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Festivity Police

”

"Shit," Gloria Booth muttered. "Shit, shit, shit."

She stubbed out her cigarette in the red coffee can that perched on the edge of the porch. Across the parking lot, her friend Violet Morrision had just come out of the back door of the grocery store and started across the asphalt towards her. 

Violet needed cataract surgery and so wasn't likely able to see what Gloria was doing, but she could absolutely smell. She was like a bloodhound, and she was on the hunt for any rogue DuMauriers Glo might have lit up recently.

Glo was supposed to have quit. She had promised to quit. She had promised Vi, she had promised her son Rob, she had promised Sandy, who ran the diner with her. But she had not promised John, their cook, who snuck her the smoke that morning when she'd said it was the one thing she'd wanted in the world. 

Vi's nose twitched as she approached the porch. "Were you —" she began.

"You just missed John," Glo said, blithely throwing her cook to the wolves. 

Vi's pursed lips said she wasn't sure she believed Glo, but Glo didn't care. If she inspected the can she’d see half a cigarette smudged with blue paint — evidence that John had been smoking during last night’s session in his art studio. "You just came out here to stand in the subzero December air for no good reason?"

"Habit," Glo said, nudging the coffee can further into the corner with her heel. "And the kitchen is an inferno. The ovens have been going since five."

Glo and Sandy had baked endless batches of gingerbread cookies, peppermint brownies, and shortbread for the past month in preparation for the annual winter light festival. They'd planned out a special set menu for the day and were putting the finishing touches on it now — a turkey sandwich layered with stuffing and cranberry sauce, served with potatoes and gravy and a winter slaw. There were tiny 'snowman pizzas' for the kids, decorated with pepperoni buttons and an orange-pepper nose and bits of olives for eyes. The pizzas were tucked away in the freezer, ready to go, but they'd fiddled with the salad so much Glo was ready to scrap the whole idea.

Glo sniffed the collar of her blouse. She smelled like sage and onions. Like Christmas dinner. And illicit cigarettes, of course. 

"Come in for a coffee," she said to Violet. "Or can’t you stay?"

"No, I have help this morning. I just came by to see how the festival preparations were going." Vi climbed the steps as Glo tugged the back door open. "And maybe if you have any broken brownies you don't want to serve."

Glo laughed. "I might have a corner or two. You can taste the salad for us."

Gloria and Sandy had come up with the salad together, as they often did — a twist on their usual dishes. Sandy was, as always, enthusiastic about experimenting. Glo often was, too, but she felt as if a Brussels sprout slaw with cranberries and walnuts might be a tough sell for her customers, even if she personally wanted to eat the entire batch.  

"I'm always happy to eat your experiments, but aren't you two cutting it a bit close?" Vi stepped into the kitchen and immediately waved a hand in front of her face. "You're right, it's hot in here."

"Go through to the office," Glo said, "I'll bring you a cup and a plate."

Vi paused on her way to peek through the pass-through at the dining room, which was still about half-full. Gloria suspected she also wanted to see if John smelled like cigarettes. 

Glo was supposed to have quit smoking months ago. She’d gotten pneumonia a few years before and the doctor who’d treated her at the Leeside Hospital — the lovely Duncan, who came in for breakfast now and then —recommended she quit. Unfortunately, he'd also made the recommendation over eggs one morning, and within earshot of Sandy and Violet. 

VI’s husband Walt had been a pack-a-day smoker until the year before, when he’d been put on oxygen. He was twelve years older than they were, in his mid-seventies, and he and Glo stood on that back porch together countless times over the years — Walt would wander over from the grocery for a break and he and Glo would gossip, tapping their ashes into a coffee can. Now Glo smoked alone and Walt had a pack-a-day nicotine gum problem.

Glo didn’t really want to quit. She’d cut her habit in half, which hadn’t really been so bad, but resisted the gum and the patches and the e-cigarettes her regular doctor suggested. She was down to six cigarettes a day, on average. The only number acceptable to Vi was zero, and Glo suspected she’d never reach it. 

