatown where menus
are stained, kitsch is king, and even walking down the street after
dark is risky. Add in two older criminals seeking redemption, and
the result was irresistible. At least to me.

********

 

Gus stared at the jade elephant in the window of the
pawn shop, wondering if it could be his salvation. A soft
translucent green, about ten inches tall, its trunk curled up in
the air as if it was trumpeting the joy of existence. Charlieman,
his fence, said that meant good luck. Charlieman was Chinese.

Gus folded his newspaper under his arm. There wasn’t
much to distinguish this from any other pawnshop in Chinatown.
Tucked away in a building with an illegal gambling operation
upstairs, it was a grim and dingy place. Faded yellow Chinese
characters—who knew what they said?—covered the window. A shabby
dragon sat above the door spitting imaginary fire.

He trudged down chalky cement blocks uninterrupted
by shrubbery and pushed through the door of the restaurant. One of
the few that hadn’t fled to the suburbs, it was a dimly lit place.
That wasn’t all bad—at least you couldn’t see the stained yellowed
napkins or the scratches on the tables.

Pete was in the second booth, slurping his soup. The
only other customers were three Asian men at a back table.
Chinatown’s Chamber of Commerce would have you believe the place
was bustling with commerce, but much of that commerce was conducted
by dubious “businessmen” in alleys or street corners or greasy
Chinese spoons like this. Rumor was the mayor had finally slated
Chinatown for urban renewal. Sure. Gus snorted.

Pete stopped slurping and looked up. “What kept
you?”

“Traffic.” Gus slid into the seat across, wondering
why they still came here at all. Habit, he figured. Inertia.

His partner grunted and went back to his soup.

“How is it?”

“Like always.”

A waiter came over and offered Gus a laminated
plastic menu whose edges curled away from the page. Gus waved it
away. “The usual, Chen.”

“You want egg roll or soup?” he asked, rolling his
“r’s” so they sounded like “l’s.”

Gus pulled his coat more tightly around him. The
December cold had seeped into his bones. “Soup.”

Chen nodded and disappeared through a swinging door
that squeaked when it flapped.

Pete looked over. “So?”

Gus leaned his elbows on the table. “It was
benign.”

Pete cracked a smile. “Attaboy!”

“I was lucky.”

“It’s all that clean living.” Pete laughed. “What’d
the doc say?”

Chen came out from the kitchen, carrying a steaming
bowl of soup. He set it down in front of Gus. “That it happens when
you get old.”

“We’re not old.” Pete sounded defiant.

“You’re pushing sixty, and so am I,” Gus said. “He
said I could get another in a couple of years. With the stress and
all.”

“Stress causes tumors?”

Gus nodded. “Said I should take better care of
myself. Build up my immune system.”

“Eat your vegetables,” Pete laughed.

“That’s what he said.”

Pete took a bite of his egg roll and chewed slowly.
“But hey. You dodged the Big C. Time to celebrate!” He twisted
around. “Hey, Chen. You got any champagne in that lousy kitchen of
yours?”

Chen’s face scrunched into a frown. “Sorry. No
champagne. Next door. I go?”

“Naw. Don’t bother,” Gus called out. He looked over
at Pete. “It’s not worth it.”

“You sure?” Pete looked like he wanted to argue, but
then thought better of it. “Well, at least have some Dim Sum.”

“I don’t—”

“Chen. Bring the man one of your fucking Dim Sum,
okay?”

Chen disappeared into the kitchen.

“So you ready to get back to work?” Pete asked.

“Why? You got something?”

“I got lots of somethings.” Pete grinned. “I was
waiting to hear about you. There’s this sweet job out in
Barrington, for openers.”

Chen brought the Dim Sum on a plate. Gus studied the
puffy white thing, not sure how to eat it, then palmed the whole
thing and took a bite. It was surprisingly good.

“There’s this trader. Mostly retired now, see. Lives
in a mansion, but they’re gone most of the year. You know,
snowbirds in winter, Michigan in summer, Europe in between. The
place is empty. We get Billy to disconnect the alarm, and take our
time—”

“Not Billy. Christ. He’s a maniac on wheels.
Remember the last time? He nearly got us picked up.”

“I know.” Pete made a brushing aside gesture. “But
he’s good with electronics. The best.” When Gus didn’t answer, Pete
said, “Okay. Lemme think about it.” He hesitated. “Hey. There’s
something else we need to talk about.”

“What’s that?”

“I think we got a problem with Charlieman.”

Gus shot him a look. “What kind of problem?”

“Well, you probably didn’t notice, what with being
preoccupied with your—your situation. But I got a feeling
something’s—well, he’s just not himself. I think he’s in trouble.
I’m thinking he made a deal with the devil. Maybe even
surveillance. So, I found this other guy, but he’s not in
Chinatown, see? And I—”

“No.” Gus shoved his bowl of soup away.

“What do you mean, ‘no’?”

“Charlieman would have warned us. We’ve been working
with him a long time.”

“I don’t know, Gus. He’s different.”

Chen came with their food: chicken chow mein for
Gus, sweet and sour pork for Pete. Gus sprinkled crunchy noodles
from a wax paper bag on top. For a few minutes, the only sound was
the clink of forks on plates. They never used chopsticks.

After a while, Pete blurted out, “Hey, man, what’s
the matter?”

“Nothing.”

“Don’t try to con a con. I know you twenty
years.”

Gus stopped eating. “You’re right.” He laid his fork
across his plate. “When I was sitting in the doc’s waiting room,
there were all these patients there. Most of them were really sick,
you know? You could—I could tell from their faces.”

Pete nodded.

“The doctor was over an hour late. I don’t know why
the assholes can’t get their act together, know what I mean?”

Pete giggled nervously. “If we were that late, our
asses would be warming the benches at Cook County.”

Gus nodded. “I’m antsy, you know? I hate hospitals.
So I decide to take a walk down the hall. So there I am walking,
and there’s this pay phone at the other end. I walk past it and I
see this woman on the phone.”

Pete speared a chunk of pineapple.

“She was in a hospital gown, and she was
crying.”

“Fuck. I hate to see a woman cry.”

“Me, too. So I turn around and go back the other
way, but as I did, I sneak a look at her.” Gus paused. “There was
something familiar about her. I don’t know. Something about her
face. Her voice, too. I’d heard it before.”

“Yeah?” Pete shook out a cigarette from the pack he
kept in his shirt pocket.

“I walk away real slow, but I can still hear her,
you know? Turns out she’s talking to her insurance company. Asking
them to pay for a new kidney. But they don’t want to. She’s begging
them, Pete. Says she don’t got nothing left. She’s got to get some
help, or she’ll die.”

Pete struck a match and lit the cigarette. “That’s
tough.”

“She looked bad, too. Scrawny. Pale. All bent over.”
He sighed irritably. “I mean, the woman’s looks like she’s about to
keel over any minute, and no one lifts a finger to help.”

“Maybe her—what d’ye call it—maybe she reached her
limit.”

“I dunno. Well, I’m just turning around on my way
back to the doctor’s office, when it dawns on me how I know
her.”

“How?”

Gus licked his lips. “We, pal. She was one of our
marks.”

“What?”

“You remember the job we did in the high rise
downtown? About six months ago?”

An uneasy look came over Pete. “The one where the
woman was in her bedroom and we had to—”

“Yeah. The one where we scored the jade
elephant.”

“No, man. You gotta be wrong. What are the
odds—”

“I’m telling you it was her. I was the one… ” He
paused. “… who took care of her, remember?”

“I remember.” Pete frowned. “Hey, do you think that
was how—?”

“I don’t think anything. Except that she’s gonna die
because she can’t pay for a goddamn kidney transplant.”

“Shit. That’s Twlight Zone stuff, you know?” Pete
shook his head. “But we didn’t make her kidney dry up. All we did
was rip her off.”

“You think?” Gus went quiet.

“Hey.” Pete went on. “This ever happen to you
before?”

“No.”

“Me neither, but Pauly… remember Pauly?”

“We worked a couple jobs with him, right?”

“Yeah. So he’s doing a job out on the North Shore.
Something looks real familiar. He can’t place it. Then all of a
sudden, he realizes he ripped off the place five years earlier. The
same place. But this time, he trips a silent alarm and some guy
comes after him with a shotgun. He got five to ten.”

Gus kept his mouth shut.

“Hey, don’t get all squirrelly on me. Nothing about
how God put her in your path. It’s just the way it goes. Her luck
ran out. Yours didn’t.” Pete wiped a napkin across his mouth. “By
the way, my new fence, Mike, says he could get us ten grand or more
for that elephant.”

“That much?” Gus asked.

“That’s what he said.” Pete nodded.

********

They did the job in Barrington the following week,
and another in Winnetka after that. Gus insisted they use
Charlieman to fence the goods, but Pete wasn’t happy about it. He
wouldn’t even go into the pawn shop. Gus had to handle the
negotiations. While he was there, Gus scoped out the place, looking
for tiny cameras, bugs, or recorders, but he didn’t see a thing.
The place looked like it always did: shabby and crowded with junk.
He did ask Charlieman how much he wanted for the jade elephant, but
Charlieman said it wasn’t for sale.

The next few weeks flew by. The city glittered with
lights, music, and tinsel. Even the shop windows in Chinatown were
decked out, and if you walked down Cermak, you could hear a tinny
rendition of “Silent Night” from somewhere. Pete convinced Gus to
have lunch at a new restaurant in the Loop, but the waitresses were
too young for the attitude they copped, and the food was too
rich.

After lunch Gus bought himself a new coat and gloves
at Field’s and started walking. He noticed the squealing kids and
their parents in front of the department store windows. The
Salvation Army volunteers shaking their bells. People gliding
around the skating rink, sappy smiles on their faces. Why was
everyone so damn cheerful? Come January, all the unkept promises
that littered the streets like garbage would come back. Now,
though, the promise of hope and deliverance floated through the
air. Gus fastened the buttons on his new coat.

He hadn’t planned it—or maybe he did—but just before
dusk he found himself in front of a condo off Michigan Avenue. It
was prime property, the middle of the Gold Coast. That’s why they’d
cased it in the first place. They’d hit more than one place in the
building, and truth was, it had been a good day. In addition to the
jade elephant, they’d scored some jewelry and a roll of bills some
idiot had stored in his freezer.

“Got us some cold cash,” Pete laughed
afterwards.

“Everyone’s a comedian,” Gus replied.

Now, he peered up at a series of porches that jutted
out from the building like horizontal monoliths. She lived on the
eighth floor, he remembered. He counted out eight slabs. Light
seeped around the edges of the window shades. What was she doing?
He was surprised to realize he hoped she wasn’t alone. That someone
was looking in on her. He wondered how she got the jade elephant in
the first place. Did she travel to some exotic spot to buy it? Was
it a gift? He lingered on the sidewalk, half-expecting to see some
sign she had found a way to pay for her kidney. But all he saw were
flat granite facings, slabs of porch, and light seeping around the
window shades.

He took the subway and then the bus to his apartment
on the West side. He turned on the tube to some tear-jerker about a
lost baby and a frantic mother. Ten to one there’d be a “Christmas
miracle” where they found the little bugger. A few minutes later,
he snapped it off and pulled out a bottle half-filled with
bourbon.

An hour later, the bottle was empty. He dug out a
Christmas card he’d bought at Field’s, signed it, and licked the
envelope closed.

********

The next night Pete told Gus he couldn’t meet him
for dinner. Just as well, Gus thought. He wolfed down a sandwich
and a brew at his neighborhood bar. Then he went home, and dressed
in dark clothes, gloves, and a stocking cap. He filled his pockets
with a knife, picklock, and flashlight. Opening a drawer, he lifted
out his 38 Special. He raised it to eye-level and sighted. He’d
cleaned and oiled it for the Barrington job, but they hadn’t needed
it. He lowered the gun, feeling its heft against his palm, and slid
it into his holster. He belted the holster around his waist. Then
he slipped the greeting card into his pocket.

It was after midnight when he got off the Red Line
at Chinatown. The Hawk was hurling blasts of arctic air that sliced
through him like a blade. Halfway to the pawn shop, he heard
footsteps behind him. He moved into the shadows. Three Asian goons
swaggered down the block like they owned it. They probably did,
thanks to an uneasy alliance with the Russians. The street was full
of Boris’s and Wan Chu’s these days; Tony and Vito had been
relegated to bench-warmers.

Gus waited until they were gone, then snuck into the
alley behind the pawn shop. A lamppost spilled weak light on
Charlieman’s back door. The smell of garbage was strong. He pulled
out his picks and was about to start working the lock when he
noticed the door was slightly ajar. Curious. Charlieman never
forgot to lock up. Gus put his ear against the door. He heard a
faint rustling. Mice? Then he heard a couple of steps. Not
mice.

Gus stuffed his picklocks back in his pocket. If
Charlieman was working late, his lights would have been on. So it
wasn’t Charlieman. Maybe it was one of the Asians? Charlieman had
been talking about getting a silent alarm, but Gus figured he was
too cheap to spring for it. Still, he crept out of the alley and
went around to the front and peered at the window. Shit. The jade
elephant which usually sat in Charlieman’s window was gone!

Suddenly the overhead lights snapped on, and a harsh
fluorescent glare poured over everything. In the stark
illumination, Gus saw Charlieman at the back of the store, aiming a
gun at someone. Gus squinted and craned his neck. The gun was
pointed at Pete, who was standing near the back door, a bulky bag
over his shoulder. In his free hand he held the Jade Elephant.

Gus froze, unsure what to do. He thought banging on
the window and yelling, “Hey, Charlieman, don’t shoot.” He thought
about pulling out his 38, but he knew he couldn’t get to it in
time. How could he shoot his fence anyway? Maybe he could buy Pete
some time. Make a disturbance. Take Charlieman’s attention off his
friend. He started toward the front door, shouting, “Stop. Both of
you.”

Pete looked his way, surprised. So did Charlieman.
Gus jiggled the doorknob. “Listen, this is all a misunderstanding.
We can work it out.”

Charlieman’s gun hand waved dangerously from side to
side, and wild Chinese exclamations spewed out of his mouth. But
Pete took the hint. He feinted left, then broke right and lunged.
He even managed to throw open the back door. Charlieman whirled
around and pulled the trigger. The flash of blue made Gus blink.
Pete dropped the bag and bent over so far his face nearly touched
the floor. Then he lurched through the open door.

Gus ran back into the alley. Pete had collapsed on
the ground. He was still clutching the jade elephant. Gus crouched
next to his friend.

“What were you thinking, pal?” he said softly. “Why
now?”

The only thing that came out of Pete’s mouth was a
gurgle.

Sirens whined in the distance. Gus looked up.
Charlieman was at the back door yelling hysterically in Chinese and
making big swooping gestures. But Gus was so far back in the
shadows he was sure Charlieman didn’t recognize him.

The phone rang inside the shop. Charlieman backed up
to answer it. Pete lay curled up on his side. If it weren’t for the
dark pool of liquid underneath, he might have been asleep. Gus
gazed at the jade elephant. By some miracle, the thing wasn’t
broken, but Gus could see streaks of red marring its green surface.
Merry Christmas.

The sirens grew louder. The flashing lights were
only a block away. Gus tried to ease the elephant out of his
partner’s hands, but Pete’s grip was too tight. Gus had to pry back
one finger at a time before he it came loose. Clutching it to his
chest, he scrambled up and hurried away from the shop.

********

The next morning, Gus wrapped the elephant in
newspaper, stuffed it in a shopping bag, and headed downtown. The
streets were full of beggars. Everyone had their hand out this time
of year. He tried to steer around an old woman hunkered down on the
pavement. She had a black kettle in front of her and a
hand-lettered sign that said “Need money for food.”

