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Why is the town called Spookie? In this murder mystery series, it is a tongue-in-cheek, a tip-of-my-hat to my earlier roots as a horror writer and little else.
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This book is for my beloved husband of forty-three years, Russell Griffith, who passed away on August 27, 2021 and took my heart with him. Rest in peace, sweetheart, I will love you forever and always. See you on the other side.
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Myrtle coasted down the road basking in the April sunshine on her way to town, grinning and singing as she went along. A Perry Coma tune, of course. She was dressed in red pants, and a gaudy flowered sweater, a light-weight jacket, and a scarf to contain her wild gray hair. It could still get nippy even in April. She had her scooter at top speed. Well, six miles an hour wasn’t all that fast, but quick enough for her. If the machine went any faster, she’d hate to see what she’d look like if she had a wreck or tumbled off of it. But she did hold on tightly.

The breeze on her face, at the moment, though, was warm, the woods around her smelled sweet with its new greenery and flora blooming. Daffodils, the yellow flowers of spring, were sprouting up everywhere. Myrle was so glad the winter was over. She didn’t like snow, unless she was inside watching it fall outside; she hated icy conditions. Couldn’t ride her scooter in the snow or on the ice. She liked it went she could get out and into town, visit Stella’s for a snack, or see her friends. Lollygag as much as she wanted, wherever she wanted. She cherished her freedom, always had. She didn’t like being cooped up too long in the house. She’d had enough of that with that damn pandemic.

Besides wanting to get out of the house, today she was on a mission. She knew Frank was looking into the case of the old woman that had been found dead in a metal barrel along Route 71 last week. Horrible, horrible! Who would do such a thing to an old lady? One who already lived in a depressing nursing home to boot? She’d overheard Frank discussing the crime when he’d been on the phone with someone after Glinda’s séance where Vicki’s dead husband, Bill, his ghost cat, Cotton, and Theodora’s deceased husband, Russell, appeared from the beyond. Frank hadn’t realized she’d been eavesdropping. She could be a sneaky old woman when she wanted to be.

Later, she’d heard him mention the victim’s name when he was talking to Abigail–Sophie Elsbeth. Oh, my. Myrtle sort of knew her, or had known her. She’d been a resident of the Good Life Nursing Home on Route 71 for the last couple years. The nursing home was a dilapidated old stone building on the edge of town full of old people no one wanted anymore. A melancholy place no matter how much the people running it tried to spiff it up. A place where old ones went to die–just not by murder. Myrtle went there often to cheer up the residents. She’d take them things they couldn’t get at the home. Myrtle had spent a pleasant afternoon once with old Sophie visiting her out in the nursing home’s overgrown, weed-choked garden. They’d been not quite friends, but acquaintances after all. So she had to help Frank solve the case. He didn’t want her to but that had never stopped her before, and it wouldn’t stop her this time.

Myrtle had often visited another ancient resident, Gertrude Simmons, who was turning a hundred and seven–a hundred and seven–in a few days. Wow, and people thought she was old. Ha. She wasn’t a hundred and something like Gertrude was. The nursing home was giving Gertrude a big fancy party for her coming birthday. Myrtle was invited because she not only knew well a few of the residents, but often did errands and small favors for many of the others. She hoped Gertrude lived until then. Oops. She knew that was a terrible thought, Myrtle chided herself. But, hey, how many humans lived to a hundred and seven? Not many. Old Gertrude could take that stairway to heaven and go up those steps any moment.

So Myrtle was going to drop in at the nursing home to see what some of the tenants might know about anything concerning Sophie’s murder...that is, after she had a yummy snack at Stella’s Restaurant. The fresh air on her ride was making her hungry even though she’d had breakfast with Glinda and baby Amanda not more than two hours ago. That breakfast had been really early, though. Baby Amanda got everyone up early. Babies were like that. Yeah they were. Besides on Thursdays Stella’s special was chicken and dumplings. Myrtle couldn’t miss that. That made her stomach growl just thinking about it. Stella’s grandson made the best dumplings, fat and flavorful, and filled the pot with lots of chicken. Chicken and dumplings here she comes.

Myrtle bumped down the street’s sidewalks into town and arriving at Stella’s she parked her scooter, took out the key, grabbed her purse, and her cane from where she had it tied on the back, and sashayed, or as well as she could with her stiff legs and a cane, into the restaurant. The place, as usual around this lunch time of day, was crowded. And as noisy as a Kmart during a blue light special. Apparently, the nice warm day had brought out a lot of people. Spring would do that.

“Myrtle! Here! Here we are!” Myrtle heard someone yell her name, saw hands waving in the air, and her eyes landed on a table tucked in the rear of the room in the corner. Their usual table. Sitting there were Abigail and Martha. What a nice coincidence. She hadn’t seen Martha much since her and her husband, Gregory, had started building his new boat business down on the river, and they lived there most of the time. For a while anyway, at least until, the boat business had launched. It’d be good to catch up, and Martha usually had juicy gossip. Myrtle always liked gossip.

With a big grin on her face, Myrtle made a straight beeline for their table and squeezed in next to Martha. “Hi you two. How nice to run into you here. Aren’t I lucky?” The small brunette looked good, Myrtle mused. Happy. Being a married woman agreed with her. She wasn’t wearing as much make-up as she used to. Her hair was loose and soft around her face. Her brown eyes shining. She wasn’t wearing her usual glasses. Myrtle remembered she’d had Lasik a year back or so. She hadn’t wanted to bother with glasses anymore. Love made women do strange things.

