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Crime on Deck

The hour was 2:00 am. The Swedish Star crewmen had just finished mopping around the tables near the bar on the deck of the stern. The smell of bleach lingered in the moist air intensified by the heavy humidity. A solitary steward, working near the buffet lounge not far from the outside bar, gathered up the last plate smeared with the blueberry pie stains along with the fork and a nearby coffee cup. 

Most of the passengers at this hour, who enjoyed their late night party around the bar with their friends or love affairs, had retired for the evening. The last couple, who had stayed up for a late night snack, retired to their ship cabin. The only passengers left on the deck were a few men talking at the curved railing while the crashing of waves and the engines roared behind the ship. A light breeze brushed across the rear of the ship causing the muffled voices to carry with the wind. As the steward wiped down the table outside the buffet sliding doors, he could hear the men’s voices escalating in volume. One man, in particular, was bellowing at another person.

“I should call the Master of Arms,” the steward thought as he listened to the threatening conversation. From his vantage point, he could see two large men dressed in black suits, one more slender than the rest, and a fourth short man with a husky build wearing a dinner suit.

“Where did you hide it?” one of the brawny men shouted.

“I don’t know where it is,” cried the slight man, backing up against the railing. “Someone must have taken it.”

The robust man near the shorter one smacked the slight person in the jaw causing the victim to stumble to the side of the rail. Blood sprayed out from the impact toward one of the life raft canisters.

“Please,” the weakened man moaned, holding the back of his hand to his bleeding mouth.

The shorter man, bent down to speak to the injured man.

“You must know where it is. I paid you a great deal of money and now you try to steal it from me?” He hissed and nodded to another large man standing on his other right side.

A blow hit the victim’s gut. He slid to the deck, unconscious. The attacker nudged the immobile body but didn’t receive a response. The wind, picking up speed, blew across the stern.

A sharp ringing sound of something hitting the floor, turned the men’s attention just as the waves slapped against the ship’s metal exterior.

“Did you hear that?” asked one the heavy-set men.

“I heard it too, check it out,” said the well-dressed man adjusting his white broad-brimmed hat.

The steward had edged closer to the group of angry men to see what they were doing. Still holding the dirty plates, he hadn’t noticed in time to catch the fork sliding off the dishware. It clanged and bounced on the hard floor of the deck. All of a sudden a splash sounded in the distance which reminded him of the lifeboat drops during the practice muster drills.

Then the sudden sharp pain in the back of his head was the last thing he remembered as he slumped down to the washed deck.

“Who’s this?” asked the shorter man approaching the unconscious steward.

“One of the cleaning help, I guess, boss,” replied the attacker.

“Hey, boss, he’s comin’ to,” said the other thug standing near the victim.

“What did you hear?” the large man shouted.

“Oohhh, nothing. Who are you?” the steward moaned, looking up at the men while he rubbed the back of his head.

Looking around, he asked, “Where’s the other man?”

“Wrong answer. Throw him in,” ordered the shorter man.

“No, wait. I didn’t hear–“

One of the boss’s men, towering over the crewmember, took a swift swing with the hard toe off his shoe and struck the steward’s jaw. Two of the hefty men dragged the limp body toward the edge of the deck. Then, as one beefy man grabbed under the steward’s shoulders the other accomplice picked up the man’s feet. Together they flung the porter’s body over the rail into the cold black waters below. 

Their boss, who stood a foot less in stature, looked over the rail and back at one of his men who loomed above him.

“Now, you two leave and search Peter’s room,” their boss ordered.

He dusted the memory of these two interruptions to his life as one would brush away a speck of lint from their clothing. No one challenges Vernon McCarthy.
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Packing




Splash! 

The sudden slap against my back awoke me. My eyes opened to the night sky and the chill of the black water enveloped my body. A huge edifice loomed before me as I drifted away. Rocking back and forth upon the liquid black ink, I could no longer see the grand ship as the floating city grew smaller.



“Ahhhh,” I inhaled and then I coughed to get the chocking sensation out of my throat.

Sitting straight up from my sleeping position, I tore off my wet nightshirt. I grabbed my water bottle to sooth my airway, and rose out of bed to head for the bathroom. After I splashed water on my face, I looked up into my mirror above the sink.

“God, I haven’t had this bad of a dream since my Henry died,” I thought gazing into my reflection.

