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To all my good friends on the Pickleball Court at the Georgetown, Texas Rec Center!
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Prologue

The Manuscript is Complete
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No one reads a mystery to get to the middle of the book. They read the novel to get to the end. It’s the intention of this whodunnit to entertain you from the very beginning. In other words, the first page wishes to invite the reader to buy the novel. I trust this story's last page will entice you to go to the next book.

With that said, I believe every reader at the bottom of their heart feels they are a born detective. I should point out that a good detective can see the clues and logic; yes, however, a great detective will be able to immerse themselves in the emotional complexity of the social ether and start to make life better. So, as the story you are about to encounter, as the author, I will, from one chapter to the next, distract you as I scatter clues so as not to let you figure out or solve the case too soon.

Happy Reading!
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Chapter ONE

Someone Has Got to Talk
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The hour of noon just sounded from the Eagle Lake Fire Station.  The few visitors still in the small-town museum were startled by the sight of one of the volunteer attendants rushing down the broad, central staircase shouting, “Block the doors! Don’t let anyone out! A terrible accident has occurred. Nobody is to leave the building until the police arrive.” There was something in the man’s shout, a pain behind it. What was once a peaceful scene in the museum was suddenly polluted with rage. Everyone tensed.

The director turned and locked the doors from the inside and immediately rushed up the stairs. Others were standing at the top of the stairway, motionless and silent as the dead. Tragedy was there.

The pathos was given at that moment in time. A beautiful young lady was lying face upward on the tessellated floor with a white arrow centered in her breast. Death itself was stamped on every feature of her body.

Terror was written upon an older woman’s face, who was seen kneeling beside the dead woman's body. She had her hand around the arrow but made no movement to withdraw it.  She didn’t quite know what to think or do. Her eyes were fixed upon the body and showed great depths of horror. At that moment, she knew she was saying goodbye. Her locked eyes were on the older woman as she cradled the young woman, each becoming bathed in blood. The woman’s hair tumbled over her face as she wept it back with one of her hands, the entire time feeling the coldness of the dying woman’s skin, before leaning down and appearing to be kissing her on the cheek. She continued to hold the young girl, rocking back and forth as if she was still in there alive somewhere.

The director, whose name was Thomas, thought as he hesitated by the edge of the crowd that drew closer to the body that he had never seen a large number of faces upon which grief had stamped so deep a mark. He was incredibly moved by the scene before him, which gave so little clue when the tall, stooping figure of the museum curator entered. Thomas found himself relieved from a task whose seriousness he had no difficulty in measuring.

To those who knew Simon Gibson well, he was apparently just called from another task with the museum that still occupied his thoughts. Yet, the scene before him bewildered his understanding for that very moment. 

Thomas stepped back, and the others watched the slow awakening of this young man to the awful horror before them, clouding the entire museum and everyone in an atmosphere of terrible horror.

Everyone remained silent. Then, after Gibson attempted to make eye-to-eye contact with the older woman, only prolonging the suspense, he addressed her gently and in a sympathetic tone. “Whose child is this? How has this dreadful thing happened?”

The old woman didn’t answer him and kept staring into the wide eyes of the dead woman. Not once after other attempts to talk with her did she reply.

Gibson looked into the faces of those around him and then readdressed his question back to the woman who knelt beside the dead body. 

Still, no reply came from the woman... only a heavy silence was heard. Gibson thought maybe her faculties were dulled and that she might respond to a simple touch. The curator knelt and laid his hand gently on the woman’s arm.

This did it! The old woman slowly raised, turned her head in Gibson’s direction, and left her fixed stare at the dead body covered with blood on the floor. A sudden shuddering overcame her, and she gazed back down at the young woman lying at her feet. Then, she broke out into moans of despair. Everyone standing around the dead body had their hearts wrung with grief.

No doubt this was a scene that would test the nerve of anyone standing nearby. Gibson stood up and turned to the crowd surrounding him. “Is there anyone here that can explain what has happened here?”

There was total silence.

“Come now, someone here must be able to give me some kind of explanation. Speak up!”

