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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, business, events, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Valerie Fay trudged through the knee-high snow, her heavy goose down parka zipped up to her chin.  The fur lining the hood tickled her face.  Flakes had burrowed their way through her late father’s Sorel boots, tied right to the top, and black leggings to chill her shins.  The wind howled like a pack of wolves, swirling the snow in mini tornados.  Streetlights illuminated the virgin road in front of her.  It wouldn’t take long before the path she created would be obliterated.

She held the glass Pyrex pan in both hands, the heat from it warming through to her gloves.  Steam rolled up in thin wisps through the foil wrapped tightly along the top.  Green and red twinkling lights winked at her from the houses she trudged by.

She soon came upon the home of Harvey Klaus, the only house In Baker’s Haven that was not festive on Christmas Eve.  She turned onto the narrow, snow-packed driveway, bordered by tall oak trees, until she came upon the two-story rambler.  All of the exterior lights were off, but she could see a dim shade of light through the living room window, cascading onto the thick blanket of snow.  The light was probably coming from the lamp that stood next to the recliner, with shelves of books, from floor to ceiling, lining all of the walls.

A snowdrift as high as her waist blocked the path leading up to the front door.  Above the door was a solid sheet of snow hanging far over the eaves, ready to break apart and fall.  Balancing the hot pan as best she can in the crook of one elbow, she forced her way through the hard-packed snow, with more snow finding its way to her shin and now down to her ankles.  She grimaced with each small step, until she broke free on the other side.

Sweat pooled along the small of her back and neck.  She climbed the three steps, careful not to lose her balance and fall backwards, and then made it to the door.  Situating the pan in one hand again, she rang the doorbell with the other.

She pressed it two more times before the porch light came on, blinding her for a few seconds.  The door opened slowly, pushing a mound of snow in its wake.

“Merry Christmas, Mr. Klaus,” she said.

His face was in shadow as he peered at her.  “Valerie?  Oh, it is you!”  He forced the door open more to allow her inside.  “What are you doing here on such a blustery night?”  Harvey peeked outside, down his driveway.  He had a slight accent.  German, she thought.  “Don’t you have family visiting for Christmas?”

She kicked off snow from her boots in the entryway.  “I do,” she said.  “Did you know they’re predicting another six to twelve inches of snow before this is done.  We already have over a foot right now.  With another foot on top of it, I can’t see how anyone will be able to go anywhere.”

“That’s why I stay home,” he said, chuckling.  He shut the door behind her, scraping snow from the jamb with his slippers so the door could close properly.  “It’s warm, and I have plenty of food and drink.  And speaking of food, what do you have there?”  He asked this last part while taking a long whiff of the pan in her gloved hands.

Setting the hot pan on the old wooden bench by the door, she unzipped her parka, shaking off any excess snow onto the entryway floor.  She placed the parka carefully on an old steel hook.  There were a dozen hooks on either side, all empty.  There were closed doors on both sides of the entryway.

“Apple crisp,” she said, using her gloves to pick up the pan, to bring it to the kitchen.  “It’s my grandma’s recipe.  It’s a Christmas favorite in the family.”

He took another deep sniff.  He closed his eyes, moaning in pleasure.  “Maryann always did make the best desserts.”

She followed him to the kitchen.  He grabbed a pair of oven mitts, and set them on the counter.  There was a thin layer of melting snow on the foil.

“I thought you’d be visiting family and opening presents on a night like this,” he said, taking two plates from the cupboard, and two forks from a drawer.

“I was,” she said, “but I can only take so much of Uncle Jesse’s Dad jokes.”

“Does anyone know you’re here?” he asked.  He took out a large metal spoon from a drawer next to the fridge.

Of course.  How long would it take for an eighteen-year-old girl to go missing in a house that barely had enough bedrooms for their family of five, when one of them is dedicated to the memory of her late sister Trisha?  Trisha’s bedroom hadn’t been changed in the ten years since she had gone missing, save for a weekly dusting and vacuuming and a twice-a-year shaking of the blankets spread on her bed.  There was no need to wash the blankets.  Besides, her smell was still on them, even after all these years.  No one spoke of it, but no one dared to wash the sheets, for fear that her smell would be lost forever.

“Nope,” she said.  “Snuck out while Uncle Jesse was telling another deer hunting story about Dad.”

Harvey hung his head.  He pursed his lips.  “I’m sorry to hear about your Dad.  I would’ve gone to the funeral, except . . . well, you know.  I did send a card.  With money.”