I patted my face dry and walked over to my upholstered chair. There I picked up my tshirt and denim jean I had laid there last night. My black toy poodle wandered in to the bedroom. I’m Susan Edwards. I live in Firth, Idaho, which is a small town of 471 farm people and workers that grow potatoes and wheat. I’m not a farmer but a town gal, a recent widow. At least it feels recent.

Almost a year ago, my husband was murdered. With the help of my friends, we discovered who ran his car off the Snake River Bridge in Blackfoot, Idaho south of here. You see, I was a total wreck then and Trisha, my neighbor, and good friend helped me out with the little things around the house, like feed my dog or find someone to mow my lawn. I wasn’t able to cope with taking care of all the technical repair jobs my Henry did around the house at that horrid time in my life.

I always reflect on the moment in time. What if I hadn’t been sucked into that hollow planet called Vesda? If I hadn’t met the people living there, would I have discovered who killed my husband? I guess I’ll never know.

Last Christmas was the best one ever with all my friends in town, my unusual acquaintances from the defunct World of Vesda, and my sister who lives in Idaho Falls north of here. Everyone came to my home. That’s when I decided to give Trisha and Larry Paige a present for all their help when my husband died and assistance when I got into trouble. 

After Henry died, I inherited a large payment of insurance money and gave my dearest friends two airline and cruise tickets to Hawaii. I wanted them to have something for their time and for being there for me when I needed them. Trisha came back and said, “Friendship is the only gift friends need.” At first, I thought they would turn me down when they went off alone to talk about it. They returned and showed they had bought me a ticket so I could go with them. That was two months ago and now I realized on this Monday our plane flight is in two days, this Wednesday. 

From under my small flower vase on the vanity, I pulled out the paperwork for my airline ticket and the cruise key pass I had received in the mail. One of them was a brochure.

“The Swedish Star is one of the largest cruise ships in the Pacific Rim that sails from seven to eleven days around four of the Hawaiian Islands. The average ship length of this fleet is nine hundred and sixty-five feet long and sixteen decks high. Cabins vary in price and space from a simple style of having one porthole or none to the lavish suites on the top decks with wide windows and balconies. Capacity is 3500 people including the ship’s crew.”

I stuffed the valuable documents deep into my large purse on the chair. Looking around my bedroom, trying to decide what to do next, I glanced over my to-do list and noticed that I’d better call my friend, René, about watching my dog while I’m on out of town.

Henry, my late husband, and I took a trip to Hawaii years ago, but he’s gone now. “God, how I miss him,” I thought. If it wasn’t for that awful woman who murdered him, we could both be enjoying this trip. Pushing the sorrowful memories to the back of my mind, I thought about my next project on my list, locating my suitcase.

While I rummaged in the closet, my little black poodle trotted into the bedroom and pawed on my slacks to see what I was doing. I struggled a bit but I managed to pull my rolling luggage out from under the shoeboxes and hanging clothes. At first, I couldn’t recall the last time I used this suitcase but then I remembered when Henry and I stayed at the lodge in Yellowstone. Our visit was just before Thanksgiving. Now that was a confusing holiday. Oh well, I sighed and turned around to address my dear little Mickie.

“I’d better call René before I forget,” I said to him.

He looked up at me with those liquid black eyes of his while I pulled out my phone from my pants pocket. Locating my friend’s phone number in my contact list, I pressed the call symbol to ring her phone.

“Hello, René. It’s Susan Edwards. I’m good. Yes, time has flown faster than I realized. I fly out of Idaho Falls this Wednesday. Yes, in two days. That’s right, I still need you to take care of Mickie if you can. I’d hate to put him in a kennel. When I do, he acquires too many bad habits from the other dogs. Great. Can you come over this afternoon or tomorrow? Thank you. I’ll show you where I keep his food and while you are here, I can give you the keys to my back door. I’ll be here this afternoon. Bye.”

I reconnected with René when I decided to enroll in a pottery class last fall held once a week on Main Street. She’s in our church but her children are much younger than mine, preventing us from socializing in the same circles. René is about my height but slimmer than I. She wears her hair short and brushed up on top. I would like to try that someday but for right now, I love my dangling blond curls. I opened my suitcase and found a few Yellowstone brochures and an old granola bar I had forgotten to remove. I tossed them into my waste can near my vanity mirror.

“Well, that’s one task down and 10,000 more to go,” I told my dog as I checked the zipped pockets.

All of a sudden, my dog looked at me, stopped to perk his ears up, and as if a silent alarm went off I couldn’t hear. He turned and ran toward the kitchen barking. By the time I scrambled after him, I could hear someone knocking at the back door. Some of my friends don’t use the doorbell.