Then, walking nearer, a young person, not more than eighteen years of age, said, “I was the first person to come upon the poor woman's body who fell.  I was taking inventory of some old coins in the museum when I heard a woman scream. I had my head down and looked at one coin after another, and I didn’t see anything. But, then, I was startled by her scream and ran out of my office and saw her lying on the floor with blood all over her chest.”

“Both women were here when you arrived from your office?”

“Yes, sir.” The young man was afraid and under stress. He began to see angry faces that weren’t there, reading calm faces as angry.

The expression changed on the curator’s face. He raised his eyes and looked at the Indian relics that decorated the wall that demonstrated the history of Eagle Lake. There were many relics, among which was a quiver full of white arrows, similar if not exactly like the one jutting out of the woman’s chest who was lying dead before everyone who had circled the body.

The curator then reached down and placed his hand on the arrow. Loosening her grasp on the arrow, she shouted suddenly, “Wait! I didn’t pull it out because I have read that this might cause death. But, please! Wait, this young girl might still be alive. She can tell us who did this.”

The old woman bent down close to the body and listened. It was hardly a good moment to question her any further, but in his anxiety, Gibson couldn’t refrain from saying, “Who is she? What’s her name, and what’s yours, madam?”

“Her name?” The woman repeated while standing back up from her knelt position. “You’ve got to be kidding me. I don’t know what her name is. How in the world would I know that? I was admiring the display of the lake and the Indians when she came up from behind me moaning loudly, threw her arms out wide, and then fell to the floor. I looked down at her and saw the arrow sticking out of her chest and blood covering her blouse. It was terrible and—-” Her emotions got the better of the old woman.

Someone in the crowd of onlookers asked, “Was she a stranger to you?”

Her face looked at Justin Thomas, working his way through the crowd. She gazed from face to face with the onlookers until it had circled all of those around her. “My name is Nora Thompkins. I only came to look at the exhibits when I saw the museum passing through Eagle Lake.” Her emotions turned jagged, and her insides tightened. 

“Excuse me, Mrs. Thompkins, for these importunities,” Thomas said. “I’m the Director of the Museum, and if Mister Gibson will excuse me,” he said while nodding in Simon’s direction, “I would like to ask from what direction the arrow came which is sticking out of this poor young woman’s chest?”

For a moment, the older woman stood there looking aghast. Then, she turned her head slightly and looked down the hallway to the other gallery where the history of Eagle Lake High School was displayed.

“Ahhh,” said Thomas, placing her gaze into words, “you have an opinion that the arrow came from the end of the hallway in the next exhibit area. Did you see anyone in that direction?”

Nora shook her head gently. Her eyes spoke in emotion... the language of the soul.

Thomas turned his eyes onto the crowd of people standing around the body. “Did any of you see anything?” he asked, searching the group of people with his eyes. “Somebody had to be looking that way.”

No reply came. The eerie silence of the situation lasted what seemed like a lifetime. Then, one woman whispered to another standing beside her, “There are no arrows in the High School room display area. All the arrows are right here with the Indian display.”

The woman was correct in her comment to the other woman. “The arrows are only here. The quivers are all hanging on the wall and are easily obtainable. But, oh, goodness... I feel faint. I should like to take a seat somewhere.”

Thomas returned his attention to Nora when she said, “Are there no arrows in the rooms down the hall?”

Justin replied, “I’m quite sure not.”

“And no bows?”

“None.”

Thomas knew he was not a detective and concluded the authorities would need to be called in now. “Enough. It is not for me to make a conclusion on this case. That is for the police to do their business.”

At this comment from the director, after Gibson had pointed out one of the twelve arrows in a quiver was missing, she asked, “But where is the bow? Look around the floor. You won’t find one. So how can an arrow be shot without a bow?”

“It can’t,” came the words from someone in the crowd. “But it can be driven to the woman’s heart like a dagger if the hand wielding it was sufficiently strong.”

A cry left Nora’s mouth. Then, she flung herself back down to the floor again at the dead woman’s side in wild abandonment. Finally, she lifted the body into her arms, bent over it, and whispered words into the poor woman’s ear.

*****
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WITHIN A COUPLE OF minutes, Gibson was on the phone calling police headquarters. “A death has occurred at the museum. Please, send over a detective right away. We’ve locked the doors until you get here.”