When the doorman made him cool his heels in the
lobby, Gus grew uneasy. He shouldn’t be here. This was crazy. He
was just about to leave when the doorman got off the intercom and
pointed him to the elevator. The numbers on the car’s panel blinked
as he flew up, but the door was slow to open. When Gus finally
stepped off, the woman was waiting for him in the hall. She looked
every bit as pitiful she did at the hospital.

He handed her the shopping bag. “This belongs to
you. Merry Christmas.”

She peeked into the bag then set it on the floor.
“I’ll be damned. I didn’t think it would end up like this.”

“What do you mean?”

“I remember you. And your partner.”

Gus swallowed. “He’s dead.”

“Too bad.” She said it almost cheerfully. Then a
steely look came into her eyes. “I remember what you did to me. The
rope. The gag. And the rest of it. You almost killed me, you
know.”

“That’s why I’m here. I’m—well—I hope this helps.”
He looked down.

Silence pulsed between them. “I saw you at the
hospital,” she said. “While I was on the phone.”

Gus looked up, surprised. “You did?”

“Afterwards I went to the nurse to get your name. I
even got your address when the nurse wasn’t looking. I was going to
call the cops, turn you in.”

Gus fingered the button on his coat. “But you
didn’t.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“I had a better idea.” She cocked her head. “Why did
you come here?”

“I told you. I wanted to give this back to you. It’s
worth a lot of money.”

She eyed him curiously. “You trying to turn over a
new leaf?”

He shrugged. “Maybe.”

“Aren’t we all.” She laughed, but it was a hollow
sound, and something about it pricked the hair on his neck.

“So are we square?” He asked.

She didn’t say anything for a moment. Then, “We will
be.”

It was Gus’s turn to cock his head.

“I’ve been thinking about this for a long time.”

“About the jade elephant?”

“No.” She slipped her hand in her pocket and pulled
out a 22. “Did you know we have the same blood type?”

Gus frowned. “Huh?”

She laughed. “I’ll say one thing. You saved me a
trip to your place.” She aimed at his head, so as not to damage his
kidneys.

THE END
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Set the Night on Fire
(Action/Thriller/Suspense)

 

Someone is trying to kill Lila Hilliard. During the Christmas
holidays she returns from running errands to find her family home
in flames, her father and brother trapped inside. Later, she is
attacked by a mysterious man on a motorcycle…and the threats don’t
end there.

As Lila desperately tries to piece together who is after her and
why, she uncovers information about her father’s past in Chicago
during the volatile days of the late 1960s…information he never
shared with her, but now threatens to destroy her.

Easy Innocence (Georgia Davis Series)
(Mystery/Thriller/Women Sleuths)

 

When pretty, smart Sara Long is found bludgeoned to death, it's
easy to blame the man with the bat. But Georgia Davis — former cop
and newly-minted PI — is hired to look into the incident at the
behest of the accused's sister, and what she finds hints at a much
different, much darker answer. It seems the privileged, preppy
schoolgirls on Chicago's North Shore have learned just how much
their innocence is worth to hot-under-the-collar businessmen. But
while these girls can pay for Prada price tags, they don't realize
that their new business venture may end up costing them more than
they can afford.

Doubleback (Georgia Davis Series)
(Mystery/Thriller/Women Sleuths)

 

Little Molly Messenger is kidnapped on a sunny June morning.
Three days later she's returned, apparently unharmed. Molly's
mother, Chris, is so grateful to have her daughter back that she's
willing to overlook the odd circumstances.

A few days later, the brakes go out on Chris's car.

An accident? Maybe. Except that it turns out that Chris, the IT
manager at a large Chicago bank, may have misappropriated three
million dollars. Not convinced that his daughter is safe, Molly's
father hires PI Georgia Davis to follow the money and investigate
Chris's death.

Doubleback, the sequel to the acclaimed Easy Innocence, reunites
PI Georgia Davis with video producer Ellie Foreman (An Eye For
Murder, A Picture Of Guilt, An Image Of Death, A Shot To Die For).
The two women track leads from Northern Wisconsin to an Arizona
border town, where illegal immigrants, smuggled drugs, and an
independent contractor called Delton Security come into play.
Georgia and Ellie go to great lengths to find the truth, and
Georgia discovers that you can cross a line, but sometimes you have
to double back.

ToxiCity (Georgia Davis Prequel) (Mystery/Thriller/Women
Sleuths)

 

Ten years before EASY INNOCENCE, PI Georgia Davis was a police
officer on the force in a Chicago suburb. And while homicides are
rare on the North Shore, three bodies turn up in quick
succession—all of them dumped in waste disposal dumpsters or
landfills. The investigations into the murders test the mettle and
professionalism of a combined police task force. Along the way,
they also test the strength of Georgia’s relationship with one of
the detectives working the case. While Georgia, her detective
boyfriend Matt, and his sometime partner John Stone pit their
skills against those of an inventive killer, the daughter of a real
estate mogul— who just happens to have her eye on Matt —
complicates matters.

 

 

 

ELEANOR’S CHRISTMAS
SURPRISE

By

TANIA TIRRAORO

 

Eleanor surveyed the scene of quasi-devastation in the living
room. Gaudy wrapping paper torn away and then carelessly discarded,
littered the floor. Presents were piled up untidily on the coffee
table. And her husband of twenty years, Roger, slumped groggily in
the armchair, mug of tea balanced on his rounded stomach that was
wrapped in a tartan robe. Under the robe, he wore pale blue cotton
pyjamas that he preferred to be ironed, even though they were the
non-iron variety.

Roger was the chief financial officer of an insurance company in
the City. He worked long hours and had amassed them a considerable
fortune that had made it unnecessary for Eleanor to find paid
employment ever since she’d given birth to the first of their two
sons, now aged fifteen and seventeen.

The teenagers had returned to their lairs, otherwise known as
their bedrooms, after they had ravaged the Christmas wrapping paper
that she had so carefully folded over their expensive ipods,
computer equipment and designer clothes that she had bought for
them.

Roger was pleased with his aftershave, new leather briefcase and
Cartier cufflinks. Eleanor was happy she didn’t seem to have made
any faux pas, present-wise.

“Darling, you haven’t opened your present yet.” Roger’s voice
broke through her thoughts. He indicated a bulky package that was
far too neat to have been wrapped by him.

Eleanor smiled. “Thank you,” she said, perching on the arm of
the sofa as she carefully opened the parcel. Inside was a fluffy
robe from… she cast a closer look at the label…Marks and
Spencer.

Eleanor’s smile faltered and forced it to remain on her lips.
“It’s just what I wanted,” she said, a little too brightly.
Seemingly satisfied, Roger went back to reading the sports section
of yesterday’s Telegraph.

Eleanor felt like screaming. She had worked so hard to think of
nice things to buy him. The briefcase had his initials embossed on
it, the cufflinks had cost a small fortune. Then she thought of the
expensive Prada wallet she had bought for his personal assistant on
his behalf. She knew without asking it wasn’t Roger who had chosen
the robe. She glanced at it again. Pale pink, size 16. Eleanor was
a svelte size 10.

She shouldn’t be ungrateful, she told herself. Roger provides
for us so well and she could always go and buy what she wanted
whenever she wanted. But as she rose and turned away towards the
kitchen, the long silk robe she had bought for herself just months
before swishing around her, she couldn’t stop her lower lip from
trembling, just a little.

The problem, she reasoned, was the lack of thought that had gone
into it. It wasn’t that she had wanted something expensive, but it
would have been nice if Roger had actually thought, just for a few
moments, what she might like as a gift. He rarely did these
days.

When they met and they had both been  newly minted
accountants, they had had so much fun going places together, being
spontaneous. Flying off on a short break on a whim. After they
married the good life had continued, working and playing hard.
Roger was on a fast-track promotion route and when Simon was born,
it just made sense for Eleanor to give up her job and devote her
time to looking after the baby and Roger.

She became the perfect corporate wife. Coiffed, toned and
tanned, despite producing two babies, two years apart.

That had been their life ever since. She had spoiled the boys,
given them all her attention to make up for the fact that their
father worked long days and often weekends.

They repaid her by leaving their dirty clothes scattered on the
floor wherever they took them off, just as they had done since they
were children. They often took dishes of food they had asked for
upstairs and rarely brought the empty plates down again.

They hardly ever said thank you when she took them to sports
practice and picked them up again. They seemed to think the clothes
fairy picked up their things, washed and ironed them and replaced
them neatly in their drawers.

Eleanor never chided them for their slovenliness. They were only
children for such a short time, she told herself.

Now, as she tossed the half-wrapped M & S robe on the chair
in the hallway and set about preparing the Christmas lunch, she
regretted letting them treat her like part of the furniture. To
them, she was largely invisible, just a wispy outline behind the
wheel of the Range Rover, a chauffeur come housekeeper.

The actual housekeeper, Mrs Jarvis, always tutted at her for
letting them treat her with such disregard. Eleanor usually just
gave a wan smile and a small, defeated shrug.

But today, Christmas Day, she felt differently. She took out the
potatoes she had peeled the night before and left in a pan of
water. She cut them into odd shapes so the corners would be sharp
when they came out of the goose fat, all brown and crispy, and put
them back into the pan in fresh water for par-boiling later.

She checked the turkey, which had been in the oven for some time
already. It was basted in cranberry butter that she had forced
under the skin for added succulence. Satisfied that everything was
on track, she went up for a shower.

********

Eleanor paused at the top of the stairs listening to the various
sounds coming from each boy’s bedroom. Simon was strumming his
acoustic guitar and ‘singing’ along as he played. Jonathan, her
fifteen year old, was playing his new shoot ‘em up game on his
X-box. Neither of them had bothered to buy her a gift or a
card.

She put her shoulders back, lifted her head up and crossed to
the large bedroom suite she shared with Roger. It was beautifully
fitted out and she had a large dressing table upon which sat her
expensive Crème De La Mer moisturiser and her Chanel make-up
bag.

She opened her top drawer and slid out a packet of
blister-wrapped tablets, popping one out and swallowing it without
water. Prozac, mother’s little helpers.

She sat to brush out her hair, feeling miserable and taken for
granted. Her face reflected in the mirror was unlined, thanks to
regular non-surgical face-lifts and her honeyed bob had been
perfectly highlighted and cut at Vidal Sassoon in Sloane Street
just the day before. Securing it back with a band, she shrugged out
of her robe and matching silk night-slip and crossed into the
en-suite wet-room. The water took seconds to heat up and Eleanor
stepped under the powerful jets.

Before she knew what was happening, before she could rationalise
her misery any further, her face crumpled and huge tears rolled
down her cheeks. Her head dipped forward, the fierce water jets
wetting the hair she had meant to keep dry. Eleanor angrily
snatched off the band keeping it back and threw it to the floor of
the shower.

She knew what she was, she was a bloody Stepford wife and she
hated it. She hated her life in a gilded cage, doing just what was
expected of her while no one cared how she felt. She was 48 years
old and a walking stereotype of a well-heeled woman.

Over the hammering of the water, she suddenly hear Roger
calling, “Darling, are you almost finished? Mother will be here
soon.”

Bugger, she thought. Bloody Regina. Why couldn’t the old bird
just hurry up and die? Roger’s mother always came for Christmas
lunch. Regina was 79 year old, a widow of a more than a decade,
after her own husband had worked himself into an early grave. She
was the epitome of health and showed no signs of following her
husband to the world beyond. Or the world below, more likely,
thought Eleanor, grimly.

She had never had a nice word to say to Eleanor, making no
secret of the fact she thought her son had married beneath him and
that Eleanor, a scholarship student at university with a distinctly
‘lower’ middle-class background, had done rather too well for
herself and shouldn’t forget it.

Eleanor turned off the water and wrapped herself in a thick
towel. She checked her eyes were not too red before she left the
en-suite. Not that Roger would notice, of course. When she came
out, he was on the phone, talking business.

On Christmas Day? she thought. Combing her wet hair
back from her face, she carefully applied her expensive face cream
and make-up, leaving her hair until Roger had finished with his
call. He hung up and, without a word, went into the bathroom,
shutting the door behind him. Before long, she could hear the sound
of him taking his daily dump. Every day, without fail, regular as
clockwork. This had always inexplicably annoyed her.

She drowned out the sounds with her hairdryer and then dressed
quickly before Regina arrived to cast a dark shadow over
proceedings.

On her way downstairs, she picked up discarded clothes and
called out to the boys. “Grandmother will be here soon, chaps. Time
to get dressed.” She was rewarded with silence.

********

Eleanor was well on the way with the lunch preparations,
fortified by a Christmas glass of sherry, when the doorbell chimed.
She heard Roger cross the hall to answer it so she carried on with
what she was doing, ever so slightly turning up the kitchen stereo
that was playing Christmas songs.

“Eleanor, my dear. Here you are. I thought you might have come
out to meet me in the hall.”

“Sorry, Regina, I’m up to my eyes making lunch. As you can see,”
said Eleanor, indicating the apron she had put over her dress. She
went over to offer a kiss and Regina proffered her bony cheek. “How
are you?” she asked her mother-in-law.

“As well as can be expected,” Regina sighed, a note of self-pity
in her voice.

“Oh? Is there something wrong? asked Eleanor, trying not to
sound hopeful.

“Well, I’m almost eighty for heaven’s sake. And living
alone…well, it’s not for everyone, is it?”

“You look very well on it, Mother. And I don’t know how many
times I’ve asked you to move in here,” said Roger, setting down a
bag that held Regina’s gifts for the family.

Eleanor repressed a shudder and she was sure Regina did the
same.

“No, dear, I don’t want to be a burden. You’re looking well too,
Eleanor. Not many people can carry off those few extra pounds
you’ve put on.”

Wow, thought Eleanor, she went straight from martyr
to bitch without pausing for breath.

“I don’t think I’ve put on any weight since I saw you last,” she
said.

“Middle-aged spread comes to us all,” Regina said, raising an
eyebrow. “Well, most people anyway. I’ve been lucky in that
regard.” She patted her stomach on her skeletal frame. She had
always reminded Eleanor of Nancy Reagan.

“Indeed you have, Mother,” Roger said. He opened his mouth to
say something else, then closed it again. He reached over and
rubbed Eleanor’s arm. “Sherry, anyone?” he finally said.

He clearly wasn’t sure with whom he was supposed to side, but
then, he never had been. Regina had found fault with Eleanor’s
dress sense, her parenting, her choice of furniture, her cooking
and even her choice of stemware. Eleanor had borne all this with
little comment throughout the years, for Roger’s sake. And Roger
had never stepped in to defend her against his mother. Not
once.

As Roger led his mother towards the sitting room, Eleanor drew
in a deep breath and knocked back a large mouthful of sherry. She
glanced at the doorway to make sure they’d gone, then refilled her
glass. If Regina spotted her swigging back the aperitifs she’d be
sure to criticise her drinking as well.

At one o’clock precisely, Eleanor rang the gong in the hallway
and summoned everyone for lunch. The boys had managed to prise
themselves away from what they’d been doing and dress themselves,
no doubt leaving pyjamas littering their bedroom floors.

They hadn’t managed to drag a comb through their unwashed hair
or, she bet, cleaned their teeth either. Still, she was past
nagging them about their personal hygiene. They were old enough to
see to it themselves and if they wanted to walk around smelling
like a gym changing room, that was their business.

“Simon, Jonathon, come and give Granny a kiss,” Regina cooed as
the boys loped into the dining room, jeans riding low revealing the
waistband of their designer underwear. Eleanor smirked as they gave
their grandmother a kiss and saw how Regina wrinkled her nose at
the boy’s adolescent aroma. Regina said nothing, however—the boys
were an extension of her beloved son after all, and as such, beyond
reproach.

Everyone took their places at the polished mahogany table that
Eleanor had laid with their best tableware. She didn’t miss the
sniffy look Regina gave it.

