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Chapter 1

Lonely Myrtle scoots to town.
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MYRTLE WOKE, REFUSED to open her eyes, and, for a time, laid in bed feeling sorry for herself. She felt like that often lately. Glinda and Kyle were on their two-week honeymoon and Myrtle decided she didn’t like being alone in the house day after day. There was no one to talk to, cook for or to cook for her, and no one to watch television with.

Well, there were the cats, but apparently, she didn’t speak cat lingo as well as her grandniece Glinda did; to be truthful, she couldn’t speak it at all. No wonder the furry critters never listened to her. Besides, they tended to sleep most of the day, or moped around from room to room. They ignored her the rest of the time, unless they were hungry or thirsty, then they’d be all over her. Pretending to love her. But she knew better. Food or water was what they wanted. Sneaky felines. Yet, like her they’d been left alone and didn’t like it, so she commiserated with them. They probably missed Glinda...and Kyle, too. Even before the doc had married Glinda, he’d become part of the family unit.

Squinting at the cat calendar on the wall with its big red x’s over some of the dates, she saw it was October the third and, she made the calculation, the newlyweds had only been gone four days. Only four days. Ten more days to go before they came home. Ten more long days. She sighed and had to finally admit she was lonely. All those years she’d lived by herself in that house of hers out on that isolated piece of land, she hadn’t thought she’d been lonely; she’d treasured her privacy, her independence. Then she came to live with Glinda and understood how lonely she had really been. These days her life was so much better with her niece and Kyle, her friends. She was a lucky old woman.

Oh, Abby and Frank had stopped by to look in on her a couple times. They brought her food and would visit for a while, which was so sweet of them. Yesterday, Frank, bless his heart, had brought her a big bowl of homemade ham and beans with corn muffins he’d cooked for his family the night before. He’d brought such a huge bowl Myrtle would have the rest of it another night for a second meal. She had stuffed the leftovers in the refrigerator. For a man, Frank could cook as well as any blue-ribbon chef. He’d stayed and had lunch with her and then had gone into town to see how their friend, old Silas, was doing.

She lingered beneath the covers until her legs began to ache so much from the arthritis, the pain forced her to get out of bed. Moving helped alleviate the aching and stiffness so she walked around the room until her legs began working right again. Good thing Glinda had left her plenty of her magical herbal concoction that worked so well in hot tea. It helped her arthritis better than any doctor’s prescription. She should know, she’d tried enough of doctors’ remedies over the years. Maybe she’d sprinkle some of the herbs into her morning coffee. It worked just as well in coffee as it did in tea. Yeah, that’s what she’d do. Ooh, her old body hurt.

Slipping on her robe, she hobbled first into her bedroom’s bathroom and then into the kitchen. There were small furry balls of sleeping cats everywhere. On the couch. On the floor. In the corners. Lazy critters. The demon cat, Amadeus, was sleeping on one of the kitchen chairs, but, seeing Myrtle, he yawned and stretched, eyes popping open to stare at her. Probably wanted cat food. That cat sure could eat. Myrtle got out a can of cat food, opened it, and spooned some of the stinky contents into one of a zillion cat bowls Glinda had stashed under the sink. Placing the bowl on the floor in front of Amadeus, she softly chuckled as the cat jumped, a flash of lightning, from the chair and delved into the food. Rapidly, Myrtle was surrounded by a crowd of felines, jumping, meowing and rubbing against her legs, wanting to be fed, too.

She grabbed more cat bowls, filled them with food and let the cats at them. Cats. It was strange, but living with Glinda and her herd of felines had changed her. She no longer avoided the fur creatures. Sometimes, when they snuck into bed with her and curled up next to her, purring, she even liked them a little. Amused at the cats’ cute antics, she refilled their water bowls and went back to what she’d been doing before the cat attack. When the herd had scarfed down their food they stampeded for the cat door, shoving each other aside as they fought to get out, and escaped into the backyard.

The sun had been up in the sky for a while and as she made a pot of coffee, she stared out into the autumn day. Opening the window above the sink, she gulped in the crisp air. Oh, she loved fresh air. The day was going to be beautiful; it already was. The oppressively hot weather and the crazy storms of the summer, thank goodness, were gone. The sky was a vivid blue and there was a breeze tickling the leaves on the trees so they gently fluttered. The last week or so it had been warm during the days but cooler at night. Myrtle loved the fall best. It made her feel more alive when the temperature dipped.

She finished making her coffee, humming beneath her breath Perry Como’s “Moon River”; not that it applied to anything in the moment, but because the haunting melody had entered her head and had refused to leave. She dropped slices of Glinda’s homemade sour dough bread into the toaster, breathing in the lovely aroma. Glinda had left her five loaves of sour dough in the freezer, so she wouldn’t run out. Besides the bread, there were Tupperware bowls containing leftover stew and chili. Glinda hadn’t wanted her to starve. Not that she would. She could get into town and Stella’s Diner whenever she felt the need to fill her stomach.