“She just wants you to stay healthy,” Sandy said when Gloria complained about being unable to buy cigarettes at the grocery store the way she always had. “We all do. You were really sick."

"I know that," Glo muttered, testily, then immediately felt guilty for taking out her frustrations on Sandy. 

"She’s already so worried about Walt. She's just trying to keep all her loved ones close.”

Glo knew this was true. So she kept her irritation to herself and bought her smokes at the gas station on the way out of town. The owner there didn’t care one way or another. 

She’d run out that morning, which was why John had given her one of his. 

There were broken brownie corners left, but Glo felt guilty so she cut a square from a fresh pan. She scooped out a little cup of the slaw and tucked it on the plate beside the dessert, with a fork. Then she poured two coffees and joined her friend in the office. She’d been up since five and her energy was already lagging. 

“I can go sit with Adele if you don’t have time to stop,“ Vi said when Glo sank into her chair. “I know you have a lot on your plate.”

Glo waved a hand. “I need a few minutes. We’ve got extra hands this week anyway now that school’s out.”

“I know you do — you stole my holiday relief team.”

Glo sipped her coffee. They had this conversation every year, twice a year — summer and winter, ever since Gloria had finally given in and hired a crew of students to help during the busy seasons. The crew only amounted to four or five students at the most, but Vi acted like she’d booked the island’s entire teenage population.

“I only stole Christy, and only once. I’m sure you could get her back.”

“I think she’s a nurse at Leeside Hospital now,” Vi mused. “With your favourite doctor.”

“Mm.”

“Helping with his anti-smoking campaign.”

Glo swallowed a sigh and another gulp of coffee. She’d been friends with Violet for close to sixty years. She knew there’d be at least three more references to her habit that day. 

“Kate's PR push for the festival this year seems to have worked. The hotel's booked solid," Vi said, digging into the little cup of slaw.

The light festival had grown from a single night event to a multi-day market that attracted vendors from across the region. It included a week-long holiday film festival, an art show, and an exhibition hockey tournament between teams from Leeside, Acton, and Whitman Beach. There was even talk of adding some kind of parade. 

And of course there was the bonfire, because Whitman Beach wasn't Whitman Beach without it. They didn't know how to celebrate without lighting something aflame.	

Glo wasn’t sure she wanted the festival to grow. It was already the craziest week of the off-season. And it was so close to the holidays — she felt squeezed for all of December, like it wrung all the holiday cheer out of her. There was so much planning, and every year things were slightly different than the last, based on visitor feedback. It was good for business — in previous years the boost in revenue had carried them through the post-holiday doldrums — but she sometimes felt like it was getting away from her. From all of them.

Sandy had convinced her to invest in a coffee cart, which Glo insisted would only sell brewed coffee and hot chocolates, nothing that required an espresso machine. They didn't have time to learn how to use it, and it wasn't what Booth's was about, anyway. She knew Sandy thought she should expand her view on that front, but Gloria held firm. They could experiment with new flavours and ingredients and push people a little when it came to main courses and desserts, but they weren't in the beverage business and she didn't want them to be. People who minded were welcome to go to the cafe on Aspen, three blocks east, for a latte or a frappe or whatever foamy concoction was on offer.

She watched Vi eat a bite of slaw, then take another forkful and chew thoughtfully. "Well?"

"I like it." Vi swallowed and moved on to her brownie. "You should bring it to Christmas dinner. But I don't know if the general public is going to like it."

Glo sighed. The general public felt like having a tiny pebble in her shoe. Everyone had an opinion — as was their right — but she didn't necessarily want to hear it. Whatever possessed her to ask for another, even one she respected, was beyond her right then. Punishment for her nicotine-fuelled subterfuge, she supposed.

"You know how they are." Vi sipped her coffee. "If you tell them it's sprouts they'll refuse to eat it."

"I know. I definitely know."

"The brownies are fabulous, though. Everyone likes those." Vi brushed crumbs from the front of her blouse and smoothed her silver bob. She almost never had a hair out of place — even as a child she'd been exceptionally neat. Glo often felt careworn and haphazard next to her, no matter how careful she was with her appearance.

