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Dedication

 


For John and Mikey

You’re always there, especially when I need
you most.

Love You More

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 1

 


Soaked with sweat, I awoke
with a start. My clammy pajamas clung to my cold skin.
Again. The dream did this. The results were always the same. I’d awaken shaking
and drenched, then be overtaken by a bad case of impending
doom.

A splash of water and some
fresh air usually helped clear my head. I flung the blankets aside and
scrambled from the bed into the bathroom. Cupping my hands under
the tap, and splashing, I rinsed my face and gently rubbed my skin.
The moisture soothed and awakened me completely.

Appalled at the reflection
in the oval mirror above the sink, I stared at the length of shaggy
brown hair that usually curved at my jaw line but now stood on end,
splayed in all directions. Though it looked pale, my peach-colored
skin normally glowed with health. Against the deep gray-blue of my
eyes, I appeared haunted. In other words, I looked like
crap.

As I opened the window an
inch or two and inhaled fresh end-of-winter air, a strong sense of
composure spread through me.

New Hampshire is often
frigid in late March. Temperatures can linger around single digits
one day and offer t-shirt weather the next. The cold, chilling
draft filled the bathroom. Goose bumps formed on my skin in its
wake. Hurriedly, I closed the window and then wrapped up in the
fleece bathrobe that hung behind the door.

Sunshine glistened across
snow-covered, Schmitz Landing – the mid-size town of less than ten
thousand residents, I’d moved to several months ago. Zillions of
ice crystals sparkled in the front yard. I admired their beauty
from the second-floor window of my bedroom. My home was adjacent to
the village green in the center of town. Birds hopped about,
pecking at invisible goodies. What were
they eating?

Traffic bustled and
pedestrians hurried along the sidewalks of the neat
Switzerland-like tourist town as I gazed out over the square. When
the alarm clock sounded, I slapped the off button. I’d better get a
move on, and try to face the day in a positive way even
though the dream had left me cloaked in gloom.

The nightmare hadn’t
visited in some time, but it usually preceded what turned out to be
a day I wouldn’t enjoy in the least. I wondered if this would be
one of those.

Jasmine, a mostly black
cat with smudges of white under her chin and on her paws, stared at
me from the mound of blankets. Her luminous, bright green eyes were
intense and steady. One paw stretched out and the other followed as
she began her yoga moves. When she arched her back, I swept the bed
covers in place and fluffed the pillows. It was time to start a new
day in the Tangled Wings Studio.

With an indignant
demeanor, Jasmine flicked the tip of her tail and strode from the
room. She’d become a spoiled feline, catered to by the studio
students and by me. Even so, I appreciated her company after
classes and during long evenings. I chuckled at the snooty tilt of
her head before she disappeared past the edge of the doorway
leading to the staircase.

After a quick shower, I
donned a warm – some might say mismatched – outfit of green
corduroy slacks, topped by an orange jersey and a fuchsia pink
cardigan. Fashion style and colored coordinates didn’t mean all
that much to me.

In the kitchen, the coffee
maker brewed, emitting a mouth-watering scent. I pulled a mug from
the cupboard.

The Schmitz Landing
Daily, a local rag, had to have arrived by
now. Not exactly of The New York
Times variety, this town’s and surrounding
towns’ happenings kept those of us who cared, informed. My
advertisement for the upcoming gallery show of work executed by the
students was scheduled to be in today’s issue.

Boots on, I shrugged into
a jacket and headed for the front gate. Snow had fallen during the
night, leaving crusted white swells that covered the steps and
porch.

Even though the sun was
warm and making short work of melting the freshly fallen snow, I
used a shovel propped next to the studio entry to scrape snow from
the deck and down the stairs. Working on the path near the furthest
end of the L-side of the house, I spotted a lumpy mound atop the
wrought iron bench nestled at the corner a couple feet away from
where I stood. Startled by the size of the heap, I shaded my eyes
from the sun and leaned closer, wondering if a jacket sleeve really
peeked out on the left side. Aghast, I pushed that idea
away.

The shape rattled me
though, and the shakes I’d had earlier returned. Rooted to the
spot, my legs refused to move when I tried to step forward.
Grumbling, I grunted in disgust and used the long handle of the
shovel to prod and poke the large mass a couple of times. Chunks of
snow cascaded down the body – a real body, of a real person –
frozen on my settee, in my front yard.