Glinda had cut six fat slices of her wedding cake, sheathed them in plastic wrap, and had also left them in the freezer for her. She’d devour one of them tonight for dessert after supper. Something to look forward to. That girl sure knew how to keep an old lady happy.

Thinking of the wedding cake reminded her of Glinda and Kyle’s wedding. Oh, it had been such a lovely ceremony at St. Paul’s church; such a joyful celebration afterwards here at the house. Glinda had been a beautiful bride in a lacy ivory long-sleeved wedding gown she’d designed and made herself. Her silver hair had been coiled in elaborate braids on top of her head. Kyle had looked so handsome, a prince in a fairy tale in his white suit with blue tie and silk shirt. His dark hair longer than Myrtle had ever seen it, yet not as long as his dad’s; his olive-colored eyes had been so full of admiration and love for his bride. He’d been so chivalrous towards her, helping her from the church and down the steps to the car, protectively standing by her side the rest of the day. Over the years, he’d grown taller than Frank and now towered over him. Good thing because Glinda was tall for a woman. They had made the most attractive young couple, Myrtle had thought, proudly watching them come down the aisle in the church.

And in a short time, Kyle would be the town’s doctor. Everything had worked out as well as Frank and Abby had hoped it would. They had Kyle back in Spookie.

Thinking of the wedding brought back the memory of the wedding cake in all its glory. It had been a five-tier vision of yumminess, with chocolate cake inside and its icing as sweet as sugar. It had been the prettiest cake she’d ever seen. The day had been perfect, too. Warm with just a touch of the coming autumn. Not a drop of rain or a wisp of fog, which alone in Spookie was a rarity. They’d had fantastic food. Kate and her husband, Norman, had outdone themselves catering in delicious sandwiches, lasagna and mountains of delectable finger food. All their family and friends had come to celebrate with them. Half the town had showed up, even the uninvited. Glinda and Kyle hadn’t turned anyone away. She’d wanted everyone to join in her and Kyle’s happiness. After all, Kyle was to be their town doctor and Glinda was the town’s psychic in residence.

The wedding party had lasted late into the night with Nick’s band playing music in the lit and balloon festooned backyard, even old ladies could like. Nick sang a medley of her favorite Perry Como songs for her; ones she’d requested of him to do and he’d learned just days before. That kid could sing anything. Did a fine job on Perry’s tunes, too. The kid’s band was pretty darn good for young uns. Myrtle had enjoyed watching the young people, the band’s friends and fans, mingle, eat and dance energetically, as all young people were able to do, under the twinkling lights strung all around the perimeter of the yard. Everyone had been chatting and laughing. She’d wished she’d been younger herself and could have danced the night away with them, but she had been happy to sit and observe instead.

Oh, it had been such a wonderful day and night. Wonderful! And now, if she left this world, she knew her niece had someone to love and watch over her forever. Kyle was a good man.

Yep, she missed those two roommates of hers. The house wasn’t the same without them. It felt emptier, hollow. The light was gone from it. It was a sadder house.

Collecting the preserves from the fridge, strawberry today, Myrtle put the jar on the table with the butter and toast, licking her lips. She sat down.

“Well, good morning, Glinda,” Myrtle whispered across the table with a mischievous smile for her grandniece, who wasn’t really there. A pretend grandniece.

“Good morning, Auntie,” replied the make-believe woman sitting across from her. She was in her nightgown and robe, her long silver hair loose and flowing down her back. “How did you sleep? Well, I hope.”

“I slept like a baby, child. Thanks to your homegrown weeds.”

“Good. What do you have planned for today?”

“I’m thinking about riding that new three-wheeled scooter of mine into town today to visit Irma. Maybe get some lunch at Stella’s. Hey, I might stop by Lucas’s place first to see how the renovations are coming along. I like seeing how the house is perking up. I know some real short cuts through the woods with paths and all. Won’t take me long to get to town.” Myrtle as well as others in Spookie had started calling the old Theiss place Lucas’s place. Now that he was fixing it up to live in, all the rest of his family long dead, the new name was more appropriate.

At the table, too, imaginary Kyle looked up from his imaginary laptop, where he’d been reading the news feed for the day as he usually did, and smiled at her. “You be careful riding that machine into town, you hear?”

“I will. I’m always careful, Doc Kyle.” She’d taken to calling Kyle that since he was to become their town doctor. It had a nice sound to it.

Myrtle had found it helped to get her through the day if she had these little imaginary conversations with her absent niece, or Kyle, at times. It reminded her that Glinda and Kyle would soon be home again. They’d all be together once more as it should be. She could get through ten more days...if she kept busy. Very busy.