“What kind of death? We don’t send a detective in case of heart failure or an accident. Was it an accident?” Came the words from the other end of the line.

“No, hardly. It looks like an old woman attacked the young girl, supposedly a stranger. We feel helpless. Come quick!”

“Very well. We will have a detective at the museum doors within five minutes.”

Gibson walked over to the entry door of the museum. “Locked?” He asked.

“Yes, sir. We did so on your orders. Didn’t you order them?”

“No, but I should’ve done so had I known. No one is to go out, and no one is to come inside but the detective I am expecting at any moment.”

They didn’t wait long. Before their suspense reached a fever-point, a sound was heard on the entry door to the museum. It was opened, and a young man entered. “Coast is clear, sir,” he said while looking at Gibson. “Oh, I’m not the detective, sir.” His eyes scanned the entire place up and down. “Gideon is in the automobile. Wait until I can help him in.”

The officer was gone just as quick as he arrived. Then, in a moment, he reappeared with a man who sauntered with a head full of white hair, carrying a walnut walking cane with a brass handle of a golden retriever. He was as much past the age where experience makes for efficiency.

No sooner had the physically weak but wise old detective Vincent Gideon entered the scene than his mental power became evident to everyone there.

As Gibson conducted the detectives up the stairway to where the body was, he talked not of the victim but of the woman leaning over the dead body with her hand wrapped around the arrow.

“We think Gideon that the woman is some crazy escaped lunatic from an insane asylum somewhere. Only a frenzied woman would act as she does.” There was a suspicious line at the corners of his mouth.

“Why do you make that assumption, Simon?” He quirked his eyebrow questioningly.

“Well, at the very beginning, she denied all knowledge of the girl. Then, when she was made to see there was an arrow missing from one of the quivers hanging on the wall, she fell crying and started whispering in the poor dead girl’s ear.”

“What kind of woman?” His eyebrows raised inquiringly.

“Oh, she is an impressive older woman. But unfortunately, the crime doesn’t seem to fit.”

“Where’s the woman now?”

“She is in the theater, away from the crowd. Another woman is keeping her company, and we have a security guard watching the door.”

“And the victim?”

“She is still lying where she fell upstairs in the Indian display. There was no call to move her body until you got here. She was found dead when we came onto the scene. She doesn’t look to be much past eighteen years old.”

“Let’s go up... but, wait. Can we see that museum section from down here where we are?”

They were standing near the foot of the staircase. Above them were two galleries. “The gallery on the right is the history of Eagle Lake High School, and the one on the left is the display about Eagle Lake and the Cherokee tribe that made it their home.” 

“That’s it... the one where you see the Cherokee relics hanging high on the rear wall. We will change it up when all this is cleared up. I don’t wish to make our finest display areas in the museum made a magnet for the curious.”

Gibson’s remarks fell upon the unheeding ears of the detective. Gideon was looking not in the direction of the Indian display room but in the direction opposite in the old Eagle Lake High School display gallery on the right.

“I see a clear view from one display room to the other. Was no one in the right gallery at the top of the stairs that saw what went on, on the left?” He asked with quiet but desperate firmness.

“No, sir, not that I’ve heard of. Most of the upstairs was empty of those in the museum.”

“Okay. Now, Simon, what about the people who were here? How many have left the museum since the death occurred?”

“Not one. The doors have been opened twice. Once to let the security guard in and the second time to let you in.”

“Good, Simon.  How many are here now?”

“I have counted every person, but I would estimate somewhere around twenty or so, counting myself and two attendants.”

Gideon looked about the lobby area and saw a few people standing over by the statue of Jake Mansfield, a former Mayor of Eagle Lake. “Where are the others?” he asked.

“Upstairs near where the woman lies dead.”

“Jesus Christ, Simon. They must be gotten out of there now. Johnson!”

The young detective who entered with him was at his side in a split second. “Clear the galleries upstairs. Bring them all down to the lobby and get the names and addresses of each one. Do not let one single person out of this building. Do you hear me?” He breathed in shallow, quick gasps.

“Sure thing, Gideon.”

Before the last word left Gideon’s lips, the busy young detective was halfway up the old Fayette County Courthouse staircase placed in the library during refurbishing ten years earlier. 

