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This book is dedicated to everyone

who’s ever struggled to overcome a disability.

And that’s most of us.


Cast of Characters at the Sylvan Manor Artist’s Retreat

 

 

David Peeler - sculptor, and teller of the story

 

Robyn Vaughan - concert pianist who enlists David’s help in solving the mystery

 

Medora Marcsello - rival concert pianist and outspoken accuser

 

Sondra Tiller - spoiled brat, talented painter, prime suspect

 

Janet Johnson - Sondra’s companion, maid, quasi-slave

 

Arthur Burgoyne - retired English teacher, turned playwright

 

Patrick Donovan - best-selling novelist known for his tales of angst and squalor

 

Marvin Edelman - world-class cellist and butterfly collector

 

George and Gertie Metz - owners of the retreat, and the cat

 

Muse - the resident cat


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If cats get nine lives, Muse had burned through eight of hers when our paths crossed. The cat and I were living our last, sharing the air like friends spooning up a shared dessert before the waiter brings the bill. We were checking out and nearly gone.

I’d made a hash of the one life I’d been allotted. It changes you, having a bit of your brain sliced away. It had changed me in ways I didn’t understand, and I didn’t know how to live with myself anymore. Simple decisions, like what to wear or how to feel about stubbing a toe, judgments so casually and naturally made before the brain slicing incident, now loomed like mountains and life seemed more than I could handle.

More than I wanted to handle.

I went through the motions, tried counseling, yoga, detox diets and transcendental meditation. I even went on a desert trek to “get in touch” with who I’d become, but I was no closer to the answers, and no more settled in body and mind. My motivation to keep searching waned to a distant murmur, drowned out by crashing waves of despair. 

And then someone killed the cat.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Gertie burst into wailing sobs when she saw her beloved Muse, stiff and twisted into a frozen snarl of fur. It brought everyone in the Sylvan Manor compound on the run. My cabin was closest to the furor, and I stepped onto the porch and watched Robyn spring by like a gazelle, her willowy hair streaming behind her, pale as a wisp of smoke.

Arthur followed, lumbering by with an uneven canter, lips spread in a grimace, his steps punctuated by little grunts, while Medora puffed along beside him, her burgundy caftan rippling like a sail. I stood rooted, confused and uncertain what I should do, wishing I knew how I should feel under the circumstances. I heard Patrick clatter down the steps of the cabin behind me and turned to watch his easy lope toward the commotion. I took that as my cue and wandered across the patchy grass to join the circle of folk staring down at the matted coat and blue, protruding tongue of the unfortunate feline.

I looked into the faces around me for clues about what to do next. Medora’s penciled eyebrows rose on her forehead like wings, and Robyn uttered a series of soft moans while patting herself on the chest. Sondra’s lips drew back in a sneer of disgust and Patrick, standing next to her, looked thoughtful and grim.

Gertie buried her face against her husband’s chest, her shoulders shaking from the violence of her sobs. George’s arms curled around her protectively, his granite-hewn features shadowed with gloom. The gentle breeze that had graced the day stiffened, sending a flurry of pine needles over our gathered group like a rain of tiny arrows. Arthur fidgeted, scowling at the sky, and a flood of red washed over Marvin’s face, though I had no idea what that might signify. I felt blank. 	

Gertie lifted her head off George’s shoulder and wheeled it around, a gunner looking for a target.

“Somebody did this to my cat. Was it one of you?” Her voice rocketed to a squeaky crescendo. “Was it?”

George drew her head back to his chest and patted her hair soothingly.

“Muse got hold of some rat poison, Gertie. No one did this deliberately.”

“I know someone who might have,” Medora said, her eyes burning across our little ring at Sondra.

The girl gave an indignant snort, stepping back to glare at Medora. 

“It’s no secret I hated that cat. But I didn’t kill it.”

Medora seemed to swell under her billowing caftan and Robyn put a cautioning hand on her shoulder. Medora brushed it away, intent on pursuing the point. She thrust her chin forward.

“We’ve all heard you threaten to drown Muse or wring her neck. And now she’s dead.” Medora raised a burgundy-draped arm and jabbed it  toward Sondra. “In front of your cabin, I might add.”

“Keep talking, Medora,” spat Sondra. “I’ve got a good lawyer and I could use a nice cash settlement.”

Marvin stepped in.

“All right now, enough.” He dismissed the tiff with a wave of his hand, and turned to the bereaved couple. “Gertie, we’re real sorry about Muse. She’ll be greatly missed.” 

No one else spoke, and the circle broke into a jagged line, people drifting back into their own spaces. Medora led Gertie away to the lodge, one arm wrapped around her sagging shoulders, leaving George and Marvin to deal with the corpse and see to a grave for our departed Muse.