Make-believe Glinda said, “I’ll see you soon, Auntie. Now you be careful today, old woman. Say hi to Irma for me.”

“I will. Like I told your new husband here, I always am. I won’t let the old-lady-eating zombies out in the woods, when I go through it, get me. Miss you....”

Then, with a loving smile, the Glinda-who-wasn’t-really-there faded into the air, invisible once more. When Myrtle peeked over, Doc Kyle was gone, too.

Time for another cup of coffee.

As she put sugar and cream in her cup, through the kitchen window, she watched a pair of squirrels cavort around the base of the largest oak tree in the backyard, chattering and nipping playfully at each other. They were joined by two more. Then more. A whole mob of them. Enjoy yourselves while you can, you little tree-climbing rascals, because the cats are on the prowl. You better dig up your hidden nuts and scurry away to a safe place to eat them. The cats are out hunting for rats with fluffy tails.

As Myrtle ate her breakfast, she pondered in more detail on what she’d do that day. Probably what she’d told the make-believe Glinda she was going to do. It was so nice outside she had decided she’d get out of the house for sure. Go somewhere where there were real people. Less cats. She was mobile these days since she’d bought herself one of those old people scooters like the one Silas had. Once she’d seen and ridden Silas’s scooter the day of the summer festival, she’d known she had to have one. A pretty blue one. She liked the color blue.

Silas had helped her buy it, top of the line of course with a huge basket on the front, from off the internet. Frank had picked it up for her from the store she’d had it delivered to and brought it to her in his truck. He’d put it together and had put a hook on the back so she could attach and pull her wagon behind it. She’d had the scooter for two weeks and she could go anywhere on it. It gave her freedom again. No longer did she have to beg rides from people or hobble around with her cane. Since she knew all the short cuts into town and between her friends’ houses, the blue scooter, she’d affectionately christened the blue beast, was all she needed to get wherever she wanted to go. Freedom. It was as if she’d been reborn. She’d even purchased a hooded raincoat, which covered her to her knees, to wear so she could go places in the rain, because in the fall it rained a lot. The rain would come out of nowhere, and there a person was, all wet.

Yep, after breakfast she’d drive the blue beast over to Lucas’s house using the short cut path through the woods, and then afterwards she’d ride into town. She could also see Frank, because he was supposed to be at the Theiss place that morning helping Lucas work on the house. Abigail had told her that. Real people.

She ate her meal and got dressed for the journey. She donned a pair of Glinda’s jeans, a little big but they’d work, cinched with a belt, a shirt under a sweat shirt and a ballcap to keep the hair out of her face, and she was ready to go. Money and her cell phone in her pocket, she locked up the house and left it. The sunshine on her skin felt lovely. It was warm, but not too warm. A nice early fall day.

Out in the garage she unplugged the blue beast from the charger, strapped her cane to the side of it, and climbed onto its seat. Frank had assured her that the battery, fully charged, would last all day. So far, she hadn’t tested it to that length, only riding it for a couple of hours each outing. Even if the battery wore down, Frank said all she had to do was call him or Abigail and one of them would come out, wherever she was, and pick her and the blue beast up. The scooter could be disassembled easily enough into four manageable pieces. It made it real handy to transport it. Even Abigail could disassemble and reassemble it. Heck, she could probably do it if she had to. Frank had shown her how.

She’d hitched the wagon behind the scooter and would pull it into town with her as she usually did. One never knew when discarded treasures would be found along the way, so she brought her wagon along to cart them home with her. For today, though, she simply wanted to get out in the good weather, the sunshine, and visit some people. The wagon was for the groceries she wanted to bring back with her. She’d hunt for treasures another day.

Driving the scooter out of the garage, she steered it cautiously down the driveway and turned out onto the road. Her foot pressed down on the accelerator and pushed the machine into high gear. She was flying. A grin exploded from her lips and she giggled out loud like a child.

The breeze on her face, containing a pungent tang of mustard that to her was the true presage of autumn, invigorated her. It felt good to be speeding down the street instead of hobbling along like an invalid. She could almost kiss Silas for showing her the joys of scooters. She should have gotten one years ago, but her silly pride had kept her from buying one any sooner. Only decrepit old coots used scooters, or so she had thought. Well, these days, she no longer cared what other people thought; not since her near-death experience two years ago in that creek where she almost drowned and nearly died. These days all she cared about was living her life to the fullest...or what she had left of her life.

Myrtle and her scooter followed the road for a while and then she veered off down a dirt path that wound through the woods. It was a huge short cut that would make her trip so much quicker. It’d been years since she’d walked it, but she was sure it would still be there.

As she and the blue beast chugged through the forest, she breathed in deeply. Grass. Leaves. Trees. Ooh, she loved the woods. Well, as long as it was daylight and the ghosts were sleeping. They didn’t much like to come out in the sunshine.