I gasped and stumbled
backward then ran for the house. I entered the house after I
tripped up the steps. Once inside, I whipped the phone off the
counter just inside the studio. My fingers shook as I punched in
the police department’s number listed on the wall along with the
fire department and hospital. A bored voice answered the
call.

“Corporal Hanson, how can I
help you?”

I drew a deep breath in an
effort to sound normal instead of hysterical. Why? I can’t say. Maybe I thought I’d
relax enough to get the words out. I don’t think I quite managed
the relaxation thing.

“A d-dead b-body is on the
bench in my front yard. You have to come over immediately,” I
blurted out, and hung up.

Panic steamrolled over my
nerves.

I returned to the bench to
wait and ensure the body was still there, that it was not a figment
of my imagination. Surely someone would arrive soon?

Chilled, I buried my hands
in my jacket pockets. The shaking refused to cease, even though the
temperature had little to do with my initial reaction. Clouds
formed when I exhaled and I stamped my feet to stay warm, all the
while wondering why no one had shown up yet.

It didn’t occur to me
until much later – when Detective Jonah Kilbride mentioned it more
than once – that I’d omitted my location when I’d made the
call.

After a long wait, sirens
sounded. The noise level increased by the second. A cruiser halted
at the gate followed by a rescue vehicle. A ruggedly handsome man
approached. A police badge, attached to his jacket pocket, flashed
in the sunlight as emergency personnel emerged from the rescue
vehicle.

The officer held them at
bay, stating he needed to assess the situation before they trampled
it. Astonished and nerve-wracked after finding a person frozen to
death, I waited in silence.

 His
ocean-blue eyes swept over me with a glance. He acknowledged me
with a brief nod and asked if I had made the call.

“While clearing the walk,
this caught my eye,” I admitted and motioned to the mound. “I poked
it with the shovel handle, and the snow fell, revealing someone
underneath.”

The tall man with a
cropped thatch of brown hair and C-shaped scar that ran from the
end of his left eyebrow to the corner of that eye, held my
attention as unbidden tears dribbled down my cheeks and froze. I
looked away, steadied my nerves and sucked in a deep
breath.

Before he turned to the
bench, he introduced himself as Detective Jonah Kilbride. He looked
me over, and mentioned I was probably in shock and ordered me to go
inside.

To say I don’t take orders
well is an understatement. I resist being bossed around, even if
the advice is well-intended. As though I’d taken his advice, I
retreated a few steps until his attention turned to the body.
Curious, I sidled nearer and leaned over his shoulder as he
assessed the body.

He stiffened and gave me a
testy glare.

“Weren’t you going indoors?
You’re cold and have icicles on your chin.”

I brushed at them with
stiff, chilled fingers, and tucked my hands into my pockets.
Without a word, I gawked at the victim.

Exposed to the sun,
leftover snow had loosened. My mouth hung open. I sucked in a deep
breath when the particles fell off her face. Drool gathered on my
bottom lip. Holy moly, I recognized the woman.

I gulped. Words exploded
from my mouth. “Oh, gosh, that’s Flora Middly.” I slapped my hand
against my lips to stem the flow of words, but it was too
late.

His rich-colored gaze
landed on me and there was a question in their deep depths.
Kilbride’s brows jacked up a notch.

“You know this woman? Is
she a friend of yours?”

Flora’s double chin sagged
to her chest. Her pouched cheeks were no longer florid. Her
mean-spirited, empty-of-life, seaweed-brown bug eyes were nearly
closed. My head bobbed up and down like a bobble doll in answer to
Kilbride’s questions.

I turned my back on Flora.
Even though she’d been hardcore miserable, I found the thought of
her death difficult to bear.

“She’s not exactly a
friend. She was more of a nuisance than anything, but she didn’t
deserve to die.” I paid attention to his face, a face that gave
nothing away. “Do you think she suffered a heart attack or
something?”

“Go
inside...Ms?”