I opened the door and my friend, Thyla, appeared with the cold February air drifting in behind her.

“Come in. Where’s Jack?” I asked, closing the door against the winter wind as she stepped past me into the kitchen.

“Oh, he stopped to talk to someone about gears and such down at the hardware store,” she said, trying to take her hooded sweatshirt off. 

My dog knows what type person she is as he slinked back to his bed by the kitchen heat vent to avoid her. I’ll tell you right now, Thyla is not from Earth. She has a light patterned fur all over her arms and legs. Her nose is small with short white hairs. I call her a cat woman. I met her inside Vesda when the two scientists, Fin and Cal, sucked me out of my living room into their world. Thyla and I became friends when I gave her hope of leaving that inside-out world.

“Let me help you with that,” I said, grabbing the bottom hem to undo the garment. As I pulled her hoodie I had given her for Christmas over her head, her patterned cattail unfurled. Mickie began growling from his little bed by the kitchen table.

“Thanks, this sweater has been a lifesaver in the cold weather you have here,” Thyla said, stretching her arms toward the ceiling.

“Here, I just made some hot tea if you want,” I offered. “Let’s go into the living room. Don’t mind Mickie. He’s just protecting his turf.”

“Thanks, tea will be fine,” she replied, walking behind me. 

After removing her shoes, she chose my large plump recliner by the roaring fireplace and curled her long legs into the chair. She fluffed her tail and wrapped it around her feet.

“I hear you are going to the land of warmth,” she said, adjusting her position and licking the palms of her furred hands.

“I am. I can hardly wait. This winter has been especially cold this year,” I said and set her hot cup of tea on the table near her. I sat down in one of my upholstered chairs on the other side of the flickering gas fireplace.

Thyla wiped both sides of her small nose with her moist hands. She didn’t have long whiskers, just small white strands she keeps trimmed near her pink nose.

“Well, I for one wouldn’t want to float on water all that time,” she said, shuddering at the image she imagined.

“Well, I for one wouldn’t want to float on water all that time,” she said, shuddering at the image she imagined.

“They’re pretty safe.” I said, still watching the flames. Something about the ocean came to mind.

“Susan, is something wrong? You seem far away.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I just remembered a bad dream I had this morning. What were you saying? Oh, the only danger you have on board is someone transmitting a virus,” I said, recovering from my reverie.

“Who’s going to watch Mickie?” she said, returning to stir the hot liquid with one of her long clawed fingers.

“René. I don’t know if you remembered her. She took pottery lessons with me. Mickie will stay here and will continue to go outside through his doggy door. But my friend will come over and feed him.”

“Have you heard from Hobbs lately?” She asked while I stirred my spoon in the hot tea to cool it down.

“No, has he been up to something? Wait, I don’t want to know. I want to leave on my trip with a clear mind and not get involved with his next great foolishness.”

“No, actually he’s been good. Right now he’s staying in the cottage we remodeled for him at the far eastern corner of our property for the last couple of weeks. I think living underground with his fairy and elf friends is too cold for a man his age. But we rarely ever see him during the day.”

“Good, oh, you know what I’d like to have before I leave? A bowl of Bosloe’s famous stew,” I said. 

Just before I took a sip of my hot tea, I thought I saw something in the black liquid. I poked the beverage and the speck faded away.

“Something in your cup?” Thyla asked.

“I thought so, but it’s gone now. Maybe one of the tea leaves escaped the bag. “Why don’t you and Jack join me, my treat.”

“That sounds good. I’ll call Jack and he can drive us through that awful snow. Too bad you didn’t live in Arizona when we came back from Vesda,” she joked.

“So you broke down and got a phone,” I said, ignoring her jabbing comment.

“I did. These smart ones are amazing devices. I just have to trim some of my fur away from my fingertips to touch the screen,” she replied as she began poking in Jack’s number.

JackOput, his full name, was another one of us lost souls who had been kidnapped into Vesda. One of the scientists, Finindaddle, called it a Dyson world, a world where you live inside. Jack is a farmer from Norway and now runs his own farm between Firth and the next town to the north, Shelley. He and Thyla decided to live together after they ironed out misunderstandings. Who am I to judge?

Thyla got a hold of Jack on her cell phone.

“Jack? Stop by Susan’s house, we’re going over to Bosloe’s for stew or chili. She’s treating. Okay. Bye,” she said closing her phone. 

“What did he say?” I asked.