Whistling an old song she’d known as a girl, she let her mind wander and, as it had a lot in the last few weeks, it reminisced about the cruise she and Irma had gone on at the beginning of September. It had been a memorable one. Probably one of the best ones she’d ever taken. And no one had fallen off the boat and died. That was a plus. The five-day river voyage had been short, but fun. The boat had glided along the river, stopping at various sites of interest or historical value. She and Irma took advantage of some of them, and some they didn’t. These days Irma got tired awfully easy.

The cruise’s food, especially the extravagant midnight chocolate dessert bar every night, had been exceptionally yummy. And Irma...well, Irma had gained herself quite the admirer during their trip. There’d been this old codger, name of Herman Leddbetter, who had recognized Irma as the woman, when she’d been much younger and still unmarried, he’d once had a crush on, and he’d latched onto them the whole five days. What a coincidence. It was a small world after all.

Myrtle had to admit Herman had been a real gentleman and, Irma told her on the second day, he was extremely well off. Retired from a brokerage house where he’d been a senior partner, he was a widower, youthfully spry for his age, amiable, handsome with crinkly gray hair and bright green eyes. He had the kind of charismatic personality that drew people to him. The man laughed a lot; never complained about anything, and was so generous. He insisted on paying for everything when they were on their off-boat road trips. Presented them with little gifts, flowers or scrumptious pastries, whenever he met up with them in the mornings. He was so happy to just be with them.

Over the course of their days together, Herman had developed a renewed fondness for her friend, Irma. They couldn’t get rid of him. He had shared a table with them at their meals and went along with them, to be their protective escort as he called it, when they took their shore jaunts. When she and Irma had rented electric scooters at all of them, he rented one also and joined them in their explorations. The three of them had a ball and had become good friends.

And as they’d parted company that last morning, Herman had gotten Irma’s and her addresses and telephone numbers. He’d said he would be in touch; wanted to come visit them. But Myrtle knew what he really wanted was to come visit and court Irma. Funny how life had a way of going around in circles. Sometimes one ended up just where one had begun. Old friends, old beaus sometimes showed up in a person’s life again.

Myrtle lifted her face up to catch the wind.

Herman had kept his word. He’d been coming to see Irma often since the cruise. Driving down from his home an hour away to take her to dinner or out for a day’s excursion. He’d attended Glinda and Kyle’s wedding, coming as Irma’s date.

Myrtle was happy for Irma, reuniting with Herman. Imagine, at her age, Irma had a beau. Good for her. Could be there might be another wedding in the near future. Nah, Irma was too old to be getting hitched again. She’d said that often enough on the cruise every time Myrtle had teased her about Herman’s romantic intentions and where they might lead.

Yet, she reminded herself, her friend didn’t have a grandniece to live with and care for her; didn’t have a sometime boyfriend as Myrtle had with the retired art historian Richard Eggold. Myrtle didn’t see Eggold that often, they were more friends than anything. It was convenient, though, to have him available to accompany her to places when she felt like having a companion. Thinking on her and Eggold’s friendship, she knew she should telephone him and see how he was doing. It’d been some time since they’d seen each other. Perhaps she could invite him to go out to lunch or something, catch up on things, while Glinda and Kyle were gone. Yeah, that was a good idea. She made a mental note to herself to do just that. Call Eggold. Soon. Perhaps tonight when she got back home.

*****
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TAKING ONE SHORTCUT through the woods after another, the blue beast ate up the miles between her house and Lucas’s and, before she knew it, she was coming off the path and turning onto the gravel road that was Suncrest. The scooter struggled a bit on the loose pebbles but kept moving forward as long as she went in a straight line and kept her speed down.

She arrived before what used to be the old Theiss house, but was now Lucas’s home. In the last month Lucas and his friends, Frank and a group of townspeople, had already done a massive amount of work on the house. The collapsed front wall had been repaired; the basic structure itself had been stabilized. The crumbling well had been boarded up and the rusted swing set had been carted away. The rotting porch furniture was gone, as well. The yard had been cleared, cleaned and landscaped. Now there was a sea of well-trimmed grass where weeds and strewn trash used to be. Myrtle had to admit the place no longer looked like a haunted house. Now it looked like someone’s home. Which it was.

Lucas, Frank had reported to her, was working on the interior. He’d scrubbed everything down; swept the floors and shampooed the old furniture. Next on the list Lucas was going to paint all the interior walls and then the outside. Myrtle and Irma had set up a Go Fund Me page when he’d first been released from prison, and it had raised so much money, his next step, he said, would be to buy new furniture and appliances. Lucas was determined to make the house a home again. His home. The man had been living in the building for weeks, turning his late father’s roomy downstairs study his temporary bedroom with a corner section set aside with a chair and desk; making it comfortable. He didn’t want to sleep in any of the bedrooms on the top floor because they’d belonged to people he’d loved so much and who were long gone. For now, he said, he couldn’t bear to go up there. In time he would, just not yet. His plans were to eventually deal with those rooms, making them guest rooms or sitting rooms.

