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Snowbound

Lizzy stared out her front window, unsure how to feel about the four-foot-tall snowdrifts decorating her yard. Holly made it out of town just in time. I wish I could have gone with her. Lizzy imagined basking in the Florida sun and sighed, then looked down at her miniature dachshund. “Let’s try the back.”

Mavis, already dressed in her warm winter coat, barked and pranced impatiently while Holly’s tiny kitten, Candy, trailed along, leaping into the air in an attempt to catch Mavis’s long wagging tail. They followed Lizzy to the back, where she grabbed Candy as Mavis shot through the French doors. 

The covered back porch was traversable, but the snow in the yard was much too deep and icy for the little dog. Leaving the kitten inside, Lizzy scanned the backyard before picking Mavis up and carrying her to the raised gazebo. 

The wind blew the snow from the west, creating a barrier on the left and an almost-clear patch on the right. She fell several times as the crusty snow broke under her feet, jarring her teeth and her back. As a potty spot, the gazebo wasn’t ideal, but it would do in an emergency. She set Mavis down on the frozen, snow-dusted dirt below the structure. 

“I’m sorry. I’ll shovel a better spot for you later.” Mavis ran back and forth around the space, sniffing carefully. “Hurry up, puppy. I’m freezing.”

Mavis finally assumed the position and remained for thirty seconds. Lizzy counted. 

“You must have been holding that for a while.” 

Mavis trotted back to Lizzy and wagged her tail. “Ahrooherer.”

“I hear you. It’s breakfast time, isn’t it.”

“Roherer.”

Candy was waiting for them, her tiny paws on the glass doors. Once back inside, Lizzy prepared their breakfast and placed the bowls on the floor. Having just recently graduated from formula, Candy went right to work on her food, but Mavis sat and stared at hers, thwacking the floor twice with her tail.

“My apologies, Your Majesty. Where is my head this morning?” Lizzy bent and gave Mavis a little neck-and-shoulder massage. “You good now?”

Mavis was busy eating.

After starting a pot of coffee and sticking an onion bagel in the toaster, Lizzy went into the living room to make a fire. She pondered her predicament and thought it would be more fun to experience her first blizzard with a friend. Between books, she had sunk into the weird phase that always hit when she finished one and hadn’t yet begun the next. She felt restless and bored. Holly’s absence and the snow only exacerbated the situation. 

She shuffled back into the kitchen for her breakfast and found Mavis watching her expectantly.

“Don’t even think about it. I just fed you.”

​
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THE STREETS OF HARPERSTOWN were quiet under a thick blanket of snow, the only sound emanating from the engine of Jason’s Ski-Doo superwide-track snowmobile. Although clothed in multiple layers of winter gear, he shivered. The loud growl of a chainsaw competed with the sound of his engine as he drove down Main Street and pulled up in front of Lizzy’s house. A short, stocky man unrecognizable under his snowsuit, cap, and goggles was using the saw to cut a notch at the base of Lizzy’s fifty-foot pine tree.

Jason eyed the soaring pine and the space between the two homes, then shut off his snowmobile and slogged through the snow, shouting, “Stop!” and waving his arms.

The man couldn’t hear him over the chainsaw, but Jason’s movements must have caught his eye. He cut the motor. “What?” he demanded with a scowl.

“You need a permit and tree-removal professionals for that.”

“I’m a licensed contractor. I guess I know how to cut down a tree.”

“It’s not your tree, and it’s dangerous. I’ll have to give you a fine if you continue.”

“Who are you? The tree police?” He revved up the saw and went back to work without waiting for an answer.

Jason didn’t waste any time. He trudged up Lizzy’s steps and pounded on her door.

When she opened it, he scanned her intelligent brown eyes and her disheveled blonde hair and realized he had missed her. “Grab Mavis and Candy and come with me. Some lunatic next door is cutting down your tree.”