“He’ll be here in a few minutes. Say, one of your friends called me the other day to invite me to a group quilting party. I wasn’t sure but I told her I’d think about it,” Thyla remarked, wrapping her long furred fingers around her hot teacup while her tail waved behind her.

“Who was it that called you?”

“Sally. I like her, but I don’t want to scare anyone if my tail happens to flip out.”

“But didn’t she see you during Halloween?” I asked.

“I’m pretty sure she did, but I think she thought it was my costume.”

Sally is one of my friends who live down the block from me. She has four young children and can’t seem to stick to a diet. Her weight is a constant problem she has had ever since her high school days. Sally’s family was surprised when she took the time to join our pottery class. I think she wanted or needed a diversion once the kids were in school. 

“Well, if you really want to go, we’ll have to hit the thrift stores to see if we can locate overalls for you. After all, you live on a farm, right?” I suggested. “I could go with you if you want.”

“Thanks, but I can’t have you by my side every time I get invited somewhere. We can look for the overalls when you get back. Sally said they won’t be meeting for a few weeks,” she said, downing the last of her tea. “I’ll give her a call back when I get home.”

My doorbell rang and Mickie came running from the kitchen. Recalling my cat friend, he jumped sideways and avoided her by hugging my left ankle. When I answered the door, there was Jack spreading some salt on my cement porch to break up the ice.

“Are you ladies ready to go?” he asked as he pocketed the small can of deicer material.

“Oh, Thyla, you better grab your sweatshirt,” I reminded her, pointing to the fleece garment on the sofa. “Thank you. Jack, I had that de-icing stuff up on my shopping list to pick up later.

“Thanks,” Thyla replied. “I almost forgot how cold it is outside sitting in this warm house. What about the fireplace?”

“I’d better turn the gas off. No, Mickie, you have to stay here,” I told him with a wave of my hand while I turned off the gas flames near the mantle.

“Come on, let’s get out before he realizes we are leaving,” I remarked, pulling one of my arms through my winter coat.
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Lunch at Bosloe’s

After I locked the front door and trudged through the encrusted snow on the sidewalk to Jack’s car, I saw my neighbor retrieve her mail out of the post box. Jack had left his suburban motor still running by the curb when my bundled up neighbor, Trisha, walked over to greet us. She’s shorter than me and had to take big steps through the snow-covered sidewalk while her curly black hair bounced around her face from under her knitted cap.

“I hope you’re going someplace warm,” she said, clutching the few envelopes she had. “Larry’s watches the thermostat and he doesn’t want to raise it over seventy-two.”

“I keep mine on seventy-four. Is your husband coming home for lunch?” I asked.

“No, he has to be in court during a bail hearing for one of his clients.” 

Larry is a bail bondsman. He leads an interesting but rough life in his job. After I had a break-in, he replaced my window and installed new locks on all the windows and doors.

“You want to come with us? We’re just going over to Bosloe’s for chili or stew.”

“Sounds fantastic. Let me leave my mail in the house and I’ll be right with you.”

I watched as she ran back to her front door as best she could in her knee-high snow boots. After she had locked her door, she returned and climbed into the back seat with me. She knows about Thyla and but never says anything.

“So are you all packed yet?” she asked me as she pulled the car door shut.

“No, I just pulled out my suitcase before Thyla came over. I suppose I should just pack lighter clothes with it being hot in Hawaii,” I said, searching for my seat belt.

“Not this time of year. I’d pack a light coat and a sweater. It’s only sixty-five to seventy with a high humidity in Waikiki. The high humidity makes the air colder than our dry air at home. When we get to Kona, the weather should warm up a bit.”

“How long are you two going to be gone?” Thyla asked as Jack pulled into the small parking lot on the side of Bosloe’s Café.

“Ten glorious days,” I replied. 

“What could you do in ten days?” Jack asked.

“Two days we’ll spend on the first island, seven days we’ll cruise around three other islands, and one day we’ll stay on the big island before we fly back home. We are taking several inland tours that should be interesting. I think we have a whale watching planned and at the end of the cruise, there’s a luau dinner,” I said, opening my door to the frigid blast of air.

“We’ll have a whale of a time,” Trisha joked.

We all started giggling. 

“Say, I read there was an accident on one of those cruisers. Two men fell overboard,” Jack said as he drove into the parking lot.

We were laughing so hard at another joke Trisha had told, we didn’t pay attention to his comment. He parked the car and with reluctance, we removed ourselves from the warm vehicle to hurry into the small café. Colin, another of my acquaintances from Vesda stood before us as if he had anticipated our arrival. He was wearing the apron I gave him for Christmas. 

