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  Mystery Writer’s Mountain Retreat




   




  I felt a deep desire to scribble mystery stories for most of my life, but my first adventure into the world of writing didn’t happen until after I had retired. Until recently, my only writing was to complete police reports on crimes I’d investigated over the thirty-four years as Pittsburgh police detective. I was about to attend my first retreat for writers. I’d been solving mysteries for a long time and now I wanted to put them on paper for others to read. My creative juices had been bottled up for way too long. I was taking the first step.




  The daily grind of logging reports for the police files limited my time for writing and what I could include in my statements as a cop. Now, I was free to explore my creativity and had plans to write about some of my many experiences of crimes I’d solved from memories and my notebooks.




  Fate directed me to a small advertisement for the Wilderness Lodge describing a retreat for writers in the Pittsburgh Press. I made the decision to start, by registering for the mystery writer’s seminar at a resort tucked in the mountains near Denver, Colorado. The flight from Pittsburgh had been uneventful, but tiring. The rolling scenery form the plane’s window impressed me with its ever changing beauty. The awe only increased when I saw the mountains as the plane approached the Denver airport.




  I almost hoped that Aidan had stayed back in Pittsburgh.




  Aidan LeClerc is my partner in crime… solving. While he was alive, he worked as a police reporter. Somehow, he managed to survive from day to day dealing with his multiple phobias. His ghostly being decided to move in with me, and now, I had to live with them. One of his fears was a fear of flying. I had terrible time convincing him that I was heading to Colorado with or without him. If he wanted to travel with me, he’d have to fly.




  Late at night to relax after a hard day on the force, I’d fall asleep listening to Aidan share ideas and clues to the case on which I was working. In time, I relied on his help and he attached himself to me.




  A moss green van, marked with a gold hued logo and the name of the Wilderness Lodge, picked me up at the airport. I was hoping to relax for an hour in my room or somewhere else at the lodge until the evening meal. A younger woman greeted me as I stepped into the wide lobby. “I’m Marsha. Welcome to the Wilderness Lodge. How can I help you?”




  The highly polished reception desk reflected the softly flickering flames from the lodge’s massive, gray stone fireplace. The desk was centered directly beneath the multi-antlered elk chandelier. It was where Marsha Fontaine welcomed me and other guests as they arrived and issued keys to their rooms or cabins.




  Marsha was a slender, fretful looking, Caucasian female: five-five, one hundred and five pounds with gray eyes, mousy brown hair and a receding chin. As a cop, I got into the habit of labeling people by their physical attributes. It came in handy when I questioned victims or chased a perpetrator or suspect of a crime as a detective. I had a memory for stats and could readily transfer my observations onto paper when I needed them to write my police report.




  I gave her my name, but before she could say more, a ten year old tornado banged open the front door, grabbed an umbrella from a huge copper kettle stand, poked Marsha with the pointed end, then ran up the oak stairway. He disappeared into the second floor, the umbrella left swinging on an antlered light sconce.




  “That’s my brother, Michael. He can be so hyperactive at times,” she apologized. Almost simultaneously, a shapely pair of legs descended the stairs. They belonged to the owner of the lodge, who was Marsha’s mother. The woman lifted the still swinging umbrella from the sconce, then replaced it in the urn before entering the dining room.




  Marsha handed me the key and a map of the grounds with my cabin circled. She advised me, “We are above eight thousand feet here. You may develop a slight headache and become out of breath more easily. Take your time and you should be fine.”




  I left the lodge, heading to my cabin. When I dropped my luggage inside my room, I was a little out of breath. I waited a few minutes, before heading back to the deck lined with Adirondack chairs. I wanted to enjoy the serenity until it was time for the evening meal.




  *




  Wait staff bustled, serving our meal in the cedar-board ceiled dining room. Thick log beams arched high overhead. The centers of the oak tables were made more rustic with small, bright green ferns in copper hued pots.




  I’d just finished a wonderfully prepared evening meal of a fresh green salad, a Cornish game hen, and a medley of potatoes and vegetables, but the dessert of peach cobbler topped with a large dollop of whipped cream and the cup of strong, black coffee gave the perfect crowning touch to the meal. The great food and the unobstructed panorama was a wonderful way for me to unwind.