Her thin lips formed a small O as she backed away from the door. Handing him Mavis and her doggy coat, Lizzy grabbed hers from the closet and shrugged into it as she left the entrance and called Holly’s kitten. 

In minutes, they were on the snowmobile, headed away from the house. Lizzy held on to Jason with one arm and Mavis with the other while keeping Candy tucked inside her coat. 

She leaned forward. “Brr. Where are we going?”

“Dave’s,” he hollered over his shoulder. “The diner’s closed, but he invited me for lunch. I hope that tree doesn’t fall on your house.”

“Can he do that? It’s in my yard.”

“Short of arresting him, I couldn’t stop him, but he’ll end up in court.”

“Who is he? I haven’t even met him yet.”

“I heard Ethel left her house to her brother.”

“Figures,” Lizzy muttered into his ear. 

Jason had to agree. Ethel Crocker, Lizzy’s former neighbor, had been a middle-aged widow with a penchant for peeping through windows and spreading gossip. 
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DISCOMBOBULATED TO say the least, Lizzy hadn’t expected anyone to stop by and certainly hadn’t anticipated being whisked away on a snowmobile. Vaguely worried about her neighbor and the tree, she was nevertheless pleased with the change of scenery. “Where is everyone?” she asked. “It’s like a ghost town.”

“The plows couldn’t keep up. Most people are hunkering down at home.”

“Have you been going in to work?”

“Yeah, but even the criminals are snowed in. We’ve been sitting around, watching movies between calls.” He pulled up next to several snowmobiles, parked diagonally where the curb might have been, and helped Lizzy dismount. 

Mavis barked at the wind and wagged her tail.

The dog was warming up to Dave and only barked twice when he opened the door for them. 

A beer stein in one hand and a broad smile that tempered his slightly sinister appearance, he welcomed them heartily. “Come on in out of the cold. I see you brought Mavis.”

“And Candy too,” Lizzy said, gently extracting the kitten from her coat.

“She’s so tiny. Can I hold her?” He extended a wide palm.

“Of course. I’m cat-sitting for Holly.”

Dave took the tiny ball of white fluff and held her close. “I have dogs, but I have to admit to a weakness for kittens. She’s a cutie.”

Mavis, protective of Candy, jumped on Dave’s leg and barked.

“Is she good with her?”

“She’s adopted her.”

Nodding, he put the kitten down next to Mavis. “We’ll have to be careful no one steps on her. Come on into the bar and let me get you a drink.”

Sergeant Barker was already seated at one of the round tables, next to a voluptuous young woman with long silky blonde hair and straight white teeth. 

“Jason. It’s been a long time. Why don’t you sit here, and we’ll catch up?” She patted the chair next to hers.

Jason gazed at her blankly.

“You remember Christine,” Dave said. “Christine, this is Lizzy, our newest resident.”

“Nice to meet you.” Lizzy extended her hand, but Christine ignored it, her perfectly made-up gray eyes focused on Jason. 

“You’re one of Holly’s school friends, right?” Jason nodded at Barker and helped Lizzy with her coat.

“Yes. I’m hoping to see her while I’m here. What’s she up to?”

“She’s on vacation.”

“No, I mean what’s she doing? Does she have a job?”

Jason’s eyebrows rose. “How long has it been?”

“Ages.” She patted the seat next to hers again.

Jason sat between Christine and Barker. Lizzy sat next to Dave on the opposite side of the table. Unlike the fifties-style Formica and black-and-white tiles that decorated the restaurant, the gleaming wood and comfy red chairs in the bar looked slightly more refined. They were designed to create a cozy, relaxed atmosphere where patrons could take their time and order lots of drinks.

Once they were all seated, Pearl, formerly Officer Rice, approached the table to take their orders. She seemed cheerful and friendly, but Lizzy wondered how she felt about waiting on her former boss.

“Coffee all around, Ms. Rice. Then why don’t you join us?”

She smiled at Dave and turned toward the bar, her chin-length brown curls bouncing.

“How’s she doing?” Jason asked.