They passed the serving dishes around the table as Regina
peppered the boys with questions about their schoolwork and their
sporting triumphs and the boys answered in as few words as
possible. Even so, some of what they told their grandmother was
news to Eleanor—all she could get out of the boys when she picked
them up was a grunt before they clamped their headphones on and she
returned to invisibility.

Regina helped herself to two roast potatoes and passed the dish
on. They’d come out beautifully, Eleanor thought, sharp and crispy
in all the right places. Jamie Oliver was a genius with his
Christmas magazines that she kept hidden in her bureau. No point in
letting Regina know she was taking cooking tips from an oik, was
there?

She passed the turkey plate to Jonathan, who shook his head. “No
thanks. I’m a vegetarian,” he said.

“Since when?” Eleanor asked, surprised.

“Um, since ages.” He passed the platter on to his
grandmother.

“Don’t be dumb, Jonno. You had a McDonald’s yesterday morning,”
his brother chimed in.

“An Egg McMuffin,” Jonathan countered.

“I made you a bacon sandwich last Sunday,” Eleanor said,
irritated.

“Bacon doesn’t count.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Jonathan,” Roger said. “Bacon comes from a
pig. Take some turkey and stop being an idiot.”

Jonathan was turning purple with rage. “Look, if you lot won’t
support my choices then I’m not going to sit with you…you
oppressive dictators!” He shoved back his chair, scraping it across
the wood floor, making Eleanor wince and stormed off up the
stairs.

She sighed and made to go after him but Regina held up her hand
imperiously.

“Leave him, Eleanor. You’ve clearly not taught him how to behave
at the table, the poor lamb.”

“Mother, I think that’s a little bit out of order,” Roger said.
Eleanor stared at him. Did she hear that correctly? He’d just
defended her to his mother! “You’re being very harsh and it’s about
time I said something about it. Eleanor has done a fantastic job
with the boys. I may not say so every day, darling, but you’re a
superb parent and a wonderful wife.”

Eleanor was in shock and more to the point, so was Regina.

Regina pursed her lips and two pink spots appeared on her
cheeks. She looked down at her plate, carefully cut up some roast
potato and shakily forked it into her mouth. The room was
silent.

Eleanor exchanged glances with her husband, who mouthed the word
‘sorry’ to his wife. It seemed he had finally, after all these
years, decided where his loyalties lay.

Regina choked back a sob. All eyes swivelled to her. Her face
was red and her hand flew to her throat. She seemed to be so upset
that she couldn’t catch her breath.

Then Eleanor realised what was happening. Regina wasn’t choking
back a sob. She was just choking. Choking on the sharp edge of one
of Eleanor’s perfect, Jamie Oliver inspired, roast potatoes.

“Mother, are you all right?” Roger said, alarmed at the colour
his mother had turned. He jumped up and started vigorously patting
Regina on the back.

Simon sat frozen, his fork half-way to his mouth.

“I think she’s choking, darling,” Eleanor said, quietly calm,
her voice even. “Do you know the Heimlich manoeuvre?”

“No, do you?” Roger asked panicked, as his mother spluttered and
her eyes rolled back in her head.

“I’m afraid I don’t, no,” Eleanor said, thinking perhaps she
should be doing something to help, but she couldn’t think of a
single thing.

Roger gave his mother one more almighty smack on the back,
flinging her forwards, face down into her plate of food. She didn’t
move. Her right hand that had been clutching her throat fell to her
side.

Simon finally put his fork down. “Is she…”

“Dead?” offered Eleanor. “Yes, I think she probably is.”

********

Later, after the ambulance had taken Regina away to the morgue,
Roger and Eleanor sat alone in the sitting room, nursing glasses of
whisky. Eleanor reflected to herself that although the lunch was
ruined, it wasn’t the worst Christmas she’d ever had.

Roger suddenly turned to her. “I want…no I need to
apologise to you, my darling,”

“Whatever for?” Eleanor asked, surprised that he even knew how
to pronounce the ‘s’ word.

“I haven’t been as good a husband as I should have been.”

“What are you saying?” asked Eleanor, a look of uncertainty on
her face. Good grief, she thought. He’s not going to
confess to an affair on the day his mother dies, is he?

Roger read her mind. “Don’t worry, I’ve never been unfaithful or
anything sordid like that. I’ve just ignored you too often and
everything that you do for me and the boys. Today has made a lot of
things clear for me. I don’t want to die before I have a chance to
enjoy my retirement like my father did.”

He paused and Eleanor patted his hand to comfort him. She said
nothing, just waited for him to continue.

“I’ve made a decision. A momentous one. I’m going to take early
retirement. We have more than enough to see us through, as well as
more than enough for the boys’ college funds. Let’s just enjoy
ourselves, like we used to do. The boys will be gone before long
and I’ve spent far too little time with them. That’s going to
change.”

Happiness flooded through Eleanor’s veins. She still loved
Roger, despite everything, and this was more than she could have
hoped for. She lifted his hand to her face and kissed it.

“I think that would be wonderful.”

“And, I’m so sorry about the robe. It was thoughtless. I know
you tried to put a brave face on it, but I let you down. We’ll go
out next week and get you a proper present. Something you deserve.
I didn’t choose it myself and as soon as I saw it, I was ashamed.
It felt like a metaphor for my behaviour these past few years.”

“I love you, Roger. I thought we were so far apart but I was
wrong.”

They leaned into each other and kissed. This wasn’t the worst
Christmas she’d ever had, Eleanor thought. It was quite possibly
the best.

THE END
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This Last Summer (Contemporary Romance/Women’s
Fiction)

 

TV journalist, Maddie Chambers, is reporting on a fire
when she stumbles upon a shocking family secret. Strong emotions
are unleashed when she discovers her mother, who walked out on them
when Maddie was a child, is alive and living nearby.

Maddie's already got her hands full holding her own in a
newsroom full of the treacherous and the lecherous. She's also
facing the dilemma of what to do about an irresistible attraction
to a married colleague.

Now she, her father and brilliant, but autistic brother
must decide how to respond to their mother's return. It's a
decision made more heartbreaking when they find out her mother's
been diagnosed with a life-threatening illness.

In this emotionally-charged page turner, described by
reviewers as 'thought-provoking', Tania Tirraoro puts to good
effect both her years as a TV reporter and her experiences as the
parent of sons with Asperger Syndrome.

Sweet Seduction (Contemporary Romance/Women’s
Fiction)

 

Millionaire businessman, Rufus Knightly, is used to
getting what he wants in life. When Livia turns down both his offer
to finance her cake company and a chance of romance, he's
determined to change her mind.

Livia's lack of confidence in herself and lack of
experience in love mean she's running scared from Rufus's campaign
to win her round. Can she find the courage to grab his offer—and
him—and convince herself it's not the recipe for
disaster?

 

 




CHISTMAS
RAINBOWS

By

MELISSA A. SMITH

 

With the thick scent of warm pumpkin and cinnamon hanging in the
air, Andrew stayed busy entertaining himself by breathing heavily
on the large bay window. He fogged it up even more with each
exhale. He was trying to make it large enough so he could continue
to draw on it.

“Andrew. I thought I told you to stop doing that.”

“But gra’ma, it’s fun.” He whined in the only way a five year
old could.

His grandmother stood with her hands on her hips and looked at
him annoyed. “You’re not going to think it’s too much fun when I
hand you a towel then stand back and watch you wash all my windows.
Then you’ll cry about how ‘not’ fun it really is.”

Andrew was overjoyed at the idea of spending time with his
grandparents. He packed all sorts of toys and games to take with
him while his parents were away for the evening at a party. But he
loved to antagonize his grandmother.  He’d ask a multitude of
odd questions just to see what she’d say.

Though she’d frown and complain about his infinite amount of
questions, deep down she secretly loved it. She would brag all the
time to her friends about how smart and aware Andrew was for his
age. She loved going into great detail when telling about his
latest enquiry. She always believed the things he thought of, for
the lack of a better word, were amazing!

Andrew pivoted around on his knees until he was facing her,
tilting his head to the side, “Gra’ma?”

Still trying to look upset with him about his window drawing,
she mimicked his pose while standing. “Andy?”

He shook his head at her as a tiny smile curled the corner of
his lips. “I was wonderin’. Why does the snow look like
gwitter?”

She was a bit taken aback by his sudden change in subject. Not
because he was trying to get out of their earlier discussion, but
because he genuinely looked curious.

She took the towel she had draped over her shoulder, wiped her
hands then placed it over the back of the nearest chair before
walking to the couch. Once seated, she held out her arms and
without a word, Andrew ran to her.

After he was comfortably situated, she sat back just enough so
Andrew could place his head on her shoulder and they could both
lean back and look out the window at the falling snow.

“What do you know about Noah?”

“Noah?” He turned and looked sideways at his grandmother.

“Yes, Noah. You know, the big boat and all the animals.”

“Well, he put ‘em on a boat so they wouldn’t dwown.”

She nodded her approval, “And?” she prompted for more.

He shrugged his tiny shoulders, “I dunno. What?”

Realizing she wasn’t going to get anymore from him, she shook
her head briefly and decided to go another route. “What do you know
about rainbows?”

“That there’s gold at the end!” His face lit up as he bounced
upright with excitement. He turned on her lap in one swift movement
to face her. “But ya gotta be careful of the lepincon. Udderwise
he’ll hide it from you if you’re not sneaky enough!”

His expression became serious as he told his grandmother, at
length, about the different qualities of the leprechaun and how
best to try and track them down so you would have a chance at
finding the gold they’d hidden.

“No dear, that’s not what I mean.” She said as she repositioned
him on her lap pulling him back against her. Once seated again, she
kissed the top of his head. “I meant; do you know why you see a
rainbow?”

Another tiny shrug, “I dunno. Something about a p’omise,
right?”

Giving him a gentle hug, she laughed under her breath. “Yes,
it’s a promise. What is the promise? Do you know?”

“Yup, I know. Rainbows are a p’omise from God.” His face lit up
because he knew he had the right answer.

His grandmother laughed again, “Yes. It is a promise from God.
To remind us that he loves us and is always watching. So, when do
you see rainbows?”

He sat up again and turned on her lap so he could see her face.
“When the flowers are ready to wake up.” He answered with a firm
nod of his head.

“Are you sure? You never see them at any other time?”

He shook his head as he thought about it for a second or two
longer, “Nope. Only then.”

She pulled him back against her chest and placed his head upon
her shoulder. They looked outside at the glittering snow as it
fell.

She waited for several minutes before asking again. “So you
never see any rainbows in the winter?”

“Nu-uh? Do you?” He asked excitedly as he turned his head to
look at her. His eyes widened with wonder as he waited for her
response.

Moving her head to the side, just enough so she could look at
him, she winked then kissed the tip of his nose. She then moved her
head so it was again against the couch and her eyes were fixed on
the falling snow.

“Every time it snows, swee’pea. Every time it snows.”

“Huh?”

“You asked me earlier why the snow looks like glitter. It’s
because inside each snowflake, is a rainbow.” She had to laugh when
excitement colored his tiny features.

His eyes started to sparkle just like the blinking tree standing
in the corner of the living room. “There is? But how does a big
rainbow get inside the snow?”

“Because each little snowflake is a frozen rainbow.”

Andrew hopped off his grandmother’s lap to go kneel back in
front of the big bay window with hands pressed against the cold
glass. He looked out into the darkening night with newfound
wonder.

“So it’s really raining tiny p’omises?”

His innocent statement took her by surprise. While her mother
had told her all those years ago that snow was God’s way of raining
down promising love, a way of reminding everyone even when there
wasn’t any rain; she had been about thirteen or fourteen at the
time. She didn’t think her five year old grandson would have put it
together all on his own.

It touched her so deeply; she started to cry. Something she
hadn’t heard in over fifty years, spoken by her grandson.

Without looking at her, Andrew leapt to his feet and ran to the
closet. “Gra’ma, can I go out and play in the p’omises? Can I?”

She gathered herself, wiped at her tears and walked to the
hallway with a smile not only on her face, but also in her heart.
“Of course you can.”

After helping him into his ‘snow gear’, as he liked to call it,
she watched from the front window as he ran around in wide circles
and tossed the newly fallen snow back up into the air to ‘rain’
back down on him.

She was happy beyond compare. Having the opportunity to witness
the sight before her, she sent up a silent prayer. One to God, for
the promises he gave, and another to her mother for telling her
about the rainbows hidden inside each snowflake.

THE END
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Cloud Nine : A Paranormal Romance of the Guardians of
Man (Bk 1)

 

What happens when you receive a guardian
angel?

What if you don't believe you need one?

What if one wants you removed?

 

Claire Grayson is a seventeen year old girl on the verge
of graduating high school. Better than a year ago her mother went
back to work full time. Her father, being an attorney, has always
been gone long hours, so that is nothing new to her. So now she has
learned to take care of her basic needs on her own. For spending
and gas money she works part time as a tutor for other students who
need a little help in various subjects.

Her best friends are the bright spots that helped to
keep her laughing when she thought herself in love only to have him
break her heart. After the crash of her heart, it took her a while
to come back to the land of the living. Just when she did, when she
was finally done waiting for him to realize his mistake. When she
decided that it was time for her to move on. She meets Sterling
Warde.

Sterling Warde is a Guardian. He helps people in need
and helps them get on in life with a better understanding of
living. While with a charge that was almost ready to take back his
own life, Sterling catches a glimpse of Claire and is startled by
his reaction to her. Puzzled, he follows her to see what the spark
was. What made her reach out and touch his nerves and steal his
breath. When he finally reveals himself to her she is afraid of him
and doesn't want him around. But with time and patience, he works
to see her safe.

There are people out there that want each of them for
themselves. Someone who will stop at nothing to have Sterling.
Someone who will do anything to reclaim Claire's affections.
Together, Sterling and Claire will dissuade them. Someone will
fall. Someone will hurt. And others will…

Thunderhead: A Paranormal Romance of the Guardians of
Man (Bk 2)

 

What happens when a Guardian Angel actually hates
you?

What if you did nothing more than fall in
love?

What if they have the ability to make you give
up?

 

A new year brings new friends and new adversaries to
contend with. New challenges with old enemies. And all the while
can they make it to the end? Can they stay together or will they
finally be torn apart by the one Guardian who seeks to destroy
them?

The Heir Apparent (The Waiting Throne – YA/Paranormal
Romance

 

Ten years after being stolen as a toddler, Salmund
learns that he is the missing heir to the Starlyng throne. Upon
being found the king and queen instantly seek him out and demand
that he return to them. However he refuses to leave the only home
and family that he remembers. All the while the person behind his
kidnapping is still on the hunt to have finished what wasn't taken
care of all those years ago. His death.

 

 

 

A BASKETBALL, A STORM DRAIN AND A CHOO-CHOO
TRAIN

By

SUE OWEN

 

He sat staring at the headline, having read it a million times
already.  ‘Third Boy Found in Todash Park.’  He knew the
story by heart but he read it again hoping there was something that
would pop out at him, some memory it would trigger.  He wadded
up the paper angrily and tossed it in the trashcan by his
desk.  Number four was out there somewhere and unless he found
the pattern, remembered whatever it was that he was not
remembering, another boy would die.

As chief homicide detective, Bradley Owen got all the nasty
cases.  He refused to divvy out the ugly murders or the serial
killers to his men.  This was a particularly nasty serial
killer making it a case right up his alley. 

The three victims were boys; oldest twelve youngest nine. 
All black hair, all short for their age.  One a minister’s
son, another an upcoming basketball star, and one a policeman’s
grandson.  That was the second victim.  Found him in a
back alley behind a dumpster.  He had disappeared at
dinnertime, same as the rest of them.  The boys just never
came home from school or afterschool sports in the one case. 
Got dark, family called the police.

No trace of them was found for exactly three days.  The
killer planned how they would  be found and timed it just
right.  One was found at 4:32 pm by a street bum but the rest
were at exactly 5:00 pm.  The early one was because the bum
was getting a cold and decided to turn in early.