  Settling back into my seat, I had the perfect view through the floor to ceiling windows, which overlooked a small lake. Dark spruce and hemlock trees crowded the far shore. In the distance, mountains still retained their crowns of bright snow and ice.




  Hearing a cry of, “Oh no!” I tossed my thick linen napkin onto the dining table. Instinctively, I followed the loud cry of distress.




  I lumbered into the lobby of the lodge like an old fire horse answering the bell.




  Marsha was on her knees, frantically searching for something. As I approached, she muttered, “I have to find my gold pen.” She continued to whine, mumbling to herself. “It was my favorite. Lawrence gave that pen to me. I’ve been writing all of my letters to him with it. I’m sure that he will know it’s not the same pen. How will I tell him that I lost it?”




  I re-introduced myself to the nearly hysterical girl. “I’m Tommy Two Shoes, can I help?”




  I can hear the snickers. Tommy Two Shoes is my nickname. I picked it up after my pop was killed in a Pittsburgh steel mill accident. A heavy roll of steel broke loose, crushing him and injuring several co-workers. My father’s death tore my mother’s heart out. She never recovered or remarried.




  I met many relatives at my dad’s funeral, even though I was too young to remember. Aunts, uncles, and cousins flowed in a seemingly endless stream. The one person I remembered the most was my mom’s brother, Aidan. Three years later, he lived with us for a short while to support my mom when my brother, John, disappeared from our yard while we were playing. Uncle Aidan and I formed a bond that extended after his passing. He was the person who encouraged me to write.




  Like countless others who lost the bread winners in their family, we had to move in with Nana and Pappy. Nana used to tell us that it was almost as bad for us then as it was for her and Pappy living through the Great Depression.




  Mom struggled to keep us fed. There was little money left over for clothing or anything else. To help, I sold newspapers for extra money. That left me almost no time to write.




  One year, I had to wear a mismatched pair of shoes to school. Kids could be so cruel. That’s how I got the handle of Two Shoes.




  I am thankful though. Another boy I knew had to wear a shoe on one foot and a boot on the other. They called him Shoe-Booty.




  “I left my pen on the desk when we were called to the dining room and now it’s gone! I can’t find it anywhere,” Marsha’s nasal voice keened.




  I strolled closer to the reception desk. On top of the mahogany desk was a thin sheaf of sea foam green paper. The top page had writing on it. Marsha popped up and quickly turned the page over. It was as if she were afraid that I would read what she had been writing to Lawrence. The polished, dark desk softly reflected the glow of the crackling flames from the fireplace.




  As other diners finished their meals, they slowly drifted into the lobby, drawn by the noise and activity. The would-be mystery writers reluctantly began to help look for the missing pen. One by one, they joined the search party, just to quiet Marsha’s mewling voice. Many of the hunters ended their search patterns back in their own rooms or cabins.




  Marie Fontaine was a small boned, Caucasian female: five four, about one hundred fifteen, cornflower blue eyes, thin lips, prematurely silver hair, and approximately fifty-six. After making her own search, she said, “Marsha, we will look again in the morning.”




  Marie called, “Louisa, come here please.” Louisa’s thickly soled shoes padded softly across the lodge-pine floor. She wore a gold badge with her name etched on it, pinned to the left shoulder of her pale blue uniform.




  “Yes, ma’am.”




  “When you clean later today, I want you to pay special attention to the lobby. Marsha has lost her gold fountain pen. I would like you to look for it.”




  “Yes, ma’am.”




  I noticed that Louisa didn’t look at Marie as Marie spoke to her. She continued to look down at the laces on her shoes. Only the top of her black hair pulled back into a tight bun was visible. From my past experiences, people who were less than honest always refused to look me in the eye.




  Marie didn’t say more, and Louisa hurried back down a hallway.




  *




  The cabin I’d been assigned was about one hundred yards from the main lodge. It was a small cedar clapped building with patches of moss growing on its shake roof. The wood had weathered to a dark coffee brown color. A screened door protected the wide plank door from bugs and allowed for the circulation of air if I chose not to use the window air conditioner. I was unsure if Aidan had followed me to Colorado, until he saw that I had chosen a plain, rustic, outside cabin and not one of the rooms inside of the main lodge. He tended to appear with scents of cleaning supplies. I smelled chlorine bleach. We had a royal fight and the smell increased to assault me.