Gideon drew Gibson to the side. “We will look at these people as they come down the stairs. Some men I’ve worked with say I can see a witness with my eyes closed. Let’s see what I can do when they open wide.”

As they started to come down the stairwell, Gideon watched closely. “Well, we won’t make much out of this experiment. Not one single person avoided looking at us directly. So, we will leave them to Johnson and go up. Our business is upstairs.”

Gibson offered Gideon his arm. Gideon made a motion to take his arm and stopped. He drew himself up with an air of confidence. “Thanks, Simon, but I think I can do this alone. My arthritis is getting bad in my knees, but the stairs will do me good. It will loosen my old muscles up a bit.”

With everyone down below, and Simon awaiting his return, Gideon walked up to the dead woman lying on the red long-leaf pine floor. He began talking to the deceased. “So young! So fair. She is but a schoolgirl now or a little more... not more than eighteen or nineteen years of age.”

With no evidence of great wealth about the dead woman, there was yet something in how her garments were cut that indicated she had good taste. In the middle of her chest where the arrow entered, a blooming sprig still exhaled its fragrance.

After a brief time of staring at the body and the surroundings, Gideon, with a fatherly touch, pressed the dead woman’s eyelids closed over her unseeing eyes.

Simon walked up.

“Surely, Simon, this woman was not without a purse or handbag of some sort? All women carry them.”

“We have found nothing, Gideon... nothing at all.”

Gideon searched the body and found an embroidered handkerchief with no monogram and a small notebook with no entries. “Ummm, nothing here that gives us much help.” He departed and went to the other gallery that held all the memories of Eagle Lake High School. Simon was by his side.

Having himself prepared to encounter an older woman who was out of her mind presented to him by Nora Thompkins at his entry to the museum greatly astonished the seasoned detective.

There was great calmness in her demeanor which the detective was surprised to encounter. The woman presented her case showing only sincere grief. To the old veteran detective, no doubt he had standing before him a situation calling for his old-time intuition, which had made his record famous across America for over forty years, ending in Black Rock Cove before retiring in the small community of Eagle Lake.

The woman walked over and sat down by herself when suddenly a young woman of not more than twenty-five or so sat was drawn to her side. Justin Thomas stood in one of the windows. Not far from him was a man in a museum uniform.

On the handsome older veteran detecting advanced towards her, the woman, whose eye he had caught, attempted to stand up on her feet. Finally, after a moment of futile effort, she sat back down on the bench. There was absolutely no pretense in this. Though gifted with a strong and curvy frame, emotion had gotten her better and weakened her that it was simply impossible to stand up.

Gideon watched her look of lofty patience and prefaced his questions for the woman with an apology -—something unusual for the seasoned detective.

“Hello. Ma’am, my name is Vincent Gideon. I am here from the Eagle Lake Police Department investigating the young woman's death in the other room. But, first, may I ask what your name is and where you live?”

“I live in the White House Hotel on Main Street. My name...” she paused for just a second to moisten her lips... “is Thompkins-—Nora Thompkins. Nothing else.” She said with a tone that had everyone looking at her without saying a word. Then, without hesitation, she said, “You can check with the business establishment. My name is on the hotel’s books.”

“Are you wife or widow?”

“I am a widow, sir.” Her face clouded with uneasiness.

Everyone was silent. Her voice was trembling when she spoke, waking strange sympathies in everyone’s hearts. As her words fell upon the crowd, each person watching stirred uneasily. After much silence, she continued, “I am a widow of not more than an hour. That’s why you still see me dressed in all black... killed!”

“What do you mean?” Gideon asked after much silence. Not a soul said a word.

“You don’t understand what I’m saying, Mister Gideon.”

“It’s just Gideon.”

“Very well. My husband was living this morning as we had coffee together like we always do. Then, I wished to visit the museum and was upstairs when the siren from the fire department went off, signaling it was noon. It was at that moment the blow occurred. I bent down over the young woman who had fallen so suddenly at my feet when I had a vision. The room turned cold. I saw my husband staring at me from some remote location across the desert. It was ghastly. He was dead! It was at that moment I felt his soul pass. That’s why I tell you now that I’m a widow.” Her words were followed by no interruptions from those looking on. Her tone's calmness and sadness were so profound that they had no further need for words. She demonstrated her confidence in the vision she believed herself to have received.

