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Who Murdered the Holiday Spirit?

by Ellie Oberth




It all started with the stockings hung on the
bookshelf. I’d dashed across the parking lot from the police
station into the library where I was greeted by Bing Crosby wishing
me a Merry Christmas.

Sweeping aside her long, blonde hair, Thea
Wallis laughed as I rushed to her desk. “Relax, Hazel. I’ve got it
right here.”

Standing up, Thea crossed the room to a spot
where a dozen red stockings dangled, personalized with names
displayed in gold glitter—Chief, Hazel, Coralynn, Sister Marie
Catherine, Father Paul amongst them. Thea reached inside my
stocking and retrieved a paperback—the newest installment in the
Hungarian Tea House mysteries by Julia Buckley. As she struggled to
dislodge the book—it was a tight fit—a piece of notebook paper
fluttered to the floor.

She scooped it up, and then handed me both
items. “Apparently, somebody stuffed this note in your stocking.”
She laughed. “Reminiscent of passing messages in grade school.”

Pushing the paper inside the book, I glanced
around the room. With Thanksgiving five days behind us, Thea had
already decorated for the Christmas season.

Noticing my gaze, Thea motioned around the
room with a gesture worthy of Vanna White. “What do you think? Too
much? I didn’t want to overdo it.”

Too late. Besides the stockings, garland was
strung all over and tea lights spread everywhere there was a flat
surface while numerous nutcrackers stood tall in all the corners.
Christmas trees graced both rooms—loaded down with ornaments,
tinsel and twinkling lights. I bit my lip. “Wow, Thea.”

A frown crossed her features. “Wow, good or
wow, bad?”

A crackling noise saved me from answering as
Coralynn’s voice erupted from my radio. “Hazel, got a call about a
disturbance at the Village store.”

“I’m on it,” I replied. Waving at Thea, I
hurried to my car and headed toward Dick’s Village Store.
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After resolving the debacle at Dick’s without
having to make an arrest—I mean, come on who fights over the last
six pack of pumpkin beer at a grocery store for goodness’ sake—I
drove back to the station. Coralynn Prescott, our volunteer
dispatcher, sat behind her desk reading a novel. Coralynn’s father
had made a fortune during the dot com bubble craze and therefore,
she had an unbelievably massive trust fund. Since my best friend
didn’t have to work, she’d taken it upon herself to volunteer at
the police station and I loved seeing her every day.

Taking the library book from my coat
pocket, I glanced at my phone. Seventeen more minutes until Hugh
Locke relieved me and I’d be able to start reading
my new book. It sure paid off to
have the town librarian as one of your best friends. Looking
heavenward, I closed my eyes and sent up a silent
prayer—please, no
more calls on my shift. The door banged open and I
opened my eyes expecting to see Hugh since he usually arrived a few
minutes early.

A quavering voice announced, “I have a
complaint.”

Sister Marie Catherine stood on the threshold
with Father Paul close behind her. She shuffled inside, the priest
following in her footsteps. Father Paul was fairly new to our
parish, but the nonagenarian nun had served Immaculate Conception
for eons. She wore the old-fashioned outfit to prove it, complete
with her snow-white hair peeking out from under the wimple.

With a heartfelt sigh, I set the novel aside
and forced a smile. “How can I help you, Sister?”

Before she could state her grievances, the
door opened again and Hugh stepped in. He rolled his eyes behind
the good sister’s back before taking one for the team. “Sister
Marie Catherine and Father Paul. What brings you here today?”

I love that man! The nun turned to face Hugh,
but the door popped open yet again and our illustrious chief of
police entered. I stifled a smirk—talk about bad timing. Playing it
cool, he nodded to everyone in the room and calmly made a beeline
for his office. But it was too late; Sister Marie Catherine had him
in her sights. “Kenneth, I have a complaint to make.”

The chief waved a hand in my direction.
“Sorry, Sister. I’m not on duty. Just stopped in to grab a file.
Cartbell will gladly—”

The nun’s eyes narrowed. “Kenneth Rasmussen.”
Her firm voice filled the station. “Now that you’re here, I expect
you to personally handle my situation.”

Father Paul cleared his throat which earned
him a stern look from the nun. His eyes widened slightly and he
stepped back. Sister Marie Catherine might be a foot and a half
shorter and a good fifty pounds lighter, but the priest was no
match for the nonagenarian.

Hugh tried to defuse the situation. “Hazel’s
shift is over and the chief’s off duty, so it looks like you’re
stuck with me. Why don’t we sit over here and I’ll write out a
report?”