He has large hands and short arms and Like Thyla, he has to trim his long fast growing nails so the customers aren’t too uncomfortable. Since he prefers to live underground, his friend, Bosloe, had sealed and dry-walled the shallow basement under the café. Bosloe himself rents a comfortable little house a block away.

“Four?” Collin asked us as he held his broad hand up to his chin.

“Yes,” I said. 

He gestured us toward an empty booth.

We all began to remove our heavy coats except Thyla who kept her sweatshirt on to hide her tail.

“And what are you having today?” Colin asked with his notepad ready to take our orders. Since the café only had two entrés, Bosloe didn’t bother to make up menus.

“I want stew,” I replied, scooting into the booth next to Trisha who whispered to Jack.

“We want chili,” Jack said, after hearing Thyla’s request.

“I’ll have a bowl of stew, too,” my neighbor said, “with some hot cocoa.”

Stew was Bosloe’s specialty. When I ended up in Vesda, his stew was the only thing he made. Those who lived there were getting tired of the same old entré. I helped him out by making a fruit pie. After he arrived back with us in Firth, he bought a former fast food building with his interest compounded savings, and after many requests, he began making chili. I helped him out by making pies or cobblers once in a while. Cooking made me feel like I had something to do since I didn’t have a job to go to.

“Me too,” I added. 

I looped my jacket on the outer hook between each of the wooden booth frames.

“Uh, coffee for Jack and I’ll have some warm milk,” Thyla said, clasping her cold hands.

We snuggled close together in the booth and praised Colin for his speedy service with the hot drinks.

I wrapped my cold fingers around the warm mug and blew on the chocolate surface. Staring back at me from the moving froth were eyes of a man. I put the cup down fast, too fast and spilled a little on the table.

“Susan? Are you all right?” Trisha asked me.

“Oh, yes, clumsy me. The cup was too hot,” I lied. “Say, René told me she was starting up another pottery class in March or April. Do you want to do that again?” I asked Trisha.

“My sister wants to come for a visit in April. If the class doesn’t interfere with her visit, I will. I had lots of compliments on my cups, and I want to make more sets for birthdays and next Christmas,” she replied, holding onto her hot cup with both of her gloved hands.

“Well, if she does, just tell her to join us if she wants.”

Colin brought out our steaming bowls of chili and stew and set them down in front of us along with a basket of rolls. The smell of roast beef and chili pepper excited our senses.

“How is O’ Mae?” I asked. When we returned from Vesda, she decided to stay in a small rental home outside of town.

“Okay, I guess,” Thyla began. “The last time we visited her, she talked about going to the assisted living home in Idaho Falls. We tried to convince her to locate closer to us, but she seemed to have her mind made up.”

“I called her last night and she said she would be moving to the Twelve Gables tomorrow,” Jack added.

“I wish I had more time to go and see her.” 

Trisha waved at Colin to come over to our booth. He saw her hand motion and strode over.

“Colin, tell Bosloe to come out here so we can say hi,” Trisha said. She removed one of her mittens that covered her fingers in order to handle the soup spoon with ease.

“Will do,” he replied and trotted through the opening in the center of the counter and into the kitchen.

First, we heard some metal pans clatter in the back of the kitchen, and then we saw Bosloe’s frame fill up the space within the kitchen archway behind the counter. Even thin Colin would never be able to squeeze by him. His imposing height just missed the head jamb of the archway as he wiped his hands with a kitchen towel hanging on a nearby hook and strode toward us. Bosloe still sported a black beard around his chin and under his wide nostrils. In his gruff direct manner, he had a kind soul that saved me from my house intruder last fall. For that, I will always care about him.

“Well, if it isn’t my favorite people,” he said, strolling up to our table.

“Bosloe, do you have enough pies until I get back from my vacation?” I asked.

“Both of my freezers are packed. I won’t be needing anymore. Thank you, Susan. You have a good trip. Well, good to see you all. I smell stew cooking–wouldn’t want it to burn,” he said, turning around to return to his kitchen.

“How many pies did you make for him?” Jack asked, spooning up more beef and beans from the bottom of his chili bowl.

“I made fifty pies. I wanted to make sure he had plenty to sell.” My friends widen their eyes. “I know what you’re thinking, but I made them over a period of a month.” 

“You should get free meals for all that,” Trisha said, dipping a half roll into her chili. 

“I am. This is my treat. I know Bosloe keeps track.”

