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[image: ]


Holiday Blues

––––––––
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Lizzy was in a foul mood. Worse, she felt guilty about it. All the songs and movies told her Christmas should be a time of good cheer. Yet there she sat on a hard wooden bench in the Harperstown police station—stewing. 

That morning, feeling depressed by the season and alone in a new place, she decided to take a walk. Surely the scenic, snow-covered town and the physical activity will make me feel better. Her plan nearly succeeded. Her eyes lit on the community center, decorated in sparkling red and green, and her spirits began to lift.

What happened next, however, brought them crashing down. One of the town’s four ‘brilliant’ police officers stopped her, accusing her of stealing their community Christmas tree and the gifts beneath it.

“Even if I wanted a tree, which I don’t, where would I put it, Sherlock?” she asked, and was promptly arrested.

The officer in question left her on the bench, still in cuffs, and went to get a donut or something. Lizzy was so angry she could almost see the black cloud forming over her head. She closed her eyes and tried to meditate. When she opened them again, and glanced at her watch, two hours had passed. I must have dozed off. What is taking them so long?

A tall, muscular man with curly red hair walked out of the back and leaned over the reception counter to retrieve a file. Catching sight of her sitting on the bench, his eyebrows rose. His eyes are so green. He approached and asked, “Have you been helped?”

Lizzy held up her cuffed wrists and said, “I’ve been waiting here for over two hours.”

“Who brought you in?”

She shrugged. “The brainiac with the bald head and the scraggly mustache.”

“Do you know why?”

“I think it’s because I called him Sherlock. I’m afraid I have a bad attitude today.”

“Just a moment, please.”

***
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She found it difficult to sustain her anger in the face of his polite professionalism. In fact, her mood was beginning to lift again when he returned with the officer who had arrested her. Then it took another nosedive. The smirk on his face was insufferable. Moron.

“Ma’am, this is Officer Nettle. Nettle, could you tell me why you brought her in?”

“She’s suspected of theft.”

“Theft of what?”

“The community center tree and gifts.”

“How did she transport them? It was a twelve-foot tree.”

“She must have had an accomplice.”

“Mm-hm. With a truck. What made you decide she was responsible?”

“I followed footprints from the door, and she was standing at the end of the walkway.”

“Were they a match?”

“Huh?”

“Did the footprints match her boots?”

“I...uh...”

“You didn’t check?”

Nettle looked at his feet. “No.”

“Okay, so you arrested her and brought her in when? Three hours ago, would you say?”

Looking at his watch, Nettle nodded.

“What have you been doing since then? Have you filed any paperwork?”

“No, Sir.”

“Why not?”

“I got a call.”

“About the theft.”

“Yes.”

“So you knew she was innocent, yet left her sitting here in cuffs for hours? Would you say that is a violation of her rights? Dereliction of duty, perhaps?”

Lizzy almost felt sorry for Nettle, but not quite. He was a bully.

***
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Appalled by Nettle’s behavior, Jason removed the young woman’s cuffs and instructed his deputy to write a detailed report of the arrest. Then he invited his victim into his office. “I’m Captain Jason Schneider and I'd like to apologize on behalf of the Harperstown police department.” He held out his hand for her to shake.

“Thank you,” she said, shaking his hand.

“We haven’t met. Are you new in town, or just visiting?”

“I just moved here.”

He wondered why she didn’t supply her name or tell him where she lived but he didn’t really have any right to ask.

“How do you like it here, other than your visit to the police station?” He smiled.

“It’s okay.” She ran a slender tan hand through short blonde hair, making it stand on end. “This is a hard time of year for me. I probably should have waited until the new year.”

Again, he wondered. “Aren’t you hot?” he asked, eyeing her thick winter coat and heavy snow boots.

“Yes. When I go outside, I’ll probably turn into a popsicle.”

“Would you like a ride home?”

“No, that’s okay. It’s not far.”

The silence was awkward. “I should go,” she said finally. “Thank you for helping me out.”

Jason stood when she did and held out his hand again. “It was nice meeting you,” he said.

She gave him a wan smile and turned toward the door, but stopped when he asked, “What’s your name?”

“Lizzy.”

Then she was gone, and he wanted to know more about her. He wanted to see her again.

***
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Lizzy hunched against the icy wind as she walked the two miles home. Captain Schneider had lifted her spirits somewhat, but she was still faced with the upcoming holiday. The old-fashioned shops on Main Street were a constant reminder, decked out with lights and all manner of Christmas paraphernalia. What’s with the candy canes? They were everywhere. Along the streets, in shops, decorating trees. Stopping in front of the Hummingbird bakery, she waffled. Is twice a day excessive? The proprietress, Dottie Peele saw her and waved. Waving back, Lizzy continued walking.