A jogger found the recent boy in Todash Park.  Same as the
rest; no physical evidence on the site.  The boys were killed
elsewhere and dumped where found.  They weren’t abused, beaten
or starved according to the coroner.  All had meals as recent
as two hours before dying. 

In fact, they would all look like normal runaways if it weren’t
for the letters carved into their chests.  Each one had a
different letter but all in the same style and all in the same
place.  Deaths were ruled as suffocation but no fibers were
found in the mouth or throat and no bruising on the neck so Doc
doesn’t know how. 

Owen sat back in his chair and studied his incident board. 
Taped to it were the three pictures of the boys given to the police
by the parents.  Also, pictures of the crime scenes and morgue
pictures of the boys, including the letters on their chests. 
A city map had pins where the boys were found, where their homes
were, and where their schools were.  He attached a different
color string to the path from their school to home for each
boy.  Nothing in common; none of them crossed.

That was what was so puzzling about this case.  Nothing in
common for any of the boys.  They went to different schools,
hung out with different crowds, didn’t go to the same hang outs nor
even have the same lifestyle. 

The killer was neat.  Always killed them somewhere else,
always used the same knife for the letters and always dumped the
bodies so they were found exactly at 5:00 pm.  The jogger ran
that same route every day and had been for a year.  The bum
had his house beside that dumpster and went there every day at 5:00
pm to eat the meal he got from the Salvation Army around the
corner.  The nurse came on shift every day at 5:00 pm and
walked that same alleyway to get to the
hospital.   

The killer not only stalked his young victims but also their
families, the school, and the places and people where he wanted
them found. 

The profiler said the man was a control freak.  Definitely
a loner.  He would probably be a small man, five foot five or
five foot seven because he was grabbing kids that were small like
he was.  He definitely had issues with sexual drive or the
kids would be raped.  Thank God for small favors, the
detective thought.  The killer liked kids because he treated
them well.  He was probably in his late forties maybe
mid-thirties because he had an established career, home.  Had
somewhere to hide the kids before killing them.

There had to be a link.  There had to be some way the
killer chose his victims.  And the letters.  They had to
be leading somewhere.  F. E. A.  Owen had his crew
working overtime trying to come up with places or names that
started with those three letters that might have some association
with this case.  Nothing so far.

He was sure the letters didn’t have anything to do with the
boys.  Wasn’t their first, last, middle initials nor their
schools, street names, or names of their friends.  There was
something about those letters he just couldn’t put his finger
on.

Hell with it.  Time to call it a night.  Maybe he will
remember what it was he forgot tomorrow.  He put on his coat
and headed home, turning off the lights in the empty office.

********

The next morning was the day before Thanksgiving.  There
had been three weeks between victim one and two but only a week
between two and three.  Things were heating up for the
holiday.  Owen sat eating his breakfast, looking over the
morning paper.  He found a small article about the one boy’s
school reunion, the only one that was in high school, but nothing
else.  Wait.  He thought for a minute.  What was
that?  Was there something about a reunion that triggered a
thought?  After a minute, he let it go.  Nope.  Not
yet.  He knew there was something but didn’t quite have it
yet.

He put on his coat and headed out into the snow.  He
dreaded the holidays but they were his favorite time of year
too.  He was single but he had a large family and they
expected him to make an appearance at the various events.  His
brother had a pre-Thanksgiving party tonight and it always kept him
out late.  Then his sister had Thanksgiving breakfast; she
lived way out of town.  Took forever to get there and it was
always snowing the whole way. 

Then his parents had Thanksgiving Day at their condo in the
middle of downtown.  Friday, his aunt got the family together
for a shopping scavenger hunt.  He knew that she secretly
picked out the scavenger hunt items so they would all do her
Christmas shopping for her but he never called her on it.  One
year he got a tie that he just knew someone in the hunt had
found. 

Saturday, back to his sister’s for ice-skating that included
dinner, weenie roast, s’mores and a huge bonfire with scary stories
and lots of laughs.  And tons of hot toddies.  Finally,
Sunday was a day of rest.  Except for the three masses he
attended to give thanks in the three religions his family
supported. 

He decided today would be a good day to stay out of the office
and make a visit to all the crime scenes, houses and schools of all
the kids.  Just to see if anything jelled or if that nagging
memory would erupt. 

He sat in his car letting the heater work.  He had a
notebook with all the information that was on his work board. 
He rifled through the book trying to decide the best way to
approach this.  He needed to think like the killer.  Get
in the killer’s head and see if he could figure out what made the
guy tick. 

He had to be a short, mid-thirties to late forties geek with
early baldness and a low self-esteem that liked kids.  He
slumped in his seat so he felt shorter.  There.  That’s
the way.  Think short.  What would he, now in killer
mode, do first? 

He looked at the first victim.  Kenny.  He was the
minister’s son.  Good kid from all his parents and friends
said. Popular in school.  He had stayed after school to walk
his girlfriend home.  She got to her place but he never made
it home. 

Nurse Patricia Banks found him in the alleyway across from the
hospital as she was heading to work on the late shift.  He was
covered in newspaper but his arm was sticking out.  His hand
was way too small to be a bum so curious she took off the paper,
screamed then called the police on her cell phone. 

Owen headed over to the kids’ house.  Kenny’s parents were
good southern Baptists.  His father was the minister at
Summerton Corner Baptist Meeting Hall.  Owen was the one that
broke the news to them but he never tried to interview people when
he had to do that.  They were focused on trying to deal with
the death and didn’t need anything else.

When he saw them the second time, they had remodeled their
living room and everything was turned around.  He spent most
of the interview trying to figure out why they would do that and
what was missing. Stupid thought but it nagged at him for days
before he finally dismissed it.  The nagging came back to him
now.  What was it about the first time he was in that house
that bugged him so much?

He sat in front of their house just looking at it.  Neat
white house with pillars, shoveled walkway and driveway.  No
cars showing.  Big turkey decal on the front window. 
Cute.  Everyone was into the holidays. 

Eventually he gave up and moved onto the school.  He took
in reverse the route Kenny would have taken from his
girlfriend’s.  He stopped in front of the girl’s house. 
He had interviewed the girls’ parents but they barely knew Kenny
having only met him the week before.  They said he seemed like
a nice kid.  Nothing there Owen was sure.

He moved onto the school.  There was a banner across the
middle of the front walkway that said Brighten High 15 Year Reunion
December 10th. 

Kenny was in 9th grade at twelve being the oldest of
the victims.  Parents started him early in school as his
birthday was real close to the school’s age deadline.  School
was closed up tight for the vacation.  Few kids were playing
tag football in the field but no cars in the parking lot. 
Nothing here either. 

He moved onto the hospital.  He couldn’t drive down the
alley so parked in the hospital lot and walked over.  The
alley was empty.  He knew exactly where Kenny’s body had been
laying.  He brushed the snow away with his boot but there
wasn’t anything there.  After almost two months, there wasn’t
even the barest hint of the chalk outline left.  He said a
silent prayer for God to take care of Kenny and went back to his
car.

He followed the same routine with victim number two, Chief
Neilson’s grandson.  The chief lived with his daughter and
son-in-law and their three kids on the northern side of town. 
His son-in-law was a high-powered attorney and the chief rented an
apartment above their garage. 

Ricky or Ricardo was the middle child of the couple.  He
was ten just trying to figure out what he wanted in life.  He
read comic books, played a bit of baseball, didn’t go in for other
sports though.  Liked video games and hanging out at his
‘fort’ on the other side of the property.  His fort was a
small house about 700 square feet complete with microwave, stove,
bathroom, pool table, and video games. 

He was a popular kid at school; went to an upper class tuition
based school for boys.  Ridgemont Elementary educated kids
from some of the wealthiest families in town.  Owen’d never
been inside.  When he interviewed Ricky’s teachers and
principal, they ‘invited’ him into the principal’s office and that
was as far as he got.  Like a lowly policeman couldn’t be in
their sacred halls.  Whatever.

Ricky only lived eight blocks from school.  He’d stayed
after to help one of his friends with a school project due the next
day and had called his mom to tell her he was on his way
home.  He never made it.  He was found tucked in behind a
dumpster in the poorer section of town.  At first Owen thought
that was a snub to the family.  But he couldn’t make it fit so
forgot the idea. 

The bum ate at the Salvation Army around the corner from the
alleyway.  Every day like clockwork he would get his food at
4:45 pm and carry it around the corner to where he had his
cardboard ‘bed’ set up, trailing his shopping cart behind. 
He’d eat his food, return the bowl and go back to read his
‘magazine’ until it got dark.  Then he’d sleep.

That day, he wasn’t feeling well.  Getting a cold or
something.  So he skipped the meal and just headed to his
‘home.’  Saw a shoe sticking out from behind the dumpster and
moved the dumpster to find Ricky.  The bum went to the
Salvation Army people who called the police.  The bum, whose
name was, of all things, Salvatorio Mondesantos had to sleep
somewhere else for a few days.

It was getting late and Owen realized he skipped lunch.  He
still had a few hours before he had to report to his brother’s for
the pre-Thanksgiving party. 

He read over his notes on victim number three.  Not that he
needed to because he pretty much had the whole file memorized but
he never knew when something would click. 

Tony was discovered two days ago by a jogger in Todash
Park.  He came from a Jewish family that didn’t practice their
faith.  Tony loved basketball.  If he wasn’t playing, he
was watching it on TV.  He recorded any game that happened
during the day while he was at school.  He knew the statistics
for all the professional teams and for the college teams,
too.  He never had a basketball far from his side. 

A thought crossed Owen’s mind.  They found Tony but never
found his basketball.  Now that could be something. 
Wonder what happened to that ball?  His dad told Owen that he
had given that ball to Tony.  It was from his old alma
mater.  What was the name of his college?  He couldn’t
remember right now and it wasn’t in his notes for some
reason.  But he remembered Tony’s dad was pretty upset they
didn’t find the ball.  It was signed by all his college
friends and something of an heirloom. 

He made a note to go back over the crime scene when he got to
the park to see if he could find that ball.  His cell phone
went off.

“Owen,” he answered.  It was his mom.  Yes, he’d be
there, yes, he would be on time, no he wasn’t bringing a
date.  She’s such a mom sometimes, he chuckled to himself as
he hung up the phone.  He had two hours to cover the last
crime scene, house, and school.  Luckily, all were on the way
to his brother’s so as long as he didn’t dawdle, he’d be on
time.

Tony’s family lived in an apartment complex.  The
apartments were kept up and had a swimming pool that was now closed
for the winter.  They lived in a three bedroom on the second
floor.  His dad was currently unemployed and his mom worked as
a bus driver so she had all the same holidays off as the
kids.  Tony was coming down with a cold and she almost didn’t
let him go to school that day.  Fate stepped in the form of a
basketball tournament that night and he knew if he didn’t go to
school, he didn’t play.

So he went.  Centerville Elementary beat the local YMCA
team by eight points, six of which Tony
scored.   

After the game, Tony was to meet up with some friends at the
local pizza place then call his mom for a ride home.  When he
didn’t call, she called some of the other moms and found out that
Tony never showed up for pizza.  No one saw him after the
game. 

Tony’s parents had gone to the game, but went home straight
after.  Tony’s sister, two years younger than him, went to the
game with some friends but she caught a ride home with them and
didn’t see Tony either.  Owen couldn’t find anyone that saw
Tony after the team left the locker room.  They weren’t even
sure, with all the celebrating, if he even left the school building
with them.

He was found three days later by a jogger, Matt Peabody. 
Matt jogged that exact same path every night.  He got home
from work at 4pm, changed and began his fifteen-mile run taking him
through the park.  When he saw the body, he called the police
from his cell phone. 

Owen got to the park just as it was getting on dusk.  He’d
have to hurry after all.  He’d spent too much time in front of
the house thinking about that basketball and what the name of that
college was.  He got out of his car and headed down the hill
to where the jogger’s pathway was and the bush under which Tony was
found.

He was sure the uniforms had checked this area thoroughly but he
went over it again.  Nothing.  No basketball.  He
ventured further down the hill.  At this point in the park, it
was mostly hilly.  A chain link fence separated the park from
the neighborhood. 

Snow, leaves and other debris had blown up against the fence and
caused a little hill to form on the park side.  Yeah.  It
could be deep enough to hide a basketball.  He looked up the
hill.  He supposed a ball could roll all the way down here if
it got lucky and didn’t hit any of the bushes or trees in
between.

He checked his watch and got his phone out of his pocket. 
He was going to be late.

********

He found the ball about forty-five yards from the place where he
thought it should be.  He’d called his brother then called the
chief and asked for a uniform to help him search.  It was dark
now and they were searching with flashlights.  The uniform
came jogging over when Owen yelled and he showed him the flattened
basketball all covered in snow and leaves. 

“Ya think that’s it Detective?” the uniform asked.  Owen
examined it.  It was hard to see in the flashlight’s
glow.  The ball was flat.  There was a small gouge on the
side where a claw or hook had penetrated it.  There was what
could be writing on it but he just couldn’t tell.  It was too
dirty and he didn’t want to disturb the dirt in case there was
something there.  It would have to go to the lab first before
he could examine it thoroughly.

 “We’ve got what we came for.  Can you get an evidence
bag from my trunk and come back down here?  I’ll need you to
sign it, too.  Also bring a camera so we can photo this
place.”

The uniform went off to do as he was told.  He
waited.  When the uniform got back, he bagged the ball, had
him seal and sign it.  The officer would take it to be booked
in the evidence locker.  “Thanks.  You can go home
now.  Appreciate you coming out.”

“No problem detective.  I’ve known the chief for a long
time.  Anything I can do to help.” 

The kid left but Owen hardly noticed.  He was looking at
the house.  It was all windows on this side taking advantage
of the park view.  He faintly heard a dog barking and saw him
pacing in front of the window.  All the lights were off but
the shades weren’t drawn so he figured no one was home.

Well, he had to get to his brother’s before they sent someone to
get him.  This would wait until tomorrow.

********

He woke up the next day, Thanksgiving Day, not feeling too bad
considering how much he ate and drank the night before.  He
had left his car at home and grabbed a cab figuring it would be
easier than having someone drive him home.  He’d gotten there
just as the first round of toasts was starting.  He grabbed a
plate of food and joined right in.  He caught a cab home about
2:00 am and fell asleep as soon as he got there. 

The next morning he wanted to check in at the office before
heading to his sister’s house for breakfast so he was up at 6:00
am.  Three cups of coffee later and he was able to see out of
both eyes.  He’d called ahead and asked that all the evidence
in the three homicides be brought to his office and they were
waiting on his desk when he came in.

There were three boxes, one for each kid.  He didn’t have
time to go through them all right then but wanted to check a few
things.  He sat the boxes on the floor in front of the kids’
section of his board.  He liked things neat.  One of the
marks of a great detective is that he was super organized and had a
great memory for details, he always told his rookies.

After spending an hour just organizing stuff, he left to go to
his sister’s. 

Family time was something that he never shirked.  He had a
love/hate relationship with his brother but figured that was due to
their highly competitive nature.  His sisters were both way
younger than he was and he rarely saw them.  They both had
kids that took up their time so holidays were all about family for
him.

Getting in the door was a chore with all his nieces and nephews
clamoring for hugs and rides.  He finally made it in time to
sit down and eat.  Perfect timing; it was all about the
food.

********

After breakfast, it was a caravan ride straight to his mom and
dad’s.  He threatened to hire cops every year to escort them
but his dad wouldn’t have it. 

Dinner was cooking under the careful eye of Martha, their
daily.  She was the best cook in the world and Owen never
passed up a chance to eat with his parents.  She went all out
for Thanksgiving dinner.

The family usually had a few hours to play with the kids, get
caught up and just enjoy being together before dinner was ready
just as it got dark.  They ate in candlelight to celebrate the
pilgrims. 

