
Iced Tea

A Mrs. Miller Short Murder Mystery

And Other Stories

Janet Lane Walters

Digital ISBNs

EPUB 9780228628743

Kindle 9780228628750

Coresource 9780228628767

PDF 9780228628774

Print ISBNs

Amazon Print 9780228628781

Ingram Spark 9780228628798

BWL Print 9780228628804

[image: image]

Copyright 2023 by Janet Lane Walters 

Cover art by Michelle Lee

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the publisher of this book. 

Dedication

To the doctors and nurses who cared for me during the last incident and taught me about the Joys of Aging.
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SUNLIGHT STREAMED THROUGH the kitchen window and the glass panel of the door, brightening the room. The yellow walls glowed and made me happy. I stared into the garden and noticed how the mints had spread. The three and a half years since Lars and I had married, sold our houses and purchased this four bedroom ranch as our home had been happy but because of the COVID epidemic, quiet.

“Meow.” Robespierre emerged from the cat door and padded to his food dish. He stared and called again. I grabbed a box of dried food from the huge pantry closet and shook a minor shower of granules into the bowl.  The brown and black long-haired Maine Coon cat attacked the offering. A few bites later he settled on the floor and stared Sphinx-like at me.

I glanced at the kitchen clock above the small antique table and chairs. Time to pack my contribution to the neighborhood Labor Day gathering. From the pantry, I removed the largest cake holder. After opening the lid, I took the three tiered chocolate cake from the chest freezer and fitted the pastry into the holder.

One down. I reached for my glass of iced mint tea and sipped. When I thought of how Sarah’s boys would crow with delight over the cake, I chuckled. Even though the pair had recently become teens, they remained suckers for the cake.

I hoped Lars would soon return from his golf game with his son. I wanted to reach Sarah’s yard in time to help set up the food. Today we celebrated the end of self-quarantining for COVID. The past three years had meant that in person gatherings were only with immediate family. During the early hectic days, over Lars’ protests, I’d returned to the hospital to help with the influx of patients. The families in my neighborhood had been fortunate. Though many of my friends had developed the disease, no one had become seriously ill.

As I opened the refrigerator, Robespierre stirred. He prowled to my side and stared at the jars I removed. Pickled shrimp, one of my special appetizers and one my allergy to the shrimp protein kept me from tasting.

“Merrup.”

I looked down at Robespierre. “You wouldn’t like them.”

The huge cat’s expression marked my words as lies. I scratched his head. “I should give you a taste but I’m not cruel.” Who knew what effect vinegar and herbs would have on the cat.

After finding a small cooler, I poured ice into the bottom and fitted a plastic bag inside. I decanted the jars of shrimp into the cooler, closed the bag and added it to the sides and top. I had just closed the cooler when Lars entered the kitchen.

He brushed a kiss on my cheek. “I’ll shower and change. Then we can leave.” He strode away.

Robespierre stretched in that feline way of denying he had a rigid spine. The cat wound circles around my legs before exiting the kitchen via the cat door. I stood at the kitchen door and watched his antics. First he chased a butterfly and leaped onto the wall. There he chose a sunny spot. After adding tea to my glass, I sat at the kitchen table to wait for Lars.

A short time later, he strolled in. I smiled. His blue shirt matched the color of his eyes. “Ready to go.”

I nodded. “You carry the cake. I’ll take the cooler.”

“Will do.” He lifted the carrier. “What does this weigh?”

“At least twenty pounds.” I followed him outside where I stood at the wall and studied the river. A few sailboats glided by. Sunlight glinted on the dark water. A  glimpse of the bridge brought a smile. Though fairly new and with a new name, to me, the three mile span would always be the Tappan Zee Bridge.

“Kate, come on.” Lars called. ‘The river will be there tomorrow.”

I laughed. “Unchanged, of course.” Though the temperature registered ninety, a breeze stirred the air. For a change, the humidity remained low. A great day for an outdoor event.

As we strode past the house next door, Don, Lars’ son strode down the walk to meet us. He carried a cooler. “Hot dogs. I’m one of today’s chefs.”

“Where are Sabrina and Megan?” I asked.

“At your son’s house. Megan is swimming. Sabrina is playing lifeguard and supervising.”

“Better her than me,” I said.

Lars laughed. “Makes three happy people. Just how many children are there?”

I shrugged. “At least a dozen.”

A rustling of grass caught my attention. Robespierre and his companion Rose Prairie, a younger Maine Coon cat, joined the parade. Until we reached the house with a fish pond, they accompanied us. In a flash, they slithered through the grass and took positions beside the pond where lily pads covered most of the water.

At the end of the lane, we turned onto Broadway and walked toward Sarah’s house. For a few moments, I paused and studied my old Painted Lady. The Victorian had recently been painted. I admired the deep blue trim and the light blue wood of the house.

“They did her proud,” Lars said.  “Any regrets?”

