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The consistent hum of the AC joined with the rumble of Leo’s old Ford truck. The dashboard, flooded with the unrelenting June sunlight, hinted at a scorching day. 

Looking at her reflection in the vanity mirror, Lila saw a woman whose hair was trying to escape its constraints, unkempt, yet full of a deep tranquility. 

Leo’s fingers beat a constant rhythm on the wheel as he enjoyed the rock music.

The morning air smelled of freshly cut grass, blended with honeysuckle’s sweet scent, a typical June fragrance for Maple Creek.

“Almost there, love,” Leo stated softly, his voice rumbling. He gave Lila a little soft smile, then looked back at the road.

"Great. My system is crying out for caffeine," Lila responded, rubbing weary eyes. “And I hope Mrs. Henderson has plenty of glitter for the Fourth of July projects.”

"Indeed. I confirmed it this morning. She assured me there is enough to channel a shimmering cascade through our entire establishment." His laughter, a rich, rolling sound, filled the cab.

"Splendid. That extra sparkle is the crucial element that elevates our Fourth of July festivities from satisfactory to spectacular. The children are utterly captivated by that dazzling material."

The town square was already abuzz with energy as they entered. Strands of red, white, and blue decorations adorned the lampposts, while diligent workers assembled a platform for the impending Independence Day performance. 

A prominent banner, etched in bold letters, declared, "Maple Creek Rejoices!" A palpable sense of eagerness permeated the entire community, hinting at a festival that promised to surpass all earlier celebrations in scale and spirit.

"Observe the sheer number of people," Leo remarked, gesturing towards a team of volunteers painting an enormous American flag onto the side of the ancient grain silo. "Their dedication this year is remarkable."

"They are always devoted," Lila replied, a powerful sense of connection blossoming inside her.

The path led them down Main Street, where the sweet aroma of freshly baked cinnamon rolls wafted from the bakery, a neighbor to their establishment. Daniels Crafts and Hobbies, strategically positioned between the patisserie and an eccentric antique emporium, displayed a dazzling assortment of vibrant summer creations in its windows—shimmering sun catchers, spirited patriotic wreaths, diminutive flags, and containers overflowing with the previously mentioned sparkling material.

"Ready?" Leo inquired, shutting off the engine of their vehicle.

"Absolutely," Lila said, her fingers already fumbling with her bag. The day's endeavors were starting. Her hope was for it to surpass all prior days, and a deep conviction settled within her that it would. Then, a fleeting flicker at the periphery of her sight, a shadowy form that skirted behind the antique shop, disappearing as swiftly as it materialized. Lila hesitated, hand suspended inches from the car door. A disquieting sensation washed over her. It couldn’t merely be sweltering air. Or could it? Before the thought could fully form, Leo had already exited the truck, his smile accompanying the opening of her door.

Stepping onto the sun-drenched pavement, the morning air was already balmy; the sun was a brilliant omen in the sky. That peculiar movement lingered, a phantom sensation, yet the awakening hum of the town soon dispelled it. 

The sweet perfume of the cafe embraced Lila, a fragrant cloud of cinnamon and sugar, mixed with coffee. As Leo secured the truck, they continued towards Mabel's Cafe to grab a coffee before heading next door to their shop, Daniels Crafts and Hobbies, to start the workday.

The welcoming chime of the bell announced their arrival. The pleasantly chilled interior offering a welcome sanctuary from the mounting warmth outdoors. From the depths of the back room appeared Mrs. Henderson, a vibrant woman with hair like spun silver, her arms laden with merchandise.

"Sparkle overload!" Mrs. Henderson declared with a playful glint in her eyes. "More than enough glitter to illuminate the entire community!"

Mrs. Henderson, a widow enjoying her retirement, occasionally lent her aid to the shop. She found fulfillment in contributing, and Leo and Lila cherished her presence, whether they needed an extra pair of hands, or she sought a diversion. Her effervescent disposition and warm spirit had the remarkable ability to charm even the most morose individual into a good mood.

As Mrs. Henderson bustled about, unpacking the boxes with efficient ease, Lila helped Leo arrange the new stock. Their fingers left smudges of glitter that twinkled in the light. The morning passed in a blur of customers and crafts, the town’s excitement for the upcoming celebration palpable in the air. 

Their hands were full as a steady stream of customers flowed into the shop throughout the day. Maple Creek residents and tourists alike were eager for all things glittery and patriotic. Customers were quickly emptying the shelves of their Fourth of July-themed crafts, and the sounds of laughter and conversation filled the store. The bell above the door jingled constantly, each ring signaling another customer joining the festive atmosphere. 

Lila’s earlier unease had been momentarily forgotten as she and Leo busied themselves helping customers, offering suggestions, and ringing up purchases. The shop buzzed with activity as they worked seamlessly together; movements choreographed by years of shared experience. However, as the afternoon sun cast long shadows on the street outside, the nagging sensation returned, creeping up like a subtle shadow. 