“I just got done telling Martha,” Abigail announced, chortling, “that I wouldn’t be surprised if Myrtle didn’t show up on her scooter. I know the old lady well and she really loves Stella’s Thursday’s special of chicken and dumplings. And it’s not raining out. She doesn’t like to be out in the rain.”

“You guessed right, Abigail. And here I am. I can’t resist Stella’s chicken and dumplings. And...the weather is too perfect not to be out in it. The warmth and sunshine makes my old bones feel ten years younger.” Myrtle dropped her overstuffed purse on the table with a thunk, as Stella came sashaying over to get her order.

The waitress, shoving a stray strand of gray hair away from her face, pursing her red lips, looked directly at Myrtle. “Don’t tell me. Chicken and dumplings, correct?”

“What else? You know I love your grandson’s chicken and dumplings,” Myrtle quipped. “Coffee, too. Thanks Stella.”

“You got it old woman.” Stella pivoted around on her comfy support shoes and hustled off to put Myrtle’s order in. The elderly waitress was still going strong, even with her arthritis, and her great age. The old broad had to be at least near eighty. Good thing she could still waitress with the best of them. Stella’s wouldn’t be the same without her. Though the restaurant had hired extra help for the peak times of lunch and supper. Myrtle scanned the crowd and saw the newest waitress, young Ivy, scurrying around with her order pad, helping Stella out. The girl was as skinny as a twig, with big brown eyes, and long blond hair she had up in a high ponytail. She was quick, with an excellent memory. Friendly, with a welcoming smile. She was a good waitress.

Myrtle merely gave Abigail a nod. She’d seen a lot of Abigail lately, what with the baby and all, and was caught up with her. Abigail was always finding an excuse to visit them and see Amanda. She was a devoted grandma, like Frank was a devoted grandpa.

“So,” Myrtle swung her head around to meet Martha’s eyes, “what’s new these days for you, real estate lady? Is Gregory’s business up and running yet? Has he sold a bunch of boats yet?”

“The business is not open yet, but it will be soon. We’ve found and bought the land. The building has begun. I know Gregory is hoping to open the doors by fall. He’s so excited to reopen his boat business in this part of the country. He’s so busy. I’ve handed over part of my real estate business to my new partner, Loretta, so I can be down there with Gregory helping him get his business up and going. It’s been wonderful. Great for Gregory and me to have this business birthing together. It’s made us even closer. We’re having a great time. I’m happy as a duck in a crystal-clear pond.”

“Uh huh.” More like a love-struck duck. “Yet the new location is a bit aways from here, though, isn’t it?” Myrtle cocked her head to the side, her eyes on a couple of teenagers laughing at the table in front of them. Holding hands and making googly eyes at each other. Young love. In Myrtle’s old eyes they were mere babies. Good luck, children.

“It is,” Martha replied. “But we’ve bought a small cabin on the river near where his business is going to be, so we can spend time down there, when we aren’t here. I’m still selling real estate here, of course, but, besides hiring Loretta to help carry the load, I have cut down my hours and days so I can spend more time up there with Gregory. Then with his small airplane, we can always fly home or back in a jiffy. It’s all falling into place. He’s so much happier now that he’s busy again. Has his own thing. He’s a very motivated man.”

“Yeah, some men are like that.” Myrtle bobbed her head. “Most of them have to have their own thing to be content. So I’m happy to see everything is working out for you two.”

“It is.”

Something Martha said catching her attention, Abigail joined the conversation. “What’s the cabin like?”

“Oh,” Martha said excitedly, “I have pictures of it on my phone. Outside and inside. I’ve been decorating the place the last two weeks. Making it a cozy home away from home.” The woman in blue jeans and an expensive looking blouse, and rings glittering on her fingers, pulled a phone out of her purse, switched it on, clicked through her photos, and handed the phone to Abigail. Myrtle leaned over so she could see the pictures, too. What had they ever done before iPhones with cameras?

Abigail skimmed through the photos. “That is a charming little cabin. And it’s right on the water, too. Oh, and it looks so charming inside. You’ve done a great job decorating it, Martha.”

“Thank you. I think I have. Gregory and I love it. We enjoy lounging on its front porch and looking at the river go by, the sun rise or set over the water. It’s a beautiful location. Somewhat secluded. Surrounded by woods. Though it’s only miles away from his new business, and a tiny tourist town nearby with stores and things. It’s isolated enough so when we’re there we feel like we’re alone.”

“You’re a lucky woman, Martha,” Myrtle piped up, smiling at the real estate lady. “A husband who loves you, a mansion in Spookie, and a nice vacation cabin out in the woods.”

“And don’t I know it.” Martha, putting her phone away, declared with a grateful smile. “I’ve waited a very long time for love to come into my life, and I will never take it for granted. Ever. Gregory and I are forever.”

“Here’s your lunch, old woman. And your tab.” Stella had brought Myrtle’s chicken and dumplings, her coffee, and placed them on the table besides Abigail and Martha’s empty plates. The other women had already eaten. They were on their desserts. Stella handed Myrtle her bill, gathered the empty plates up on a tray she’d brought with her, and took them away. The full restaurant had the waitress quite busy, even with another waitress, rushing from one table to another.

“Thanks, Stella. It looks delicious,” Myrtle called out to the waitress as the woman moved away. Myrtle didn’t waste any time, digging into her meal, smacking her lips in between bites to show her approval. “Lordy, these are the best chicken and dumplings in the county. I can’t get enough of them.” She stopped stuffing her mouth long enough to take sips of her coffee, the look on her face one of supreme contentment.