It was useless. It was the chief she wanted
and it was the chief she’d get. And since I was present, Rasmussen
would drag me in.
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Sister’s gripe concerned graffiti on a speed
limit sign near the church. She demanded an all-night stakeout
until the hooligan was caught red-handed—her words, not mine.
Seemed the nun was convinced if we didn’t nip this in the bud, the
church and school would be overrun with thugs galore and the whole
town of Andover would fall into despair. After twenty minutes or so
of listening to her diatribe the chief managed to soothe her
concerns and escort her to Father Paul’s car. I gathered my
things—yes, the chief had “encouraged” me to stay—and headed to the
door.

Outside, Rasmussen watched as the priest’s
car pulled away. Spotting me leaving, he called out, “Let’s roll,
Cartbell.”

“Excuse me?” I had a grand night of reading
planned which had already been delayed by the nun’s tirade and I
didn’t plan on wasting another minute to dive into my new
novel.

“I promised Sister Marie Catherine we’d check
out the damage.”

“And this concerns me how?”

Rasmussen ran a hand over his hair. “I know
you’re off duty, but so am I. You don’t hear me complaining, do
you?”

“Why don’t you have the officer
who’s on duty take a
look-see?” I asked. It was a reasonable suggestion that the chief
chose to ignore.

“If I don’t personally verify her
claim,”—his voice dropped to a whisper—“she’ll know.”

I swallowed a chuckle. “Again, how is
this my dilemma?”

“Aw, c’mon, Cartbell. A few more minutes out
of your day won’t hurt. We’ll bring Sebastian with us to Mama
Bella’s and I’ll buy you both dinner after we scope out the
graffiti.”

Hold out a dinner date like a carrot on a
stick and I’d do anything the man asked. If I didn’t know any
better, I’d swear the chief was well aware I had strong feelings
for him. By offering to include my brother in the invite, I’d bet
he thought he was effectively sweeping away any objections I might
make to his plan. He still couldn’t see how unnecessary that
was?

I drove home for a quick change and to pick
up Sebastian. The chief pulled up and we piled in his cruiser—me in
front and Seb in back. Then we headed to Immaculate Conception. The
church stood off of Route 11 behind Potter Place’s closed railroad
station. After a short drive down Cilleyville Road, we spotted the
vandalized speed limit sign.

Rasmussen shined his searchlight at the
thirty-mile-an-hour sign. Sure enough, the three had been turned
into an eight with black spray paint.

“Crime of the century,” I muttered. “Andover
will soon be overrun with hooligans.”

Sebastian looked up from his cell phone game.
“I’m hungry. You promised me dinner, Hazel.”

Sighing, the chief switched off the
searchlight and made a quick u-turn.

“No stake-out?” I teased.

“Don’t get me started,” he replied. “At least
I can assure Sister Marie Catherine that ‘we came, we saw, we
documented’ with a clear conscience.”

Sister Marie Catherine and Father Paul
resided in a tiny house nestled behind the church. As Rasmussen
drove past, a light flicked on in their dwelling. I chuckled as the
chief stepped on the gas pedal.

I don’t think the chief thought his plan
through. The problem with eating at Mama Bella’s restaurant was
that Mama Bella and Sister Marie Catherine were thick as thieves.
By appearing at the restaurant, it’d soon get back to the nun that
we’d dared to eat dinner instead of staking out the graffiti
artist’s playground.

When we entered the restaurant, red and green
fairy lights hung from the ceiling, twinkling merrily. A big
Christmas tree was tucked in one corner of the room topped with an
angel that eerily resembled Mama Bella. The Italian restaurant was
a favorite of ours, so menus were unnecessary. Mama, herself, took
our order. When the dishes were served, Mama claimed the fourth
chair at our table and proceeded to interrogate the chief about the
graffiti as Rasmussen gulped his spaghetti and meatballs. I knew
this tactic well—he kept his mouth full so he wouldn’t have to
engage in the conversation leaving me to field Mama’s questions. It
was a dance we often played.

Sebastian was engrossed in his lasagna, but
after five minutes of Mama’s endless queries he put his fork down
and stared at her. Mama’s words faltered after a couple of minutes.
With a sigh, she pushed back her chair and retreated to the
kitchen. Sebastian resumed eating. Gotta love that kid!

At twenty-six years to my twenty-seven, he
wasn’t exactly a kid. But Sebastian’s social skills had never
progressed beyond childhood. Mom and Dad didn’t believe in labels,
so Seb had not been diagnosed by doctors. When my parents died in a
car accident four years ago, it had fallen on me to provide a
loving and safe home for my brother, a task I didn’t take
lightly.

It was after eight when the chief dropped us
at home, but at least I hadn’t had to cook and there were no dishes
to wash. Sebastian turned on the TV and I settled in a cozy
armchair in my bedroom with a cup of tea and opened my book. The
paper I’d crammed inside slipped out and into my lap. Not wanting
any more distractions, I pushed it aside and started reading. Two
paragraphs into the story, curiosity got the better of me and I set
the book down and unfolded the note.
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Hot tea splashed out of my mug as I jerked
upright. What the devil? Dashing to the bathroom to dab at my
pajamas with a cold cloth, I took a deep breath. Was this real? Was
this a joke? Was this a threat or a warning? And who in blazes was
Jim Thorpe?