He had a little bit of time during the day to think about the
case.  There were some details that he wanted to try to get
taken care of tomorrow.  Like the basketball.  He’d seen
that no one had cleaned off the dirt when he was in that
morning.  He wanted to see what the writing was all
about. 

Then there was the neighbor with the dog that owned the house
where they found the basketball.  It just didn’t feel right
that the ball could have rolled all that way on its own.  He
wanted to find out if the neighbor saw anything that night that
might shed some light on that.  And what caused the ball to
flatten?  That made no sense either.

Then there was the nagging suspicion that he saw something at
the Kenny kid’s house before they remodeled.  He was going to
have to go ask them he supposed, as his memory wasn’t kicking
in. 

After dinner, he was done for the day.  Two full meals in
one day were more than he ate in a week.  He went home and
took some well-deserved down time.  He fell asleep in his easy
chair watching a movie.  That was until the phone rang.

********

The fourth kid was found shortly after 5:00 pm by a
firefighter.  A small brush fire had started out near the
railroad yard.  While he was tromping around the area, making
sure the fire was out he found one of those big sewage
drains.  When he peeked in to make sure nothing in there was
on fire, he saw what he thought was a shoe.  Sure enough, once
they removed the grate and dug it out of the muck, it was a shoe,
attached to a 10-year-old little boy.  The boy was fully
clothed so it wasn’t until the evidence team got there a few hours
later that they discovered he was number four.  They called
Owen.

The letter on the boy’s chest was an ‘S.’  Same style as
the other three.  Owen got to the crime scene just as they
were taping off the area.  The investigators were done, body
removed and all that was left was the empty drain.  The
firefighter had left his name with the officers so Owen took that
down.  He’d go talk to him later today but didn’t expect him
to be able to tell him much.

The drain was about four feet high covered by a big, metal grate
padlocked closed.  In order to get in, the firefighter had to
call the city and get someone down to remove the padlock. 

Finally, something concrete they could lay on the killer. 
He had a key to the grate.  The lock wasn’t forced and it was
closed tight so in order to get the body in there, the killer would
have had to remove the padlock, open the grate and then close the
padlock again.

No footprints around the body, no gum wrappers or cigarette
butts; just a lot of leaves and branches that washed down the sewer
from wherever the other end was.  He made a note to send
officers to find the other end of the drain and make sure the kid
couldn’t have just been carried in from the other side.

Not being able to find out anything else, he headed into the
office to check with the coroner to see if he had time to do
anything with the body.

********

Being lead detective and on a hot homicide case that had the
city council, police chief, and mayor up in arms had its
advantages.  By the time Owen got to the coroner’s office he
was just finishing up his autopsy. 

“Any ID, Doc,” he asked.  The M.E. shook his head but
rarely did kids come in with ID.  He told Owen the boy was
between nine and ten years old, normal height and weight with a
small scar on the right side of his neck.  That should help
find him from the missing person’s listing, which was his next
stop.  It was imperative to identify the body so the parents
could find out before the press.

Turned out one of his detectives was already on it and she found
the boy almost right away.  Trace Malcolm Beasley was ten
years old.  Reported missing by his aunt.  Trace was
living with her.  The parents had been living on the street
with Trace until his aunt, Marjorie, found out and she took the boy
in.  He disappeared Monday and she thought he went to find his
parents as he did sometimes but when she finally found them, they
hadn’t seen him.  So she filed a report Wednesday
afternoon. 

Timing was perfect.  Disappeared three days before he was
found.  He was found close to 5:00 pm just like the rest of
them.  Owen made a note to ask the firefighter about the cause
of the fire.  It might and probably was set on purpose to draw
attention to the body. 

He was getting closer.  He could feel it.  He was
determined there would not be a number five.  He called his
aunt and told her he would not be at the scavenger hunt but he
wanted a red tie.  She laughed at that. 

Next stop was to the 4th Precinct Fire Station. 
Nick Patterson was a six-year veteran firefighter and had found
plenty of dead bodies before but this was different.  He was a
bit shook up about it.  “I have a boy that age,” he told
Owen. 

The fire inspector hadn’t returned a cause for the fire yet so
Owen made a note to check back.  From what Firefighter
Patterson could tell, however, it was deliberate.  “There’s
always a place where the fire burns the hottest and that’s the
core.  In this case, it was a pile of cleaning rags.  A
good indication it was set on purpose.” 

He told Owen the fire had been going for only a few minutes
before the crew arrived.  Someone jogging by spotted the
flames and called the cops.  So it was out pretty quick. 
The drain ditch was just on the peripheral of the burn site. 
He might not have even looked in it if not for the old rag caught
in the grate.  When asked for the rag, the firefighter thought
one of the police officers had bagged it. 

Owen had been putting it off but it was time to go see Trace’s
aunt and let her know about her nephew.  The house was in a
rundown neighborhood North of where the body was found.  She
answered as soon as he knocked.  Telling someone their son or
young charge was dead was never easy and this was no
exception.  She had a neighbor over so that gave her someone
to lean on. 

She told him that Trace was a troubled kid and that his parents
just couldn’t hold down jobs.  Both drank heavily and neither
one of them wanted a permanent home anyway, in her opinion. 
She took Trace in when they lost their rental this last time. 
The parents were living down on Madison at that homeless shelter
but that’s no place to raise a kid.

She put him back in school, a year below his grade level
unfortunately but he was doing okay.  Templeton Elementary,
just down the road.  She said she would take care of notifying
the parents.  He’d never got close to them anyway, being the
establishment type.

He headed over to the park again to try once more to talk to the
neighbor where Tony’s ball was found.  No one was home so he
made a note to check back.

He decided to head to the office.  He picked up some lunch
on the way.  Trace’s box of evidence was on his desk.  He
set it down and ate, staring at his board.  Once done eating,
he set up the board for his latest victim. 

He ran through some paperwork, found the cloth in the evidence
box so he ran it down to the lab to see what they could tell him
about it.  No fingerprints could adhere to such a surface but
maybe something out of the ordinary that would point directly to
the killer.  Now wouldn’t that be nice, he thought.

Just as he was thinking about heading out for the day, he
remembered the basketball.  He called down to the lab to see
if someone was available to clean it off right now.  Again,
the head detective, hot case pulled its weight and someone
was.  He took the ball down to Sam who cleaned the dirt off
but Sam retained the dirt to shift through just in case there was
anything there. 

“I didn’t use anything wet on it, Detective, just a brush. 
There’s writing all over it and I didn’t want to destroy it in case
it was important.”  Sam told him as he handed him the clean
ball back in the bag. 

Owen took it up to his desk and removed it from the bag. 
Just as Sam said, there was what looked like signatures all over
the ball.  He started jotting down the names he could make
out.  Randolph Forbes, Steven Meyers, Kenneth
Bennet.   Wait a minute.  Something clicked in his
head.  Kenneth Bennet was the preacher’s name, Kenny’s father,
victim number one.  He stopped making notes and started
looking.  Sure enough all four of the fathers of the victims
had signatures on that basketball. 

As he turned the ball over, there was a logo or picture inked
in.  Another click.  That was what he remembered seeing
in Kenny’s house the first time.  It was a framed picture of
fifteen boys in school uniforms holding up a pennant with this logo
on it. 

In fact, now that he remembered seeing that picture at Kenny’s
he now remembered seeing the logo at Rudy’s house on a small
ashtray that was sitting on the table and again at Ricky’s house as
a tattoo on his dad’s forearm the first time he came to tell them
Ricky was dead.  He thought back and remembered he saw it at
Tony’s house too.  They had the same picture that Kenneth had
removed.  Memory was a tricky thing but when it kicked in, it
really kicked in.

He knew if he went back to Trace’s Aunt Marjorie she would
recognize it, too.  Finally, the link he was looking
for.  It wasn’t the kids; it was the dads that tied these
murders together. 

The phone rang and he answered.  It was the fire
inspector.  The fire had been deliberately set with a mixture
of oil, diesel gas and some kind of cleaning solvent on a bunch of
rags.  He thought the solvent was Mr. Clean but wasn’t
completely sure yet. 

While Owen was on the phone, a couple of officers dropped some
reports on his desk.  One was from the lab telling him what he
now already knew.  The rag found on the grate had oil, diesel
gas and some kind of cleaning solvent.  Perfect match to the
ones used to start the fire.  Coincidence?  Not very
likely.  The lab also reported on the dirt from the
ball.  Sam said he found what looked like a small tooth or
claw that was probably imbedded in the ball but he was running
further tests to check for sure.

The other report was from one of his investigators.  She
found there were only four people that had keys to the sewer
grates.  The mayor, although no one knew exactly why, the
civil engineer, the police chief and there was one hanging in the
city offices which is the one that was used to open it when the
police called the city.  Anyone could ‘borrow’ it or make a
copy.  There were probably 150 copies by now.  Dead
end.

It was time to get serious.  He went to his chief and told
him about the logo and pictures he’d seen and asked to bring the
dads in for questioning.  Getting his permission, he called
the uniform division and told them to round them up and bring them
to holding cell three.  Might as well get them all together
for what he had to say.

********

To say the least, they were not happy men.  When he walked
in the cell, they verbally assaulted him, calling him everything
but a good guy.  He had asked one of the stenographers to sit
in as well as one of the other detectives.  He wanted
witnesses that he didn’t coerce any responses from these
gentlemen. 

Once he calmed them down and got them to sit, it wasn’t long
before the story came out. 

The four men, as well as eleven others created a club when they
were in college. 

The club started out to be a study group.  However, it
wasn’t long before the purpose changed.  They started going
out at night as a group and harassing younger alumni.  It
escalated to the point that they were hurting the kids; knife
wounds, tossing them in trees, locking them in lockers overnight,
typical college pranks.  Always boys, though.  Never
girls.  They had their standards. 

One night, they came across a kid that was a few years younger
than they were.  He was one of the math geniuses and just so
happened to be one of the teachers’ kids so he was a double
target.  The boys took him down to the local river, stripped
him to his underwear, and helped him ‘take a swim’ in the icy
water.  They played with him a while; all the time he was
getting weaker and weaker.  They decided once he stopped
struggling that he needed some warming up.

So they took him to the local flour mill.  The mill was
closed for the day but the bins were full of flour waiting for the
next day’s deliveries.  What they didn’t realize was that when
you mixed enough flour with enough cold water you got yourself a
glue.  They just tossed the kid into the flour bin and closed
the lid. 

The boy died of suffocation.  Mill workers found his body
the next day.  There were no marks on him and nothing to say
what had happened so no one was ever accused.  The fifteen
were never implicated.  Lucky for them, there’s no statute on
murder so Owen was able to lock the bunch of them up after their
little tale. 

The clincher was the name of the club.  The Feasanton Club,
finally an explanation for the F, E, A, and S brands found on the
kids.  The club was named after their college, Anton and the
founder’s first name, Feastis whom they called Feas.  No
wonder it never showed up in any of Owen’s searches. 

He got the names of the other men and had some plainclothes
begin tracking them down.

********

He rounded up the rest of the men and had them all checked
out.  Ended up none of them were suspects to the current
murders.  Two of the members were dead, a couple lived out of
town, and the others had alibis for the times of at least one of
the killings.  He took the whole mess to the prosecutor. 
Let them worry about that part of it. 

********

Which still didn’t get him any closer to his killer. 

********

He started digging into what information he had on the boy that
was killed 20 years ago.  His name was Stanley Hawk.  At
the time, his father was teaching English for the college and died
shortly after Stanley was found.  Another dead end. 

********

Saturday was ice-skating at his sister’s.  He loved this
time with the kids because none of them knew how to ice skate and
it was all about support and laughing.  He really needed it
after the month he’d had.  He thought over the loose ends he
still had.  He still wanted to talk to the people that lived
in the house by the park where the basketball was found.  He
still didn’t know where the other end of the drain went. 
Probably nothing but it might be important. 

He got done skating about three and headed back to town. 
He was going to have to skip the bonfire this year.  He drove
by the house near the park and finally found someone home. 
The lady that answered the door said she was the housekeeper slash
nanny.  Mrs. was home and he was invited in.

Mrs. turned out to be Mrs. Rosevelt.  Sweet old lady. 
The nanny part of the slash nanny was due to Mrs. Rosevelt having
full charge of her grandson.  He was developmentally delayed
and she needed part time care for him and Pricilla took care of him
and the old lady’s personal needs.

Mrs. Rosevelt often spent the evenings sitting at the window
watching the kids playing in the park.  She liked to see them
with their dogs or friends.  Her grandson, Tim, would play in
the yard with their boxer, Muffin. 

The day of the murder, she remembered clearly.  Muffin and
Tim were out playing.  When Mrs. Rosevelt looked up one time,
she saw he had a basketball.  She knew they didn’t have one
because Muffin would keep after any ball until she popped it. 
She loved that game but it was rough on the balls so Mrs. Rosevelt
stopped buying balls.  When she asked Tim where he got it, he
said a man with a crutch gave it to him.  Told him it was his
now because the little boy who used to own it wouldn’t need it
anymore.

Tim, of course, was delighted.  The next day, however,
Muffin popped it as expected and Tim put it back on the other side
of the fence.  His way of apologizing by giving it back to the
man who lent it to him. 

So the little boy wouldn’t need it.  Owen thought about
that for a bit.  That implied that the guy knew the kid was
dead.  He would have had to of seen the body or been the
killer.  This could be huge if he could just find a guy with a
cane associated with the case!

********

On his way home that night he put in a call to have someone
check the drain ditch where Trace was found to see where it
led.  He also wanted to go back over the old school records of
Anton University to see who else worked there during that time and
check out disciplinary records.  Maybe someone held a grudge
for something the fifteen boys did.

********

 Thanksgiving mass was special.  It was a time to sit
and reach calm, which sometimes was the only time he was calm all
year.  He found it relaxing being with his family in the
various religious houses listening to the drone of the minister,
preacher, whatever, knowing it was most likely drivel but he paid
attention anyway just in case.  The calm lasted until he got
to his desk where it all blew away. 

Another holiday down; now to catch a killer.

A call informed him the uniforms found the end of the storm
drain.  It too was grated.  He decided to go check it out
himself when he found out it just happened to come out just below
the old football field of Anton University.  He checked around
the ditch but looked like no one had messed with this end. 
Grass was all grown up around it and into the grate.  If the
grate had been taken off, the grass would be gone.  He was
positive now the boy was put in the drain from the other end.

Time to check out Anton University.  It was a massive
campus with multiple buildings making up the facility.  It was
designed in retro Mexican with stucco walls and slate roofs. 
Beautifully decorated with flowers, cacti and other desert type
landscaping.  As he walked around, he tried to get a feel for
what it would be like to go here.  Pleasant he thought at
least until fifteen boys started harassing you.

As he was walking, looking for the registrar’s office to see if
he could get that list of staff members, he happened to see a man
with a small cart that was dressed in blue coveralls.  The man
would occasionally bend over stiffly and pick up some piece of
litter.  The kids all said hi to him and he replied with a
smile and hi back.  They all seemed to know him. 

As one of the student that said hi to him walked by, Owen
stopped him, “who is that man?” 

“That’s old Walter.  He’s the janitor here.  Or is
supposed to be.  About all he does now is pick up
garbage.  Got his hip hurt a few years ago so has to use a
cane and doesn’t get around much.  You’ll see him either with
the cart or that cane.”  Owen thanked the young man. 

He finally made it to the registrar’s office which referred him
to the superintendent’s office which referred him to
personnel.  Finally, he got his list.  Sure enough,
Walter’s name was on it.

********

He thought back on the locations where the boys were
found.  Could a man with a cane or cart that wasn’t able to
get around much have dropped the bodies where they were
found?  Definitely.  The only one that would be a
challenge would be Trace but that end of the drain was pretty open
and easy enough for a cart to get down the slope.  A cart
carrying a small boy.