Myrtle had been inside the house one day last week and she had to concede Lucas and his friends were doing a bang-up job of it. Inside it already looked nothing, nothing, like the spook house it had once been. Myrtle couldn’t wait to see what the dwelling would look like when Lucas got done with it.

Then the random thought occurred to her: Good thing Abigail had painted those haunting canvases for that big city art gallery before Lucas had come home and started renovating the place. That’d been convenient timing. Lucas’s house, outside and in, was healing as he was healing. Myrtle thought that was a good thing. Lucas was no longer what he had once been, either. So that was a new beginning for both.

As she halted the scooter and switched its engine off, she saw Frank’s truck in the driveway parked next to Lucas’s truck. It was nice of Frank to be helping Lucas fix up the place. But then Frank was a nice man. Besides assisting with the renovations, he’d aided Lucas in other ways, too. He’d helped him secure a job at Luke William’s hardware store, Nails and Bolts, and helped him buy an older but dependable truck. But then everyone in town was trying to help Lucas Theiss to reclaim the life that had been stolen from him. Forty years in prison for a crime, the killing of his family, he hadn’t committed, made some people believe he was owed a lot more. Lucas deserved as much support and kindness as the people of Spookie could give him, and they were giving all they could.

It was Lucas who strolled out to greet her. “Hi there, Mrs. Schmitt. You’ve come by to see how much more we’ve gotten done on the house...since the last time you visited six days ago? Right before the wedding, wasn’t it?” There was an affable grin on his face, his soft brown eyes had flecks of gold in them picked up by the sunlight. His clothes and skin were covered in smears of dirt and white paint splatters.

These days he looked tired but satisfied, Myrtle mused. He wasn’t a bad looking man. He had to be at least six foot something; nearly as tall as Frank when they stood beside each other. His gray hair had grown out some and now brushed against the base of his neck. She didn’t care much for his prison tattoos, but she’d gotten used to them, because underneath there was a humbleness and an inner kindness in the man that Myrtle, as well as others, recognized soon after meeting him. He could be funny, as well. He liked to tell jokes and make people laugh. Clean jokes mostly, though Myrtle was sure that with the menfolk his jokes would be quite a bit bawdier. Forty years in prison did not a boy scout make. But Lucas was always the gentleman with her.

“Hi Lucas,” she spoke, climbing off the scooter, then unsnapping and grabbing her cane from the side of it. “Only six days, huh? It feels longer.” She flashed him a smile. He smiled back.

Staring around, she couldn’t help herself and whispered, “Seen any ghosts since you moved in? Been visited by any of your dead family? Have they been bothering you any?”

A strange look settled on the man’s face. “No. I believe they’re gone. Really gone. Now anyway. In heaven, each one of them, where they belong. It gives me great peace of mind to imagine them there, all together. Content. Smiling down at me because the truth finally came out.”

He paused, peered up at the house and around the neatly trimmed yard, and went on in a pensive voice. “The first night I spent here, though, I thought I heard mom and dad whispering behind their door; the girls singing Beatle songs, laughing, and giggling like they used to do in their old room. They all sounded happy at last. I think they approved of what I’m doing to the house. Mom always liked to see her house pretty. Often since that first night I’ve felt them around me, felt their love. But slowly over the weeks, as I’ve grown happier myself, I’ve sensed them less and less. I feel as if they might be gone now. Since I’ve been proven innocent, set free, and have come home, my family has finally been released, too, to move on. The house feels somehow different. No longer haunted.”

“Good,” she muttered, patting his arm. “All is well that ends well, as difficult as it was to get here. And I’m glad to know the house might be ghostless now, since I, of all people, know how spirits can disrupt a person’s life.”  

“Do you want to come inside,” he asked, “and see what Frank and I have accomplished since you were here last?”

“I sure do. That’s why I came by.”

“As well as looking for company, right? You miss Glinda and Kyle, don’t you?”

“I do,” she came clean. “But I’m also over the moon for both of them. They’re so happy now and that tickles me. They’re such good people. They deserve to be happy.”

“I agree. Good people. Anyway, come with me and I’ll show you what we’ve done.”

Lucas took her free hand in his and walked with her to the front door. It was a new front door, all shiny and oyster colored with an oval of leaded glass in the middle. Very stylish.

The broken porch step had been the first thing Lucas had fixed. He’d said he didn’t want anyone tripping over it and hurting themselves.

“I hear you got a job at Luke’s hardware store,” Myrtle remarked. “Good for you. How do you like it?”