“She’s great. Your loss is definitely my gain.” Dave grinned.

Rice returned with coffee and sandwiches and sat next to him. The soft knit sweater and jeans flattered her petite figure, and Lizzy wondered if she and Dave... 

She shook her head. Mind your own business, she told herself. You’re getting as bad as the others. Observing Rice, she couldn’t help but notice her change in expression every time she looked at Christine. She doesn’t like Christine. I wonder why.

“I hear you’ve been wrangled into helping with Dottie’s latest brainchild,” Dave said.

Lizzy canted her head, and Rice elbowed him. “I don’t think Dottie’s asked yet.”

Everyone turned toward the door when someone knocked, and Dave rose to unlock it. He returned with Dottie and Steve Peele, both of them unbundling as they approached. 

“Hello everyone,” Dottie said. Her spiky, pink-tipped hair was slightly flattened by her ski cap, but her husband’s beard seemed to have somehow expanded.

“Did you bring me baked goods?” Lizzy asked. “My lack of sweets is seriously damaging my psyche.”

Eyes twinkling with mirth, Dottie said, “I’ll see what I can do about a special delivery.”

“Have you been busy, Doc?” Jason asked.

“Not too bad.” Steve used both hands to tamp down his long curly beard. “Most people are staying indoors. There have been a few, like always.”

“Dave let the cat out of the bag,” Rice said.

“He mentioned you had something you wanted me to help with,” Lizzy added.

“I do. Perhaps we can discuss it when I deliver your baked goods.” Dottie sat on Lizzy’s left and gave her a little side hug.

Eyeing her suspiciously, Lizzy nodded and helped herself to a sandwich. She was fairly certain she’d be taking on a new project. So far, she hadn’t been able to say no to anything in Harperstown.

While keeping one eye on Christine, she listened to everyone discussing the weather and what they’d been up to behind the blanket of snow. Christine leaned in toward Jason, whispering in his ear and running her hand down his sweater sleeve, as if smoothing out imaginary wrinkles.

Jason stiffened and leaned away.

“He’s not interested,” Dottie whispered.

“What? Oh. It’s none of my business anyway.”

“It could be if you wanted it to.”

Lizzy didn’t look at Dottie, but she thought about her words. Do I want it to be? No. I don’t want to go there. Not after last time. 

“Where’s Harvey?” she asked Jason.

“He’s at home. He doesn’t do snowmobiles.”

“He and Mavis need to have a playdate.”

“I’ll have to figure out how to get him over to your house.”

“What if we drop Mavis and Candy off and go pick him up? I could hold on to him on the back.”

“Can you drive a snowmobile?”

“I’ve never tried. I can drive a motorcycle.”

“Then you drive, and I’ll hold Harvey. That’ll be easier.”

Neither one of them mentioned the very real possibility that Lizzy’s house might no longer be habitable. Cross my fingers it’s okay, she thought.

“Are you ready to go?” Jason asked, rising. Christine pouted.

“Yes. Thanks for your hospitality, Dave. Do we owe you anything?”

“No, today it’s on the house. I’m glad of the company.”

“It’s been great to get out,” she agreed, looking around for Mavis. I should have known. Lying in front of a roaring fire Lizzy hadn’t noticed on previous visits, Candy looked like the coconut center of her dachshund donut. “Come on, you two,” she called, only to be ignored. “Little stinkers,” she muttered.

Jason said, “You get your coat on and grab Candy, and I’ll get Mavis into hers.” 

Lizzy was grateful for his help. The two animals liked to run in opposite directions when she tried to corral them at home.

They said goodbye to their friends and left the diner. Lizzy’s house was only a block from Dave’s, but they traveled slowly on the icy snow. As they approached the intersection, a snowmobile heading in the opposite direction ran the stop sign.

Jason shook his head. “That was your neighbor. It looked like his passenger was holding an overnight bag. Want to take bets?” He stopped at the curb, and they stared at the damage. The fifty-foot pine had fallen on the neighbor’s house, crushing the two top floors in the process. “I guess issuing a ticket would be senseless at this point.”