I changed back into street clothes and
grabbed my phone and car keys. Sebastian was dozing on the couch
with the TV on. He was used to my odd hours and I knew he wouldn’t
be worried if he woke up and I was gone, so I tiptoed past without
a word. Sitting in the car, I sent a text to the chief before
pulling out of the driveway.

The police station was silent as I entered
the tiny lobby. The permanent trailer housing our police station
could not be called roomy by any means. There were only two private
offices and one on them was solely the chief’s. The other room was
shared by all the rest of us officers as we rotated shifts and at
the moment it was deserted. The duty officer must be making the
rounds.

The station door swung open and Donovan
stepped inside. “Hazel, what are you doing here?”

Officer Pete Donovan was the newest recruit.
Yes, he’d been on the job long enough to not be considered a rookie
any more, but since he was the last hire, that’s how I referred to
him. The man had the chiseled features of a classic movie star, but
I couldn’t stomach the way he always kissed up to the chief.

“Checking something out, Donovan,” was my
reply. “I’ll be in Rasmussen’s office so I don’t disturb you.”

“Does the chief know you’re using his
office?”

He couldn’t see my eye roll. Kiss,
kiss. You going to tattle on me,
Donovan? Before I could say something I might regret,
the door swung open once again.

“Got your message, Cartbell. Let’s see the
note.” Rasmussen strode to his office. Pausing in the doorway, he
glanced at Donovan. “All quiet tonight?”

Donovan snapped to attention. “Yes, sir.”

The chief nodded, then pushed open his office
door. I followed him inside and he closed it.

“Here it is, Chief.” I handed him the
paper.

Unfolding it, he read the brief message. “You
say this was in a stocking at the library?”

“That’s right. I don’t know if you’ve been
over to the library since Thea put up the Christmas
decorations?”

He nodded. “A bit over the top, but yeah,
I’ve seen it.”

“She hung several stockings on a shelf and
that’s where she saved a book I wanted to read. When I went in to
get the book and she pulled it out of the stocking, this piece of
paper fell to the floor.”

Rasmussen smoothed out the folded missive. “I
noticed those stockings had names on them. This was in the one
marked ‘Hazel’?”

I nodded.

“So someone wanted to be sure
you got this note,” he mused,
rubbing a hand against his chin. “Interesting.”

I slid into one of the office chairs with a
frown. “Possibly. Or the writer wanted this note read right away
and saw there was something in my stocking. If he checked it out
and found it was a library book, the logical conclusion would be
that I’d come in to get the book sooner rather than later. All the
other stockings were empty.”

Rasmussen continued with my thought process.
“So if he placed it in an empty stocking, the note might not be
discovered until Christmas since it wouldn’t create a bulge and no
one would suspect it was there waiting to be discovered.”

“We might be giving too much credit to the
whistle blower, but that’s my take on the situation,” I agreed.

“Which makes it sound like the death of Jim
Thorpe will occur before Christmas.”

“Your proverbial ticking clock.” I tapped on
the desk. “I’ve been wracking my brain, but I don’t recall a Thorpe
family in Andover. Does the name ring any bells for you?”

Leaning back in his chair, the chief shut his
eyes. “Thorpe... Thorpe… Jim Thorpe.” He blew out a breath. “Nope,
not offhand.”

He sat upright and logged onto his
computer.

I scooted my chair around Rasmussen’s desk to
watch him search our databases for the name. “Next question. Is
this a warning from the killer? Or is a third party trying to
prevent Thorpe’s death?”

The chief typed on his keyboard. “Here’s a
car registered to a Terrance Thorpe. No arrests, no warrants. And a
Joseph Thorpe is the proud recipient of a speeding ticket back in
March.” He leaned in for a closer look. “Same address for both
men.”

As he continued to search for any more Thorpe
references, I hustled to the main office. Donovan was nowhere in
sight. With a sigh of relief, I spotted fresh coffee in the pot and
poured two mugs which I carried back into Rasmussen’s office.

“Thanks, Cartbell.” The chief took a sip. “So
far, I’ve found no mention of any other Thorpes residing in our
little town. Jim Thorpe—not an unusual name, but there’s less than
twenty-five thousand residents in Andover.”

“How do we play this, Chief?”

“We start with the only Thorpes we know
about. Let’s pay a visit to Terrance and Joseph and see if they
know Jim.”

I glanced at my cell phone. “How urgent is
this, do you think? It’s past ten o’clock.”

Rasmussen took a few more sips before
answering. “I don’t necessarily want to alarm them since we don’t
have any specific info about Jim’s upcoming death. And they might
have no idea who Jim Thorpe is. Let’s sleep on it and call on them
in the morning.” He put
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