“I like it. I’ve only been working there a week or so, but Luke is patiently teaching me everything I need to know to be a competent hardware guy. It was generous of him to give me a chance. Not many jobs for an ex-con, even an educated, innocent one. It’s different, but so far so good. I see it as a first step for me to inch back into the working world. I really want to get a position as a social worker one day, working with newly released prisoners, aiding them in finding jobs, and fitting into society again. I more than understand what they’re facing; what it’s like for them reentering the outside world after being locked up behind bars for years. I have applications out. It’s a waiting game, though. But right now, I really needed to jump into the current and learn how to swim. I needed a job. Any job. Luke’s is perfect for now. I’m meeting people, learning things, and making money. Working makes me feel part of society. It feels good.”

“Oh, you’ll do fine. I can tell. And I just know you’ll eventually get that social worker’s job you want. If you’re patient. Someone will give you a chance and hire you. You’d be a good fit. By the way, how is Luke doing? I haven’t been in his store in months. Kyle or Frank usually takes care of the hardware buying stuff for us.”

“Luke is doing all right. He’s a little distracted at the moment, though. We’ve had some major plumbing problems in the store, clogged pipes, and he’s had to hire plumbers to fix it. They’re digging up the underground pipes behind the store as we speak. It’s turning out to be a major headache. There are mountains of dirt piled up behind the place and holes excavated everywhere in the rear property. A real mess, not to mention it’s going to cost Luke a fortune to take care of it all. Plumbers and backhoes aren’t cheap.”

Myrtle shook her head. “Poor Luke. I know how much trouble leaky pipes can be. I had a problem similar to that once years ago at my old house. Plumbers are really expensive. Hope it isn’t too bad.”

“Me, too.

“Hey, that was some wedding, wasn’t it?” Lucas changed the subject as he side glanced at her and, over her head, reached out to open the door. “The food was top notch. Marvelous entrees. That wedding cake...whoa! I wanted to thank you for inviting me. I had a truly great time. Everyone was so friendly, warm, to me. They went out of their way to make me feel welcome. I have to tell you, it touched me to the core.”

Myrtle met his eyes and her smile was tender. “Because you’re a good person. Irma says you always were. Now everyone knows it.”

Looking at his face, Myrtle thought she could almost see tears in his eyes. My, my, Lucas was such a sensitive soul.

After prison food, she bet the wedding feast and the sumptuous cake had been amazing all right. Lucas had attended the party at the house after the church ceremony but had been somewhat subdued, sitting back and silently observing everyone, a startled look in his eyes as if couldn’t believe where he was. She’d watched him closely. People had approached and spoken to him; worked hard to make him feel welcome. Looking lost, he’d been polite, answering them haltingly, smiling hesitantly. Now and then he’d replied to their questions with more than a few words. He’d tried to fit in, be accepted, but it had been clear to see he had been uncomfortable. It had made Myrtle sad. But, for him, it was early yet. It would take time, that’s all, and she’d told him so at the end of the night. Be patient. You’re doing fine. She had no doubt eventually Lucas would become one of them again. It was all he truly wanted. To live a normal life in the town and house where he’d been born. Being a smart, empathetic, man he would eventually fit in.

“But it was a beautiful wedding, wasn’t it, Lucas? Glinda was gorgeous in that gown and Kyle was so handsome. The weather couldn’t have been better. Yes, it was a great day.”

“It was.” Right before he shoved the house’s door open, he swung around to her. “These last two months have been like a dream to me, Mrs. Schmitt. A sweet dream. I still can’t believe I’m free. Here.” His eyes glanced at the house and around them. “I can’t believe I’ve been proven innocent after so many years. I never gave up hope, because I knew I was innocent, yet over the years that hope had dulled into a tiny spark and I’d accepted I could die in that cell, still considered guilty. I’d come to terms with it long before. I’m so grateful to Abigail and Frank for freeing me. And since I’ve come home, I’m grateful to everyone for their kindnesses, Mrs. Schmitt.”

She patted his arm affectionately. “I told you, you can call me Myrtle, son. And you don’t need to be grateful for what should have been yours all along. You’re guiltless. You always were. We’re all ecstatic to have you home again with us. It’s time your life gives you the joy you deserve. More than time.”

This time the gratitude on his face nearly brought tears to her eyes. He so desperately wanted people to like him. Accept him. “From now on, you’re one of us, Lucas. Don’t ever doubt it.”

“Or I will be once I get used to being free and in this new century. Once I learn all those new-fangled high-tech devices that have come out since I went away. Sheesh, sometimes I feel like a caveman who has been beamed to the future. iPhones, robots to clean your floors, computers, groceries delivered right to your door, and the cars....” His grin was like a little boy’s on Christmas morning seeing all the gifts under the tree.

“I am learning, though. Frank and Abigail have helped so much in that respect. Their son, Nick, too. He’s a whiz with the electronics. I now have my first laptop and iPhone,” he patted a lump in his shirt pocket, “and I can actually use them. Kind of.”

