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      Most people think of the holidays as a time to get together with family and friends. Joy, laughter, goodwill.

      And crime.

      Perhaps it’s trying to beat someone at a baking contest. Maybe it’s visiting the parents. Even completing a job on Christmas Eve or New Year’s Eve.

      So many possibilities to celebrate. So many possibilities to get away with nefarious deeds.

      However you celebrate the holidays, be careful to keep out a steady eye. Someone may just be trying to pass something over on you. Or maybe you’ll even get the chance to get away with something.

      As you wait for your chance, enjoy these holidays stories of crime and mystery.

      Holidays really can be criminal.

      If you do them right.

      
        
        Rebecca M. Senese

        Toronto, Canada

        2024
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      “Delores Leftbridge ain’t gonna win this year,” Gran said. “Not while I’m still breathing. You hear me, boy?”

      Lewis nodded. It must have been enough to satisfy her because she leaned back in her old rocking chair. The wood creaked under her thin bones. Her fingers looked as thin and flat as popsicle sticks as she spread them across the lap of her dark green dress. It was still early December so her clothing hadn’t started getting super Christmasy just yet, but every day, her dress would change a little more and all of them were in the Christmas colours. Lewis didn’t know how she had managed to find so many dresses in shades of green and red, but she had. More than thirty-one at his last count because she liked to change it up every year.

      As usual, Lewis was visiting her on Friday after school. While his friends were playing video games, he had to visit with Gran for a couple of hours. He didn’t mind though. Even with her weird Christmas dresses, Gran was kind of a rebel. The single wood rocking chair was the only concession to her age. The rest of the living room was distinctly modern and well matched in shades of silver and dark blue.

      The couch Lewis sat on was the most comfortable he’d ever sat on, plush without being too soft. The silver-cream carpet with the same, thick without being too cushy under his socks. Gran insisted he leave his shoes at the door. No tracking in snow or slush on her nice silver-cream carpet.

      Same with her coffee table. Even though it was glass and metal, Gran insisted on a coaster for his cola. She said she was determined to make sure he learned his manners.

      Gran was all about manners and politeness.

      Except when it came to the Great Christmas Cookie Bake-Off and Delores Leftbridge.

      Then the velvet gloves came off.

      “How are we gonna beat her, Gran?” Lewis asked.

      Gran ran a hand through her hair. It was cropped short, mostly white, with the tips dyed a dark blue. In another week or so, she would change the colour of the tips to a dark green or maybe a deep red in honour of Christmas.

      “I’m not sure yet,” she said, “but I’m sick of losing to her Christmas cookies. I know it’s the time of good will to all men, but dammit, I’m not losing again. Delores Leftbridge is going down.”

      Lewis suppressed a grin. There was nothing like seeing Gran with her blood up. She might have slowed down a little in the past few years. Turning eighty had done that to her, but now as she rocked, he could see the energy flowing through her thin frame. Her face was set with determination and her hands gripped the arm rests of the rocking chair in such a tight grip that the tips of her fingers turned white.

      Delores Leftbridge better watch her back.
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      Gran’s best cookie recipe was a delightful sugar cookie, made with just the right amount of sweetness without being too much. She painstakingly decorated each cookie so they were a masterpiece of art. Christmas trees, not only outlined in dark green frosting, but highlighted with multiple, different coloured balls as well and gold and silver garland. Sleighs coloured red, with various presents sticking out. Not only were the presents in different colours but they all looked like they were wrapping paper, with the tiny decorative patterns on each. Snowmen with perfect corn cob pipes, carrot noses, and stylish hats.

      Every cookie a masterpiece of art and delicious to boot.

      But it didn’t matter. Not against Delores Leftbridge’s cookies.

      The worst part was that Delores never made the same type of cookie twice. One year sugar cookies, the next year a perfect meringue, the following year a delightful chocolate chip with several different kinds of chips. All perfect. All winners.

      But not this year.

      Gran laid out the battle plans.

      She’d dragged Lewis into the kitchen where they stood around the centre island. Gleaming pots hung from heavy iron hooks above their heads, but Lewis always felt like they were about to fall on him.

      “I’m gonna make my sugar cookies again,” she said. “I tweaked the recipe so it’s even better and I got a new piping bag for decorating them. They’re gonna be perfect.”

      “That’s great, Gran,” Lewis said.

      As he watched, she set out each utensil in a row on top of the island. He couldn’t help but notice a slight tremor in her fingers. Was she even aware of it? What would that do to her decorating?

      He had to find a way to make her win. This might be the last year she’d be able to make the cookies so expertly.

      To heck with Delores Leftbridge.

      Whatever happened, Lewis was gonna do whatever he had to to make sure Gran won.
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      The next day, he staked out Delores Leftbridge’s house.

      She lived in a small, off-white house on the corner. Melted snow half covered the black tiled roof that rose to a peak, reminding Lewis of a witch’s hat. Her driveway and the walkway up to the house was perfectly shovelled. She hired a service to do it, not even giving the neighbourhood kids a shot at some extra cash.

      Typical of her.

      Lewis loitered near a bus stop across from the house. The cold early December air nipped at his cheeks, turning them red. He tugged his dark blue knit cap lower on his forehead. He was wearing a dark blue winter coat that barely hung down to his waist. It was a little too small for him but his mother hadn’t taken him coat shopping yet this year. He figured she had probably got him a new coat for Christmas. Until then, he had to make do with this one.

      He only hoped it was nondescript enough.

      Fortunately, his knit cap hid his distinctive orange-blond hair. If he kept his head down, no one would notice the smattering of freckles across his nose.