********

Monday signaled the start of the Christmas holiday.  Lights
had to go up, trees had to be found and present shopping had to be
started.  But he had to find a killer. 

He was on his way to visit old Walter.  He had questioned
the fathers of the murdered boys and found out that Walter, Wally
as he was known back then, had a special relationship with the
murdered boy.  Stanley didn’t get much attention from his
father and one of the things he’d be teased about was all the time
he spent with the janitor.  When Stanley died, Wally took a
few weeks off, then he fell his first day back and was off work for
over six weeks, coming back on light duty.  Took a lot out of
him and he wasn’t the same after.  Also insisted on being
called Walter.

He kept to himself.  He had a toy railroad that he kept in
the basement where his office was.  It was mostly made of
Legos.  It was a tradition for kids to bring him pieces to add
to it.  By this time, it was pretty big and took up much of
the basement, one of the men told him.  They had recently been
back for a reunion and part of the tour was the basement to see the
train set the whole college had contributed to.  

Once Owen got on campus, he was directed around to the side of
one of the buildings.   There was a door leading inside
just to the right of the chimney.  He opened it and called for
Walter.  No answer so he stepped through.  It was dark
but he could see pipes leading off so he followed the pathway that
ran alongside.  He let out a yell for Walter once in a while
just so he didn’t surprise the man.  He wanted him happy when
he talked to him.  Not good to rile up an expected killer.

Finally, he came to the end of the walkway and rounded a
corner.  There in front of him was the most elaborate and
massive small train set he had ever seen.  It was a whole town
right there in the middle of this gigantic basement.  He could
only stare.  It was so big and detailed it was hard to focus
your eyes on just one part.  It was also hard to see anything
else in the room.  Like the man with the raised shovel that
was approaching him. 

He caught the downward movement just in time and the shovel hit
his leg as he was jumping out of the way.  It hit hard but he
didn’t think the leg was broken.  He screamed and crawled
under the train table.  The shovel came at him sideways and
missed his head by mere inches, crashing into the table leg and
rocking the whole structure.  Few more hits like that and the
whole thing would come crashing down, he thought.

“Walter, take it easy.  I don’t want to have to shoot
you.  I just came to talk,” he yelled from under the
table. 

He heard shuffling, then “I know what you want, Copper.  I
saw you watching me the other day and asking about me.  Didn’t
figure you’d find me so quick, though.  I was clever. 
What gave me away,” Walter asked much to Owen’s astonishment. 
That was an easy confession.  Now all he had to do was survive
it.

“Let me out and we’ll talk about it.” 

More shuffling.  This time moving to the other side of the
table.

“Com’ on out.”

He slowly crawled out from under the table and stood up.

The man before him was old, probably in his early
eighties.  So much for accurate profiling.  Gnarled skin,
balding gray hair, stooped over with a shovel in one hand and a
bent cane in the other.  He wasn’t going anywhere fast so Owen
relaxed and put his gun away.

Walter sat and began to talk.  Stanley was special he told
him.  He was smart and didn’t have the attitude of so many of
the young people on campus during those years.  He really got
to know him and really got to love him.  He was the only
person Walter had ever loved and he was taken away by those stupid
Feasanton Club boys.

Walter didn’t know at first what had happened.  He started
looking into it when he got back from vacation but fell at the
flour mill that first night and broke his hip.  That put a
damper on his investigation and he had almost resigned himself to
never knowing what happened.

It was at the reunion last year that it finally clicked what
happened.  He saw the twelve Feasanton Club boys together and
remembered seeing them with Stanley that night as he was heading
home.  He didn’t know why he didn’t remember that until
then.  It just didn’t dawn on him to link the two together
until he saw the boys at the reunion surrounding some younger kid,
laughing.  Then his memory kicked in. 

He finally was able to start planning his revenge.  It
wasn’t good enough that the boys responsible should pay, they had
to learn what it was like to lose the one they loved which is when
he came up with the idea of killing the sons and branding
them.  They were easy targets for an old man.  Walter had
found out that it took Stanley three hours to die so he figured he
could pamper the boys for three days then kill them.  One day
for every hour of Stanley’s life. 

He brought them all here, fed them and let them play with the
train.  No one ever came down here anymore.  He gestured
to the wall where a chain with leg cuff was strung indicating that
was where the boys were kept.  The cuff was covered in light
fur which explains why there was no mark on their ankles. 

Then, when the three days were up, he put the boys in the
furnace.  It was airtight.  He gave them a light sedative
that he’d been prescribed for his hip so they just went to sleep
and never woke up.  The initials were so the men would know
who was doing this to them.  The men could never tell the
police it was Walter but he wanted to make sure they knew it was
for Stanley.  He then disposed of the little bodies where they
could be found precisely at 5:00 pm; the time that Stanley was put
in the flour bin.

Four boys died all for the love of a boy named
Stanley.

THE END
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OTHER BOOKS BY SUE
OWEN

Wizard of Time (Chasing History)

 

Josh, Digger and Meri were rudely ported out of their
time and far into the future by the Wizard of Time. King Arthur’s
sword, Excalibur, is missing from its timeline. Without the sword
in its proper place in history, everything from that point forward
could change. Josh and his new found friends must find a way to
return the sword to Arthur that won’t upset the timeline. However,
the Bard’s have other plans. They want to rule time. They would do
anything to stop the return of the sword. Is it murder to eliminate
a timeline so that person was never born?

Check out companion book "Josh" available free on
author's blog site bit.ly/jxvWSK

Follow Josh and his friends back in time to Camelot.
Meet the Lady in the Lake, the King’s nephew and Merlin. Rejoice as
things go right and cry when a dear friend is erased from time. Did
they do something wrong? Can it be fixed or was the sword's return
the catalyst to the world’s demise?

Defender of Time (Chasing History)

 

The Wizard of Time trio reunites to get Gertie's
timeline restored.  Guinevere, Queen of Briton must forsake
her husband and crown and fall in love with Lancelot, producing
Jennifer, Gertie's Great something grandmother.  An enchanted
mirror holds the secret but how to get it back to Guinevere to
unite it with the magic necklace without arousing
suspicion?

Their first attempt proves disastrous.  Meri gets
kidnapped and taken far away from Josh, Digger and all she knows.
 Her magic limits are tested and she's presented with a
shocking ultimatum.  Die or change history with unforeseeable
results.  How can she do either?

Beginning with Audra's story, then Meri's exploits,
continue traveling with the trio until they can re-write the
history someone else changed.  But chasing history is not an
easy or one sided journey.  When they get back, they find the
Wizard of Time is gone and there's no one watching history anymore.
 He's forgotten who he is.  Can they persuade him to
leave his loving wife and take up the chase again?

 

 




SILVER BELLS

By

CACTUSROSE

 

Robin Sweetwater was facing her first solo Christmas. 
With the love of her life missing in action, her creative muse was
ash - balderdash.  Life wasn’t worth living until she found a
tiny silver chest and illustrated her Christmas list, discovering
the magic that exists in an extraordinary moment…

 

Even before she turned the corner, Robin was having a rotten
holiday.

The afternoon air was cool and crisp on her cheeks as they
turned to enter the second floor hospitality center at Christy’s
Emporium in downtown Madrigal Bay.  Today’s weather wasn’t the
best, but it was warm and cozy inside.

Only a few days remained until Christmas, and Robin hadn’t even
begun to shop.  Life was feeling much too ordinary.  She
wondered if she would ever regain her vitality.

“Ordinary life has a magic of its own, Robin,” insisted her
friend.  “Although I must admit, it’s pretty easy to miss
seeing what we’re accustomed to having all the time.  
Look at what’s happening here today, for instance.”

“What do you mean, Velvet?”  Calling herself naïve was an
understatement, but Robin always thought it best to ask when she
didn’t understand.

“Well, listen to those around you.  There are at least a
hundred people gathered around the tree.  How are they are
talking?  Really pay attention to their accents, dialects, and
voices.  What do they tell you?  Paint their
characters.  Describe them to me.  What do you hear and
see, girl?”

Robin listened for a few seconds.  “They sound tired,
excited and desperate all at once.  I heard language that I
didn’t understand.  Cross-cultural communications isn’t really
my forte.  There was another voice, too.  It sounded
strange, like it came from a child with a grownup tongue speaking
in broken English.  Who was that?”  She glanced
surreptitiously around the lobby at holiday celebrants gathered to
usher in the season by singing in the Silver Bells holiday
parade.

Just then Robin felt a tug at her coat hem.  She glanced
down.  No one was there.  When it happened again, she
paid attention as a hand shot out behind a philodendron planter so
fast it was a disappearing blur.  She knelt and peeked under
the towering display.   Seeing nothing there but
poinsettias and decorations, she groped blindly along the floor
tiles with bare fingers.  Wait!  Yes…something
was there.

“Have you seen my glasses, Velvet?”

“Sure.  Here, catch them.”

A case flew the air and landed at Robin’s feet.

“Jiminy, Criminy!  Be careful!”  As soon as she donned
the specs she noticed the small box snugged tightly in a recess at
the flowerpot base.  “Look at this!“

“What have you there, Robbie? A thimble?”

“No, I think it’s a tiny chest made of pewter, or silver that
needs polishing.”  After a few seconds of struggling to open
the lid, she called out, “I can’t seem to open it.  Do you
have a file in your bag?”

“Now what makes you think I carry the whole dang medicine
cabinet with me?” grumbled the older woman, but she looked
anyway.  “Well, what d’ya know?  Here you go!” 
Velvet might be pushing forty, but she was as feisty a friend as
anyone could want.

With a quick motion and only a slight cringe, Robin caught the
file before it caused her any permanent damage.  “Do that
again and I’ll tell Father Christmas all about you!” she teased,
but inside she was excited about finding a good mystery to
solve.

Jiggling and jimmying the box cover loosened the latch, and it
finally gave way.

“There’s something inside!”

“Shhh,” cautioned Vel.  “Let’s go over there, honey.” 
She motioned to an alcove with a marble-topped table, where large
plants would conceal an occupant who was watching the parade pass
below from warmer quarters than the thirty frosty degrees
outside.  “I’ll save a seat while you find our drinks.”

Robin reached for a pair of steaming mugs from the complimentary
buffet.  A rich aroma of decadent dark chocolate titillated
her taste buds long before she plopped the cups on the alcove
table.

Thanksgiving was past, and shoppers were out in droves. 
Velvet tapped her fingers impatiently.  “I wish we could
afford to join that crowd of shoppers below.  My
granddaughters would love to find something new under their holiday
tree.  Wouldn’t you?”  Without pausing for an answer, she
took a tiny bottle from her pocket and poured half the contents in
her cup. “What?  It’s medicinal!  Do you want some?”

“Of course I do.  Where did you find it?”  When she
received no answer she accepted the vial.  “Oh, it’s that
missing Grand Marnier from your son’s Halloween party isn’t
it?  Mmmm…orange and boody-licious!”  Robin spiked her
own chocolate and inhaled its rich scent.

“Well, aren’t you going to open the box before Christmas?” 
Velvet wasn’t very patient when it came to solving a mystery.

“Surely, magpie!  I hope it’s something…oh, magical. 
I need some sort of spark to fire my imagination.  It’s been a
year since I’ve painted a picture or written a story and my editor
is frantic.  A good muse; that would do it.  Let it be
called divine intervention if necessary, or my guardian angels all
congregating at one time to force me to pick up that paintbrush
with fresh inspiration.”  Then she chuckled, sending musical
vibrations rocketing into the lobby.  “With my luck, it’s
probably a scavenger hunt clue.  Maybe the person who left it
is watching us, laughing at his little joke.  Much as I love
treasure hunts I don’t feel li…”

Whatever it was that dropped from the box the next moment sent
little sparks of electricity charging through the booth and
ricocheting off the ceiling tiles.

“Do you see what I see?  It looks like a…  It
IS!  It’s a diamond.  I know one when I see it!  My
engagement ring was cut the same way – marquise, with a thousand
sparkling facets.”  Excitedly, Robin retrieved the
stone.  “I know we need money, but I couldn’t sell something
that possessed such great beauty,” she frowned, fear breaking
through her enthusiasm.  “There must be a better answer to our
dilemma.”

“What’s wrong, Robbie?  Why doesn’t this gift make you
happy?  It would me,” she chided.  Then her expression
sobered.  “Oh, I’m sorry, sweetie, I forgot.  It’s
Charles, isn’t it?

“Yes.  I’ve heard nothing new.  I suppose you could
say no news is good news, but I’m concerned about him, Vel. He’s
still missing in action.”  Confiding brought her more pain
than release. “I’m so worried I can’t sleep anymore.  See the
circles under my eyes?”

“Not really.  You hide it well, but we’ve all been
wondering.  There, now child, have a good cry, that’s a smart
girl.   Here, take a tissue.”  Velvet rummaged again
and came up with a handful of hankies.

“I’m okay,” snuffled Robin.  “I’m sure Charlie is,
too.  What do you say we polish this little box? It looks like
it could use some loving attention.”

Accepting a soft cotton handkerchief, Robin rubbed the metallic
surface until she saw her reflection.  Some finer quality of
the love she lavished freed its hidden contents, because they began
to drop in her lap.

“What’s this?”  She held a tiny folded piece of silk to the
light.  “I need that fingernail file again.  There’s a
message inside!”

Indeed, there was.  The moment she unwrapped the miniature
envelope a faded paper unfurled to life size.

“How enchanting!  I have powers I don’t recognize, or the
vellum was dehydrated.  Vellie, where are those glasses
again?”

“Here, give it to me.  I don’t need help to read small
print.”  Suddenly Velvet was fully engaged in the quest. 
“Why, it’s a poem, Robin.  This isn’t meant for my eyes; I
think you’d better read it yourself.  Here, your glasses fell
in the flowerpot.”

Grateful for her friend’s watchful assistance, Robin read:

Lift up thy eyes, oh disbeliever

For Father Christmas waits above

It’s time to grant a wish forever,

A missing person’s treasure trove…

 

Join me on the floating garden

Tenth Silver bell, Christmas Parade

O’Malley’s Easel begs your pardon,

Bring your brush, and no charades.

 

Complete your grownup Christmas List

Illustrate with pens and paint

Capture love, a flick of your wrist,

And turn this jewel into a Saint.

Surely, love will find you now…

 

“It was the elf that left the box, wasn’t it?  Well, he’s
missing, all right.  When I find him I’ll show him what
happens to anyone who puts me through this.  First the run-by
diamond-dropper tempts me with a fake stone and a long list of
tasks, and then he hides in the greenery.  I’ll bet he works
for Christy’s Emporium.  Do I look that vulnerable, Val? 
Well, I won’t bite anyway.”

“Yes, you will, Robin.  I know you better than you know
yourself.  Your parents and I were friends before you were
born, and I’ve been around all your life.  Listen to yourself,
talking about elves as if you’ve known a few. You’re an intrepid
explorer.”

“So that’s it, then?  It’s just a bunch of poetic clues, at
the end of which love miraculously appears?”

“Maybe, but it sounds like more.  You’re close to breaking
down, my dear.  Gain a little perspective.  Guess
what!  I have the perfect paper for you with ‘Robin’ written
across the top.”  Vel rummaged in her bag and offered her
favorite pen with a flourish. “Have a go.”

“Go where? The only place I’m going is upstairs.”  She
pushed her chair under the table.  “I need to see Father
Christmas!”

“That can wait.  Besides, I don’t think that’s what the
poem means.  I think it refers to a deeper spiritual center
than Santa.  Either that, or Santa’s fairies and elves are
really the spirit in disguise.  Now sit back down and
write.  Tell us what you really want for Christmas.”

Robin gnawed and gnashed for what seemed like ten minutes. 
She knew Vel wouldn’t let her off the hook.  Finally she
folded the paper so the inside couldn’t be seen and jotted down a
word or two before driving her teeth marks into the pen shaft in an
attempt to concentrate further.  She rose and stared out the
window at preparations taking place along the parade route. 
After a few minutes she returned and wrote steadily for another
five.