“Good, I just can’t see you laboring on all those pie in a few days,” Jack said. 

Colin came back over to refill the coffee mugs.

“Oh, did you know about the accident on one of the cruise ships?” he asked.

I scooped up another spoonful of beef and a carrot into my mouth. The warm savory flavor had that special onion flavor I love so much.

“No, what happened?” I asked not really wanting him to answer me.

“Two men fell overboard. I think the ship was the Swedish Star,” he replied.

Trisha and I looked at each other and we continued to eat our lunch.
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Fin and Cal

After lunch, Jack and Thyla dropped me and Trisha off at my house. She followed me in up to my front door.

“Well, I see Larry’s car is outside. He must be home. I’ll fix him some lunch if he hasn’t eaten yet. Then I’ll have to start packing,” she said, glancing up at the gray clouds competing for space in the sky.

“Ugh, I still have to decide what to bring.”

“Don’t bring a lot. Tshirts are cheap all over the islands and I want to buy some new jewelry. I hope the weather clears during our flight. Talk to you later,” she said, waving goodbye.

“Thanks,” I replied and as I inserted my key, I could hear Mickie sniffing and whining behind the front door. 

“Just me, fella,” I said to him as I edged into the entryway and walked into my living room. I shut and locked the door behind me, and then I removed my wet boots to set them on my water-catching neoprene mat.

My brick home is one of those row houses built in the 1960’s, strong enough to last longer than a lifetime. Henry and I remodeled the interior, adding new appliances in the last few years before he died. After I became friends with Hobs and his odd assortment of acquaintances, odd events around my home began to occur. 

It all started when my hallway ceiling light fell. Last October, I learned of the tiny fairies from a world Hobs had discovered underground. They had tampered with the ceiling screws. Then Hobs bore a hole in my basement bedroom to help me and his friends escape a fire and a horrible witch.

I could go on and on, but I can’t remain irritated at him forever. He does try his best to help out when I get in trouble. He tells me he’s older than anyone but he’s pretty sharp for whatever age he claims to be. I hope he’s happy now that he found a world that won’t harass him much because of his short stature.

According to Hobs, I have a gift. It’s not a welcomed gift when I can see Hobs’ friends and my other friends can’t. I don’t talk about them due to the funny looks I get, except with Trisha. She seems to understand. Why did this come upon my shoulders? I don’t know. It started after the death of my husband and the stress that followed. Something changed within me. I perceive things that live on the edge of our physical world. Now, I’m Christian, mind you, but when I saw the fairyland under the abandoned warehouse downtown and its inhabitants, I have to believe they exist. That’s just the way I am.

I removed my jacket and walked into the kitchen to hang it on one of the hooks in a row on the stairwell wall. I turned off the light to the stairs to my right and checked my back door bolt to make sure the door was secure before I stepped back into my kitchen.

I put my kettle on the stove to heat up some water for tea or hot chocolate for guests that would drop in. You never know who’s going to stop by my home. That done, I retreated back into my living room, turned right down the hallway, and headed for the master bedroom to my left. Mickie trotted after me. 

Upon the death of my husband, my little poodle followed me everywhere until I started feeling better. I guess he could sense there was something wrong. Trisha helped me out during the funeral and all during the next month taking care of my dog, making sure I ate when I didn’t feel like it, and having someone mow my lawn. I could have never made life work without her.

I looked over my note page I had left on my vanity counter in the bedroom and at my empty suitcase still lying on the end of the bed. I slipped off the hangers two of my favorite blouses.

“What do you think, Mickie, blue or blue?” I asked him as I held the two garments close to my chin, looking in the vanity mirror.

Each one had a different shade of blue. As a blond, my color choices limits me to certain shades that are flattering. Red is not an option. Brown maybe, I told myself as I searched for my dark brown blouse of silky light material.

“Slacks. Let’s see. The ones I’m wearing will do for the flight over, but I should pack a couple more that are dressier,” I chatted on to Mickie as he sat on the floor cocking his ears up at me. Then the front doorbell rang. I laid my chosen clothes over the edge of the suitcase while my little soldier dog ran ahead barking his head off.

“I’m coming, I’m coming,” I shouted as I hurried down the hallway. I turned right and headed for the back door. Peering through the peephole that my neighbor Larry had installed for me, I saw Fin and Cal waiting on my back porch flapping their arms around their shoulders against the cold winter air. I unlocked the door to let them in.

“Hello, you two,” I said, welcoming them.

“Hello, you two,” I said, welcoming them.
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