“Well, I can see your appetite is as healthy as ever, Myrtle.” Martha shook her head, an amused expression skimming across her face. The diamond rings on her fingers glittered in the restaurant’s lights as she flicked her right hand in the air. Probably real diamonds. The woman had enough money for the real ones all right. Myrtle particularly liked the ruby on Martha’s middle finger. It shone like fire. It sure was pretty. Myrtle didn’t care much for wearing too much jewelry herself, but she could still admire a nice ring or necklace. Martha had exquisite taste.

When Myrtle had gulped down some of her food, she paused with her fork halfway to her mouth, and turned her attention to Abigail. “What are you up to today here in town, Abigail? Why aren’t you at home painting your pictures?”

“Why aren’t you home, Myrtle, digging in your garden?” Abigail teased back.

“Because the day is so beautiful, I had to get out.” Myrtle got the message when she noticed the where-there-you-go look on Abigail’s face. “You, too, huh? You wanted to enjoy the lovely day?”

“Yep. And, besides, I’m still taking a break from my art work for a bit longer anyway, Myrtle. I came into town when Martha called me to meet here for lunch. I hadn’t seen her in a while and wanted to catch up. She was in town and I had to–still have to–pick up groceries at the IGA. She said come for lunch, so here I am.”

Myrtle had finished her food. Very convenient to have run into Abigail, she thought. Maybe she could get some more information about the nursing home murder case. Frank did tend to tell his wife everything. “Er, Abigail, how is that new murder investigation going that Frank’s on? You know that woman who was found in that metal barrel out on 71 on the edge of the woods near the nursing home?”

Abigail flashed her a knowing smirk. “It’s going. And you know, Myrtle, that I shouldn’t be telling you anything about it. It’s Frank’s job. He’d prefer you stay out of it.”

“Ah ha, so it was murder, then, right?” Myrtle tried not to sound too excited.

Abigail sighed, her shoulders lifting slightly. “It positively looks like it. He doesn’t think the woman put herself in that barrel. Why are you so interested? You know Frank won’t let you get involved with the case. He’s the sheriff. He knows what he’s doing.”

“I heard him on the phone the other day at the house after the séance. He mentioned the victim’s name. Sophie Elsbeth. I knew her, Abigail. I knew her well,” Myrtle fibbed some. “She was a friend of mine up at the Good Life Nursing Home. I want–I need–to know what happened to her. How she died. Why she died.”

Abigail’s attitude softened. “I’m sorry to hear she was a friend. But that doesn’t change anything. Frank won’t let you be part of the investigation. Let him handle everything. He’ll find whoever killed that poor woman and put her in that barrel. He’ll find Sophie’s murderer.”

Martha seemed interested in what Abigail and Myrtle were saying, but she didn’t interrupt or add anything. Just listened. She was totally lost in her own life, her own love story. For her, murders were not on the menu. She was too busy being happy.

Myrtle fell silent. She figured it would be best if she kept her plans to herself. What Frank didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him. Devious was her middle name. She’d find a way to be part of Sophie’s murder investigation one way or another. Didn’t she always?

For a time the three women chatted about what else they’d all been up to lately. What they were going to be doing. What was new in town, and any other gossip they wanted to share with the others. Myrtle told Martha about her and Glinda’s growing garden. “It’s the biggest one we’ve ever put in. Humongous. You need to come over and see it before you leave town again. See how big Harvey’s getting. And see the baby.”

“Yes, you have to come over and see baby Amanda, Martha.” Abigail had brought her cell phone out. She showed her a series of photos of both kids. “She and Harvey have both grown so much since you saw them last.”

“The baby sure has,” Martha said, studying the photos. “Look at those mesmerizing green eyes...that hair is just like her mama’s, silver as moonlight. Such a beautiful baby, and I don’t say that if I don’t mean it. She’s a stunner. Harvey looks like he’s grown a couple of inches.”

“And,” Abigail went on talking about the baby, “besides Amanda’s eyes and hair, the child is even more like her mother because Glinda says she’s got the gifts most likely, too.”

Myrtle, her attention wandering, shifted in her chair, craning her neck to see who else was in Stella’s. Not anyone she knew more than to just say hi to. Townsfolks. People passing through.

“Gifts?” Martha echoed.

“You know, psychic gifts. Glinda says her little girl is going to be a very strong psychic. Could be she’ll be something even more.”

“The baby’s kind of young yet to know that don’t you think? She is only months old.” Martha finished her drink. To Myrtle it looked like a soda, probably a cola.

“Oh, if anyone knows, Glinda knows.” Myrtle chuckled. “One gifted person recognizes another. Harvey’s got gifts of his own, as well. But you’re right, time will tell. The kids are young.”

“Anyway, I will drop by to see Glinda, Kyle, Harvey, and baby Amanda before I leave town to return to the cabin on the river.” Martha stood up from the table. “Well, you two, as good as it was seeing you both, as interesting as our conversation has been, I must be on my way. I have a house showing at three o’clock. I need to get back to the office to collect paperwork first. So much doesn’t get done when I’m away.”

Myrtle sent the real estate lady a disbelieving look. “You’re not having any dessert? That’s a first.”

“Nope. I’m watching my weight.” Martha lightly patted her hips before she grabbed the purse hanging on the back of her chair and hung it over her shoulder. “I have to get going anyway. Time’s money, you know.”

