



[image: Cover]







Table of Contents




Title Page


Copyright


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4



 

 

 

THE 8TH GIFT

A Hart Valley Holiday Novelette

 

 

 

Karen Sandler


Copyright © 2013 by Karen Sandler

 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, write to the author through her website: www.karensandler.net.

 

These are works of fiction. All names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of the author's imagination or used fictitiously.


Chapter 1

 

 

As Sarah Meyer watched the Marbleville County sheriff’s deputy tap on the screen of his iPad, she hugged herself to hold back her fear. The usual coziness of her living room now felt unsafe and frightening. Having the deputy there should have helped her feel more secure, but the gangly young man looked barely out of his teens, almost too skinny for his khaki uniform.

Nevertheless, his blue eyes were kind and his expression empathetic. “You’re sure nothing but the Christmas presents were stolen, Mrs. Meyer?” 

“Hanukkah presents,” Sarah said reflexively. This time of year, most folks assumed a pile of gifts were for tucking under a Christmas tree. “There wasn’t anything else of value.”

“So just a few toys,” the deputy said.

She nodded, feeling sick inside. Most of what she’d tucked away in her bedroom closet had been inexpensive items for her eight-year-old son, Aaron. Gold foil-covered chocolate coins, Black Panther underwear, a few Wimpy Kid books. But the big prize, the gift she’d planned to give Aaron on the eighth night of Hanukkah, had been a Hogwarts LEGO set.

Two hundred dollars, and that had been a lucky find on Craigslist. Aaron had begged for it last Hanukkah, then for his birthday in February. It had taken Sarah months to save up enough for such an extravagant purchase. There was no way she could replace it now.

The deputy’s radio squawked and Sarah jumped at the noise. The young man spoke into it, glancing over at Sarah.

“You don’t have to stay,” Sarah said. “The locksmith is on his way and my son is safe at his grandparents.” Her parents had been the first call Sarah had made, even before 911. Once she’d discovered that someone had broken in, she hadn’t let Aaron step so much as a toe inside.

“Who’d you call for the locks?” the deputy asked.

“Jake Goldman.”

The deputy nodded. As small a town as Hart Valley was, the young man would know Jake. “You mind if I wait in my cruiser until he arrives?”

“No problem.”

The deputy walked out. A prickle traveled up Sarah’s spine at the solitude. Thank God Jake would be here soon.

Other than brief chance meetings in town, and a nod hello at the congregation’s small Shabbat services, Sarah hadn’t spoken to Jake since the memorial for her husband, Ian. 

But Jake and Ian had been best friends. They’d had their bar mitzvah a week apart from each other as thirteen-year-olds, and they’d served together in Afghanistan, the only two Jewish men in the unit. Between them they’d managed a Passover dinner last spring at their base in Paktika province.

And Jake had been twenty feet away from Ian twelve months ago when a sniper’s bullet had found Sarah’s husband.

Sarah’s gaze strayed to their wedding photo on the mantle, like it did a hundred times a day since Ian’s death. Ian’s Medal of Honor hung from one corner of the frame. The medal with its star and eagle never had a chance to gather dust considering how often Aaron asked to hold it.

Ian had been running toward a pair of fallen comrades, PFCs who were under his command. The chaplain had told Sarah that Ian had drawn fire away from those two downed privates, saving the life of one. The other had already died.

The walls of her living room seemed to close in on her. She stepped outside, the December cold immediately cutting through her wool sweater. It was too chilly to be out here, but she felt safer on the porch than inside. She settled on the front porch swing.

The wide, deep lawn that stretched to the gravel road was frosted with ice. No streetlamps out here, five miles from town. They were the last house on the road, with nothing but a turnaround past their property.

Ian had hated for her and Aaron to be alone in this house when he was on deployment. He’d wanted them to move into Marbleville rather than tiny Hart Valley, had wanted them closer to the small Jewish community in the county seat.

But his parents owned the house, and had offered it to Ian and Sarah when they’d retired and moved to San Diego. It had been hard to say no when she and Ian could save up for their own place by living here rent-free.
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