Glo drained her cup. She reached for the reading glasses sitting on her desk, and set them on top of her head, a necessity that added another metaphorical pebble to her shoe. She couldn't see the digits on the card reader without them (or read a book, or sew on a button). They bothered her more than the silver strands that crowded out the brown on her head, in part because she'd never liked the colour and never been committed enough to change it.

Vi polished off the last of her brownie and pushed up from the couch, empty plate and cup in hand. “Anyway, I should get going before my help sells the place out from under me.”

Glo followed Vi out of the office and waved her off as she left through the back door, across the parking lot to the grocery. 

Through the pass-through, Glo saw Sandy chatting with a man she didn't recognize. He was about her age, she figured — tall, broad-shouldered, with a thick shock of salt-and pepper hair. He wore a forest green down jacket and a red plaid shirt — holiday colours — and he took up space. His very presence made a statement. Hi, I’m here. Look at me. 

Sandy gestured toward the kitchen — toward her, she realized — and she smoothed her apron and went out into the dining room. This man wasn't here for breakfast or a mid-morning snack, it didn't look like. Maybe he was the Festivity Police, coming to give her a citation for ongoing negativity. Guilty as charged, she thought as she crossed the floor. 

"Here she is now," Sandy said, then nodded at Glo. "I'm just going to take care of table three."

"Table three" was Earl Florek, on time for his daily coffee-and-apple-pie appointment.

The man gave her a polite, professional smile. Not holiday law enforcement, though he wanted something. 

"Can I help you?" Glo asked, trying to sound friendly. 

“I’m Hank,” he said, extending his hand. “Burrows. I’m here on assignment for the Westward Wing.”

Glo took his hand. “The what?”

“It’s an in-flight magazine. I’m a writer, and they sent me to cover this light festival. It's kind of a last-minute thing — I was in the neighbourhood for another assignment and picked this one up. Someone in this town knows how to write a press release."

Glo wanted to laugh. Kate's PR push included a tidy sum to a firm on the mainland. The big guns, Duffy Tyson called them, with a quirk of his mouth that said his ex-wife — and business partner — was wasting her money. 

“It’s nice to meet you, Hank. I’m Gloria,” she said. “Booth.”

“Booth. So this is your place?”

“This is my place.”

He surveyed the dining room, which by now had settled into the typically quiet rhythm of a Wednesday morning, right between rushes. She knew what he was thinking — she'd seen other visitors think it. That the room was probably never busy. That nothing ever happened in Whitman Beach. The light festival was going to be kitschy and sad and not worth his time. 

"How long are you in the area?" 

"A couple of days. I fly out on the 24th."

"Did they give you a list of things to see while you're here? There's stuff going on all week."

“I have a list. Don’t think it was made by a local, though.” He reached into the inside pocket of his jacket and drew out a folded sheaf of paper. 

Glo settled her reading glasses on her nose and scanned the sheet. The usual highlights, the kinds of things people saw on Trip Advisor. Beaches and hikes, mostly. A museum or two. The shopping district in Leeside. She wrinkled her nose. 

“No good?” 

Glo folded the sheets up. “We're expecting sleet later. I guess it depends on how warm you like your beaches. Storm watchers usually head for the other side of the island this time of year.”

“I was going to toss it,” he admitted, “and ask locals for their ideas.”

“Smart move.”

“You want to start the list?”

Gloria reached into her apron pocket for a pen, annoyed that she was doing the work Kate probably paid someone a hundred dollars an hour for. “There’s a place between here and Acton you might like. You can tell them I sent you. They'll give you a tour.”

She handed the paper back to him and pushed her reading glasses back onto the top of her head. Hank studied the paper. "A… cidery? Am I reading that right?"

"You're reading that right."

"It didn't come up during my research. Interesting."

"They're not online," Glo said. Word of mouth only, the owner, Dorian, insisted. So Glo did her best to spread the word. 