Though the town buzzed with merriment and the day had been a triumph, Lila's attention couldn't help but be drawn to the aged shop next door.

A subtle crease formed between her eyebrows, a silent testament to an unresolved enigma. The peculiar motion glimpsed earlier, a phantom flicker, refused to be dismissed, persistently prickling Lila’s mind like an unfinished riddle. 

As twilight descended, a powerful urge to unravel the secret of that brief anomaly took root within Lila. She dismissed it as unimportant, maybe a kid using the alley as a shortcut, but the unsettling nature felt uneasy for reasons unknown. 

They secured their establishment. The ornate bell above the entrance emitting a final, melodic chime. Their bodies, fatigued from the day’s demanding labor of reorganizing inventory and attending to patrons, felt the ache of exertion. They ordered their usual large pizza with ham, pineapple, and lots of cheese from Gino's, the local pizzeria, before heading home.  

As golden hour bathed the scene, their son, Legend, a youthful sixteen, was already perched on the porch, his slender build gracefully settled into a rocking chair. "Judging by the triumphant glow, the shop must have been a roaring success," he quipped, his gaze falling upon the pizza box Lila carried.

"Absolutely magnificent," Lila affirmed, presenting him with the feast. "Mrs. Henderson delivered the essential sparkle, and the craft store buzzed with anticipation as patrons geared up for the Independence Day festivities." Sliding into the adjacent rocker, a profound sense of home washed over Lila.

"That's wonderful, Mom," Legend acknowledged, lifting the lid to release an aromatic cloud of baked dough and savory herbs. "You both certainly deserve this indulgence."

They savored the pizza; the conversation flowing easily, punctuated by shared laughter and reflections on the day's events. Lila recounted the peculiar flicker of movement she glimpsed near the antique shop, a detail that now seemed to fade in significance, dwarfed by the day's accomplishments and the palpable warmth of their small family unit.

With the descent of twilight, the trio remained on the porch, a comfortable satiety binding them. The gentle ballet of fireflies illuminated the deepening dusk. It had been a day etched with fulfillment, and Lila harbored a quiet certainty that the coming dawn would unfurl fresh opportunities for discovery and delight within Maple Creek.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2



[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Lila was at peace as she looked at Maple Creek’s familiar sights as they began the drive to work. They made the best decision by leaving their unfulfilling jobs in Michigan and moving to Maple Creek, Tennessee, two years ago. The relocation gave them a sense of peace that they lacked after their twins left, as if something was finished. The twins had started on their unique paths and goals three years before. Lucy relocated to Las Vegas for a game development job, while Luca started his archaeology career in Greece. Leo and Lila decided on self-improvement, with no regrets. Legend, who had been having some issues with being bullied at school, transformed into a happier teen since their move. Lila found serenity in Maple Creek, with its hills, shops, and friendly neighbors. She smiled as they passed Mabel’s Cafe, knowing its delicious coffee and cinnamon rolls were waiting. 

“Mom, Artie is at it again,” Legend laughed from the backseat. Lila followed his gaze to the eccentric owner of Unique Antiques, Artie Penrose. He was standing on the sidewalk, feeding the birds and muttering to himself as he often did. His antique shop, with its quirky collection of vintage treasures, added to the charm of their little town. They shared a chuckle, always entertained by Artie and his love for the birds.

Upon arriving at their store, she was proud and grateful. Daniels Crafts and Hobbies represented much more than a business to them. It was like their own personal haven. A way to support themselves and to be part of this peaceful community. As they stepped out of the truck, the warmth of the morning sun on Lila’s face and the familiar scents of cinnamon and brewed coffee welcomed her. 

Mabel waved from her cafe window while wiping the fingerprints that a young customer had left behind. They gestured in return as they advanced toward Daniels Crafts and Hobbies, readying themselves to start the day.

Settling into the usual morning routine, the memory of that strange movement flitted through Lila’s mind again. She pushed it aside, attributing it to the heat or perhaps a trick of the light. The buzz of the town, the aroma of fresh coffee, and the comfort of her family soon crowded out any lingering unease.

While working on a patriotic flag display made of pine boards, Leo saw and pointed out to Lila that Mabel, the cafe's proprietor, was in a dispute with a person in the front. Intrigued and concerned, Lila approached, curious about the source of the dispute. As she neared, a surge of protectiveness coursed through her for her friend. Lila disliked the idea of an intruder disturbing the tranquil town, plus the notion of an argument involving Mabel. As she talked to Mabel, promising her help, she saw the retreating form, a dark figure that appeared strange amidst the lively hues and welcoming faces of the community.