As she crossed the street to her house, sitting on the corner without a decoration in sight, she noted the house on the opposite side of the intersection. That house looks like it threw up Christmas. At night you can probably see it from space. Then she thought about her uncharitable attitude. Am I a grinch? Why should I celebrate losing my family? I hate Christmas. She thought about the police captain again and sneered. He looks like someone who’s filled with Christmas cheer. Definitely not the guy for me. William was bad enough. Her selfish ex had been all for receiving gifts on every occasion but rarely gave them in return. He didn’t care if she decorated, as long as his pile of presents was waiting on Christmas morning. Lizzy frowned. I need to get out of my rut. I know. I’ll try out my skates. She smiled and let herself into her house.

Despite a lack of heat and hot water, Lizzy loved her new house. The 1900-era Queen Anne was much larger than she needed, but the location was good and the price even better. A construction firm from Sioux Falls had remodeled the downstairs before she moved in. Essentially what she had was an enormous roller rink, sparsely populated with furniture.

Peeling off her snow pants and heavy coat, she stood shivering in shorts and a tank top. I’ll warm up as soon as I get moving. She retrieved her skates from the closet and sat on the long cream-colored sofa to put them on, pausing to turn on the sound system. Her energy soared as she flew through the house to Michael Jackson, getting faster and more daring as she became familiar with her path. Forward, backward, bouncing and spinning, she found her joy.

The doorbell was her undoing. Surprised, she looked at the door and ran into a small table, arms, legs, and vase in an airborne jumble before crashing to the floor. Lizzy sat amidst the wreckage and said, “Ow.” Getting off the floor in roller skates while surrounded by glass, was tricky. The song continued along with the pounding on her door. By the time she got to her feet and shut off the music she was annoyed.

“Yes? Who is it?” she asked from behind the closed door.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. What do you want?”

“I’m Holly. I live across the street. I made a giant lasagna and can’t eat it all myself, so I wondered if you’d like to have supper with me.”

“I’m sorry. I have a little situation right now but thank you for the offer.”

“I have wine too... and homemade brownies.”

“Maybe some other time.” Darn. Lasagna sounds good. Too bad it comes with a visitor. Resuming her seat on the sofa to remove her skates, Lizzy sighed. That was really fun. She wished she hadn’t been interrupted and she wished she had hot water. I need a shower. The shards of shattered ceramic remained where they fell but they’d have to wait. Once she cooled off, she wouldn’t want to get in the cold water. She sprinted up the stairs where she took a quick icy shower and got into her warmest sweatpants and hoodie. Adding socks and slippers to ensure she didn’t cut her feet; she went back downstairs to make a cup of coffee and deal with the mess.

Placing a frozen dinner in the microwave, she ambled to her long curved black desk and opened her laptop. The desk sat under a chandelier, where someone else’s dining table belonged. Lizzy enjoyed facing the window and French doors so she could look outside as she worked. The microwave dinged and she sat at the kitchen table to eat. Lasagna would have been better, she thought as she ate the bland chicken parmesan and soggy green beans. I should learn how to cook. This stuff is gross. 

After dinner she sat to write. Immersed in her story, all her mundane worries and fears faded away, leaving her content. The hours flew by as she happily crafted a world far different than her own. Shivering, she glanced at the clock and saw it was two in the morning, so she saved her work and trudged upstairs to get ready for bed.  

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2
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Visitors

The next morning, Lizzy donned her outerwear and stepped out her front door to find it cleared of snow. Someone shoveled my sidewalk. That’s really nice. I wonder who did it...and when? In the middle of the night? Her new neighbors baffled her, but she was pleased about the sidewalk, until she tried to descend the front steps at least. They had iced over, and they were very slick. Her feet moved faster than she did, and she ended up on her keister. My bottom will be black and blue. Getting on her hands and knees, she crawled to an unshoveled spot and stood. Then she carefully hobbled down the street to the Hummingbird.

Lizzy pulled open the door, breathing in the scents of freshly brewed coffee and pumpkin pie. A healthy-looking poinsettia sat on the counter and a red garland lined glass cases. The half a dozen round tables surrounded by comfortable chairs sported embroidered red tablecloths. Dottie greeted her like an old friend. “Good morning. You’re a little late today,” she said.

“Yeah. I was up past my bedtime.”

“I just took a batch of cranberry-orange scones out of the oven so you can be my taste tester.”