"Oh, so a hidden gem." Hank gave her a knowing smile. She didn’t miss the note of sarcasm in his voice. "In my line of work we like to joke about those."

"You'll have to judge for yourself," she told him. "But we do have a few of those around here. Real ones."

He nodded, thoughtful. "Maybe you do," he said, and tucked the paper back into his jacket pocket. She waited for him to take a seat or ask her another question, but instead he treated her to another smile, a little warmer this time, then reached for the door and stepped out into the cold December morning.

 

	 


 

 

 

 

 

 

Tips from a Local

 

The bell on the door jingled as Glo roamed the empty dining room, lining up the chairs and making sure everything was clean and ready for the morning. Like it always did, the dinner rush slowed to a trickle by seven o'clock, and now as it neared eight and closing time, she and John and the dishwasher, Kelly, had started to close down. 

So a prickle of irritation ran up her spine at the sound of that bell — something that turned to surprise when she saw Hank framed in the doorway. His salt-and-pepper hair looked wild and his eyes were wide, as if he’d been on a roller-coaster instead of out for a drive seeking those hidden gems he apparently liked to joke about.

“You didn’t tell me about the ice,” he said, without preamble. There was an accusation somewhere in his voice, as if the road conditions were her fault.

She bit her lip, trying to tame a laugh. “Sorry. It’s just a fact of life around here. I did warn you we were expecting sleet." 

It tapped against the window now — his green jacket was damp at the shoulders. It would probably be damp forever now, unless he found a dryer. For a travel writer, he seemed unprepared for the weather.

He sighed and ducked his head. "You did."

"How was the cider?”

“Perfect, though I only managed a sip because of the drive back. They gave me some to go. Dorian says hello.” He looked around the empty room. “You’re closing.”

“Not for a few minutes, technically. Were you looking for dinner?”

“Yeah. I guess I’m used to places that are open all hours.” Before her annoyance over that observation geared up, he continued. “But I won’t keep you. I always carry snacks in my luggage.”

“Sit down and I’ll make you something.” She gestured to a booth, knowing she probably sounded abrupt and not hospitable. The last thing she needed was some writer from across the country telling people the place was dead, the owner rude. “If you want coffee I’ll have to make a pot.”

“Don’t go out of your way.”

“None of it is out of my way.”

He settled in the booth, unzipping his jacket. “I need to apologize for this morning." 

“Oh?”

“I was pretty abrupt, and you were helpful.”

“That’s all right.” 

“Not really. I was a little irritated by that list, to be honest. This really was a last-minute assignment and everything felt a little too half-assed. The cidery was great, though, all decked out for the holidays.”

Glo nodded. “It’s lovely out there.” She knew Dorian liked to make the place look festive. He held special tastings all through the holidays. She set a bundle of cutlery on Hank's table and held up the pot, asking again.

“Decaf?”

She nodded. “Of course. You take a look at the menu while I get it going.”

“Oh no. No, I’m not going to come in here at five minutes to close and ask you for something that sets you back an hour. Whatever’s easiest.”

“You’re not coming in here to eat leftovers,” she said. 

He grinned. His eyes — she couldn’t tell if they were blue or brown, they were so dark  — twinkled. “Call it chef’s choice, then. They’re only leftovers once you close.”

Glo started the coffee and went into the kitchen, where John was scrubbing down the prep station. His studio was often a disaster but he liked his kitchen spotless. 

"We've got one more," she said.

He stopped scrubbing. "What? Now?" 

"The writer who was here this morning. But don't worry about it. I'll plate up some of the roast beef and potatoes. The special."

"The veggies look a little limp." He wiped his hands. "Give me a couple of minutes and I'll sort him out. And you, too — you skipped dinner again."

Glo was about to argue, then decided to leave it. John was right. She'd gotten busy and not bothered to eat. Surrounded by food and starving, the story of her life. She could take home a box and eat it in front of the television, the way she often did. Flip through the news and the terrible sitcoms and forget to watch the Nordic mystery she'd recorded fourteen episodes of.

She took the plate out to Hank, scooping up the coffee pot along the way. He looked up from his phone, glasses perched on his nose as he read from the little screen. 