“Oh, uh, Katie Greer.”
Startled by his cool tone, I shuffled my feet a bit. “Sorry. Yes,
I’ll go in now.” I stumbled up the path into the house. I stood at
the window and followed the progress as the team bagged, tagged,
and took Flora away. The stretcher tilted and swayed over the
uneven cobblestones. My stomach rolled as they wheeled her over the
leftover snow, now turned to puddles of slush from the tramping of
multiple boots.

The brute gazed after them
before heading toward the studio. He climbed the three short stairs
in one stride and peered at me through the glass while I stared
back. He motioned for me to let him in. With a catch in my throat,
I did so. Damn, the dream
had indeed flung this nastiness upon
me.

When he finished stamping
clumps of snow and slush from his booted feet, I suggested he join
me in the kitchen. I hadn’t even had coffee yet or managed to
retrieve the newspaper.

Waiting for him to follow
me, I realized I ought to gather my thoughts before the questions
began. I’d been questioned in the past. The memories of that part
of my past sprang to mind. I briskly tucked them in the compartment
in my brain labeled bad
times.

Detective Kilbride gazed
around, taking in the finished artworks, those in progress, and the
cat balanced primly on top of the cash register. He reached out to
her.

Jasmine sniffed his
fingers and allowed him to scratch her ears. She promptly offered
her stamp of approval with a loud purr. The corners of his mouth
tilted up at Jasmine’s pleasure as we moved on to the
kitchen.

I poured coffee with a
shaky hand. Kilbride leaned against the counter and watched my
every move. He smiled slightly and nodded when I lifted a cup in
his direction. His attention moved to the room – Kilbride’s steady
gaze missed nothing. No doubt he memorized the details.

He withdrew a small
notepad from the inner pocket of his jacket.

Wary, I waited for him to
speak.

“Ms. Greer, how long have
you been a resident here?”

“Almost a year.
Why?”

He waved a hand toward the
classroom and ignored my question. “This business... Do you have a
good following? Was Flora Middly one of your students?” Again, his
face gave nothing away and his voice remained impersonal. I was
sure he won at poker all the time.

Remembering Flora’s
busybody nature and wicked temperament, her criticism, and her
innuendos concerning the studio and my background, I pushed the
memories away and looked the detective in the eyes.

“Flora didn’t attend
classes. She came to an art show once, though.” I left out her
continued harassment of those who learned and enjoyed tangling, a
form of illustration similar to, but more intense than, doodling.
Tangling allowed one’s mind, body, and spirit to relax and enter a
yoga-ish state of mind while artists drew.

But tangling had proven to
be an extreme and foreign concept for Flora.

Flora endeavored to block
my business from opening and spent the majority of her time
advising others not to waste their efforts on art that made no sense. Though it was
foolish to deny my unhappiness over her abuse, I somehow managed to
ignore it. I had faith she’d find someone else to
irritate.

“Why did you decide to
settle here?”

“While on vacation, I read
an ad for Schmitz Landing and this place. It was for sale at the
time, so I took the opportunity to visit and take a tour.” I waved
my hand around the room. “It was love at first sight. I made an
offer and we moved in. The cat and I, that is. And you? How long
have you lived here, Detective?”

His mouth sensual, he
smiled full on. Square, white teeth gleamed against his tanned
skin. If asked, I’d say he enjoyed being outdoors. All planes and
angles, his face sported a firm chin and straight nose. Kilbride
was handsome – not overly, but in a rugged way. From an artistic
viewpoint, his features fascinated me, as did his scar. I wondered
at the humorous glint in his eyes while he contemplated the
question.

“Long enough, Ms. Greer.
Long enough.”

“I was just wondering. You
don’t have a New Hampshire accent.”

He hesitated for a mere
second and then said, “New York City, if you must know. Where are
you originally from?”

Aware I’d opened myself up
for his question, I’d been caught in my own trap. I didn’t want to
tell him, for fear he would poke into my background. Nobody needed
to know about that. Too late to consider the consequences of my own
stupidity, I answered him.

“The Midwest,” I said and
then asked, “More coffee?”

“Sure, thanks.” He offered
his empty cup before settling into a chair, as if he had nothing
pressing to do.

“It appears someone
strangled Ms. Middly using a leather belt decorated with distinct
artwork resembling art in your studio. Do you have any idea where
this particular material might be available? It doesn’t have belt
holes or a buckle, but is just a plain strip of
leather.”