“You might be right. Poor guy.”

Jason made a noncommittal sound. “I warned him. I told him he needed a permit and to hire professionals. It could have landed on your house.”

“Was that his wife with him?”

“Probably. Now her you can feel sorry for.”

“It looks bad. I wonder if they’ll rebuild.”

“I don’t know. When we get a thaw, they’ll have water damage too.”

Poor people. What would I do if that was my house? Would I try to rebuild? I would have to move out until it got fixed. Where would I live? 

“What?” Jason was talking to her. 

“Let’s get Mavis and Candy inside. I’m going to have to inspect the damage and track him down. I’ll shovel a potty spot when I get back.”
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Mrs. Fickle’s Secret

Jason called Barker and explained the situation. As he waited for his sergeant, he pulled off his ski cap and ran a hand through his curly red hair. The cap, combined with his helmet, made his head sweat, and he knew from experience that his hair would freeze solid. He replaced the cap and walked the perimeter of the house, noting the extensive damage. Not only had the tree crushed the top floors, but the impact had also broken most of the windows, the pressure making the front door unusable. 

Barker pulled up on his snowmobile and joined him where he was standing at a distance. “Bad time for that to happen,” he said.

Jason nodded. “We need to make sure the gas is turned off and the fire’s out, but I’m not sure if it’s safe to go inside. It looks like the whole house might collapse.”

“Why don’t we call Byron? He might have some advice. And we can check through the windows for the fireplace. Where are the owners?”

“I don’t know, but if I had to take a guess, I’d say they’re at the hotel. They haven’t been here long enough to make friends. Call the chief, and I’ll start looking for the fireplace.” 

Jason strode back toward the house as Barker dialed, occasionally potholing as he tried to avoid the deep drifts. He listened intently for creaking wood or breaking glass. I’ll start with the front windows. All the 1900s Queen Ann–style homes along Main Street varied in their layout, so he wasn’t surprised when the fireplace was located in a different room than the one in Lizzy’s. 

He walked the perimeter again, away from the tree, checking in windows as he went. When Barker caught up with him, he said, “I’ve found one in here, and it’s not lit, but I can’t be sure it’s the only one. What did Byron have to say?”

“He’s on his way. He said not to go inside until he checks for a gas leak.”

“Let’s keep looking then.”

“What was going on with Christine?”

“I have no idea. I don’t even really remember her.”

“She seemed like she was marking her territory.” Barker shrugged. “Personally, I prefer Lizzy.”

Jason concentrated on keeping his face blank, but he could feel his shoulders stiffen. Of course he likes Lizzy. Who wouldn’t?

“Not for me,” Barker said. “For you. I like her. She’s funny and smart.”

Jason’s shoulders relaxed, and he changed the subject as if it didn’t matter. “I’ve found the fire. How’re we going to put it out?” He pointed through one of the back windows. “There’s a cat in there.”

“Try the door.”

Jason turned the knob and found it locked. “Now what?”

“I can open it.” Lizzy’s voice startled him. “But you have to close your eyes.”

“Where did you come from? And why do I have to close my eyes?”

“Because if you see how I open the door, you might take away my toys.”

Barker chuckled when Jason rolled his eyes. “Come on, Cap, let’s play along. We need to rescue the kitty.”

Sighing, Jason followed Barker’s lead and turned his back to the door. He heard the jangle of keys and the sound of the door being unlocked, then turned back in time to see Lizzy putting her hand in her coat pocket.

“Ta-da,” she sang.

“I’m not sure what to do with you.”

“You must admit I’m handy. I came over to tell you about the cat. I’ve seen her outside.” Lizzy tried and failed to pick the cat up, then chased her when she ran inside.

“No. Lizzy, stop. The house isn’t safe.” Jason heard her say something as she passed into the kitchen but couldn’t make out her words. “Should I go in after her?” he asked Barker.