      One glance up the street, first left and then right.

      No one around.

      He crossed the street, kicking at the slush puddles, sending sprays of water and ice ahead of him.

      Just a twelve year old kid walking along. Nothing to see here.

      He reached the sidewalk in front of Delores Leftbridge’s house.

      Not looking up, he turned left toward the corner. Just following it around, that was all. A kid out for a walk.

      As he turned the corner and headed down the other sidewalk, his heart began to pound a little faster. This was tricky part. The side of the house didn’t have any windows so no one could look out and see him, but that didn’t mean any of the neighbours wouldn’t notice him. He had to be extra careful.

      He could feel sweat seeping from his underarms. He tucked his head down, hiding his face. Just another few steps.

      Delores Leftbridge had her backyard fenced in with a six foot tall wooden fence painted a dull green, but it didn’t extend around the side of the house. Instead, there were  large evergreens that almost reached the top of the peaked roof. Lewis waited until he was almost parallel to the trees, then darted off the sidewalk toward them.

      His heart thudded fast and heavy now as he ran through the snow, kicking up clumps of white. He hated that he left a trail, but it couldn’t be helped.

      As long as no one saw him, they couldn’t equate him to the footprints.

      Gulping in air, he darted around the evergreens and stopped.

      The heady scent of pine filled his nostrils as he breathed. He waited, catching his breath, and listened. The street was quiet. Only the steady drip drip drip of melting snow dribbling off the gutters above him. No one yelling at him. Nothing at all.

      Perfect.

      The evergreens left only a narrow path between them and the house. Lewis squeezed through and reached the fence. As he expected, there was no gate here, but whoever had built the fence hadn’t extended it right against the house. They had assumed the trees would deter anyone from pushing through this way. There was at least a foot of space between the fence and the house.

      Enough for Lewis to squeeze through.

      He faced away from the house, letting the slick fabric of the coat slide along the siding. He had to suck in his breath and then he was through, on the inside.

      A thrill ran through him. Steady, this was just reconnaissance. He had to get the layout of the inside of the house, make sure he knew where the kitchen was. Then when the time was right, he could strike.

      And steal the cookies from Delores Leftbridge before she took them to the Church.

      Leaving Gran to win first place.

      A simple plan, he knew, but one that could work as long as he got the timing right and knew the layout.

      Sticking to the side of the house, he followed it along to the backyard.

      Snow spread like a blanket across the back, piling up the fence in streaks. A set of three wooden steps led from a sliding patio door down to a flat space that he realized must be a concrete patio. He felt the hardness under his boots as he stepped onto it. In the corner beside the steps, he saw a huge lump of snow, but after a moment he realized it was a barbecue, covered with a plastic tarp that had been snowed on.

      In the summer, she probably brought out a chair and a table with one of those umbrellas. He imagined her sitting out there, barbecuing her hamburgers and gloating about her wins over Gran. Or maybe she didn’t even bother gloating. Maybe she didn’t even notice.

      That somehow felt worse.

      Not this year.

      Windows lined the back of the house. He had to crouch to avoid them as he moved toward the door. He stopped between the windows and the door and pressed himself against the house siding. His whole body was covered in sweat, even his hands under his mittens, but he couldn’t take them off. He didn’t wanna leave any finger prints anywhere. He didn’t know if anyone would know or be able to pull his prints from the house siding but he couldn’t take the chance.

      He wouldn’t betray Gran.

      With slow movements, he turned toward the window. Sheer white curtains covered them, but he could still see inside, if a little fuzzy. He was right at the corner and was able to peer in. Through the gauzy curtains, he could make out the kitchen. Bigger than Gran’s, of course, but decorated in silver and gold. Kinda gaudy, he thought.

      There in the centre of the kitchen was an island. A metal bowl with fruit sat on it. To the left was a large white box, the kind a cake or pastries from the shop came in. Had Delores Leftbridge bought herself a cake? That seemed weird.

      The rest of the kitchen was pristine. The light grey counter tops sparkling, the appliances gleaming. It had the look of someone who never cooked.

      Except for those damned cookies.

      Lewis made sure he memorized everything in the kitchen. The fridge on the left, the sink on the right. The oven on the left farther in the room. The centre island. The cupboards. Everything.

      When he came back to get the cookies, he didn’t want to have to guess at anything.

      Next he checked the patio door. He knew from watching cop shows that they were the easiest way to get in, although most people put a piece of wood along the bottom, stopping the door from sliding open. Pressing himself against the wall, he stood up, trying to peer over the edge to see if he could spot the wood. Nothing. Did that mean she didn’t have anything there or that maybe he just couldn’t see it?

      He was gonna have to try.

      His heart started pounding again as he reached for the door handle. He felt the lock catch, but there was some extra movement that told him it was kinda flimsy. He jiggled the door, lifting it slightly, and felt the lock give. When he tugged the door again, he felt it slide.

      One inch. Two.

      A full five inches open.

      No strip of wood, nothing to stop the sliding motion.

      Obviously Delores Leftbridge didn’t know to put anything in the door to stop it from sliding open.

      Warm air puffed out in Lewis’s face. He hadn’t thought he’d be able to open the door, but here he was. Should he go inside? He hadn’t planned on it right now. He had only thought of sneaking in the day before or the day of the competition.

      But maybe a dry run wasn’t such a bad idea.

      His heart pounded in his chest as he slipped inside. He stopped right inside the patio door, standing on a mat. His boots were wet from outside. Snow on top of
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