  “I am not sleeping in there. There has to be spiders, bugs, snakes and rats. Cabins are nasty things. You can’t be serious about me staying in there for the weekend. I can’t stand dust and spider webs.”




  I was unsure whether Uncle Aidan was passing a clue to me in his usual oblique way or whether he was just grousing about my choice.




  Unlocking the door, I could tell by the increasing smell of chlorine bleach that my uncle was peering over my shoulder, scrutinizing the inside of the room. Look, Uncle Aidan, it’s clean. There’s no dust, no spider webs, and no snakes. This place is already filled with the aroma of Pine-Sol. That should make you feel right at home. Even the bed linens are clean and smell freshly washed. If you don’t like the cabin and don’t think it’s clean enough for you, you can climb a tree and spend the night in a squirrel’s nest for all I care.




  I won’t repeat what my uncle answered.




  *




  It must have been the freshness of the mountain air that woke me so early. I looked out onto the small lake in front of my cabin in time to see the view just before the sun rose. Thin wisps of fog embroidered intricate patterns over the surface of the water. I stepped outside of my cabin onto the tiny, cedar stoop. The atmosphere was thin at that altitude, but the air tasted fresh and delicious.




  As I stood on the postage-stamp porch, a fish rose to disturb the smooth surface of the lake and vanished with a swirl. In the distance, a bull elk bugled. The echo resounded over the placid water from a dark stand of pines on the far shore. The sum of it all was so overwhelmingly beautiful, that it actually brought a lump to my throat. Even a hardened Pittsburgh cop could be touched by the beauty of nature.




  I hiked back to the lodge along the narrow, stone pathway. The lawn sloped down from the left to the lake. A low rock wall was the only railing to my right. Thick plantings of ivy covered the top of the wall, draping down over the sides. Limbs from cedar and pine trees kept the walkway cool and shaded for most of the day. The lights of the lodge drew me like a moth to a flame.




  Hungry, I thought I’d see if they were serving breakfast yet or at least get a cup of coffee. When I entered the lodge, I heard a distinctly French accented voice spill out of the kitchen, saying, “Mon Dieu, where is my meat thermometer? I cannot roast this venison haunch for lunch without it. It was here with the roasting pan when I went to bed last night. Marie, I cannot disappoint our guests.”




  Marie’s soothing voice cooed, “Mon Cheri, it will be all right. You are a great chef. You don’t need the thermometer to prepare the roast perfectly. I have been at your side for nearly twenty-five years. You’ve never served a bad meal. In all of my life, you’ve never let me down.” I could hear them murmur for a few seconds more and then the buss of a kiss before Marie emerged from the galley.




  “Good morning,” she greeted. “I hope you slept well.”




  “I did and good morning to you.”




  “If you are you ready for breakfast, I would highly recommend the blueberry pancakes. They are very light and fluffy. My husband, François, has outdone himself this morning.”




  I agreed with her suggestion and ordered a cup of coffee as well. The coffee was hot, dark and rich. Exactly the way I liked it.




  I had only taken a few sips when Marie returned with my pancakes. There were only four of them, but the stack was nearly six inches high. A large spoonful of blueberries had been placed on the top of the steaming pancakes. Butter oozed from between each flapjack while two pats still melted on top. Marie placed a small jug of syrup on the table as well.




  If the rest of the retreat and the food was as good as the meal I’d already had, I was in for a real treat. It looked so much better than anything I ever made for breakfast at home.




  Cutting through the stack without spilling the blueberries down the side was quite a task. As I lifted the first bite, I could smell pine and it wasn’t coming from outside. It was Pine-Sol. Uncle Aidan had returned. I looked around the dining room to see if he had entered the room as a visible wisp or just a voice in my ear.




  That was all that I needed. Aidan, you’re coming between me and my breakfast. I was just getting used to your antiseptic smell interrupting me, but this is too much. I came here to smell real pine and real food, not Pine-Sol. I interrupted before he could speak. Can’t I just once enjoy my meal without the odor of your Pine-Sol spoiling it all?