“Byron’s here. Let’s ask him.”

“Ask me what?” Crunching toward them, a yellow handheld device in one gloved hand, the fire chief ran the other over his substantial frozen mustache.

“Lizzy ran into the house to save the cat. Should I go in after her?”

“Stay here. I have to go inside to use the monitor anyway. I’ll warn her. I wish I had the truck. That fire needs to be put out as well. Maybe they have a bucket handy. We need to hurry.”

The chief went inside, and the cat, a large orange-and-white tabby, ran out the door, followed by Lizzy. 

“Close the door,” she said, the deep snow thwarting her attempt to chase the cat. “At least she’s out of the house. Maybe I should go back in and get her food.”

“No!” Jason and Barker said in unison.

“What’s going on?”

“The house isn’t safe. Byron’s checking for gas leaks, but we need to stay out of there,” Jason said. “I’ll ask the homeowners their cat’s name and what she eats. Holly will have some.” His sister carried a little of everything in the pet shop attached to her clinic. He was fairly sure it didn’t make a profit, but she always had supplies on hand. She’s the best kind of vet. She always puts her patients first. 

“I wish she was here. She’d know what to do. That cat might freeze to death.”

“Where is she now?”

“Up there.” Lizzy pointed to a nearby tree.

He and Barker looked up at the pine. “Keep an eye on her. I’ll see what Byron thinks. He has cats.”

The fire chief was on his way out of the house and stopped to speak to Jason. “No gas leaks. I put the fire out, but you should post signs warning everyone to stay away.”

“Do you have any idea how to capture a frightened cat?”

“That’s such a huge question. It depends on the cat and the situation.”

“The cat who lives here is up in that tree.”

“Do they have a ladder?”

“Probably.”

“I have one,” Lizzy said. “It’s on the back porch.”

“I’ll go get it.” They watched Barker crunch through the snow with long strides.

A few minutes later, he reappeared with an extension ladder balanced on one shoulder like Atlas. “Where do we want this?”

Byron showed him where to put the ladder. “You two spot me. I’ll go up.” The cat, frightened and freezing, still resisted when Byron scooped her up and zipped her into his warm coat. “I’ll have some scars from this one,” he said as he reached the bottom. “Lizzy, can we take her to your house?” 

“Yes, but I don’t know much about cats. Holly’s kitten is the first one I’ve ever taken care of.”

“Put her in a small room, away from the other pets, until she settles down. You’ll need to get them used to each other little by little.”

“A spare bedroom? I wish I had some of her things. Can’t I go inside and get her bed?”

Byron looked over his shoulder at the house, then shook his head.

“Let’s just get her to your place,” Jason said. “I’ll take you over to Holly’s to get a few things. We still have work to do.”
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LIZZY SAT ON THE BED in one of the spare bedrooms and watched her new houseguest. She decided to call the cat Marmalade since she didn’t know her name and talked to her as she prepared a sandbox and poured some food into a bowl. She placed the new bed next to the cat and picked up a brush. 

“Do you like to be brushed?” She held it up for Marmalade to see.

Locked in a staring contest for a moment, Lizzy thought the cat wasn’t interested, but then with a soft meow, Marmalade launched herself onto the bed and rubbed her cheek against the stiff bristles.

Lizzy gently brushed the cat, torn between her comfort and the pitiful whining and scratching in the hall. “I know, Mavis. I’ll be out in a minute.” 

Her phone vibrated, and she paused to see who was calling. Sage Fickle. She must be back. Marmalade pushed her cheek against the brush again, knocking the phone out of Lizzy’s hand. 

“So impatient. All of you.” Lizzy resumed brushing with one hand as she bent to retrieve the phone.

“Hello, Mrs. Fickle,” she answered. “Are you home?”

“I am. Can you meet me in the basement? It’s time I show you the passage and tell you the rest of the story.”