“I might be drooling a little.” Lizzy grinned. She loved Dottie’s nose and was still trying to find a place to use it in her novel. Average-sized, not too big or small, it rose from the bridge in the size and shape of a marble. It should have been ludicrous, but it somehow fit with her pink-tipped white hair and fuchsia lipstick. It’s so unique and gives her loads of character.

“Have a seat and I’ll join you. It’s quiet this morning.”

Dottie brought two cups of coffee and two scones to her table and sat with her. Lizzy took a bite of the scone, and her eyes rolled back. Hand over her heart she said, “This might be my new favorite food.” The soft warm scone contained chunks of cranberry and orange peel with an orange glaze drizzled on top. It was moist and just sweet enough. She wanted two but didn’t want Dottie to think she was a pig.

“Would you like another?” Dottie the mind-reader asked.

Lizzy nodded sheepishly. “They’re delicious.”

Dottie brought her a second scone and resumed her seat. “How long have you been here now? About a week?”

“Four days.”

“Have you made some friends?”

“Just you.” Lizzy smiled.

“My husband and I are having a Christmas party at our house this weekend, if you’d like to come. He can pick you up if you need a ride.”

She hesitated, wondering if Dottie could see the panic in her eyes. She didn’t want friends or social obligations. She just wanted to be left alone. “Can I let you know?”

“Of course. More coffee?”

Before she departed, Lizzy bought some scones, onion bagels, and a loaf of homemade bread, partly out of guilt. No friends. No parties. Remain anonymous. Finish my manuscript. She repeated her mantra to herself on the way out the door. If those crazy paparazzi find me, I’ll have to move somewhere else.

It was snowing again. Lizzy had spent her entire life in Phoenix and the snow made her nervous. She imagined being stuck in her house without food or electricity. Glancing at the small grocery store next to the bakery, she decided to purchase some basic supplies. What do I need? Candles? Something nonperishable. No, I can just put perishable stuff outside. I wish they’d turn down that music. I can’t even hear myself think. Vaguely annoyed by the Christmas music blaring through the store, she pushed a small cart up and down the aisles. She remembered she had to carry everything home and kept her purchases to a minimum. The chatty checker, dressed in a crop top and jeans with mile-high hair, became conspicuously silent as she scanned Lizzy’s items. The other customers eyed her purchases and whispered amongst themselves. I need to get home; this is so awkward. She walked gingerly down the street, careful of the ice, and found a note affixed to her door with duct tape. The note read, “Brought wood. Back porch. Thanks. Bart.” Awesome! I can make a fire. Maybe I won’t actually freeze this winter. Grinning to herself, she dumped her groceries on the kitchen counter and headed for the French doors. She had never seen such an enormous pile of wood, all neatly stacked and ready for use. Not only that, someone, probably Bart, had shoveled a path around the side of the house. Gathering up an armful of wood, she carried it inside and placed it on the little stand next to the fireplace. She stood back and canted her head, wondering how to light it. I should have bought matches. 

The doorbell rang and she hoped it wasn’t the woman with the lasagna again. She approached the door and asked, “Who is it?”

“Dennis Wright. We met the day you moved in.”

Lizzy opened the door and looked up. Dennis was a well-proportioned six foot five with short dark-brown hair and an easy smile. “Do you know how to make a fire?”

“Yes, and I know how to put one out,” he chuckled.

“That’s handy, I guess.”

“I’m a fireman.”

“Oh. Well, come in, won’t you?”

“You bet’cha. Why is it so cold in here?”

“I don’t know, but a fire might help. I just got some wood.”

“Do you have newspaper or something to use for kindling?”

Paper wasn’t a problem, but there was still the matter of matches. “I’ll be right back,” Dennis said, before leaving the house. When he returned, he carried an unopened box of long matches. “Here we go. One fire coming right up.”

“Would you like some coffee?”

“Sure.”

Lizzy went into the kitchen to pour them each a cup. The fire that greeted her when she returned with the tray was blazing cheerfully and beginning to take the icy edge off the air.

“How do you like it here so far?” Dennis asked as he sat next to her on the sofa.

“Well, I got arrested this morning.”

“What?” He laughed. “What did you do?”

“I might have gotten mouthy with the cop who accused me of stealing the community tree.”

“Not Jason?”

“A little bald guy with a mustache. I don’t really want to talk about it. Have you lived here your whole life?”

“No. I moved here about five years ago.”

“Why? Do you have family here?”

“Yes and no.” His face clouded, and he sipped his coffee. “We just met, and I don’t know why, but I feel like I can trust you.”

Tilting her head to one side, Lizzy waited.

“I haven’t told anyone else. In this town, telling one person something is like taking out a newspaper ad.”

“You want to keep it quiet.”