Panic threatened to
overtake me. Worried I’d become suspect number one, even though I
didn’t have leather of any type in the studio for students to work
on, I sipped my coffee to bide time and then shook my
head.

“Some of the students, and
even I, work on a variety of surfaces, but not leather.”

“Forensics will be handled
at the state level, but when the evidence comes back, I’ll have
more questions. You aren’t planning a trip are you?”

“I have a business to run,
Detective.” Duh! Where did he think I would go, on a vacation to
Florida, or the Caribbean? Though an enticing thought, I knew I
belonged here.

Detective Kilbride rose,
adjusted his jacket and said, “Good. Glad to hear it. By the way,
do you know of anyone with a grudge against Ms. Middly?” His
question, shot off in a nonchalant manner, set my teeth on
edge.

“While she made herself
unlikeable, I can’t think of one single person who would want to do
away with her.” I shuddered. “What a horrible way to
die.”

His blue eyes, cold, he
muttered, “There’s no good way to die, Ms Greer.” He dipped his
head and left me standing in the kitchen with Jasmine, rubbing
against my leg, demanding a snack.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


A chime signaled the
opening of the studio door. Musical notes permeated the house. The
events of earlier that morning lay heavy on my mind. I’d managed to
feed Jasmine, fill her water bowl, and then add a splash of makeup
to my still too-pale face before the students arrived.

After adding a touch of
lip color, I rushed through the hallway connecting my living
quarters to the studio and gallery, in time to see Francine Cross
and Freda Grace enter. A gust of wind followed them in. Both women
had questioning expressions on their faces as they hung their
jackets on pegs near the door.

Francine, a tall, reedy,
nervous sort, stepped forward, her hands all aflutter. “Was Flora
Middly really frozen on your bench?”

She’d gotten the question
out when Freda, a kind and wise, late-sixty-something woman who
walked with a cane, reached over and clasped my hand, “You must be
a wreck, dear,” she sympathized. “You poor darling, what a
shock.”

I agreed, with a nod.
“Yes, it was. Because of the snow, I didn’t recognize her at
first.” I motioned them toward seats. “Would either of you like a
cup of tea before we start? I’m uncertain whether the others will
attend class today.”

Francine smirked. “Don’t
you worry, they’ll be here. Not only for class, but they’ll want
the scoop on Flora.”

The door chimed again as I
set the electric tea kettle to boil. Gretchen Winters, a
twenty-eight-year-old hairdresser rushed in with the latest gossip,
followed by Bill Creech and Brenna Pestler. Bill, a mid-forties
man, currently worked through the final stages of grief over his
wife’s death. His intense dislike for Flora had shown itself on a
variety of occasions.

Brenna – whose gregarious
personality and high energy level had brought her to the studio on
orders from her physician – had bright, light-brown eyes and a
contagious smile. She was a short, stout woman with a round face.
Her coarse orange hair sprung out from her head, antennae-like,
giving the appearance of someone whose body ran on static
electricity. I grinned at Brenna.

She settled at the table
and immediately lined up her blending stump, pencil, and pens,
soldier-like in front of her.

“Flora Middly has been a
pain in the rear since I can remember, but she shouldn’t have died
like that. No sirree,” Brenna stated in a matter-of-fact
tone.

Gretchen lifted mugs off
the pegboard above the kettle. Though she wore a sly smile, she
uttered not a word. When the tea container had made the rounds,
Gretchen poured piping-hot water into each cup. When I caught her
brown-eyed wink at me, I realized Gretchen knew something about
Flora.

General murmurs of
agreement with Brenna’s statement crossed the room, and mine joined
them. We sipped our brew and started the usual breathing relaxation
ritual before they initiated work on individual projects. A
palpable silence ensued until broken by the entrance of Janet
Latchkey, who consistently arrived last.

A late
afternoon-into-evening waitress in the local diner across the
square, Janet was smart, savvy, and could be a bit snarky on
occasion. She also held a soft spot for Bill, which meant that
underneath all the snarkiness, beat a gentle heart. She disliked
Flora, but had never explained why. I wondered about that as I hung
her coat on the remaining peg.