“Ah, you want to look svelte for your honey, huh?” Myrtle joked good-naturedly.

“Who else?”

Abigail and Myrtle said goodbye to Martha, watched her pay her tab, and leave the restaurant, stopping every so often to speak with one person or another at the other tables. She seemed to know everyone in the café and everyone knew her. It took her long enough to exit the place. At one point, when she was gabbing with a table of couples, Myrtle thought she was never going to leave. Myrtle got a kick out of watching the woman work her way through the crowd, smiling and shaking hands. What a social butterfly that woman was. Now Martha should run for office. She’d be a shoe in. Myrtle would vote for her. Yes, she would.

Once the real estate lady had escaped the restaurant, probing about something she was even more interested in, Myrtle innocently inquired, “Is Frank working today, Abigail?”

“Of course he is. He is the sheriff after all, and it is a weekday. But weekday or not, he’s always on call. I think he’s at the office now.”

“Does he like being the sheriff? Is he still happy with the job?” Myrtle casually made conversation, trying not to act too interested. Abigail wasn’t dumb; if Myrtle was too direct, Abigail would see through her like glass.

“He is.” Abigail inclined her head. “I wasn’t too crazy about it when he first accepted the job, but it makes him happy so there’s that. I don’t like to tell anyone what they should or shouldn’t do. Most of all Frank.” 

Myrtle tried not to act too eager when she continued. “I guess he’s trying to solve that barrel murder, huh? The one from the old nursing home on Highway 71? He got any leads so far?”

“You don’t give up, do you, old woman?” Abigail presented her with a humorous look.

“Ah, Abigail, you know me too well. I was just asking. Just curious. Doesn’t hurt to ask. Like I said I knew the dead woman. I have skin in the game, so to speak.”

“I’m sorry that you knew her. Murder under any circumstances is despicable, but of someone vulnerable and old, it’s even worse. Believe me, Frank is doing his best to discover who did it. To bring them to justice. Just give him some time.”

That’s when Myrtle made the decision to visit Frank at the sheriff’s office after she left Stella’s. See if she could wheedle any more information about the murder out of him.

She and Abigail stayed and had dessert with one last cup of coffee, and then went on their separate ways. Abigail to the grocery store to do her shopping, and Myrtle to see Frank. Of course, she didn’t tell Abigail where she was going. Abigail would have tried to talk her out of it. Myrtle would have none of that. She was going to help find Sophie’s murderer one way or another. She owed Sophie that. She had an idea. She’d brought a bag of homemade chocolate chip cookies she and Harvey had made the night before. They were in the scooter’s basket. Originally, she was going to go by Irma’s shop and give the cookies to her, Irma loved homemade cookies, but why not take them to Frank instead? That’d be a good reason for a visit. She’d take Irma cookies another time.

Climbing on her scooter, she traveled down the sidewalks through town to the sheriff’s office. She hoped Frank was still there.
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Chapter 2
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Moving through town past the businesses and shops down Main Street, Myrtle trundled across the sheriff’s station’s parking lot. Leaving her scooter in front of the building, she snatched up the bag of cookies and hobbled inside. She spotted Frank in his office, at his desk, speaking into a phone in his hand. His eyes found her and he gestured her into his office. She caught his wary expression. Oh, he knew why she was there. Of course he did. Frank was a smart man.

Myrtle settled herself in the chair before Frank’s desk and waited patiently until he finished his phone call.

“Good morning, Frank.”

“Good morning, Myrtle. To what do I owe this visit?” His eyes darkened for a moment. “Is everything all right with everyone at the house? Baby Amanda, Glinda, Harvey, Kyle?”

“Oh, everyone is doing just fine. Don’t worry. In fact, I was just in town at Stella’s with Abigail and Martha having lunch and thought I’d drop in afterwards to say hi.”

“Just to say hi?” Frank’s smile was tenuous.

“Well,” Myrtle offered up the brown paper bag in her hands, “and to bring you some cookies me and Harvey baked last night. Chocolate chip, your favorite.” She placed the cookies on his desk. Frank picked them up.

“Well, thank you. That was sweet of you. You know how I love cookies, especially homemade.”

“I know.” No time like the present to state her case. “Frank, I won’t lie, I also came to see how you are progressing on the Sophie Elsbeth case. I knew the woman. She was a resident of the Good Life Nursing Home where I visit every week and help the old ones out. Bring them necessities, goodies, you know? She was a friend of mine. I’m really sad at her death. Even sadder at the horrendous way she died. Do you know anything more?”

“Who told you the victim was Sophie Elsbeth?” Frank had taken a cookie out of the bag and was eating it.

“I overheard you on the phone when your deputy called you to tell you about finding the dead woman. You know, at our house, after the séance where Vicki and Theodora’s dead husbands showed up? Oh, and the ghost cat, too. Sorry I eavesdropped, Sheriff.” Her head and eyes lowered in a way she hoped looked repentant, though in no way did she feel that. She could be quite the actress when she had to be. It was easy for her. “I couldn’t help myself.”

Frank gave her a sympathetic look, spreading his hands before him. “I’m sorry about that, Myrtle. That she was your friend. And she died. Especially the way she died.”

“Was murdered.” Myrtle felt the anger. It didn’t matter that she hadn’t known Sophie all that well, it was horrible the way the poor woman’s life had ended. She must have been so afraid. “No body should end up stuffed in a barrel. Alone. Lifeless.”