Remembering Mrs. Fickle’s mysterious visit in December and her hints about a secret tunnel and an escape route, Lizzy said, “Sure. Do you know anything about cats?”

Mrs. Fickle chuckled. “At my age, I know a little bit about everything. Take the key I gave you down to the basement. Go past the water heater and look for the wall sconce. Twist it to the left, and the pantry shelves will move aside, giving you access to the door.”

“Okay. See you in a few.” Disconnecting, Lizzy gave Marmalade a final brush and said, “I’ll be back soon.” Then she carefully let herself out of the room, holding Mavis back with a foot. “Come on, troublemaker. We’re going on a little adventure.” 

The key Mrs. Fickle had given her was in a small box on one of her bookshelves, so she retrieved it and picked Candy up before heading downstairs. Remembering her first visit to the basement, she shivered involuntarily. An intruder had flipped the breakers, leaving her without light, and she had followed Jason down into the dark unknown when he arrived to investigate. Now, with illumination, an alarm system, and familiarity, it was just another room—mostly.

Lizzy followed Sage Fickle’s instructions and unlocked the door to find her smiling neighbor waiting on the other side. She hadn’t seen her for over a month, not since Christmas. “You’re looking great, Mrs. Fickle. Much more relaxed.”

“Thank you, dear.” Mrs. Fickle bent to pet Mavis, her long, gray braid falling over her shoulder. “Hello, sweet puppy.” She smiled when Lizzy helped her straighten, showing her crooked front tooth. “I must admit I’m feeling much better. Why don’t we walk to the other end so you can see the entrance on my side?”

Strolling along the passage, Mrs. Fickle said, “Dottie invited me to meet with the two of you in about an hour, so I thought this would be a good opportunity to talk to you.” She stopped and unlocked the door to her basement. “The entrance on this side is exactly the same as the one on your end; the sconce activates the mechanism that moves the shelves.”

“Does your husband know about this?”

“No...” Mrs. Fickle relocked the door and began leading the way back toward Lizzy’s house. “I can see I’ll have to explain some things. Do you happen to have some tea? I have a little chill.”

“Yes. Come on into the kitchen, and when we’re done, I’ll introduce you to my temporary houseguest.”

Mrs. Fickle glanced at her.

“The neighbor’s cat. Did you hear about the tree?”

“Yes. Even holed up in a blizzard, gossip still manages to spread like wildfire.”

“Amazing,” Lizzy mumbled.

Mavis, still trotting along with the two unlikely friends, barked and wagged her tail when they entered the kitchen. Lizzy pulled Candy out of her jacket and handed her to Mrs. Fickle before filling a stove-top kettle with water and retrieving a box of tea bags.

“Is this your houseguest?” She sat at the table.

“Yes and no. Candy is Holly’s kitten. I’m watching her while Holly’s out of town.”

“She’s precious.” Holding Candy up to look at her tiny face and whispering endearments, Mrs. Fickle’s eyes got misty. “It’s been a long time since I’ve held a kitten.”

Mavis whined.

“Is this your friend?”

“Ahrooer.”

“Take good care of her.” Mrs. Fickle put the kitten next to Mavis, who gave her a lick and wagged her tail.

Lizzy placed two cups of tea on the table, then sat down across from Mrs. Fickle. “Let’s hear the story. I can hardly contain my curiosity.”

“Where to begin? Let’s see. You know about Percy and the business with my cousin, right?”

Lizzy nodded. “Sort of.”

“My family hasn’t always been on the right side of the law, especially the older generations. My father wanted me out of it, so he agreed to my marriage to an outsider, but he had certain rules. One of his rules was that I always have my own money and that I have a safe house that no one knows about, even him.”

Lizzy’s eyebrows rose. “If you tell me, aren’t you breaking the rules?”

“Yes, but he passed many years ago, and if anything happens to me, the house and my savings will be lost.” She paused and gazed at Lizzy. “Also, if I need to use the house for some reason, I’d like someone to know where I am, someone who won’t divulge my whereabouts to the























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