"Today's special," she said, as she set the plate in front of him. 

"Thanks." He tucked his glasses away and turned the phone face down.

"Take your time. And just shout if you need anything else." She paused. "We still have some pie left, if you're up for a slice."

"I shouldn't be, but I probably am."

"That's the spirit," she said, laughing. 

When she brought him the pie she found him looking out the window at the darkened parking lot, where a little row of market stalls stood near the grocery, waiting in the shadows, and a stack of wood sat in the middle of the concrete pad, illuminated by the lot’s lone security light. There were a few cars parked in the lot, late-evening shoppers and the little red hatchback Vi's new manager drove.

“You really have a fire out there?”

“We really do.” She leaned against the side of the booth. “It used to be a summer thing only, but now we do it twice.”

“At the solstices?”

“No, the summer one is always mid-July. The solstice thing was… well, I think the organizers chose the day because it seemed logical.”

“Light on the darkest day.”

“The fire was an extra draw.” Glo straightened. "You should talk to Kate Tyson about it. It's her baby."

"I'm supposed to meet her tomorrow," he said, lifting his coffee cup. "Interesting that an outsider came here and started all this."

Glo shrugged. "Kate has a long history with this place. She'll be the first one to tell you the initial brainwave was hers, but everyone else made it work."

Violet thought Kate was too pushy but Glo admired her tenacity. She had spent years building a business alongside Duffy, and they'd kept going after their divorce, and now that business had brought new opportunities to Whitman Beach. They'd restored the building at the end of the street, started a "business support group" (Sandy went but Glo never did), and worked with two housing co-ops to build new residential complexes. Kate had connected John with her friend who owned a gallery in Vancouver, and he'd had several successful shows. But perhaps most significantly, she’d gotten everyone excited about their little town again.

Gloria wasn't going to tell Hank, a stranger, all of this. It wasn't her place to act as press liaison for the town. They hired someone for that — the "big guns," and Amy Bridgewater, an event planner from Acton who stage-managed the festival with almost military precision. (Glo didn't really mind Amy, either. Some people needed managing.) 

"So it was a real community effort," Hank said. "That's nice. Like one of those Hallmark movies."

There was a wry note to his voice. "It took a lot of hard work," she said, tartly. "It does look like something out of a movie when it's all lit up, though."

"Do you get to see it?" He waved his fork over his mashed potatoes. "This is delicious, by the way. Thank you."

"I get to see it. And you're welcome."

"What's your favourite part? The must-see?"

“Is this an interview?” She was joking, partly, but you never knew. She wasn't altogether sure she trusted him.

He chuckled. “No, I’m just full of questions and I’d rather have the real answer than the one in the backgrounder.”

“I don’t know if I’m the person to give you a real answer.” 

He seemed to study her for a moment, and Gloria shifted on her feet. “You gave me the tip about the cider place. I think you might be.”

The kitchen door opened and John came through, wiping his hands on a towel. Awash with a strange kind of relief, she turned and beckoned him over. "Come meet Hank," she said. "He likes your mashed potatoes."

John's face split with a wide grin. He reached out to shake Hank's hand. "Hey."

"Sorry for the last-minute order."

"Oh, it's no problem. I'd rather have a last minute visitor than none at all. And Glo would have told you the kitchen was closed."

Hank chuckled. "I don't doubt that for a second."

'I left your dinner under the warmer," he said to Glo.

"Wait a minute, this isn't right," Hank said, before Glo could respond. "I'm keeping you from closing up shop and you haven't eaten yet?"

"I have." John tapped his chest. "Glo never lets anyone go hungry, but she didn't take a break today."

"I had a late lunch," she insisted, trying not to let on how annoyed she was they were suddenly talking about her eating habits. "I eat after close all the time."

"Why not eat now?" Hank suggested. "While it's hot?"

"Good call," John said. "She should."

"Join me." Hank gestured to the opposite side of the booth. 