He nodded. “I’m looking for my dad. I think he got into some kind of trouble. He took off when I was fifteen.”

“How old are you now?” Lizzy asked, curious.

“Thirty-five. You?”

“Twenty-eight.” 

He nodded. “So anyway, five years ago, my mom died and made me promise to find him and give him something.”

“You think he lives around here?”

“It’s a possibility. My aunt lives here but she won’t talk to me. I don’t know where else to look.”

“Who’s your aunt?”

Dennis hesitated. “Ethel Crocker,” he said finally. “She seems to blame my mother for Dad’s disappearance. I’m not sure whether she doesn’t know where he is, or if she just won’t tell me. She’s an obstinate woman.”

“What if you got a DNA test or something and looked for a match?”

“Wouldn’t you have to have some kind of law enforcement connection to do that?”

“Can’t you ask the local cops?”

“Schneider hates me. There’s no way he’ll help.”

“Why does he hate you?”

“Hard to say. We’ve just never gotten along.” 

Finishing the last of his coffee, Dennis said, “I have to get going. You won’t repeat what I told you, right?”

“Of course not. Thanks for helping with the fire. Can I keep the matches?”

“Sure. Thank you for listening.” He covered her hand with his and looked into her eyes.

Oh no. Too much sharing. Gently removing her hand, she stood and collected their cups. “Did you say you had another appointment?”

“Yeah. Gotta run. See you later.”  

***
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Sitting near the fireplace, wrapped in a fleecy blanket, Lizzy wished she had placed her desk in the living area. She needed to get back to work, but didn’t want to leave the fire. The warmth made her sleepy and she dozed off and on, watching gentle snowflakes fall through her front window. Outside, the sky darkened but she felt too lazy to turn on the lights. Neighbors walked their dogs and pre-pubescent boys rode sleds down the street. Her curtainless windows framed life as it unfolded so she sat making up stories in her head about the people of Harperstown. Three of the boys stood together on the corner, one of them pointing at her house. Then giggling and shoving each other as they crept to her window, they took turns peeking inside until she crawled toward them and surprised them by popping up and making a face. She chuckled as all three boys ran screaming for their sleds.

As she knelt by the window, an elderly man with a cane and a wilted-looking bouquet crossed the street and hobbled up the path to her door. Lizzy vacillated, not wanting company but unable to ignore him after he went to all that trouble. Rising to her feet, she turned on the porch light and opened the door.

“Good evening. I wanted to welcome you to the neighborhood. My name is Theodore Hoffmeyer, but you can call me Theo.” He smiled broadly.

“Nice to meet you Theo. I’m Lizzy. Would you like to come in for some coffee or tea?”

“I don’t want to intrude...”

“You’re not intruding.” Why did I say that?

“Thank you, then. A cup of tea would hit the spot.” He shuffled into the kitchen behind Lizzy, where she pulled out a chair and helped him remove his coat. Once he was seated, she heated a cup of water and took a box of tea bags from the cupboard. “Would you like a scone?”

Declining the scone, he talked non-stop while she made the tea. He spoke of his days teaching high school and his wife who had died twenty years ago, and asked Lizzy about herself.

“What brings you to Harperstown? Do you have family here?”

“No. I came across it when I was looking at charming small towns on the internet, and I found this house for sale and well it was kind of a happy accident.”

“Do you like to play cards?”

“Now and then.”

“I brought a deck. How about a game of gin?”

Lizzy said, “I don’t know how to play. How about blackjack?”

“Sure. One of these days I’ll teach you to play gin.”

After a couple of hours, Lizzy was beginning to tire from the effort of prolonged socializing. “This has been fun,” she said, “but I’m beat. Perhaps we can do it again another time.”

“Of course. Thank you for your hospitality. I manage to keep myself busy, but I get a little lonely sometimes. It was nice of you to invite me in.”

She sighed and leaned against the front door after he left. She had started across the house toward her desk when a noise made her glance at the French doors. The pale face pressed against the glass stood out clearly in contrast to the darkness beyond. Lizzy screamed and screamed, unable to stop, even after the face disappeared. Switching off the lights so whoever was outside couldn’t see in, she worked on slowing her breathing. It’s probably those kids getting me back. She shivered. I need to get some curtains.
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What Does he Want?

A loud rumble from her midsection reminded Lizzy she hadn’t eaten since breakfast. She slipped her debit card into her coat pocket and let herself out of her front door, heading for Dave’s Diner. I wonder why the wind is always going the opposite direction. My nose is frozen. 