  Unfortunately, that didn’t deter him and he pressed on. “I just came to warn you to be careful with those blueberries. They’ll stain your clothing and you may not find something that will remove it.”




  I know what people may think, a ghost as my partner, right? I just consider him as an inner voice. I finally opened my mind to his continued prodding as he identified himself as my kin and a friend with odd compulsions. Our initial encounter was sudden. I didn’t recognize what it was at first. I smelled bleach mixed with the odor of cleaning supplies. It wrapped around me like a thick, smothering blanket. I was younger then and didn’t recognize who it was that was talking when Uncle Aidan started to speak to me. It was our very first meeting after he passed away. As I struggled with a case that was lengthy, confusing, and complicated, Aidan slipped me the key that unlocked the answer. It was the beginning of our partnership and he has fed me clues ever since.




  Uncle LeClerc was a neat-freak while living with us. When I understood that it was to be an ongoing relationship, I said, Uncle LeClerc? You’re going to be my partner? I can’t believe I’d get stuck with someone who uses as many cleaning supplies as you do.




  “I know what you’re thinking,” Aidan replied, “but I’m not completely thrilled with this arrangement either. I was assigned to you, although you were my favorite nephew. Someone on the other side must want you to be more careful and NEAT.”




  I can’t understand why I have to be partnered with you?




  “I may be just a little neurotic about cleanliness, but I can give you fresh insight, if nothing else. My work skills makes me a perfect partner. You’re old and stodgy and have a one track mind. You’re used to working with a partner and heaven knows now that you’ve retired, you’re going to need help. I can offer it.




  “Remember, I worked as a reporter for a police newspaper. I wrote about crime solving with nothing more than smells, an offhand word, a scrap of paper, or a single thread from a piece of fabric. I had to keep track of all sorts of details. And now, I’m able to foresee some things even before they happen. What do you think of that? Am I the right person for the job?”




  All right, all right. You win, Uncle Aidan. I guess I do need a partner now that I’ve retired, even if it is you.




  *




  Clyde was another mystery writer at our conference. I became acquainted with him when he entered the dining area after finding some of his property missing. He was searching for Marie. Spying her at my table, he walked across the room keeping a hand in front of his mouth.




  Since the dining room was empty, I had invited Marie to sit with me until her other guests arrived. She daintily sipped a cup of Chamomile tea, when Clyde, a male Caucasian, late thirties, average height and weight, brown hair and eyes, walked up to our table. “Did someone come into my room last night?” he asked Marie. His room was in the lodge itself.




  “Certainly not,” Marie replied. She seemed a bit offended by the question, thinking that he suggested that one of her staff had accessed his room during the night.




  Talking with his hand still covering his mouth, Clyde said, “Someone must have been in my room. My partial plate with gold teeth on it is missing. I have been searching for nearly an hour and I can’t find it.”




  “Let me help you look,” Marie offered, replacing her cup on the saucer. Being the curious ex-cop that I was, I trailed close on their heels. We climbed the oak staircase. Antlers that had been converted to shade-covered sconces festooned the wall and lighted our way up the split log treads.




  Clyde’s room was disheveled. Clothes were tossed about everywhere. “Sorry about the mess, but I have gone through absolutely everything and my partial plate is not here.” His hand still muted his voice.




  I asked, “Where was the last place you had it?”




  “If you find it, don’t touch it. After all, it was in his mouth,” Aidan warned as a puff of Lysol wafted past me. “There has to be germs on it.”




  “It was there on the nightstand, beside the lamp.”




  Although I was sure that he had already moved the lamp and the nightstand, I shifted them just the same, double checking. Marie was on her hands and knees, groping blindly beneath the beds. She came up with nothing for all of her effort, not even a dust-bunny. Even after shaking out the bed linens and refolding Clyde’s clothing, her search was unfruitful.




  “I will tell Louisa to keep a sharp eye out for your missing denture. I am sure she will find it,” she promised. “I’ll have breakfast served in your room if you wish. Tell me what you would like to eat.”




  Obviously upset, he growled, “What I’d like to eat and what I’ll be able to eat are two different things. I don’t have my teeth to chew on anything. Send a bowl of oatmeal.”