Lila trailed Mabel into the cafe; the bell chimed above the door. The cool interior offered welcome relief from the morning sun. Mabel, flushed, moved briskly behind the counter. She soon returned with a mocha frappe and a fresh cinnamon roll, the icing melting into the golden pastry.

Lila paused, a flicker of concern crossing her mind as she thought of the fleeting glimpse she had seen the day before. “Mabel, what was that all about? Do you know that man?

Mabel’s smile faded. “Yes, that’s Herman. He’s been causing a bit of a stir. Claims he wants to open a shop here, but his manner is so aggressive! He doesn’t seem to understand that Maple Creek is a community, not just a collection of businesses. We look out for each other here.” She shook her head, her determination returning. “We won’t let him ruin our spirits. The Fourth of July is a time for celebration, and that’s precisely what we’ll be doing.

Lila agreed, acknowledging a connection with Mabel and the other shopkeepers in town. Maple Creek was a special place, and they intended to keep it that way. As Lila took another bite of her cinnamon roll, she contemplated what Mabel had just told her.

They sat at a table close to the window, viewing the lively things happening outdoors, and talking about the coming Fourth of July festivities. “This year’s celebrations are going to be bigger and better than ever!” Mabel enthused, her eyes sparkling with excitement. "We have the parade, of course, and the firework display will be spectacular. Plus, I’m baking enough cinnamon rolls to feed the entire town! Not to mention, we added the baking contest and talent show to this year’s festivities, along with the concert and food-eating contest."

Lila beamed at Mabel’s enthusiasm, taking a sip of her frappe. “It sounds wonderful. Leo and I were commenting on how the town was buzzing with anticipation. Our store has been swamped with customers this last week.” 

Lila thanked Mabel for the conversation and her delicious treats. She bought a coffee and a cinnamon roll for Leo and one for Legend, knowing it would be a treat for both. As she went back to the craft store, the sun felt warmer, and the air had a sweeter fragrance. She saw that the town looked busier, with people coming, creating stands, and preparing for the festival. A surge of pride in the community hit her. 

People from nearby towns set up their booths, offering various foods, crafts, jewelry, and other items to celebrate. Every year, the festivities begin on the Fourth of July and conclude a week later. To celebrate, Maple Creek organizes an enormous event combining Independence Day with the annual sidewalk sales, which includes games, rides, food, and music. It brings more tourists and offers residents a vacation at home sensation.

Lila found Leo sanding a wooden plaque in the store, with the scent of fresh wood in the air. Legend was helping a customer choose between two different shades of blue paint. They both looked up and smiled as she entered. The cinnamon rolls at once attracted their attention. Lila placed their coffee on the counter and handed a roll to each of Leo and Legend once the customer completed their purchase. 

“Mabel filled me in on this Herman character she was arguing with,” Lila told them, taking a sip of her frappe. “Seems like he’s been causing a bit of a stir with his plans to open a shop here.” 

Leo raised an eyebrow, his mouth full of pastry. “Oh?” 

“Mabel said he has been quite aggressive about it. Doesn’t seem to get that Maple Creek is more than just a collection of businesses.” 

Leo reassured them, "We won't let one bad apple spoil the whole bunch."

Lila smiled, the sense of belonging washing over her again. “Exactly. This Independence Day celebration is going to be the best one yet.”

Lila asked Legend to finish his Minecraft game and pack up his laptop; it was time to close the shop and head home. She offered to take the small bag of trash out to the dumpster in the alley while Leo locked up the front and straightened the shelves, a nightly ritual after the mess left by customers. As Lila walked towards the dumpster, her mind wandered to the familiar comforts of Maple Creek and the sense of belonging in this quaint town. Her peaceful thoughts were soon interrupted by a startling discovery. As she tossed the bag into the dumpster, a shoe stuck out from under the rear of the dumpster. Intrigued and slightly unnerved, Lila moved closer for inspection. To her horror, she realized the shoe was attached to a body. Lila’s heart sank as she recognized the face; it was Herman.

Lila stood there frozen, her mind racing with questions. How did Herman end up here? What had happened to him? Panic began to take control of her. After she unlatched the back door, with her heart racing, she called Leo. He rushed out, soon seeing the grim discovery. Leo called the police immediately. A sense of anxious anticipation hung in the air, unlike the usual friendly and communal atmosphere of Maple Creek. Worry and concern welled up in Lila about the peaceful, silent community. As they stood there, the peacefulness of their new life seemed suddenly fragile and precarious.

After the police arrived, Leo and Lila gave their statements, cooperating fully, eager to help in any way they could. Lila described how the body was found, the dead person’s identity, and her connection. She couldn’t get the image of Herman’s body in the alley out of her head as the officers worked. It was a harsh reminder that shadows could fall even in their perfect town. Lila experienced a combination of emotions: thankfulness for the safety they typically had, worry for Herman and his family, and a resolve to assist in shedding light on this sad event.
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