I shook my head. “I’m glad the apartments are gone and she’s a single family home again.” Many years ago, my husband’s death and the need to care for my son had spurred me to do the conversion. My attorney Richard and his new wife Jenna had bought the house and begun the conversion. I recalled their first meeting and the instant attraction between the pair. That meeting had blossomed into a strong marriage.

Lars squeezed my hand. “You okay?”

“I’m fine. Just remembering.”

“Forward, not back. Today will raise new memories.”

“All good, I hope.”

Don waited at the end of the driveway. We strode down the paved surface into the backyard. Sarah’s laughter greeted us. Four barbecue grills stood against the side wall. Two of them sent heavenly aromas into the air.

My son stood at one of the working grills. Andrew lifted the lid and added sauce to the cooking meat. “Hi, everyone! Hope you’ve brought your appetites. Chicken is my specialty.”

“Sounds great. Where are Ruth and Andrea?”

“At the pool supervising the children,” he said.

Pete Duggan manned the second grill. “Ribs,” he said.

I stepped closer. “Day off? No crime today?”

The detective shook his head. “Quiet time. Guess the bodies are waiting for you.”

“Let them wait for an eternity,” I said.

He grinned. “Where’s the knife?”

He referred to the one missing from Rachel’s body. “Who knows.” I sent him a smile. The knife would never be retrieved from its watery grave.

“You know,”” He turned to Lars. “If she talks in her sleep, ask her about the knife.”

Lars smiled. “Will do.”

Don set his cooler on a stand near the third grill. He added charcoal and lit the grill. “I’ve got the hot dogs. Who’s in charge of the burgers?”

Bob, Sarah’s husband stepped from the kitchen onto the small porch. “Burgers are mine. Time to fire the grill.”

I turned to Lars. “I’m going to help Sarah.. She’ll be bringing the food left by people before they headed to the pool.” I carried the cooler to the table where several covered platters had been placed.

Sarah sat a tray on the table. She grinned. “You brought the cake. My boys will demand dessert before dinner.”

“Would there be a neighborhood party without one?” I set the cooler down. “I won’t let them. I need a double container for the shrimp.”

“Over there.” She pointed to a gleaming metal bowl with a glass container inside. Ice surrounded the inner bowl. After decanting the shrimp, I covered the bowl. I followed Sarah into the house and loaded a tray with salads and baked beans. Three more desserts joined the cake.

Sarah chuckled. “We’re now ready for the hungry horde. They’re due in half an hour.” She turned to study the grills and cooks. “It was nice of Andrew to insist the children use the pool.”

“Kept them out of mischief. Burns energy. Plus that allows Andrew to play chef.” I released a long breath. Thank heavens she and Andrew had resolved their long-standing quarrel That pleased me. In the past, they’d snapped at each other like a pair of snarling dogs.

A sudden blast of sound made me gasp. “Was that a car horn?”

Sarah shrugged. “Sounds like a loudspeaker.”

“Perhaps there’s a parade.”

She shook her head. “The Mayor turned the fire department down.” Her mouth twisted into a scowl. “I think I know who’s playing games.”

I frowned. “What was going on? 

“Who?”

She strode down the driveway. “Come on.”

I had to run to keep up. At the end of the driveway, I paused to catch my breath. An antique car stopped on the street across from Sarah’s house. My eyes widened when I recognized the old Ford convertible. I’d seen the vehicle displayed in the window of the antique auto store up the street.

Seated in the rear sent holding a megaphone was Harold Bloom, the town’s mayor. His smile resembled a shark’s expectation of a gourmet meal. His blonde trophy wife sat at his side. Huge sunglasses hid her eyes. Her pale blue dress hugged her curves. The mayor’s son, Hal, sat in the front seat beside the driver. The mayor’s friend drove. I’m not sure what role James Hunt had in the mayor’s life but he was usually found within yards of Harold.

Sarah grabbed my arm. “How did he manage the car?”

I shrugged. “Maybe sweet talk. I don’t think he bought the vehicle.” I followed her as she strode toward the car. “Where’s Pamela?” The mayor’s daughter often hung out with the rest of her family.

“I imagine she’s at Boutique Impossible. The shops in town are open today.” Sarah paused a few feet from the car.

I touched her arm. “Do you really think approaching him is a good idea?”

“I need to ask him some questions.”

“About what?”

“A rumor I heard. The Mayor needs to answer with the truth.”

Knowing I had to stop a cold war from turning hot, I hurried after her. “Do be careful.”

“Always,” she said.

Mayor Bloom straightened in his seat. “Greetings, Ladies. What a beautiful day for a ride around our marvelous town.” He smiled. “I’ve heard you’re planning a neighborhood feast to celebrate the end of COVID.”

Was he aiming for the invitation I knew wouldn’t be offered? Since his election as mayor, Sarah has turned cool. “Nothing special,” Sarah said. “Just a few neighbors.”