Smiling, he made a mock bow, stood aside, gesturing with his hand for her to enter as they entered into the house.

The first thing she saw was Frank waving hello to her from the hallway. He was on his knees painting a baseboard. The second thing she noticed, glancing into the living room, was how much work had been done to the interior of the house since she’d last seen it. How much had changed. The archaic television console, the ratty print couch and threadbare rugs were gone. There was a new fat-cushioned sofa, and a flat screen television attached to the wall. A soft blue area rug in the center of the floor. Everything was sparkling clean. The entryway and front room had all been painted a bright white, which made the rooms look bigger than they were. Myrtle had seen the place when Lucas had first moved in and it had been transformed. It looked so livable and homey. Again...no longer a spook house.

“Hi Frank. Should you be on the floor painting? You know you’re not supposed to be doing too much this soon after your heart attack, right?”

“Hi Myrtle,” Frank responded, laying his paint brush down in the paint tray, and coming to his feet to greet her. There were splashes of paint all over his clothes. Then he added, “I know. But, anyway, my doc says I need exercise. Within reason. I swear I’m taking it easy. Lucas only lets me do simple tasks like painting baseboards, door and window trims, or giving him instructions on how to do something he doesn’t know how to do. No painting full walls or moving, lifting, anything heavy. He’s strict with me. And I take numerous rest breaks. Don’t worry. I have so much more living to do, so I am being careful.”

“You better be. Abby would kill you if you don’t...take breaks and be careful, I mean.” Myrtle chuckled under her breath.

Standing before the front door’s oval window, Frank looked out into the yard. “You rode over on the blue beast again, huh?”

“Yep,” Myrtle hobbled over to Frank, “took the short cut through the woods. It didn’t take long.”

“You sure are getting around on that machine. I’m happy for you. One day you’re going to have to show me that short cut through the woods of yours.”

“Sure Frank. But you’d have to move at a brisk trot to keep up with me and my scooter. It can really move. I guess, for you, I’d have to slow it down some. Your heart and all.”

“I’d appreciate that. I know your scooter can move. I see you and Silas racing all over town and it does my heart good. It’s great to see both of you getting about easier these days.”

“Me, too. My scooter has reopened the world to me in ways I had all but forgotten. When you can’t get around easily, the world gets smaller. My old legs just don’t work like they used to. I’m enjoying the rides, too. It’s like I have my own private go-cart.”

Lucas had slid past her and into the living room. He picked up a brush and resumed painting where he’d obviously left off. But he was listening to their conversation, she could tell.

“So, Myrtle,” Frank continued, “what are you up to today?”

Myrtle sat down on the new couch...ooh, it was so soft...and leaned back against its cushions. “I’m just going into town to see Irma. Maybe we’ll go to Stella’s for lunch. The house is so empty with Glinda and Kyle gone, I had to get out. Sitting around, waiting for them to come home, makes the time drag; depresses me, too. That and it’s a lovely day. A ride in the fresh air was just the thing I needed. I’m already in a cheerier mood.”

Frank had come into the front room from the hallway, plopping down beside her on the couch. “I know the feeling.” He acted tired so she figured he was taking a break. “I couldn’t stay at home, either. Alone. Nick’s in school. Abby went off to that art gallery where her house paintings had been displayed last month to talk to them about producing a new collection. All six of those canvases sold so quickly the gallery wants more. As soon as she can paint more, that is.”

Myrtle’s voice lowered, her gaze sneaking to include Lucas as he worked. “They want more paintings of this house?”

“No. She’s done with this house. It isn’t the same old eerie edifice it once was. She isn’t interested in the new version of it. Besides it’s Lucas’s home now and she respects that. The gallery is open to anything else she wants to paint. She’s been thinking about her next theme. Hasn’t decided yet what that theme is going to be, but she will.”

“Of course, she will. She always does.”

The three of them chatted for a while longer about the house’s improvements already completed and those planned for the future. They covered any honeymoon news from Kyle and Glinda–the couple had called in to Frank and Myrtle once or twice–until Myrtle stood up and announced: “I’m off now. Irma knows I’m coming. I called her. She will be waiting for me at Stella’s.”

“I bet you know another short cut into town, don’t you?” Frank had gotten up from the couch and was looking down at Myrtle.

“Sure do. Through the woods behind this house straight through to town. I haven’t been that way for years and years because of my decrepit old body, but I remember where the path is. My scooter will get me to town that way quick enough. Time to go.”

The two men accompanied her outside to where she’d left her scooter.

“Do you,” Frank asked her, “have your cell phone with you?”

Perched on the scooter, she produced her cell phone from her pocket and shook it at him. “Yes, Daddy, I have my cell phone with me. Always. Well, unless I forget it. I do sometimes. Oops.” She sent Frank an impish look. “But not often.”