She wasn't averse to joining her customers now and then. She knew them all — they were neighbours, people she saw almost every day. Hank was a stranger, and a little voice in her head said she should probably keep her distance, even if that voice couldn’t tell her precisely why. But John slid into the booth with an enthusiastic nod, leaving Glo with no other option.

"We can finish the decaf," she said, refilling Hank's cup and pouring out two more. She sat down beside John, her face suddenly hot. She rubbed the back of her neck. 

"So Hank," John began, oblivious to whatever was going on with Glo's thermostat, "how long have you been a travel writer?"

"Fifteen years or so. I went freelance when my paper closed down." Hank sipped his coffee. "It's not the only thing I do, but it's the most fun."

"Oh? What else do you do?"

"A lot of different things. Corporate stuff pays the bills, mostly. Not very exciting unless you're in the thick of it, and even then…." He grinned. "I won the Golden Axle Award for a piece on fuel efficiency in light-duty trucks."

"I didn't even know that was a thing.” John chuckled. “The award, I mean.” 

"There's an award and a trade publication for everything. You wouldn't believe it." Hank gestured at his plate and nodded at Glo. "I thought you were eating, too."

"Right." Glo got up from the booth and headed for the kitchen. She picked up the plate John had left her, along with a bundle of cutlery, but she didn't turn back toward the dining room right away. She stood listening to the two men talking about Hank's travels — Paris, the Caribbean, Hungary, Houston. She wondered why he'd have taken a holiday assignment in a poky little town like Whitman Beach.

"Someone can really write a press release," she murmured. And then John asked the question himself, almost word for word.

"I was close by, relatively speaking," Hank said. "My editor knew that and asked me to fill in for someone — she's down with the flu or something, and I didn't have any reason to rush home for the holidays. Anyway, I figured why not? I changed my flight and came over on the ferry. Though I wish I'd packed my waterproof jacket."

"There's not a lot to write about around here," John said. "I mean, it's a great place, but it's pretty sleepy."

"I'm sure I can come up with something," Hank said. "There's a story everywhere, if you look for it."

Was that why he wanted them to sit? To find the story? She had no intention of letting him find it there, no matter how attractive and personable he could be. Because in spite of her impression of him that morning, he was turning out to be personable. And there was no question he was attractive.

But maybe that was his professional persona. Maybe the real Hank Burrows was the man she’d met that morning — a little prickly, a little arrogant. Maybe his apology just now was just a way to clear a path to the information he needed. 

When she joined them again Hank was asking the questions — specifically, what John liked the most about the festival. "Oh man, it's a visual feast." John leaned forward in his seat, elbows on the table. Glo recognized the look on his face — if Hank wanted, John could launch into an endless lecture about art and light and composition and colour. "The tree decorating, the light displays — everyone tries something new every year. It's the best kind of gathering together. We don't have enough opportunities to create art in our daily lives, you know? To express ourselves visually."

Hank's eyes widened slightly. He clearly hadn't been expecting John's level of enthusiasm. 'I suppose we don't. I hadn't really thought about it as art."

'Oh, it totally is. It's a kind of public art. It's all about placemaking — bringing people together in public spaces."

Hank chewed his roast beef, thoughtful. Glo wondered if he'd jot that down somewhere when he went back to his hotel room, if he was itching to take notes. "I think we could have a bigger conversation about this."

Glo let a laugh escape. Hank had no idea what he was in for.

Hank sipped his coffee and turned his gaze on her. "What about you? What's your favourite part?"

Glo unwrapped her cutlery, searching for an answer. That year none of it was her favourite — it was sensory overload, long days, and more chores than cheer. 

“I guess I just like the light,” she said. “It’s so dark this time of year.”

“It’s been great for Jim’s holiday sales,” John joked. "Strings of outdoor lights, up three hundred percent."

“What about the bonfire?” Hank prodded.

“Oh, when I was young. But it’s not the same as it used to be.”

“Why not?”

“It used to be down on the beach.” Glo knew she sounded nostalgic, but she couldn’t help herself — she was nostalgic. “It was different. Wilder. Then it came up here and had to be tamed somehow.”
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