She knew.  Most people sent ten or twenty bucks.  Only a handful were cheapskates and put in a five.  Or nothing at all except their written condolences.  Harvey was one of three who gave substantially more.  She remembered those, as she helped her mother write thank you cards, even though many cards specifically stated no thank yous were necessary.

The writing of the thank you cards was indeed necessary.  It was the best therapy to cope with the loss of her father.

“Do you want to call and tell them where you are?” he asked, gesturing to the cream-colored wall phone on the other side of the spacious kitchen.  His kitchen was so large that her parents’ kitchen, dining room, and living room could easily fit inside it.

She told him no thanks, that she’d be home before any would notice her absence.  “Do you have any ice cream?  You know, to go with the apple crisp?”

His eyes lit up and the corners of his mouth turned upward.  He had a dimple on the left side of his face.  She wondered if that was one of the last things Trisha saw before she was murdered.  “Vanilla or neapolitan?” he asked.

Trisha was ten years older than Valerie.  In a way, with her parents’ busy schedule, she was like another parent to Valerie.  In other ways, they were best friends.  It was Trisha who taught her how to tie her shoes, how to read, how to skip a rock along the shores of the Twin Falls River that ran through the center of town.

On the day of her disappearance, Trisha went to the grocery store to buy some milk and Golden Grahams cereal.  She left school around three ten, arrived at the store about a quarter after, and was out the door by three twenty-eight according to the cash register till.  She also bought two Tootsie Pop lollipops, per the cashier.  Valerie guessed the two would be a cherry and a chocolate.  Trisha’s favorite was the cherry.  She had a collection of Tootsie Pop wrappers in her bedroom, in the hopes of finding ones with the Native American child shooting a bow and arrow at a star.  If she collected enough of them, she could redeem them for more lollipops or even a free soda pop.

The last eyewitness to see her alive—not including her killer—was Mr. Jackson, one of the high school science teachers.  He was just leaving the school and heading to the store himself.  He spotted Trisha, carrying the small sack of groceries.  She waved at him.  She had a lollipop in her mouth.  She then turned and started walking toward the library.

But she never made it inside.

Over forty-eight hours later, she was found on the banks of the Twin Falls River, just outside of town.  Despite the gash in her neck so deep that she was nearly decapitated, her cause of death was suffocation through strangulation.

“Neapolitan, please,” she said.  “It’s my favorite.”

He nodded, then said, “My favorite too.”

As he turned to get a pail of Bridgeman’s neapolitan ice cream from the small freezer section along the top of the refrigerator, she paused in front of the large oven.  Heat emanated from it, and a mouth-watering aroma of sugar cookies emitted from within.

“What are you baking?”

He set the round pail onto the counter.  There was a thin layer of frost on the outside.

“Oh, just a few Christmas cookies,” he said.

She glanced around.  “Were you expecting company?”

He shook his head.  “I’m not much of a sweets person, but I was hoping to make enough to munch on for the next few days.”

She grabbed the handle of the oven.  “Do you mind if I take a peek?”

“Go right ahead.  I just put them in right when you got here.”

The heavy aroma of sugar cookies came out in rolls.  Normally, these cookies would be in the shapes of Santa Clauses or snowmen or even stars.  These were simply round.  And not very evenly round either.

The cookies were the color of her skin, on a patch that wasn’t covered in freckles, after several long winter months.

He peered inside the oven, his head next to her’s.  “Still got a little more time, I see.”

She concurred, then shut the oven door.

He uncurled the foil carefully from around the pan of apple crisp.  The odor of baked apples in brown sugar and oats struck her, causing her mouth to water more than the cookies.  “Darn, this looks amazing,” he said.

With a butter knife, he cut one end into sizable squares.  He placed two pieces on two ceramic plates, then set them next to the ice cream.  “One scoop or three?”  He grinned.

Again, she thought of Trisha’s last vision.

“One is enough,” she said.  Then, as she wondered about the last thing she ate leaving the house—a handful of Triscuits from the cupboard—she changed her mind and upped it to two scoops.

She took in the kitchen one more time.  The counters were spotless.  No flour or sugar containers sitting out, waiting to be placed back in the cupboard.  No rolling pins or mixing bowls, and no remnants of baking were found anywhere save for what was in the oven.

“Here, let’s eat in the living room,” he said, handing her a plate with a healthy piece of apple crisp and two scoops of neapolitan ice cream.  There was an even amount of vanilla, strawberry, and chocolate.  Her Mom always got the cheaper brand.  With those, it was mostly vanilla, with the chocolate and strawberry as an afterthought.

There was a lamp set in the middle of the living room window.  There was a small table next to it
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