Gideon had such sympathy for what the woman just said that he made no attempt to disbelieve her words or doubt what she had said wasn’t what she believed happened.

Instead, the detective needed to find further particulars from the woman's death on the floor from the woman.

“Thank you, Nora, for your response. May I ask what you know about finding the woman lying on the floor?”

“If you please, Gideon, let me have just a moment more to recover myself.” She buried her face in the palms of her hands. Then, with her hand buried, she gave a low moan, “I suffer, I suffer!” A heaviness centered in her chest.

“How do you suffer, Nora? What do you mean?”

“I came into the museum and passed by the glass display cabinets just like any other visitor might do. Then, a young lady came by me running, stopped, threw her hands in the air, and fell back onto the floor. There on her chest was an arrow sticking out. I guess it was just my instincts, but I fell to the floor and put my hand around the arrow to withdraw it from her. But I stopped. I remembered watching some television show that said not to pull out the knife because this might cause sure death. After that, I couldn’t think of anything else.” She raised her head and looked at Gideon as though she was ready for his next question.

“Then you deny any connection with this young woman's strange and unusual death?”

She paused a moment and then slowly and impressively gave her answer. “I do.” Her vision was still gloomily colored with the memory of the young girl's dead body.

“Very well. Now, did you see the person who shot the arrow?”

“No.”

“From which direction do you think it came for it to strike her like it did?”

“I would have to say in the opposite room from where the body lays. This room, Gideon.”

“Was there anyone in this room when you looked?”

“No, there was no one. But I wasn’t looking at the other room all that well.”

“Indeed. Then surely you must have heard the arrow's whistling as it crossed the room?”

“Come now, detective, do you honestly think for one single second I would hear an arrow coming through the air. The response to your question is, I don’t know if I heard an arrow zooming across the corridor from the other room.” Her gaze was clouded with tears.

“Really?”

“Come now, sir. I was not just listening attentively for a flying arrow. I wasn’t expecting such a thing to happen. Enough. I am tired and have told you all that I can. Will you excuse me, Gideon? I would like to go? I wish to go to my home and wait to hear about my husband as to whether or not he’s indeed dead.”

“I understand, Nora, your sense of urgency, but I can’t let you go until you answer a few more questions for me.”

“Very well, but make it quick. I tire of all of this.”

“Were you interested in the relics of the Indians when you came to this room and, by chance, handled any of them when you passed through them?”

“No. I visited the museum to look at the building's China, crystal, and some Remington bronzes. I shall hate all weapons after this ordeal.”

Gideon briefly smiled, walked close to her where no one could hear, and whispered his remarks. “I was told when I arrived you leaned over the body and whispered something in the young woman’s ear. Can you explain that?”

“If you really must know, I was giving her messages to give to my departed husband. I wished for him to know that I would be okay and other things I don’t wish to say aloud in your presence. So, I will go if that’s all you need from me.”

Gideon gave her a nod and walked over in Simon Gibson’s direction. Indeed, for oddity, this case was probably the most bizarre the famed detective had ever encountered. Yet, if he were to eliminate this woman, what explanation could he find for the curious death he was investigating. He was about to go back and tell the woman she couldn’t depart when he heard an exclamation from the young woman standing near her. He turned and saw the woman point at Nora Thompkins, who had fainted and laid with her eyes closed on the arm of the chair.

​
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Chapter TWO

Mad as the Dickens
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Gideon took advantage of the moment of disturbance and slipped out of the room and down the corridor in the direction of the Indian Relic Room. He was followed by the curator, who appeared more than anxious to have words with the detective.

“You see, Gideon. The woman is an absolute lunatic... mad as the Dickens,” Simon exclaimed. “I don’t know who I pity more, the dead young girl or Nora Thompkins. One is obviously free from all troubling her, and the other—-” He paused. “Do you think we should call Doctor Cantu?”

“Not yet, Simon. But, as you mention, we still have much to learn before taking any steps.” He turned to walk away and stopped. “Let me ask. Do you think the young woman died from a thrust of the arrow by Nora’s hand?” He asked, wanting to put all the pieces of the puzzle together.