“I’m ready, Vel. I have the travel watercolor palette I always
carry with me, but I don’t suppose you have colored pens, do
you?”

“Of course.  I always carry those.  Writers need to be
ready at the drop of a hat whenever the muse strikes.  Color
is more fun than black.  Here, Robin.”  Velvet tossed a
plastic sleeve of six pens across the table.  “I’ll go get
water for the paints.”

It took over an hour and Velvet’s mad dash for two
cheeseburgers, but Robin finished.  She held the paper aloft
for approval.

Vel gasped.  There was only one item on the list.  All
the rest was a beautiful painting of hands linked around a
Christmas tree, each element outlined in a different color of
ink.  “If you’re done, let’s go see Father Christmas. 
Are you ready?”

They trudged up the stairs together because the escalator had
taken a Christmas holiday.  When they reached the room where
St. Nicholas was earlier, the room was clean.

“Well, so much for that.  Here, tuck the painting in this
sack I found and we’ll watch the parade.  Maybe he’ll hold
another session afterward.”

********

For fifteen minutes they waited outside, shivering, their hot
chocolate steadily cooling in thin paper cups.  “I can’t
believe the parade will have a garden float in this freezing
weather,” Robin quipped.  “Maybe that part was symbolic and
refers to a garden of verse or a gardening tractor.”

Finally the parade approached.  By now they were shuffling
up and down to stay warm.  Velvet ducked in a nearby store for
a second, and when she returned it was underway.

“Are you counting, Robin?  What did the poem tell you to
select, the ‘Tenth Silver Bell?’  Do you have your brushes
handy?”

“I’m all set.  But I wonder what that elf wants me to
do?  Paint in front of everyone?”

“I doubt it.  Just get ready.  Here it comes…one and
two have passed, three, four…”

“Five looks like a tractor carrying high school
cheerleaders.  Do you suppose he wants me to join them?”

“No, Robin…six, seven, eight…”

“Nine.  Say, what is this?”  The tenth float was
silver and gold with a three-piece combo playing a wild, swooping
waltz.  That couldn’t possibly be right.  As it drew
closer, Robin saw a small arch in the middle covered with several
varieties of white roses.  Silver, gold, and white were all
she saw.  Was this the garden float?

“Look, Robin!  Inside the arch there is a… an easel. 
Maybe this is the right one.  We should know pretty soon.”

There was no time to think further.  The parade stopped
stock still with the silver float right in front of them, though
the combo continued to provide music as a folding stairway flipped
into the air. The elf descended and walked straight toward Robin,
who was rooted to the cement like one of the statues in the nearby
office complex.

Suddenly someone grabbed her elbow.  Robin turned and
looked directly into the eyes of Father Christmas, who was still
attired in his vintage clothing.

“Would you like to accompany me on the ride, Robin?” he invited,
tugging gently at her elbow.  “Don’t forget to bring your
Christmas List!”

Numbly, she nodded.  When they were safely aboard the float
she was seated inside the arch facing the easel.

“Would you like to share your artwork, Robin?” asked her
midget-sized host.

What the heck, she’d come this far.  Where this was going,
she had no clue, but she handed him the sack containing the
painting.

“Do you still have the silver chest with its contents
intact?” 

Again she nodded mutely.

“If you’ll place the box on the easel ledge beside your brushes
we’ll clip the painting above.  I think you’ll understand
then,” suggested Father Christmas.

Once it was all in place and the cameras were rolling with every
eye in the city trained on her face, the parade resumed.  A
large screen placed above the downtown square fed the action to
eyes hungry for any sign that the scene was worth their
attention.

It was time.  Father Christmas put his arm around her
shoulders and flipped the easel pad to a pre-designated page. 
There, on a large glossy poster, was a remarkably thin sheet of
mirror.

She was mesmerized by her image.  No longer was she wearing
a coat and street clothes, but a sheer white gown trimmed in ermine
with a fiery tiara and diamonds cascading through her finely curled
hair.  She shivered, but did not feel cold. 

It was not the shock of seeing herself clad in Cinderella attire
that hypnotized her.  It was the second reflection, bending
over her, kneeling beside her, kissing her hands, her lips, her
eyelids, and suddenly she was lost in an entirely different time
and place where the clock stood still.  It was a place where
the little silver chest relinquished a diamond that perfectly fit
her ring, and her finger radiated the most brilliant light she had
ever seen.

And suddenly the world shifted back to the present as folks all
along the parade route began to clap and ring silver bells.

There was not a dry eye in Madrigal Bay that night. 
Although most spectators guessed the reason for media attention,
they were also hungry to see love personified in the eyes of two
separated lovers headed for a fairyland from which they hoped
nothing could ever break them apart again…not even war.

THE END
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KATE AND THE
IRISHMAN

By

MARY PAT HYLAND

 

Kate dubbed him The Irishman the first day he appeared across
the street from the five and dime where she was a waitress. It was
one of those oppressive July mornings, when you break into a sweat
just breathing. Yet, there was this man wearing a Donegal tweed cap
over his coarse white hair, a dark wool suit jacket with a white
buttoned-up Oxford shirt and brown corduroy pants. He leaned
against the former savings bank building, jotting something in a
small leather notebook. When she noticed the rucksack slung over
his shoulder, Kate figured that he was a professor just passing
through. He probably had just arrived by bus from New York City,
was visiting relatives in America and didn’t know how hot summers
could get upstate. Later that day it became obvious that this
wasn’t the case though; he was still standing there when her
boyfriend Tony picked her up after work.

She was studying creative writing at the university, so that’s
why it was easy for her to develop a characterization of whom he
was and where he came from. In fact, Kate sought out the waitress
job in downtown Binghamton because she figured she’d be able to
gather some great writing material by eavesdropping on diners.
Whenever she overheard a memorable quote, she’d jot it quickly in a
notebook tucked in her apron pocket. One time her boss Merlene saw
her writing and asked what she was doing. Kate replied she was just
tallying tips. She wasn’t lying. These were hard-earned story tips,
and the best ones came mainly from customers stopping in after
family court. They seemed oblivious of their fellow diners as they
poured out details of their lurid lives like coffee spilled across
a countertop, making customers lean away to avoid their stain.

During the noontime rush the next day, Kate glanced toward the
front window as she handed a customer his cheeseburger plate. She
saw that The Irishman had returned and was perched on a window
ledge of the empty bank building. A clay pipe dangled from his lips
as he wrote in the notebook. Kate smiled. Yes, she thought, he must
be a kindred spirit picking up scraps of conversation tossed about
him like crunched-up fast food bags. Kate wondered what type of
writer he was: mystery, thriller or perhaps a sci-fi
aficionado.

When Tony picked her up that night, Kate considered pointing out
The Irishman and sharing her theories. As soon as she got in the
car, however, Tony unleashed a stream of expletives about how lousy
the Mets were this season, and by the time he finally took a
breath, they had already turned onto State Street, looped past the
Arena and were heading toward home.

A few days later, one of the regular street characters called
The Boxer stopped at the lunch counter, his breath reeked of
fermented raisins but his speech sounded fairly coherent. He hadn’t
earned his nickname for pugilistic prowess. He earned it for his
prolific ability to create alleyway fortresses from grocery
boxes.

“K-K-K-Katy, beautiful Katy!” he said as he spun a counter stool
around then sat down.

“Hot enough for you, TB?” Kate asked, sliding a glass of ice
water toward him.

“Naw! My house has air conditioning. I stole one of these,” he
said grabbing a fork, “and poked holes in the ceiling.” He laughed,
setting off a brief coughing spell, and then grabbed a handful of
napkins from the dispenser to wipe away his phlegm. Kate tried not
to notice the dirt jammed under his fingernails as he counted
change he’d gotten for collecting cans out of the trash. “Gimme a
hot dog with extra onions.”

“You got it. Say, who’s that new guy?”

“What guy?”

“You know, across the street, by the bank.”

“You mean the one with the cap?” Kate nodded at The Boxer.

“The Lookout says he works for The Man and is making a list so
they can round us up come winter.” (Soon after starting her job,
Kate learned that The Lookout was the unelected leader of
downtown’s street people. His usual post was just outside the
store’s front door.)

On her lunch hour, Kate left to pick up a prescription for her
father. Instead of simply walking to the drugstore down the block,
she crossed at the stoplight and made her way to the other side of
the street so she could get a closer look at The Irishman. Just
then a street cop began chatting with him and when she neared, they
started laughing. Maybe The Lookout was right—he was a
cop, or a Fed of some sort. Was he keeping an eye on drug traffic?
She glanced around at the benches near the bank, hoping she could
find a place to sit and eavesdrop on their conversation, but they
were all occupied by pigeons. Kate sighed and continued walking so
she wouldn’t be conspicuous to either of the men.

The Irishman was there every day when she arrived and left work,
always in the same place. Her writer’s curiosity got the better of
her, and over the next couple months, Kate pressed any customer she
could for clues about him.

“My dad wants a wool cap from Ireland just like that guy’s
wearing across the street. You don’t happen to know his name, do
you?” she asked one of the family court lawyers who stopped in on
Wednesdays.

“Never seen him before,” he said holding out his coffee cup for
a refill.

“Really? That’s weird. He seems to be there all the time.”

“Lady, if you knew how many people file through my office in a
given week then you’d understand why I don’t recognize him. I’d
like a piece of the peach pie when you get a chance.”

Kate wondered how it was possible for anyone who worked downtown
to not notice him. Unlike the most of the street people, The
Irishman always dressed neatly with a certain European flair. He
must have a fascinating life story, and she was desperate to find
out what his secrets were. But when she tried asking others about
him— the hair stylist, the dental hygienist, the owner of the
pocketbook boutique and even her boss, Merlene—the answer was
always the same: never noticed him before. Was he invisible to
everyone except her? At least the street people were acutely aware
of his presence, although they feared what he represented as winter
neared.

One frosty October morning Kate felt a tug on her coat sleeve as
she opened the front door. “Could you spare a cup of coffee, Kate?”
The Lookout asked with his hands dug deeply into his Buffalo Bills
jacket.

“I’ll see what I can do, TL.” Kate pointed across the street.
“Do you think he’d like one, too?”

The Lookout’s eyes grew wide as he combed back his greasy gray
hair with his hand. “I don’t trust that fella. Always writing stuff
in that book. Said ‘hi’ one day but he just ignored me. Ain’t never
seen him at the shelter, either. Gotta be a cop.”

“You really think so? Wouldn’t they issue him a winter jacket
and gloves?”

The Lookout leaned toward Kate and whispered. “I think he’s a
CIA operative. Knew plenty like him in Nam.”

Inside the store a handful of customers browsed the aisles.
Merlene wasn’t at the counter, so Kate poured coffee in a Styrofoam
cup for The Lookout and added four packets of sugar—the way he
liked it. She started to pour a cup for The Irishman, but wondered
if he’d prefer tea. How do the Irish drink tea, she wondered, with
cream or lemon? She decided to just make it black, then put the
lids on both cups, rung up the sales—paying with her own money—and
went outside. The Lookout was most grateful.

“Four sugars, hon?” Kate nodded at him.

“I’m going to do some investigative work for you. Be right
back.”

When Merlene looked out the store window and saw her waitress
bringing tea to the homeless man across the street, she was
furious.

“Get in here, Kate!” she yelled from the door. “I’m not paying
you to feed these street people!” The Lookout spit on the sidewalk
right by Merlene’s feet. She shooed him away with her burly
hands.

Kate was frustrated, because she’d just reached The Irishman and
was hoping for a brief conversation. The best she could do was hand
off the cup of tea and smile. “This is for you.” He had ice-blue
eyes and flashed a curious, childlike smile that brought her some
joy as she crossed the street to her growling boss.

“It’s OK, Merlene, I paid for it. You can check the
register.”

“Yeah, but you’re on my dime! Go re-punch in! I’m not paying you
for socializing.”

“It’s so cold out! I just thought those guys….”

“There will always be those guys outside here, hon. They don’t
pay your salary, though. Do they?”

“That’s not the point….” Kate knew she should just shut up and
do what Merlene said. She couldn’t afford to lose this job. Drat,
she was so close.

One day in early November she was stacking takeout cartons under
the lunch counter when she heard mewing. “What the heck?” It
sounded as if a cat might be trapped in one of the cupboards. She
crouched low and opened all the doors, one by one. Nothing was
moving inside. Maybe it snuck in the front door and was walking
down an aisle. As soon as she stood up, her eyes beheld an elderly
woman with jet black hair, skim milk skin, cerise rouged cheeks and
two giant flowers made of aurora borealis rhinestones stuck in her
hair. Her Gloria Swanson eyebrows rose in tandem as she smiled and
whispered, “Yes, I’m a cat. What’s your name?”

“Uh, I’m Kate.”

“May I have a saucer of milk and some tuna salad, please?”

“Huh? Um…sure…,” she said slowly, backing away.

Kate turned to place the order and Merlene started laughing.

“Lucky you. I haven’t had to wait on The Cat Lady in months.
Heard she was up at the Psych Center. She must’ve been sprung.”

“She doesn’t really think that….”

“Yep. Give her the milk in a coffee cup. I don’t want her
licking the counter.”

Kate poured a cup of milk and brought it over to The Cat
Lady.

“I love your jewelry,” she said, setting the cup on the counter.
“It’s very…sparkly.”

“Thank you, Kate. My boyfriend likes it too.”

Kate smirked slightly, wondering if this woman’s better half
thought he was a dog.

“He’s waiting for me across the street. See him over there by
the bank?”

Oh no, Kate thought. Does she mean The Irishman? This story
twist was so wrong. He should be dating a poet or a cellist, not a
feline wannabe.

“Are you sure? You mean the one with the Irish cap?”

“His name is Francis. He has a cat named Murphy. I’m glad he
likes cats. Tee-hee! Mew! Mew!”

“Where is he from?” Kate asked.

The Cat Lady rolled her eyes toward the window. “I told you,
over there.”

“He doesn’t live by the bank. That’s where he spends his day. I
mean, where does he go home to at night?”

“His apartment is upstairs, above the ballroom. He says you can
hear the orchestra playing downstairs all night, so he doesn’t get
much sleep. Do you know who was playing there last weekend? Benny
Goodman!”

Benny Goodman…ballroom…it took Kate a few minutes to process
what the woman was saying. She was disappointed that instead of
finally learning this man’s identity, The Cat Lady’s delusional
mind was fabricating a romantic tale about him. What got her is
that Kate could imagine The Irishman having a name like
Francis. Something like Francis Patrick O’Neil would suit him, she
thought. His real name is probably something like Alexander Hudy.
“Oh well,” Kate sighed.

The Cat Lady returned a few days before Thanksgiving, her mewing
alerting Kate that she wanted to be served. “My boyfriend Francis
is taking me to dinner on Thanksgiving at the high school. Should I
wear gloves and a fancy hat, Kate?”

“Do you mean the dinner the students put on?”

“Yes. We’re going to have turkey and all the trimmin’s. Should I
wear my mink stole?”

“Oh, yes, that would be quite elegant. I’m sure you have some
lovely jewelry to go with your outfit.”

Before she left, The Cat Lady tucked a little catnip mouse
purloined from Aisle 3 under the plate and then wandered out
without paying for her lunch. The Boxer held the door for her then
came over to the counter singing “K-K-K Katy.”

“Hi, TB, what can I get ya?”

“Gimme a cup of the turkey noodle and some water. Boy, The Cat
Lady seems happy these days now that she’s got a new
boyfriend.”

Kate spun around.

“She really has a boyfriend?”

“Yeah, that guy across the street. The Lookout still won’t talk
to him. He thinks he’s tracking our every move in that notebook and
soon we’re all going to be carted off to the old prison at Camp
Pharsalia to make license plates for the governor all winter.”