“Yes, she was murdered.”

“So, it shouldn’t come as a surprise to you that I’m curious to what else you’ve discovered. How did she die exactly? Can you at least tell me that to ease my mind? Oh my God, she wasn’t stuffed into that metal barrel while still alive, was she?” Myrtle let an expression of horror creep across her features.

Frank shook his head. “No, thank God. She was dead before that. The coroner says she was strangled first.”

Placing a hand over her heart, she released a pained sigh. “Strangled, huh? That’s better than the other thing, though. What I don’t understand is why she was out there in the first place. Outside of the nursing home, I mean. Most of those prisoners–and I call them prisoners because that’s what they are, poor things–at the home don’t often leave their rooms, much less the building. Most of them are too feeble. Frail. They’re content to stay put. A friend of mine there told me Sophie had a stroke a couple years ago when she was seventy-five or so. She had a myriad of illnesses. I couldn’t tell you all of them.”

“I was wondering about that myself. Did she have many visitors, or any relatives? That you know of?”

Myrtle mulled that over. Visitors? Since she hadn’t really known Sophie all that well, she wasn’t sure about any of that. She thought she might ask that of her old friend, Gertrude, next time she visited her at Good Life. Gertrude always knew everything that went on in that place. “You know I’m not sure. She never had any visitors that I was aware of. Or not whenever I was there, anyway. She was the last of her family someone, another friend of mine at the nursing home, told me. Her siblings, I think she’d had three or four of them, had all passed away years ago. She never saw her grandchildren. I believe they live out of state. They weren’t close to her at all. No, sorry, I don’t know if she had any living relatives that cared about her.”

Frank had retrieved another cookie from the bag and took a bite of it. Offered one to Myrtle.

She shook her head. “Nah, they’re for you, Sheriff. I have more at home.”

Frank’s phone broke the silence. “Excuse me a minute, Myrtle. I have to answer this. I’m on the clock.”

Myrtle waved her hand affirmatively at him. “Of course you are. Go ahead.” She listened in as she always did; pretending she wasn’t. It didn’t sound interesting. Someone was caught shoplifting at the IGA. That didn’t happen often, but sometimes. Probably a kid stealing candy. Myrtle used to steal candy from stores when she was small. Her family, she, never had any money. She’d known it was wrong to do that, to steal, but, oh, how she loved chocolate bars. If she didn’t have the cash, which was never, she’d just sneak one into her pocket. Never got caught. Who’d miss one tiny candy bar?

Frank was on the call brief minutes then rang off. He didn’t explain what the call had been about. Instead, he continued what they’d been discussing before the call. “Did Sophie Elsbeth have any wealth, any savings or did she still own a house or anything?”

Myrtle frowned. She racked her memory trying to recall the few times she’d talked to Sophie and what they’d talked about. Not much. “You know, I don’t know those answers, either. We never talked about money or anything. She was a private woman. We only spoke about the things old women speak about. What we had for lunch; what parts of our old bodies were acting up that day. Memories of ancient times when we were young or still married. Nursing home gossip. You wouldn’t think that a building full of old poops would have much to gossip about, but you’d be wrong. Sophie knew what everyone had been up to. She loved to spill it all, as well.” Since most all of the residents of Good Life were like that, Myrtle thought she wasn’t lying.

“Is there anything else you could tell me about Sophie that might help me work her case? Find out who might have done this to her?”

Myrtle didn’t have to dwell on that for long. “Not really. She was well-liked at the home. Loved, even. She was a sweet-tempered woman who liked to watch television, yak with her friends, and do puzzles.” Again, most of them did, so again she was fairly safe saying that. “Though her eyes had gotten pretty bad this last year, so she didn’t do as many puzzles as she once had. If I think of anything else, I’ll let you know, okay?”

“Okay. Now remember, let me handle this investigation. You need to keep your nose out of it from here on. But thanks for what information you did give me.”

“You’re welcome, Frank.” She ignored the rest of it. Like she always did. “Now I got to run an errand or two and head home. We have supper promptly at six. Glinda likes us to keep it that time every day for Harvey. He’s a growing boy and needs his meals regularly.

She adroitly changed the subject. “You going to see us all this weekend sometime?”

“You know it. Abby wants to see the baby. What’s new? I want to see the baby. My son. And Harvey, of course.”

“You’re a good grandpa, Frank. I guess I’ll see you and Abigail sometime this weekend then. Bye for now.”

“Bye. You be careful out there on the roads, old lady. No speeding.”

Myrtle snickered. “Yeah, I won’t go over six miles an hour, promise, because that’s my scooter’s top speed.”

She shambled out of Frank’s office and out to where she’d parked her scooter. Perching on the seat, staring up at the blue sky, she did some thinking. She decided where she was going next. To Sophie’s nursing home. Maybe someone there would have seen something or knew something that could help with the mystery of how and why poor Sophie had ended up dead. In a barrel, for heaven’s sake. Frank telling her not to interfere didn’t bother her none. She did what she wanted to do, and always had. Frank, no one, was the boss of her. Her heart was chugging along in rhythm with the scooter’s wheels, her mind delving into the mystery, full speed. She’d find out who killed Sophie and wouldn’t give up until she did know. Probably other lives were at stake.

Humming a Perry Como tune, It’s a Good Day, as she went under her breath:

Cause it's a good day, for paying your bills

And it's a good day, for killing your ills

So take a deep breath throw away all your pills

Cause it's a good day from morning till night.