“Of course, I do, Gideon. There’s no other explanation. You saw where the arrow came from. All the bows are still remaining on the wall. Furthermore, the woman is out of her mind. I hope I don’t have to be called upon to face the poor young girl’s parents. What in the world can I say to them?”

Gideon didn’t give Simon a reply. Instead, he looked down from the top of the stairwell at least two dozen people he needed to search and probe for any witnesses to the crime that might shed light upon the murder.

Gideon went back to the Indian Relic room and tried to put the puzzle pieces together. As long as the famed detective has been a private eye, he couldn’t help but believe that Nora hadn’t killed the woman in madness, but a woman he knew was despairing in her discussion.

It is true. Her story was fantastic, and Gideon found himself almost leaning toward believing the woman instead of accepting that she was a lunatic and grabbed an arrow and stabbed the poor young woman in a fit of rage. But, no matter how he felt so far about the investigation, he kept his thoughts to himself.

As Gideon was about to head downstairs, he found his attention was grabbed by a man rushing up the stairs. He was robbed in the uniform of the museum and was dashing. Gideon asked, “Whoa. Who’s that? One of your men, Simon?”

“Yes, Gideon. That’s Warren. He is the museum attendant and has been here a long time. It looks like he has something he wants to say,” Simon said while turning and facing the attendant. “What is it, Warren?” he asked as the uniformed attendant emerged onto the top of the stairs. “Anything new? Speak up. Gideon here is the detective, and I’m sure he is anxious for all the evidence he can get.”

“I have something I wish to show you,” he said while pointing his finger in the direction from where he came. There were four main displays upstairs. On the opposite side of the building was another area. Was there a chance the arrow which had done in the young woman came from this museum's fourth gallery? All three men quickly went to the fourth gallery in the upstairs museum.

Each of the upstairs galleries was divided by arches. In the middle of the arch, it entered the fourth gallery where Warren stood, awaiting Simon and Gideon’s approach. As the men entered the gallery, it was much different than the other three. Unlike the others with numerous glass showcases, this gallery had a beautiful hanging tapestry covering the entire wall. In addition, at the left and right sides of the room, there were two standing marble pedestals with urns engraved with Wedgwood on each. 

Gideon tilted his head and wondered what lay in interest within this gallery.

Warren didn’t hesitate and was ready to show the detective and the curator. With a signal in the direction of the large wall-hanging tapestry of a cowboy riding his horse across a mountain stream, he most eagerly exclaimed, “Do y’all see that? I have rushed past it hundreds of times since the murder had me running in the directions of all those here. It was only now that I remembered the door hidden behind it. It is an older door entrance that we no longer use in the museum. I had no reason to suspect it had anything to do with the young woman's killing in the Indian Relic gallery. But, just to be sure, I stopped and pulled out the tapestry and could see—-. Oh, wait, never mind. Let me show you. It would be a lot better than me explaining it to you.

Warren pulled the large wool hanging tapestry up, and the curator didn’t hesitate and was there just as soon as Warren lifted it away from the wall.

Gideon wasn’t as hasty as the curator. He had hundreds of things on his mind. The veteran detective stopped and looked over the side railing and into the lobby. But then, he was just about to move in the direction behind the tapestry when his mind was struck by a new fact!

He noticed the heavy tapestry tremble under Warren’s clutch. The detective wondered if anyone else had seen. No one did. 

Gideon continued. With the accumulated surprises of numerous years, even he gave wings to his imagination. Then, in the next split instant, he let his eyes get accustomed to the darkness of the narrow space that Warren had opened. Then he saw not the door itself but the recess of the entry. There hanging was a bow! It wasn’t anything like the ones hanging in the Indian Relic Room.

The detective was pleased with his find. Here in this hidden room was the unexpected discovery, eliminating the lovely Nora Thompkins at once from the case but now raising the order of the mystery.

“Simon, that bow, does it belong to the museum?”

“Let me see closer,” he replied and walked close to the bow. “Ummm, from my first glimpse, I would say that it’s not from our exhibits.”