Warm light poured out of the diner’s sizeable plate glass windows and Lizzy’s mouth watered at the delicious scent of grilled beef. She pulled the door open and was struck by a barrage of sound; clinking dishes and happy voices raised to be heard over blaring Christmas music. Taking a seat at the bar, she glanced around. Colorful posters and neon signs competed with strands of Christmas lights and garlands. The black and white checkered floor, Formica tabletops, and red upholstered chairs lent the diner a 50s vibe. 

The harried middle-aged bartender, wearing a button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up, stuck a pencil behind his ear and asked, “What can I get you?” 

“A Long Island iced tea and a menu please.”

“Coming right up.” He handed her a menu and moved away to make her drink.

Surprised when Dennis sat on the stool next to hers, she turned. 

“Fancy seeing you here.”

“A girl’s gotta eat. Have you had dinner?”

“You mean supper.” He grinned. “Yes. I had something at home.”

“This menu is ridiculous. What should I get? What’s chislic?”

“You don’t want that. Try the hot beef.”

“Is that spicy?” 

“No, you’ll love it.” 

The bartender placed her tea in front of her and took her order, then asked Dennis what he’d like to drink.

“I’ll have whatever she’s having.”

He walked down to the kitchen window to place Lizzy’s order and Dennis asked, “What are you having?”

Lizzy laughed and told him but then frowned when he slung his arm around her shoulders. “Let’s not go there, okay?”

“Sorry. Just being friendly.”

“My last relationship was a train wreck and I’m not looking for another.”

“Winter has a way of changing people’s minds.” He waggled his eyebrows.

A woman with brown, 80s hair and a low-cut top inserted herself between their bar stools and turned her back to Lizzy. “Hey lover,” she purred. “I haven’t seen you for a while.” She leaned in and ran her fingers through Dennis’ hair.

Brushing her hand away, he said, “Hey Stace. How’s it going? Have you met Lizzy?”

Stacy turned slowly, oozing displeasure. 

I wish he hadn’t done that. Now I have an enemy.

“You stole the presents from the community center, right?” Stacy spoke loudly, so everyone could hear her. “You got arrested.”

“I didn’t steal anything.”

“That’s what they all say,” she sneered. “I bet the next time I see you will be on the front page.” Turning to Dennis she said, “Give me a call when you’re done slumming.” She walked away with a slow roll of her hips and was soon surrounded by a group of curious sycophants, eager to hear her story.

Dennis didn’t apologize. Instead, he grinned and said, “Look. Your hot beef is here.”

Taking a bite, Lizzy thought it was good, something like a sloppy joe, but she’d lost her appetite. “Could I get this to go?” 

“Sure. I’ll bring you a container.”

“And the bill, please.”

Dennis offered to walk her home, but she declined. She’d had enough of Dennis Wright for one day. The suspicious eyes of her fellow diners followed her to the door, and she was anxious to escape.

***
[image: ]


The sandwich was cold and soggy. Heating it in the microwave didn’t help. Lizzy left it on the kitchen table and sat at her desk. She opened her laptop, then closed it again. Turning on her stereo, she tried singing as she organized the books on her bookshelves. What’s the matter with me? Here I am with loads of space, and I feel claustrophobic. A small apartment in a big city would’ve been more practical. What was I thinking? She paced back and forth. I’ll just go to bed. I’ll feel better in the morning.

Trudging upstairs to her room, she sighed and wrinkled her nose. I wish I’d had them remodel the bedrooms too. They’re so creepy. At least I brought my own bed. The house came with heavy dark furniture the agent had called antique. Antique. How about old and needs to be replaced? Lizzy kept the bedroom doors closed and only visited the outdated bathroom and the room across the hall, the one she chose for herself. Somewhat sleep deprived since she had moved in, she was exhausted and fell asleep almost as soon as her head hit the pillow.  

Several hours later she was awake again. She pulled her blankets over her head and squeezed her eyes shut. Listening intently, she knew she was being irrational but couldn’t repress her fear. It’s an old house. Old houses make noise. She listened again. What could sound like footsteps? Is someone in here? Maybe I should get a burglar alarm. She kept her eyes closed and tried to imagine herself at the beach, the warm sun on her face, the crash of the waves rolling in, the smell of salt water. Why did I choose Harperstown of all places? I could have gone anywhere. She knew why though. No one would ever look for her here. She flung the covers off and got up. Shivering, she turned on the light and checked the thermostat. Twenty degrees. Back in Phoenix it never got that cold. Sweatpants and a hoodie helped a little, but a heater would work better. She went downstairs to make a fire. She followed Dennis’ instructions and once she got it going, she started a pot of coffee, taking a sniff of the rich ground medium roast before scooping it
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