“They can’t do that. What grounds would they have to take you
away?”

“Somethin’ about Homeland Security.”

“She called him Francis. Is that really his name?”

“Yeah, either that or Fred. Can’t remember. Are you going to the
Thanksgiving dinner at the school, too? It’s not just for people
like us. I could bring you as my date.”

Kate smiled at him. The poor guy. If life had only been kinder
to him, and the vodka bottle farther than his reach, he’d probably
be building condos or heck, designing them.

“Actually, my boyfriend and I volunteered to help serve the
meal.”

Why did she say that? Because of her obsession with The
Irishman, now she’d have to convince Tony that they’d be late to
his mother’s Thanksgiving dinner. She imagined herself saying to
his mom, “Sorry, Palma, we’re going to be serving the homeless
tonight.” This would of course also involve Kate telling Tony who
The Irishman was and her various theories about his identity. Tony
wasn’t overly enthused with her major—how was she really
going to earn a living with that degree—so convincing him would be
very, very difficult. All of this would have to be achieved within
a matter of days.

“You volunteered us for what? We’re doing this why? My mother’s
going to freak!” His response was pretty much what she expected.
Somehow, she did convince him, and soon they were standing in the
school cafeteria waiting for the Thanksgiving guests.

The Lookout and The Boxer arrived together. Kate waved at them
when they came through the door, but The Boxer saw Tony and turned
the other way.

“What’s keeping him?” Kate whispered to Tony an hour later.

“Don’t you think this is kind of creepy? It’s like you’re
stalking this homeless guy, Kate. I feel so fake volunteering here
with all these good people when your motive is to just get some ID
off a street person.”

“Oh come on, this is an adventure. I bet The Irishmen would get
a kick out of us doing this. What I would give to be able to read
that notebook of his. Can you imagine all the fascinating things
he’s observed and recorded in it?”

“If you read it and found a good story idea in it, would you use
it?” Tony asked as he plopped some sweet potatoes on a guest’s
plate.

Kate grinned and nodded.

“You know, that would be stealing, don’t you?” Tony said.

“Maybe not stealing, I mean, who knows how he would write the
complete story based on his notes.”

“You’re one weird chick, Kate!”

Just then she saw a flash of mink come through the door and her
heart started to pound. This was it. She’d finally get to meet The
Irishman. The Cat Lady’s rhinestone pins sparkled gloriously under
the cafeteria’s fluorescent lights.

“Cat Lady, twelve o’clock,” Kate whispered to Tony.

“Oh, wow, even better than you described.” He winked at her.
Kate kept looking toward the doorway for the familiar Donegal tweed
cap, but The Irishman never showed up. After a half hour, she took
a break from the serving line and went over to visit her street
people friends.

“You’ve gotta have the pumpkin pie, Kate,” The Boxer said.
“Better than Merlene’s, but don’t tell her I said that.”

“I won’t, TB. You and TL look very handsome tonight,” Kate said.
“And Cat Lady, you are simply a vision,” Kate said. “Where’s that
boyfriend of yours?”

“What boyfriend?”

“She means Francis, dummy!” The Boxer said in a sharper tone
than he meant.

“He’s gone.”

“Gone?” Kate asked.

“I peeked in the window of his apartment building and the
ballroom and orchestra are gone, too!”

“Hmph! His mission is complete. The Camp Pharsalia bus will be
waiting after they round us up tomorrow, I bet,” The Lookout said.
“How’s that for a Black Friday? Eat up friends! This will be the
last decent meal we get until spring.”

Kate was far sadder over the news than The Cat Lady who purred
as she lapped creamer out of a coffee cup. Oh no, Kate thought,
what if he’s gone for good? What if I never find out the truth
about him?

“I can’t believe I let you talk me into this stunt, Kate,” Tony
said as they drove to his mother’s house. “That food was awful.
Green beans should be green and snappy, not grey and floppy.”

“Hey, if you had no money or home, that would have tasted like a
fine gourmet meal.”

“I don’t think so.”

“At least we did something nice for the less fortunate.
Right?”

“The topper was your character’s no-show. Wish you could have
seen your face when you found out he wasn’t coming. Priceless!”

Ow, she thought, that meanness was uncalled for. Their “stunt”
was harmless. She considered it a form of research for the short
story she had to write by the end of semester. Kate already decided
it would be about The Irishman, but she was still looking for a few
clues to help her develop his character and life story.

On Monday she was happy to still see The Lookout standing in
front of the store.

“Guess the Camp Pharsalia bus never showed up. That’s good,
right?”

The Lookout sniffed and turned his head toward her. “I seen it
parked among the buses behind the high school. They’re waiting for
a time when we least expect it. One day you’ll show up at work,
Kate, and we’ll all be gone.”

Poor man, Kate thought. She wished she could say something that
would sooth his irrational fears, but words wouldn’t come.

“Still no sighting of Francis?”

The Lookout shrugged his shoulders and sniffed. “I heard the
dealers snuffed him. Thought he was a narc. Dumped his body in the
Chenango River, I bet.”

A sudden gust of wind laden with flurries circled them, and
Kate’s teeth chattered as she thought of The Irishman facing a
horrible, watery demise. Oh how she hoped that The Lookout’s words
weren’t true.

The dark days and plummeting temperatures deepened the loss she
felt for The Irishman. She longed to look up from the lunch
counter, through the front window and see him standing there again,
winter coat pulled close around his neck and smiling as he wrote
beautiful prose in his notebook. Now that Christmas shoppers
brought some bustle to the sidewalks, he’d have plenty more story
ideas to jot down. Would he weave in the aroma of roasting salt
peanuts from the nearby candy store? Would he wax on about the
beauty of crystal snowflakes falling softly on the courthouse lawn?
She wondered what his pipe tobacco smelled like. A sudden rush of
ideas came to her and she pulled out the notebook from her apron,
leaned on the counter and let a story flow from her pen onto the
paper. It was late afternoon and the store was dead. Kate was so
excited as the story took shape. Yes, she thought, even just
memories of The Irishman could inspire her.

A police officer came in and ordered a cup of coffee and some
chili. When Kate handed him his meal, she realized he was the same
cop who was talking with The Irishman that day in July.

“Say, I was wondering, do you know whatever happened to the guy
who used to stand across the street by the bank all day?”

“You mean the old guy? Francis?” Wow, she thought, it
was his name.

“Yes, that’s the one. Where is he?”

“His sister Thelma found him living down here and brought him
back home to Pharsalia.”

Kate’s eyes widened. “Camp Pharsalia?”

The police officer chuckled. “Guess The Lookout has been bending
your ear. He tends to scramble up things. Naw, Francis lives in the
town, not the prison. And tell TL, when you get a chance, there’s
still a seat for him on the bus. Hah-hah!” Kate laughed nervously.
“Hey, I’m just kiddin’, hah-hah!”

“Phew! I didn’t think that rumor was true, but, well, they do
stand out there all day observing things.”

“Yeah, like The Cat Lady observed Benny Goodman in the bank
across the street.”

“Was she really dating Francis?”

The cop nearly spit out his coffee. “Don’t know how she could
when she was dating George Bush, Bing Crosby and Alex Trebek all at
the same time.”

“Talk about jeopardy,” Kate said. She just knew that The Cat
Lady wasn’t The Irishman’s type. “You know, I always wanted to peek
at his notebook and see what he was writing.”

The officer leaned on the counter toward her. “I know. A couple
of times I tried to get a good look at his notes, but he’d always
close it as soon as I got near. I’m like, man, just give me a
little peek. It was killin’ me.”

“I know! I’m a writer, and ever since July I’ve been trying to
figure out the story of his life. Don’t know why he’s fascinated me
so.”

The cop smiled at her and turned his head to the side. “You
know, that’s something I’ve always wanted to do. My dad wouldn’t
hear of it. Get a real job, he said. But I tell ya, there really
are so many stories on these streets. You know The Boxer? He’s got
an MFA in architecture from Syracuse.”

“Get out!” Kate said, her eyes wide with shock. She grabbed the
notebook from her apron and clicked her pen to write that down.

“Hah-hah! Look at you! You could be Francis’s daughter.”

“I take that as a compliment, Officer.”

“Call me Mike, the name’s Mike Coleman.”

She extended her hand. “Kate Byron. Nice to meet you, Mike.”

That night, Kate went home and decided to finish her short story
about The Irishman. The few tips Officer Mike gave her were the
catalyst she needed. Tony was mad that she canceled going to the
hockey game with him, but she knew the story couldn’t wait.

“You know, these tickets aren’t cheap.”

“Call one of your buddies.”

“Yeah, I just might do that, Kate,” he said, hanging up on
her.

She typed the last word of the story at midnight. It was hard
keeping up with the rush of words once she started it. It all came
together so perfectly and she felt the satisfaction that a jigsaw
puzzle enthusiast feels tapping the last of a thousand pieces into
place. A gust of wind rattled her window, and Kate’s thoughts
turned immediately to her street people. She hoped The Boxer had
duct taped his air conditioning holes in his sprawling cardboard
labyrinth behind the pizzeria. The Cat Lady was probably tucked in
her bed at the Y, visions of Alex Trebek kisses floating in her
head. The Lookout might be making his last rounds around downtown
to see that all his fellow street residents were accounted for.

Kate climbed into bed and her thoughts turned to The Irishman.
He was either snug in his bed right now or sitting by a fireplace,
pipe in his mouth as he jotted the finishing notes to his story.
Would there be a happy ending? Right before she closed her eyes,
she thought of that nice Officer Mike and fell asleep with a smile
on her face. 

She had to work Christmas Eve and Tony was annoyed that she
didn’t ask for the night off. His mother was making the seven
fishes for dinner. His father liked to eat the fried smelts right
away or else they’d be too greasy and give him indigestion. If they
waited for Tony to pick her up at eight and bring her over, it
would be too late.

“I’ll catch the bus home. Go ahead and start without me,” she
said. He sounded angry on the phone.

“Where’s this relationship goin’, Kate? You know, I’m not
feelin’ the love anymore. It’s like I’m giving my all and you’re,
well, you’re just off in dreamland writing stories about imaginary
people.”

“Is this about Christmas dinner or is this about my writing,
Tony?” Now she was ticked.

“Maybe it’s about Teresa Colavita. She sat next to me at the
hockey game the other night and, well, she’s looking pretty good
these days.”

“What? Are you breaking up with me or something?”

“No, I mean, I saw Teresa today and kind of invited her to
dinner.”

“You what?”

“She said yes.”

Kate slammed the phone receiver down and started to shake. What
happened? Just like that, she was single? Her parents told her this
morning they thought Tony might propose tonight. Part of her had
longed for that fairytale moment of seeing a sparkling diamond ring
reflect Christmas tree lights. But as the finality of what happened
settled in, she realized that deep down inside there was almost a
feeling of relief. She knew the truth. It wasn’t the way her life
was meant to be written. How would The Irishman write it? Kate
wondered if in his story, she’d spend the rest of her life
wandering in the shadows of downtown Binghamton. They’d call me The
Waitress, she thought, and I’d walk around wearing an apron, a
pencil over my ear and carry packets of Splenda in my pockets.

“Why are you crying?” Merlene asked in a rare moment of
sensitivity.

“Tony. We just broke up.”

“On Christmas Eve? What a jerk! You’re well rid of him,
hon.”

“Guess so.”

That morning before she left for work, Kate stuffed a backpack
with Christmas stockings for her street family. When work was over,
she walked around the block handing them out. She put a Bills knit
cap in the one she made for The Lookout. The Cat Lady’s included a
furry, huggable stuffed animal and a tube of pink lipstick. In The
Boxer’s stocking she placed a roll of duct tape and an aluminum
foil rescue blanket.

The Lookout seemed agitated when she handed him the stocking. “I
hear the Camp Pharsalia buses are going to show up on New Year’s
Day. They think no one will be paying attention, everyone will be
hung over. Do you think Merlene would let me sleep behind the
counter the night before, Kate?”

She put her hand on his shoulder. “Camp Pharsalia is closed.
There are no buses. There’s nothing to worry about. I spoke to
someone in authority about this.”

“So, you know people in the CIA?”

She nodded. “Merry Christmas, my friend,” Kate said and gave him
a brief hug.

It started to snow by the time she distributed them all and
trudged down Court Street to catch the last bus in front of the old
bank. Quiet blanketed the city in that way it does when low snow
clouds muffle the sound. As snow drifted onto the benches, Kate
collected her thoughts. Her parents had gone to her sister’s in
Syracuse to stay overnight. Of course Kate expected to be at Tony’s
house. Instead, she was alone on Christmas Eve, backpack slung over
her shoulder. No engagement ring awaited her. No chair was set for
her at a seven fishes feast. She thought of The Irishman and all of
those nights he must have felt the same aching loneliness she felt
now. Tears fell in the same slow rhythm of the snowflakes sparkling
under the streetlights like The Cat Lady’s rhinestones.

Kate wondered what made The Cat Lady think there was a ballroom
in the bank. She peered in the window by the ledge where The
Irishman used to sit and saw a checkerboard floor and huge
chandelier. There was a balcony, and Kate imagined that The Cat
Lady thought it was his loft apartment. Back by the far wall, yes,
that’s where Benny Goodman’s orchestra could play. She closed her
eyes and could hear his clarinet playing a mournful “Moonglow.”
Kate sighed and opened her eyes, as tears fell faster now. Oh, how
had her life changed so much, just because of one man she never
spoke with, she only observed and fantasized about? She sighed
deeper as she leaned against the ledge and wiped away tears.

“Benny’s soundin’ great tonight, don’t you think?”

She was startled to turn around and see a dark figure in front
of her, outlined by streetlight.

“Ah, ‘Moonglow,’ that’s my favorite Goodman tune. Care to dance,
Kate Byron?”

“Officer Mike?”

He took her hand, “I’m off duty now. It’s just Mike. C’mon. Go
for a spin?”

Kate laughed. “Here? Now? You’re crazier than I am.”

“Yeah, pretty much.”

As they danced to the music playing in their minds, Kate glanced
over his broad shoulder at a shadowy figure leaning against the
streetlight in front of the pharmacy. Was she mistaken or was he
writing something in a notebook?

THE END
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The Terminal Diner

 

"Men like pie." Who would know the truth behind those words
better than Elaina Brady's mother Maria? Months after she showed
her teenage daughter how to bake perfect pie and hours after
offering that culinary wisdom, Maria abandons Elaina, her sister
Dee Dee and their father Walt. All it took was a lingering, lusty
look from a Missoula trucker who stopped by their family's diner
and ordered a slice of lemon meringue. Maria hitches a ride west
with him, and with that impulsive decision, sixteen-year-old Elaina
loses her mother and gains a job baking pies at the
diner. 

A decade after Maria's departure, Elaina is still working at The
Terminal Diner, just around the bend from an upstate New York
airport. Her humdrum life is defined by pie-baking routine. Elaina
realizes painfully that all she still knows about the opposite sex
is summed up in the three last words her mother spoke to her. Then
one deceivingly beautiful morning in September 2001, horrifying
acts committed by terrorists a hundred miles away upset her world,
bringing new influences into her life and inspiring her to be like
her mother-impulsive. Will Elaina survive the consequences of her
actions?

This suspenseful story is the fourth novel by Amazon Top 100
bestselling author Mary Pat Hyland.

3/17

 

In this loose parody of Dante’s Inferno, four Irish traditional
musicians get lost in the backwoods of upstate New York the week
before St. Patrick’s Day. On the journey, the band descends through
nine hellish circles of American-style 3/17 revelry: Step-dancing
princesses. Bobbing shamrock headbangers. Green beer bacchanals.
Shillelagh-wavin’ geezers.

WARNING: Abandon hope, all ye corned beef-allergic who enter
here.
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