I stood on the spongy earth, staring at my shoes and feeling stupid.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Sylvan Manor is an artist retreat, a cluster of log cabins sprawled, like a handful of tossed pebbles, in the woods near the Hood Canal. An average 152 days of rain per year keeps the place green in a way that extends beyond grass and leaves, showing itself in persistent layers of moss, lichen, and a multiplicity of fungal growths. The grounds and cabins, though adequate for comfort’s sake, leaned toward the shabby. All the better in the eyes of most artists who resided there.

Other than George and Gertie Metz, who owned the place, Muse had been the only permanent resident. The rest of us were transient, a mixed bag of writers, musicians, painters, and one sculptor. That would be me, David Peeler.

Or rather, that had been me. 

If you ever have occasion to attend one of the famous cocktail parties hosted by Dr. Peter McBratney of Muncie, Indiana, you’ll be sure to notice the sculpture of children at play which sits inside the sweep of the curving staircase. That’s a David Peeler.

And if you’re an opera lover in Chicago, you may remember the marble representation of Rossini which stands in the lobby of a downtown cultural center. Also a David Peeler. There are, in fact, seven David Peeler pieces scattered in semi-prominent places throughout the Midwest and one in New York City.

I am still able to recall the joy, the zest and anticipation I felt while producing those sculptures. And the satisfaction, like a branch of spring buds, that was growing within me, nourished by my little successes. But like the phantom pain of an amputee, though I could feel it and remember it, I could no longer access that part of me. It had been severed by the surgeon’s knife.

Twelve days after I’d placed an engagement ring on the finger of the woman I loved and intended to spend my life with, I had woken to a headache that wouldn’t go away. I ignored it, worked through it, keeping my attention focused on the stone and chisel. I ignored, too, the nausea and depression that came with it. I was too busy to give any heed to these irritations. I had a life, and it was blossoming just as I’d always envisioned.

But when I began to have difficulty speaking and making my hands obey the commands my brain sent out, I ran to the doctor in a panic. I spent a week and a half decked out in a hospital johnny, undergoing tests and eating bland meals from trays molded of drab-colored plastic. Claire came to visit every day, and twice on Sunday. We craned out necks to catch the newscast on the television screen mounted high on the mint green wall, and I let her eat my jello. On those occasions when the nurses left us alone for long enough, Claire climbed up beside me in the bed. Those times were the best, and made everything feel alright. 

Until the test results came back.

 I had a brain tumor. A tiny growth in the spaces of my own head was causing my mind to misfire, giving me headaches, draining my energy, and wrecking my career. I went through another round of testing, and Claire and I were so relieved when we learned the tumor was benign and could be removed with relatively little risk. She held my hand and kissed me as they wheeled me into surgery.

What happened after that is a blur of masked faces and needle pricks. The one impression that stands out clearly, as I remember it now, is the persistent odor of a bologna sandwich. I thought I could even detect the particular variety of mustard. I asked the doctor about it just before they put me under, and he laughed, assuring me there were no deli meats in the operating room. The aroma, he said, was a quirk of the tumor and soon would plague me no more.

He was right.

Although the tumor was small, it was lodged between the cortices of my frontal lobe and required the surgeon to remove tiny amounts of brain tissue. The effect should have been minimal, but I emerged from the anesthesia a stranger to myself.

My behavior became idiosyncratic, my thought processes far different from those of my former self. I felt detached, flat and barren, as if the surgeon had removed my personality along with the snip of gray matter. My emotions no longer felt spontaneous, but something I had to put on and take off, like choosing clothing from a wardrobe of taupe, mud brown, and darkest black.

After four months of the post-surgical David Peeler, Claire left me.

I gave her little choice. I didn’t want to live with me, and I certainly couldn’t expect it of her. I pouted, sniped, and put on my best bad behavior, but the woman had remarkable forbearance. Even when I told her I wanted to hawk the engagement ring to pay the hospital bill, she stood by me. I resorted to ignoring her, living in the same apartment without giving her a word, or even a glance, as if she didn’t exist.  Who knew three weeks of a little thing like that would be the straw that made her walk out?

I was low, a swine, an artistic hack, and every reason I had for striving to be anything more was gone. Coming to Sylvan Manor was my last shot at salvation.

And I was running out of time.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

Dinner was served in the lodge from 6 to 8 pm, and the evening following Muse’s death, it was a solemn affair. Gertie was absent, and the clink of crockery and silverware was unaccompanied by background music or sparkling conversation. The pork chops were burnt and the mashed potatoes were lumpier than usual, but no one complained. George had taken over Gertie’s cooking duties. Sondra and Janet were the last to arrive, and no one jumped to open a welcoming spot at the table for them.
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With the slice of a knife, he lost everything.
Will he survive long enough to get it all back?





