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A Long Walk Home

The sun had just set under dark gray clouds.
The night chill was creeping through Kenzie’s new red coat, making
her shiver. The sidewalks were overflowing with people trying to
avoid the forecasted snow. “The storm of the century” had been the
main topic at work. The local news and her newspaper’s “weather
specialist,” Rod, were predicting a blizzard that would shut the
city down. Be prepared. She wasn’t worried, but her boss,
Eileen, had let everyone go early to beat the snow, closing the
office halfway through what was already a half day—Christmas
Eve—even though the storm wasn’t supposed to hit until that
evening. Eileen probably just wanted to get out of there, like
everyone else. Except Kenzie.

“Ho, ho, ho! A storm is coming, everyone. Go
finish up your shopping,” Eileen announced, without looking in
Kenzie’s direction. She added, “Then get home and enjoy your time
with your loved ones. Happy holidays!”

I’ll get right on that, Eileen. There
was no shopping for her to do because there were no loved ones to
spend Christmas with.

Kenzie hung around the empty office editing
some feel-good articles about animals and children for the coming
year. She could be so positive and upbeat in her writing, but not
in her own life, apparently. At least her column was set through
February, but that brought her no satisfaction. Finally, she ran
out of things to do. It was time to go home and endure her four-day
weekend.

Kenzie rubbed her cold hands together,
wishing she hadn’t left her new white gloves— a gift from Eileen—on
her desk. She sighed and pushed her way through the last-minute
holiday shoppers. An older woman toting two large bags ran right
into her.

“Hey!” Kenzie exclaimed, stumbling.

The woman hurried away without a single
glance back.

“Don’t mind me!” Kenzie yelled.

No response, not even from the people rushing
past her. Whatever! Hurry home to your happy lives. Jaws
clenched, Kenzie shoved her way through the holiday nightmare. A
few months ago, being unseen would have been a welcome state. How
nice it would have been to avoid all those looks of pity right
after her breakup with Heath. She’d avoided the good-intentioned
questions because she had no answers. Why would Heath leave
her for the person who claimed to be her best friend? Kenzie
frowned. How could life get any worse? No, she didn’t dare
ask that question.

Even with the rudeness she encountered, she
was content to be walking home instead of taking the bus. Her car
would be in the shop until after the New Year getting a rebuilt
transmission. Maybe five long blocks in the crisp, cold air would
dispel her Grinchy mood. Doubtful, but worth a try.

*

Kenzie was so deep in her thoughts she didn’t
notice the man with long brown hair and bright green eyes bundled
in a long, black wool coat directly behind her. He matched her
every step, including her run-in with the holiday shopper. The
woman may have ignored Kenzie, but she noticed him and gave a
forced smile. He knew the woman was worried about her son. She was
rushing to the hospital with his gifts, unsure if he would make it
through the night. Unfortunately, it would be the last Christmas
they would spend together. The son would recover from his car
accident, but she would have a stroke right after Valentine’s Day
and wouldn’t pull through. He sighed and kept following Kenzie.

*

Once Kenzie navigated her way past the
crowded stores, there were the cheerfully decorated restaurants and
bars. She knew that among all that holiday cheer was Heath’s
favorite sports bar, Sporty’s Spread, where she used to meet him
after work. Sometimes he showed up, and sometimes he didn’t. She’d
learned to bring work or a book to read on those dates. Kenzie
wondered if Heath and her former best friend, Joy, would be there
celebrating their upcoming nuptials.

In just a few weeks, Heath and Joy went from
dating to engaged. Okay, maybe Kenzie and Heath had done the same
thing, but the one thing Kenzie couldn’t get past was the day
they’d chosen to get married. This Christmas—the same day
Kenzie and Heath had planned on tying the knot. Who picks the
same day to get married—but to a different girl? Heath did. She
knew it hadn’t been Joy’s idea; she was a person who never
decorated for Christmas and hardly bought gifts. The original idea
for a Christmas wedding had been Kenzie’s. It used to be her
favorite day of the year.

Looking back, though, there had been many
warning signs. She’d always thought it was odd that she hadn’t met
Heath’s family. You will at the wedding, was always his
response. She’d kept brushing away the feeling at the pit of her
stomach, that warning, when she dealt with Heath. He made it seem
so normal when he didn’t return her calls.

“I’m just so busy, babe. But someday, I’ll be
able to treat you like a princess.”

Miss a date, same excuse, but he’d show up
later at her apartment, waking her up. She always welcomed him with
a tired smile, which he never noticed. His self-absorption and lack
of involvement even extended to their wedding. He allowed her to
make all the plans, including putting the deposits on her credit
card. He was far too busy to call back or take care of them in
person.