Singing loud enough to wake the dead, Myrtle bounced the scooter along to the road and took a sharp right turn, that almost tipped her over, but would take her to the Good Life Nursing home. It was a decrepit looking three story stone building with a tower and lots of windows–so every resident could have their own view of the outside world in their rooms–at the edge of town on Highway 71; not too far from the police station, and not too far, according to Frank, from where the infamous metal barrel had been found. She’d made a quick pitstop at a small corner market and picked up some snacks, fruit, candy bars, and little cakes, for her friends at the old folks’ home. Like lonely children, even more than her company, they eagerly looked forward to the treats she’d bring when she visited them, especially the unfortunate ones who had no one else in the world to bring them anything. Poor creatures.

Bringing her scooter to a stop in one of the narrow parking spaces in front of a dismal looking three story building, its dull white paint peeling, and its windows grimy, Myrtle dismounted. Staring up at the entrance to the nursing home, her stomach, as usual, felt a little queasy. As nursing homes went, Good Life wasn’t the worst she’d even been in. It was run-down, gloomy inside, needed a face-lift big time...but it was, after all, a nursing home. A place where old people came to atrophy and eventually die. She shuddered, as always, seeing herself in the place, not as a visitor but as a resident. Ugh.

As she keyed in the four number entry code on the left dusty side panel with her wrinkly fingers, she stared up at the doors. There but for the grace of God go I. Myrtle thanked the Almighty every day that she had a home, a family who loved her and wanted her with them. Took care of her. Made her life worth living. Or else she’d be in a place like this. Plopped and forgotten in a wheelchair along the hallways, desperately hungry for human fellowship...to be spoken to with kindness, compassion...to just be seen. Myrtle was one lucky old woman. Perhaps that was why she had taken so many of the home’s boarders under her wing; tried to make their lives a little happier, a bit more comfortable. Most of them were so alone. Abandoned. They needed a friend on the outside.

As Myrtle slipped into the building, a woman slid in right behind her. Myrtle turned and smiled at her.

“Hi,” the woman, probably in her sixties somewhere, with an elderly lady’s crinkly perm, a guileless face, and friendly gray eyes that looked as if they’d been crying, spoke to her. “I’ve seen you here before. You come often, don’t you?”

“I do.” Myrtle stopped in the middle of the hallway, turned, and got a good look at the other woman once they were through the entrance. “My name’s Myrtle.” She put out a hand and the other woman took it. The other woman’s hand was very warm.

“Hello, Myrtle. My name’s Gladys. Gladys Getty. Nice to meet you. Do you have a relative, a husband or sister, brother, here you come to visit?”

“Nah. I just come to visit anyone that hasn’t got any of those. There are so many here that have been forgotten, are sick, and lonely. I try hard to cheer them up.”

Gladys bobbed her head, her expression compassionate. “I know. It’s so sad.” 

“It is. So who are you coming to visit?” Myrtle sensed the woman needed a friendly soul to talk to. She seemed troubled.

Gladys sighed tiredly. Her eyes full of anxiety. “My husband, Teddy. He had a stroke five months ago and has been here since he left the hospital. He’s not sixty-five yet, only sixty-three, so no Medicare coverage. Since we have money–we saved all our working lives–we have to pay everything out of pocket. The monthly bill I have to pay to keep him in here is bankrupting us. It’s eating through our retirement and savings funds. Six thousand a month.” Myrtle thought she caught a frightened tone in the woman’s voice. “If he’s in here much longer I’ll have to sell our house. Liquidate everything I have for his care. I don’t know how I’m going to get through this. What I’m going to do if my house goes. It's horrendous enough that my husband, a sweet guy who’s always cared more about everyone else than he did himself, is so ill, but to lose everything we ever worked for, and cared about, to pay for his care is breaking me. It’s a good thing my Teddy doesn’t know what’s going on. He’d be devastated.” The woman’s face scrunched up. Tears appeared in her eyes and she swiped them away.

“Six thousand dollars a month? Are you kidding?” Myrtle’s mouth dropped open in disbelief.

“Unfortunately, no. And they say it’s going up the end of this month. Again. I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

“I’m so sorry.” Myrtle touched the woman’s hand in sympathy. The woman was pouring out her heart to her. But she didn’t know what else she could say to help, other than to listen and acknowledge the woman’s predicament. It struck her then: How many more women, or men, were in the same exact sinking financial boat paying for their loved one’s care in hospitals, rehabs, or nursing homes all over the country? Again, Myrtle felt as if she were the lucky one with her solid portfolio her son had started for her so many years ago, her comfy home, and loving family.

“Perhaps your husband will get better and he can come home before the worst of what you said happens?” Myrtle tried to put on a hopeful face. “And you can hold on to your house.”

Gladys only shrugged. “God willing, maybe.” The woman left Myrtle standing in the middle of the hallway and walked away. Myrtle watched her go, feeling sorry for her. Life wasn’t always easy, was it?

Myrtle remembered why she was there and continued on her way, trying to remember more about Sophie Elsbeth. She’d only talked to her a couple times but had seen her more often in the hallways now and then. The name keyed a memory. But no face. There were a lot of people in the home. A lot she had spoken to; brought goodies or essentials to at one time or another. Many had, over time, gone home or passed on to the afterlife. There’d been so many of them, she’d long ago lost count. She’d been visiting the inmates for years.