After we discussed how and
where I’d found Flora, I asked them not to dwell on the incident.
Looks passed back and forth, but everyone agreed and set to work
again.

Janet stated, “I want to
say this before we get started. Flora Middly’s rotten busybody
attitude meant trouble for all those she ran across. I, for one, am
not sorry she’s gone from this earth.” Cheeks pouched, Janet blew a
breath through pursed lips and defiantly added, “I’ve said what
you’re all probably thinking, except for you, Freda. You never
think poorly of anyone.” She gave Freda a huge smile, patted her
hand, and began to tangle a new tile.

Each of them had initially
come to class for one reason or another, but mostly for relief from
the stress in their lives. When I first opened for business, I’d
feared nobody would be willing to participate in this art style. I
had Flora to thank for those feelings of fear and
anxiety.

I’d done the necessary and
obligatory free demonstrations and even taught a class at the
elementary school. After a class at the local wellness center, the
participants handed out brochures and recommended my business. I
returned the favor by attending yoga classes to generate well-being
of my own. It had helped me deal with my recurring
dream.

Silent and meditative, the
artwork took shape. We broke to stretch and chat. I used the time
to peruse the various projects and was pleased at the efforts made.
Gretchen approached me after Bill entered the restroom located at
the far end of the studio.

She whispered, “I want to
share something with you, but not now. Let’s get together
later.”

“Sure,” I murmured, “come
by after work.”

With a nod, Gretchen said,
“My last appointment is at four. I’ll be here after I’ve finished
up. You don’t mind?”

“Not at all. I’ll make
supper, unless you’re engaged elsewhere tonight?”

“Ooh, I’d appreciate a
meal, thanks,” Gretchen answered. Then with a wide smile she
wandered off to speak with Freda.

The remainder of the
morning passed in silence. With their work stored, the students
purchased supplies for upcoming projects. I listened to them
discuss the gallery show scheduled for the next week.

“You still gonna hold the
opening, Katie?” Bill asked.

He’d worked so hard –
disappointment wasn’t an option.

“Of course,” I assured him.
“Was my ad in today’s newspaper? I haven’t retrieved mine yet.
Finding Flora...well enough said.”

“I’ll get it for you,”
Brenna offered and scooted out the door without her
jacket.

Francine chuckled at
Brenna’s quick response and remarked, “We think it’s a nice
advertisement. Did you manage the layout yourself or did Jenkins
generate the graphics for you?”

Ray Jenkins, the sole
reporter for the Schmitz Landing
Daily – which only published every other
day since cutbacks at the paper took place – was a news
correspondent come graphic designer who now wore more hats than he
could have imagined. Layoffs had doubled and tripled jobs performed
by the few remaining employees. Internet published newspapers
continued to seriously cut into profits as more people opted to
read their new online. Many stalwart folks, like me, would rather
read a real newspaper than get their news online.

“Jenkins kindly offered to
give me a hand. He’s quite good, too,” I answered.

Brenna burst through the
studio door like her shoes were afire. Snickers rounded the room,
though nothing was said. Going through life as though constantly
ablaze, Brenna often acted like tearing around would extinguish the
flames, hence her need to relax.

Bill told us the page
number. I found and admired the bold, captivating lettering
surrounded by a decorative geometric border. Student names followed
the date and time of the opening. I glanced over the page top at
their happy faces and laughed aloud.

“Can we get a look at the
space you intend to use?” Freda asked.

“Sure, the formal living
room will now become a full-time gallery. It’s enormous and perfect
for this and future events.” I used the studio for my own shows,
but the work compiled by these people called for a larger area. I
invited the group to enter through heavy double pocket doors into
the house itself.

The building, an L-shaped
affair, held a large room facing the street and across from the
town square. A fireplace, topped by a hand-carved ornamental mantel
stood centered in the outside wall. It left ample space for project
displays above it and on the other walls. A Persian carpet lay atop
hardwood flooring. High-backed antique chairs squatted near the
perimeter of the rug.

I’d gotten rid of the ugly
sofas before I moved in.

An electrician had agreed
to barter his work for a watercolor picture he’d admired. The
lighting he’d installed would perfectly show the work at its best.
One of the handymen from the wellness center kindly positioned
strips along the top edges of the wall in order to suspend framed
art from cords.