  Earlier, I thought the missing items might be a vendetta against the Fontaine’s and the inn. However, Clyde’s stolen denture put a whole new perspective on the missing items. I began to think that Michael might have taken and misplaced the missing items. Why would anyone steal them? The belongings weren’t very valuable.




  I went back to my table to have a second cup of coffee and studied the other writers as they filtered in for breakfast.




  The rising sun had long since burned off the fog. The mirror-like lake reflected the sun’s rays through the tall windows of the lodge. Marie slid the sheer curtains over the wide expanse of glass to cut the blinding glare that poured into the room, but it still allowed a magnificent view of the lake outdoors and the mountains beyond. The vast panorama, which was beautiful before, took on an ethereal quality. I’ve never been considered a sensitive cop, but I could never find a view like this in Pittsburgh, even on Mount Washington.




  A late comer entered the dining room. A female Caucasian, five six, two hundred pounds, deep set brown eyes, bleach blond hair, and tortoise-shell glasses stood at the door. She had a worried look on her face. “I am missing my gold pin,” she blurted out to no one and yet to everyone present. Her pale hand pressed against her chest where I’d seen her gold, rose-shaped brooch pinned the night before.




  Marie stood. I watched her cross the room to join the newly distressed guest. Marie’s curled hair bounced, shaking her head in disbelief as she heard the news. I knew she had to be thinking, “Oh no. Not again. Not another one.”




  After hurrying to the distraught woman’s side, Marie said, “Let’s go back to your room and see what we can find, Norma.” Marie escorted the newest victim back to the guest’s cabin to search for the missing piece of jewelry. I didn’t follow. I was sure that they wouldn’t be able to find the pin either. Someone here was a brazen thief, confident enough to steal four items, one after another. The criminal was somewhere in the lodge. Marie had to be worried about the reputation of her lodge.




  Knowing that I was the only cop present, I felt it was in some way my duty to solve the mystery of the missing items. I chose to be a cop because the police failed to find my brother, John, when he went missing from our Munhall home. I had been solving other people’s mysteries ever since.




  The thefts had to stop. The safety and good standing of Marie’s inn was at stake.




  The perfume of chlorine bleach preceded Aidan’s arrival. His ghost never actually made a physical appearance, but merely whispered in my ear. “You’re close, but you’re not quite right, Tommy. You’re outside of your comfort zone.”




  When Marie came back into the dining area, she had a distressed look on her face. She was talking to a lanky, bald man. He was nattily dressed with a polka-dotted bow tie. His gray eyes gave furtive glances and his hands moved restlessly. In general, his appearance somehow seemed shiftless to me.




  “You’ll end up having to watch him. He may just teach you something,” Aidan said.




  *




  The writers met in the dining area after the tables had been cleared for the morning lecture. I sat in a corner where I could watch all of the other writers. Clyde was the only writer missing. Surely, he was embarrassed about the gap in his smile. I eliminated him as a suspect. He, too, was a victim.




  When the speaker walked to the lectern, it was the lanky, bald man who I’d seen with Marie earlier. She introduced the man, “This is Mr. Melchior. He’s the speaker for our symposium and the author of several best-selling detective and mystery books. He’s taught writing at Pietown University for seventeen years.” Marie walked away.




  When I saw that the bald man was the speaker, I knew Uncle Aidan was laughing. Very funny, I should have known that when your clue seemed too straight forward, you were just jerking me around.




  Then I thought, Perhaps Mr. Melchior was taking the items to see if any of the attendees were observant enough to catch him in the act. I’d still need to keep an eye on him.




  While listening to the speaker, subtly Uncle LeClerc started to intrude on my thoughts. The aroma of Lysol drifted in. I had a mental image that Aidan was trying to tell me something, but he wasn’t speaking loudly enough to be clear. Why wasn’t I hearing him? I was unsure of what he said.




  What are you trying to tell me? Talk louder. I can’t understand you.




  Because I couldn’t understand, Aidan became frustrated and finally yelled, “Rats!” before disappearing.




  After Aidan left, I listened to Melchior speak about the usual methods that professional sleuths used to set traps for criminals and then how to do surveillance on the bait. Surveillance was something that I had done many times over the years. I have the calluses on my keister to prove it. I also have a ten gallon bladder from swilling coffee to keep awake without having a bathroom nearby.
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