As Myrtle made her way down the dim hallways, cane tapping on the floor, a light flickering on and off somewhere down the corridor, she halted often to talk with one old person or another as they slumped in wheelchairs, or hung on their walkers, their faces set in expressions of hopelessness, pain, or nothingness. Some smiled at her, reached out for her as she passed. See me. Stop. Please talk to me. Let me know someone cares and that I’m still alive. Please.

There was the sour smell of urine, strong disinfectant, or plain human misery everywhere. Every time Myrtle visited she carried those smells and burdensome feelings for hours afterward. They were hard to shake off.

“Hi there, Ronnie. How are you feeling today?” Bending down, Myrtle offered a gentle curve of her lips and a hug to an old man whose wheelchair was up against the wall to her left. His body was sagging in the chair. A bag of bones, no color in his face; his once blue eyes were dull and full of resignation. He grabbed her hand with his scarecrow one and held on for dear life. Myrtle knew that once he’d been a normal human being with dreams, accomplishments, family. His career had been as a security guard. He’d been a handsome devil; he’d told her often enough, as if that made him proud. Loved by many women. Loved by many. His body had once been tall, healthy, and full of vigor. Once. Now, for Ronnie, those were long ago memories. Now he was just another forgotten person sitting along a nursing home’s hallways. Another forgotten person. Myrtle felt so sorry for him. As she did for most of the home’s prisoners.

“I’m doing good so far today, Ma’am. No emergency doctor or hospital visits, or painful procedures. This week anyway.” He smiled humbly, his one hand slightly covering his mouth. He was missing some of his front teeth and was self-conscious about it.

Myrtle handed him the brand of candy bar he liked, and a package of chocolate cupcakes. He had a real sweet tooth; of those he had left that is. His close-lipped smile rewarded her. “Thank you, Ma’am, you’re an angel.”

She remained with Ronnie, making conversation as some of the other wall people wheeled closer to them to hear what they were saying. Craving human interaction of any kind. In minutes Myrtle was surrounded by an eager crowd, wanting attention. She exchanged pleasantries with some of them, and handed out more of the snacks she’d brought. The wheelchair captives were so appreciative to have anyone from the outside come to visit, to talk with them, pay them attention no matter how small, it never failed to touch Myrtle’s heart. And sometimes break it.

After a while she pulled herself away from the wheelchair people and moseyed on down the hall to where she’d find her longtime friend. Gertrude Simmons was an unusual woman. She’d once been a nurse, and later, a history teacher in the last century. Feisty. She was a tiny wisp of a German woman with thin gray hair, birdlike frame, sparkling eyes, and an amazingly sweet smile. The lady was wise...and about to celebrate her one hundredth and seventh birthday. She was the oldest dweller of Good Life Nursing Home. She was the oldest person Myrtle had ever met or known. She’d been living at Good Life for almost twenty-five years and Myrtle had been visiting her for almost as long. If anyone knew about anything dealing with Sophie’s death, Gertrude would be the one to know. There wasn’t anything that happened or went on at Good Life that Gertrude wasn’t aware of. She was the mind, soul, and heart of the place. Everyone adored her.

When Myrtle entered Gertrude’s room, the ancient one was sitting in her wheelchair gazing out the window, her wizened face tilted to the sunlight. Since she’d been at Good Life for so long, she’d earned one of the best rooms with the most prized view of the outside yard. Her window looked out over the home’s garden. For years she’d had a roommate, but the last one had passed away a few months before and the home hadn’t assigned anyone else in their place. Yet. Gertrude cradled her iPad in her hands. Her eyes weren’t all that good these days, but she loved to listen to podcasts. Murder mysteries and romances. She’d had a great love herself in her younger days. A man she’d been married to for over forty years and had loved dearly. Herbie. He’d been gone, succumbing to stomach cancer, for almost as long as she’d been at Good Life. She still spoke of him and their great love all the time. She was such a romantic.

“Good morning, Gertrude.” Myrtle had come around the woman’s wheelchair and spoken directly to her, loud enough the old woman would hear her. The old lady’s hearing wasn’t very good these days, either.

“Why hello there yourself, Myrtle. Take a seat.” Gertrude nodded her head at the bed. There was a chair in the corner but Myrtle didn’t like it much. Its seat was as hard as concrete.

Myrtle slid up onto the edge of the bed with the help of her cane. “I brought goodies for you.” Myrtle handed her the bag which still had a couple of snacks inside. Snacks she’d saved for her ancient friend. Gertrude’s eyes lit up as she opened it and brought out a small package of cookies, and two of her favorite candy bars.

“Thank you. You’re a dear. You are the only one who brings me these treats.”

“You’re my friend, of course I like to bring you stuff. Who can live without sweets? How are you doing today? You have a big birthday coming up I hear.”

“Saturday, yes siree. Gonna be even older than I am now. I think everyone is planning a surprise party. Surprise! I know all about it.” A soft giggle.

To Myrtle her friend appeared weaker than usual. Her body bent further over into itself. Her hands shaking. But she wouldn’t tell her that. Heck the woman was nearly a hundred and seven. She was ancient, so she should look ancient.

“But, don’t worry.” Gertrude winked at Myrtle. “I’ll pretend to be surprised all right when they wheel the cake in. Cause, to be truthful, I’ll be mightily surprised if I live to Saturday.” Another giggle.

“Don’t say that. You’ll still be here on Saturday. I know it.”

“From your mouth to God’s ears.” Gertrude inclined her head. She had opened the wrapper of one of the candy bars and was nibbling on it, her face making a contented expression.