The group unanimously
approved of the space as they walked about, gazed at the furniture,
and peered out the windows. Neighboring homes on this side of the
property stood distant from mine. The acreage included in the sale
offered privacy and that had sealed the deal when I looked the
place over.

“Who put in your lighting?”
Bill inquired.

“Joe Schmitz,” I answered.
“We bartered for payment. He wanted a painting I’d done last year,
so I traded with him.”

Bill’s face took on a
solemn appearance. Hastily, he checked the time and stated he had
to leave, but would attend class the next day.

Confused by his abrupt
change in demeanor, I watched him scoot from the room and heard the
studio door close. Bill scurried along the trampled slush-laden
walk without a backward glance.

Curious over his reaction,
I turned to find all eyes on me and puzzled expressions on their
faces.

Janet wanted to know,
“What’s with Bill?”

I shrugged. “I haven’t a
clue. He asked who did the electrical work. I mentioned Joe
Schmitz’s name and he flew out of here right afterward. What’s
going on? Are you girls aware of something I’m not?”

Looks slid between them.
The women shook their heads or shrugged in answer.

“Come on, don’t treat me
like an outsider.”

Freda, the one person I’d
least expect, stepped forward. “Flora caused problems in Bill’s
marriage. She insinuated Bill’s wife and Joe had a thing going on.
It wasn’t true. Bill hasn’t trusted him ever since Flora did her
dirty work. She relished her role as a troublemaker, you know. Look
how hard she tried to stop you from opening this business. A pain
in the butt, that’s what she was.” Freda thumped her cane on the
floor for good measure.

Though surprised at
Freda’s words, I considered them significant since Freda refused to
gossip – but first times apply to everything in life.

Janet came to Bill’s
defense. “If Joe didn’t sniff around every skirt in town, Bill
wouldn’t have questioned his wife’s faithfulness. Mary was hurt by
the whole thing and then, of course, she fell ill not long after
that. Bill still hasn’t forgiven himself for his behavior. I
believe he and Mary had a solid marriage.”

“Joe doesn’t
sniff at skirts,”
Gretchen interjected. “He’s a decent man. We’ve dated a few times
and he’s always behaved like a gentleman. Flora’s unhappiness
filtered into the lives of those she encountered.” She gazed at
Francine and murmured, “You know that better than most, don’t you,
Francine?”

With wide eyes, Francine
glanced at each of us. Her face paled. “Everyone has problems, and
Flora was no different.” She wrung her hands and then slid them
into her pants pockets. “She’d been a friend of mine,
until...”

By placing a restraining
hand on Francine’s arm, Freda shushed her. Whatever Francine might
have shared, Freda wanted her to stay mum. Aware of Francine’s
discomfort, I sent Gretchen a silent plea. She nodded slightly and
slapped her hands together.

“This will be a fabulous
gallery, Katie. I think you’re on the right track.” Gretchen
glanced at her watch. “I’d better get to work. We’ll all be back
tomorrow.” She herded the others from the room.

I counted on Gretchen to
step in where needed. I was a new resident in town and that left me
with little information on who was what, and the why of it all. The
only news I had I gleaned came from the newspaper and from bits I
garnered from the students in class.

The shop emptied of the
last student. I watched their cautious progress across the
slush-filled stones, until they reached the sidewalk. I promised
myself to clear the path before the watery mixture froze and
somebody slipped.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 3

 


With shovel in hand, I
scraped the cobblestones clean. I huffed and puffed over the
exertion, realizing I required more exercise and less sitting at
the easel or drawing table. I rounded the side of the house to
clear the driveway and walk to the rear entry. The entire time,
clips of ‘Flora memories’ played in my head like a
video.

My first encounter with
Flora took place at the town meeting, when I’d applied for
licensing to open my studio. Printed copies of a business plan,
including art samples were distributed to the powers that be. I
listened to open discussions and gleaned as much information as
possible about Schmitz Landing politics.

Flora interrupted
conversations over every agenda item listed. Most often, the town
administrators sidestepped her complaints. When she couldn’t be put
off, they assured Flora her concerns would be considered before
making their final decisions.