“Thanks, babe. Soon we’ll have the same bank
accounts, and money won’t matter. You know how busy I am at work.
I’m the boss’s right-hand man. Gonna make so much money from this
sale, and then it’ll be all first class after that.”

So she racked up bills and planned the
wedding while he worked. The only good thing about that was that
she was able to get all her deposits refunded except one. That $150
ate away at her. She even considered suing him, but she didn’t want
to see him again. Too bad she’d been cocooned in her giddy
stupidity of what she thought would be “happily ever after.”
Now she could see he hadn’t been that into her, even when he
proposed after they’d only been dating for a month. It was at
Sporty’s Spread, right after his favorite team, the New England
Patriots, won the Super Bowl. She’d been secretly rooting for the
Atlanta Falcons.

“Hey, babe. We have good jobs, get along, and
love each other. What do you say we tie the knot?”

She couldn’t believe she’d thought that had
been romantic. She had only seen and heard what she wanted to.
Although she did notice the extra attention he paid Joy—and every
other good-looking woman. She convinced herself that he just liked
to look. Five months later, she’d found out how wrong she’d been
about that. Flirting was the one thing he managed to follow through
on.

The sharp ringtone and vibration of her phone
startled her from her thoughts. She quickly glanced at it and
sighed, recognizing a familiar number. It was Sue calling again.
She’d been trying to convince Kenzie to spend the holidays with her
family for the last two weeks. Kenzie kept saying she wouldn’t know
until Christmas if she’d get the day off. Working on a big
article, she lied to Sue over and over. So much research to
do. My big break. She knew Sue didn’t believe her and
wouldn’t give up, so she started ignoring the calls. She’d been
ignoring a lot of calls over the past few months. Almost everyone
had given up on her except Sue, who was still friends with both
Kenzie and Joy.

Kenzie wanted to be alone. To mourn the death
of her wedding and a chance at finally having love and a real
family. Heath had filled her head with tales of perfect childhood
holidays with his family, which was why, she thought, he had so
quickly agreed to her choice of getting married on Christmas Day.
She’d been clueless for the entire relationship, right up to the
day she found out that he liked her “a lot” but wasn’t in love with
her.

So, of course, the next logical thing for him
to do was start dating Joy. Yeah, Joy had asked if it was okay, and
Kenzie had said yes, but she hadn’t meant it. How could Joy not
know that?

Kenzie rolled her eyes as she passed a
beautiful, smiling couple walking together. She wondered when that
man would wipe that smile off the woman’s face. Then she’d have to
live with the beautiful illusion of what had never been. Another
victim of sappy romance movies, Kenzie thought. Was that
giggling woman as desperate to be needed as Kenzie had been? She
hoped not. Kenzie certainly wasn’t going to fall for another
movie-star handsome face and chiseled body that only produced
excuses, fake promises, and hurt feelings.

Over the last few months, she’d gone through
at least a case of tissues. Kenzie couldn’t imagine she had any
more tears left to shed. She’d stopped yelling at the off-white
lace photo album, Heath & Kenzie’s Journey of Love. The
album and the tissues were now at the landfill—along with her
happiness. She didn’t accept any invitations, and she definitely
didn’t want to be set up with anyone. She wanted nothing
more to do with romance, dating, and especially Christmas.

The Kenzie of years past had always been the
one decorating the office, full of good cheer. She had believed in
love. This year, in addition to avoiding all socializing, she
excused herself from planning the office Christmas party—and from
the event itself. No secret Santa, no shopping with friends, no
charity work, no holiday baking—nothing. The queen of Christmas had
gone into exile.

But staying busy until the holidays were over
wasn’t going to be easy. She’d been informed that her workplace was
off limits to everyone over the weekend. Eileen had made sure to
look at Kenzie when she made that announcement. So all that was
left was binge-watching old holiday movies and ignoring the world.
She’d start the New Year out right, though, just as soon as she got
through the worst Christmas ever.

A tremor shot through Kenzie as she rushed
past Sporty’s Spread. She couldn’t catch her breath as the familiar
smell of barbecue reached her. The colorful buildings were
squeezing the life out of her with their greasy cheer. She needed
to get home and stay there until the holiday passed. She didn’t
need any reminders of Heath or the places he frequented. She darted
out into the street to escape the memories.

Halfway across the street, she saw a light
flash out of the corner of her eye. A blue car was seconds from
hitting her. She barely jumped out of its way as it sped past her.
The red taillights disappeared around the corner before she could
get a license plate or make.

“Idiot!” she bellowed as her heart threatened
to beat its way out of her chest.

She glanced around, hoping someone would
inquire if she was all right. No one noticed that she’d almost been
killed. She carefully made her way to the sidewalk and glanced back
to where she’d almost been run over. Should she report it to the
police? All she knew was the color of the car. It was the same
color as Heath’s BMW. It could have been another BMW or something
similar. No, they
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