His smile brightened. Did he intend to claim a spot? He and his third wife lived three miles from here. He wasn’t part of the neighborhood.

Sarah stepped closer to the car. “Why are you riding around in an irreplaceable antique car?”

For a moment there was silence. I edged away.

The mayor leaned forward. “We’re honoring Labor Day.”

Sarah placed a hand on the car. “A parade would have been a better way to honor the day. Crowds would have brought customers to town and helped the merchants and the restaurants.”

“Assembling a crowd isn’t good. Too soon. Maybe next year.”

Sarah stiffened. “You won’t have a say if you’re not re-elected. A thought. What happens to the money allocated for parades when the money isn’t used?”

“Saved to build a surplus for something important.”

“Like what?” Sarah’s hands fisted.

“I haven’t decided.”

She scowled. “I’ve heard a rumor that troubles me.”

What had she heard and when? I couldn’t recall hearing any new rumors pointing to trouble. I waited for an answer.

Sarah straightened her shoulders. Her expression changed to one of determination. A chill rolled down my spine. Was she inventing the rumor?

Mayor Bloom laughed. The sound emerged thin and strangled. “There are always rumors.”

Sarah’s hands tightened into fists. “I heard you’re cancelling the Halloween parade.”

His lips formed a tight line. “There’s no reason to have one. Three years have passed since the last one. No one is pushing to restore the event. I informed the committee there is no reason for a parade.”

“You’re wrong.” Sarah leaned forward and raised a fist. “Kate, how do you feel about there being no parade this year?”

Before I had a chance to answer, the mayor spoke. “There’s no reason to have one. No one has pushed for a Halloween parade. The town council agrees with me. There’s no need.”

I grasped her arm to stop the attack. “I feel sad to see a tradition ended. I understand why there’s been no parade for several years. To prevent the spread of COVID crowds were to be avoided.”

Harold Bloom nodded. “How true. We don’t need to spread the disease among the fine people of our town.”

Sarah’s face reddened. “You’re breaking a tradition for no good reason.”

“I am not.” The redness of the mayor’s face matched hers. “COVID achieved that goal. We will have a new tradition.” He leaned forward and touched his friend’s shoulder. “Time to move on. We’ve wasted enough time here.”

Was he angry about no invitation to our dinner? With a jerk, the ancient car moved. The mayor grasped the set to keep from being propelled. “Be careful,” he cried.

I watched the car chug away. What had the meeting accomplished? Nothing that I could see.

“Good riddance,” Sarah said.

To bad rubbish. I didn’t end her quote but the words flashed in my thoughts. I turned toward the driveway. Sarah followed.

A string of SUVs arrived and parked at the curb. Children and adults left the vehicles. The children ran past us toward the yard.

I turned to Sarah. “We should go.”

She met my gaze. “I’m going to do something about that. He can’t get away with shattering traditions.”

“What can you do?”

“I’ll figure something.” She walked ahead of me. “You know he didn’t hang the banners to advertise the farmer’s market. The weekly ones continue until next month.”

“You’re right.” Until she mentioned the banners, I hadn’t missed seeing them. “Be careful. He’s a spiteful man and always ready to strike back.”

She nodded. “I refuse to let the toad win. There will be a Halloween parade.”

I followed her into the yard where we caught up with the children. Sarah left me and went to the food table. My daughter-in-law grasped my arm. “I’m exhausted.”

“Relax and enjoy the food. You deserve a medal. I never realized the neighborhood had so many children.”

Her laughter joined mine. She handed me a plate and took one for herself. “What did the mayor want?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe an invitation to dinner.”

“Mrs. M! Mrs. M!” Larry and Jamal ran over. “You baked a really big cake,” Jamal said.

“Chocolate under the chocolate icing, I hope,’ Larry added.

“Absolutely. Eat a good dinner and you can have a slice.”

“Okay.” The pair grabbed plates and headed toward the grills.

Ruth and I followed them. I took half a chicken breast and two ribs. At the long table, I added baked beans, potato salad, three bean salad and lettuce and tomatoes. I joined Lars and several neighbors at a table.

“Mom,” Larry said. “Did he really say that?”

I looked up and saw Larry and Jamal standing near Sarah. What did they want to know?

“Not fair,” Jamal said. “We’ve been planning our costumes for the parade.”

“He can’t stop it,” Larry insisted. 

“Not fair.” The cry was taken up by other children’s voices.

Before long even the youngest children were talking about how mean the mayor was. Sarah gathered them into a huddle and soon calmed them down.

“What did you say?” I asked her later.

“That I would find a way to change his mind.” She paused. “Maybe a petition.” She turned away. “Time for me to eat.”

Later as evening arrived, a glorious

* * *









d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
A collection of
short stories,
including the
newest Mrs.
Miller Mystery






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg
BWL Lffihing e

%

http:/ /bwlpublishing.ca





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