When my application came
to the forefront, Flora loudly criticized my proposed enterprise as
detrimental to the community. She ridiculed the tangled-as-art idea
insisting it was a senseless technique to be introduced to the
townspeople, especially the children. Astounded at her overt
resistance to an art form she had little, if any, knowledge of, I’d
played a waiting game.

The lead townsman, Harry
Corbel, ordered her to be seated. He ran a pudgy hand over his bald
pate and demanded Flora listen to the information I
provided.

I made a presentation and a
lengthy discussion took place with questions that I willingly
answered. Flora blustered at every word. My resentment over her
disrespect and her inability to consider a proven health-conscious
venue for the public, grew with each harrumph she made.

Moments after the Q&A
session, the committee voted and gave me their blessing. I sent
Flora a satisfied smile and left the building.

For the first time, but
not the last, I’d been the recipient of Flora Middly’s nasty
attitude.

I wiped sweat from my
forehead as the sun headed toward the down side of the day.
Finished with the job at hand, I marched the path just as the
postal carrier place a bundle of mail in the box. He saluted and
smiled. I waved as he moved on down the street.

Though I think of physical
mail as a dying tradition, I enjoy receiving the daily oddities.
Easy Internet access had hit the postal system hard. I knew because
it now fought bankruptcy. Even when the only thing to arrive, other
than bills, included a few of sale brochures, I usually took time
for a cup of tea while I browsed the offerings. A sort of tradition
of my own, I guess.

With the bundle stuffed
under my arm, I trudged toward the house, purposely avoiding the
death seat – that’s how I perceived my bench at the moment. I’d
have to decide whether to rid myself of the thought or the seat,
but neither would happen today.

I headed through the
studio into the soon-to-be gallery. A doorway lay at the furthest
end from the front of the house and led to homier accommodations I
called my cozy rooms – or the ‘cozy’ for short.

The sweet sitting area
held a gas fireplace. That room opened to the kitchen by way of an
arched doorway. The comfortable atmosphere lent itself to
relaxation and a feeling of security.

Setting out teapot and
cup, I realized how much I had enjoyed my new life and home until I
found Flora dead on my bench.

Wide windows stretched
across the back of the house, offering a stunning view of the river
and mountains beyond. My property stretched to a boat dock, showed
off by a few weathered Adirondack chairs at the water’s edge. As I
went through the mail, I fancied sitting there when the weather
allowed.

Schmitz Landing had been
named after its founders. Boats that once docked at the river’s
edge had carried merchandise, but now the river was used only for
recreational purposes.

The early 1900’s boomtown
days abruptly ended when trucking outgrew the need for boats. Over
time, even the railroad had nose-dived into near oblivion. Schmitz
Landing then became a tourists’ dream. Featured in magazines, the
town offered a quaint view of life straight from a Swiss village
look alike.

I’d been struck by the
authentic cobblestoned streets, the gingerbread trim on shops.
Costumes worn by storekeepers had given me a bit of a laugh when I
first drove in. I now knew the townsfolk were brilliant enough to
offer the public a glimpse into a unique lifestyle.

Moments later, when the
doorbell chimed, I tossed the mail aside, set my teacup on the
tray, and answered the summons.

Detective Kilbride stood
on the front steps. Great, my day took a sudden turn for the worse.
I felt it in my bones.

With a reluctant smile, I
ushered him in. “What can I do for you, Detective Kilbride?” His
face held a serious expression that put me on guard.

“I have a few more
questions, Ms. Greer.” He glanced around the house as we entered
the sitting room where the fireplace blazed, heating the comfy
space. A rectangular tangle-designed floor cloth caught his
immediate attention before he finally turned toward me. I motioned
for him to take a seat.

“Would you care for coffee,
Detective?”

“No, thanks.” He motioned
to my cup. “Don’t let me interrupt your tea time.”

His
relaxation-prior-to-interrogation technique was top-notch. I had to
give him credit. I’d experienced this before and knew what to
expect. A cloak of trepidation draped my shoulders.

Seated in the soft chair,
I rested my hands on the arms. To fidget was a sure sign of
nervousness or guilt, a lesson I’d learned the hard way. “So fire
away. How can I help?”

“You spoke of issues
between you and Ms. Middly?”

I hesitated. “We had our
moments, yes.”

“Explain them if you would
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