Myrtle played her hand unhurriedly. With Gertrude one never went right to the point on anything. You had to take your time, visit, kibbitz a little. Gertrude, as most of the home’s inhabitants, was forever hungry for conversation, news of the outside world. They talked about Myrtle’s family. Harvey. The new baby. The weather. A long past remembrance or two of Gertrude’s. She’d had an interesting life. She’d had three husbands and had out lived them all. One of her husbands had been a surgeon, one an actor, and the other had owned a farm. She’d been a nurse in the second world war; stationed in France before the occupation. Myrtle learned something new about the woman every time she dropped in to see her. Myrtle could sit and listen to the ancient woman all day. Of course Myrtle didn’t have all day. She had other things to do. Places to go. People to see. That and she could only take so much of the nursing home. If she stayed too long it was too depressing. She always feared if she remained too long, she wouldn’t be able to escape, they’d keep her. No way.

Myrtle waited patiently until Gertrude brought up the nursing home murder herself. It was best that way. Then Frank couldn’t accuse her of actively going after information on the murder.  Of interfering with his case. If Gertrude happened to mention Sophie’s demise it wasn’t Myrtle’s fault.

“Isn’t it awful about poor Sophie? I heard she was found dead...out on the road...crammed into a barrel of some sort. Why would anyone do that to poor old Sophie? She wouldn’t hurt nobody or nothing. Everyone adored her.” Gertrude’s eyes were full of sorrow. “It’s all everyone is talking about. Everyone is scared. Who will the killer target next?”

Gertrude’s eyes were riveted on her. “I know you know the sheriff really well, Myrtle. Is that true? It was really murder?”

“Regrettably it was. I hate to say.”

“Do you know how she died?”

Myrtle knew exactly what Gertrude was getting at. The same thing she’d worried about. Alive or dead in the barrel.

“She was strangled...first, then put in the barrel.”

“Thank God. Poor woman.” Gertrude was rubbing her misting eyes, her head moving from side to side. She had a truly soft heart. Murder to her was the greatest sin man could do, and she let everyone know it.

“How well did you know Sophie?”

Gertrude huffed. “I knew her. We weren’t besties or anything, but she’d been here long enough that we crossed paths many times. Had many conversations. She liked to do these big puzzles; she liked to wheel around in her wheelchair and converse with the other inhabitants the livelong day. Very social, though a little eccentric. Always daydreaming. We had many pleasant conversations over the years. She was younger than me–heck, everyone here is younger than me–but we got along well enough.”

Trying to be low key about it, Myrtle went on. “Did she have many close friends? I mean really close friends she might have confided in?”

Gertrude raised her chin. Myrtle could almost hear the old woman’s mind ticking, trying to drag up her recollections. She was alert enough for her excessive age. One could see it in her eyes which were sharp and clear; not glassy at all. “Oh, she had a couple friends. I think I was among them. She did tell me things at times. Actually, though, come to think about it, she had been behaving a bit strange the last week or so before they found her in that barrel. Paranoid.”

“Do you know why she was acting strange? Did she ever say anything that would shed some light on why she was behaving that way?” Myrtle leaned in to hear better, all ears.

“No...not directly. Wait a minute...,” she added with a thoughtful look in her eyes, “she did say something peculiar last time I saw her. Something about you never knew what people to trust. She said something about a person had to be very careful who one told their secrets to, especially about the precious items one owned, wore, or had hidden. She seemed uneasy all the time. Which really wasn’t like her. Most times she was so easy going. I merely thought she was being paranoid, as so many of the people here are. It’s funny how, once someone is put in a nursing home, away from their old life and the real world, and the years pass by, their heads fill with all sort of nonsense. Some of the people here live mostly in la-la land. It’s a shame.”

“Did she have any family left?” Myrtle’s eyes had wandered to the window and the outside. It was clouding over. Maybe she should get a move on and scoot on home soon in case it started to rain. She hadn’t brought a raincoat along today as she usually did. Darn her memory.

“I’m not sure. If she did have family, she never said a word about them. Doesn’t mean she didn’t have family. Maybe she forgot them. Her memory was a little iffy most days. Nonexistent other days.”

“Hmm. Do you know if she was afraid of something or someone? That she said or you could tell?”

“Now that I couldn’t tell you. Not exactly anyway. But, if you’d like, I could speak to some others here who I know were a little closer to her than me. Report what I find.”

“That would be great, Gertrude.” Myrtle puffed up, throwing her shoulders back and sitting straighter. “I told the sheriff, my good friend Frank, who I often help with his criminal investigations–we’re a good team–that I’d help him on the case if I could. Seeing as I come here a lot and Sophie was a resident here. So anything you can dig up about Sophie that might help us, I would appreciate.”

“I’ll do my best.”

Myrtle didn’t stay with Gertrude much longer after that. She said her goodbye and left the centenarian happily chomping on some of the cookies she’d brought her. The old one had no teeth, but she still could eat about anything. Hard gums, Gertrude had told her, and she’d let things melt in her mouth first. It worked.

It took Myrtle a long time to exit the home. The wheelchair people in the hallways kept stopping her. Wanting a minute of human contact and conversation. Wanting to know they still mattered enough to be spoken to, noticed. That they were still human beings. Myrtle touched, hugged, and conversed to most of them as she worked her way to the outside. She never could just walk away from a lonely person. She’d been lonely many times in her life. She understood way too well what it felt like. So, she took the time each one needed.
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