“I’m sure I have never seen it before,” Warren added. He glanced to the side at Gideon and asked, “Shall I slip in behind and get it, Gideon?”

“Wait just a moment,” he replied. Then, he turned toward Simon and asked, “Where does this door so conveniently hidden here lead to?”

“To a twisting wooden staircase opening directly into my office. But this door hasn’t been used in many years. There is only one key to the door, and it’s on my ring of keys.”

“Very well. Warren, forget the bow for now. We will leave it where it hangs for the present... a secret between the three of us for now,” he said while backing up and motioning for Warren to let the tapestry fall back to the wall. All was hidden again. For the time being, Gideon could leave this spot, knowing their secret would remain only between the three since they agreed not to disclose it to anyone else in the museum.

Warren let the wall-size tapestry fall until it was hanging straight again within only inches of the wall and the bottom no more than three inches off the floor. The long hanging mural on cloth was far enough out that the bow would not be seen bulging from behind to detect its presence.

All three of the men walked back the way they came.

As they crossed the corridor and returned to the room where the murder took place and the top of the stairwell was located, Simon said, “Well, Gideon, this discovery of ours makes a lot of difference, does it not? What are you going to do next? Is there anything I can help you with?”

Gideon made no reply while standing at the top of the stairs leading down to the lobby. Here, much of the uncertainty in his mind appeared to have left him. He looked old and troubled. Why not? He was almost seventy years young.

“Okay, gentlemen, I think I have it now. Follow my lead and see how my plan works.”

They were getting ready to descend the stairs when Gideon stopped and said, “Wait. I had forgotten I had to do something first. If you two will go down to the lobby and make sure the people waiting do not grow too impatient, I would appreciate it. I will soon join you, Simon, with Nora Thompkins in the hallway in just a short and keep her from going back to the body. 

*****

[image: ]


BEFORE GIDEON WALKED away to the body's room, he found that Nora had recovered from her fainting spell but still somewhat showing signs of depression. He sat beside her and did his best to calm her down further so he could ask her one more question that would require an intelligent response.

Gideon was pleased that this attractive older woman was relieved from all suspicion in the murder he was there to investigate. He looked up at Simon and then back at Nora. “There’s no need for you to remain here any longer, Nora. Simon will help you down the stairwell to the lobby, where you can join the people waiting below.”

“Do you not have any further questions of me, Gideon?”

“Actually, I do. I feel somewhat cruel about having to ask you a question you’ve already answered. But the conditions are such now that it has made it necessary for me to do so. When the young woman fell unexpectedly at your feet, was your first look at the woman on the floor or in the direction of the other gallery?”

For just a moment, her eyes stared deep into his -—something which didn’t often happen to the detective. “At the young woman,” she fervidly declared. “I not once thought about looking any other direction. I saw her fall at my feet and immediately fell beside her. My God, Detective, who wouldn’t do as I did! When seeing that arrow sticking out of the chest, who would have seen anything but the arrow! It was terrible. Blood was all around her chest. But, please, Gideon... don’t make me recall it. I’m still terrified by what I saw.” Her lower lip trembled as she returned his gaze.

“Nora, I am so sorry to ask you to recall that single moment. However, I need to know everything you can recall, which might help us to locate who the killer is. Maybe you saw a figure going up or down the stairs or even a stir in the gallery down the hall in the other room... anything?”

“Very well. This will not take any longer, and I can release you to go down below with the others. The coroner will be here soon and will want to talk to you. But, for now, please come back to me to the other room and show me exactly where you were standing when the young woman ran past you.”

“Are you honestly asking me to go back to that -—that...”

“Yes... Nora. Surely you can do so. It will help release you quickly.”

Nora hesitated a moment and then, still trembling, stood up and demonstrated her willingness to follow Gideon where the woman lay dead on the floor. “Is she lying dead in there all alone?” she asked as they crossed the corridor separating the Indian Relic Room from the Eagle Lake High School Room.

“No, one of my detectives is standing guard over the body. We can’t leave the place unguarded until the coroner arrives.”

Nora summoned all her strength to come face to face with this ordeal as she slowly entered the room. She stopped at the spot the young woman ran past her and looked down at the face of the woman lying on her back. “Right here, Gideon,” she answered.
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