“Before you go, Myrtle, Abigail had said this morning she was going to invite you over for supper tonight, if you’d like to come? I was going to call you a little later. You’ve saved me the trouble.”

Myrtle’s face brightened. “Sure, I’ll come. When have you ever known me to turn down a free meal? And my house sure is lonely without the kids in it. It’ll be good to be with people. What are we having?”

“I’m not sure, but Abby will make something she knows you like.”

“What time?” Myrtle had turned the key and her scooter roared to life.

“It’ll be a little late because Abby will be coming from the art gallery in the city. How about I pick you up at about seven-thirty?”

“Okey dokey. Seven-thirty it is. I’ll be ready. But tell Abby to have either the dinner on the table or appetizers ready because seven-thirty is late for me eating supper. I’ll be starved.”

“I’ll tell her that.” Then Frank glanced at Lucas. “Abby told me to invite you to dinner tonight, as well, Lucas. You’ve been working so hard at the house here, she thought you needed a break and a homecooked meal.”

Lucas appeared doubtful until Myrtle interjected, “Come on, Lucas. Come to dinner with us. Abby makes great food. We sometimes play board games or cards afterwards or sit on the porch and gab. A good time will be had by all. You’ll see. Come and socialize.”

“Okay, you’ve convinced me. I’ll come. Truth is, I could use a decent meal. My cooking leaves much to desired. I’ve been practicing, but still have a lot to learn. I didn’t have much chance to cook in prison.”

“See you at seven-thirty, both of you,” Myrtle said and left the two men, and the house, behind her in a cloud of pebble dust. She waved at them as she drove off. Talking about food, and her growling stomach, had reminded her she was hungry–she’d only had a light breakfast of toast and she usually needed more than that–and Irma was waiting at Stella’s Diner for her.

She heard someone behind her shouting and she brought the scooter to a stop. Frank had chased after her and, when he got to where she was, he put his hands on her steering handle and said, “I just had a thought. How about you show me the entry to that short-cut path you’re always taking into town. Right now. No time like the present. I’d like to know where it is in case you ever break down and I need to find you on it. I’ll just follow you for part of the way and then return to Lucas’s.”

“Okay. Follow me. I’ll keep my speed down so you can keep up.”

“I’d be grateful for it. My heart, remember.” He placed a hand on his chest and grinned.

“Yeah, I was kidding before about speeding. I’ll take it slower than I usually do, Frank. I won’t go above two on my speedometer.”

“Thanks, old woman.”

Frank walked after her as she bumped down the gravel road a short way. Moving slower than she had to. After a few minutes she veered her machine onto a half-hidden path that wound into the woods. He accompanied her to a point where she could show him, by pointing and directions, the final leg of the journey she would be taking and, after he stated he understood and would remember the route, he’d seen enough, he trekked back along the path and she went on her way into town.

That Frank. He worried way too much about way too many things. She knew how to take care of herself. On the other hand, though, it was nice to know there were people who cared enough about her to worry at all. As she had thought already once that day, she was a lucky old woman.

*****
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FIFTEEN OR SO MINUTES later Myrtle’s scooter bounced off the path and lurched onto Spookie’s Main Street a block away from Stella’s. As she drove up and parked on the sidewalk before the diner, she was pleased to see Stella’s wasn’t too crowded. They’d get their lunch faster because of it. She got off the scooter, grabbed her cane, and hobbled inside, immediately spotting Irma at a table in a rear corner of the restaurant.

“Hello there, friend.” Irma tipped her head at Myrtle as she came up to the table. There was a plate in front of the old woman with a half-eaten sandwich and fries on it. A puddle of ketchup on the side. Seeing where Myrtle was looking, Irma explained, “Sorry. I couldn’t wait. I was hungry.”

“No problem.” Myrtle claimed the chair across from her friend. “It did take me a little longer to get here than I thought it would. Sorry. It’d been a long time since I took those paths here through the woods. At one point I practically got lost, then remembered the way. My memory isn’t what it used to be.”

“And, another reason why I started without you,” Irma’s face broke into a smug grin, “Herman is supposed to drop by at six and I want time to get dolled up some. These days it takes me longer to look presentable.”

“Ah, you could show up in a barrel with curlers in your hair and Herman would think you were beautiful. That man has a real crush on you, Irma. You lucky thing, you.”

“I know.” Irma’s expression altered and Myrtle thought she spied a bit of consternation in it. “But the thing is, he’s gotten so serious so quickly...I’m not sure what to feel about it all. How to act. One minute I’m giggling like a lovestruck teenager and the next I’m wanting to run away from him and hide. Go back to my lonely, but comfortable, life. I’ve been alone for a very long time. I’m set in my ways. I don’t know if I can change this late in the game.”

“I know what you mean.” Myrtle’s eyes were searching the room for Stella because she was ready to order. “As much as I’d like to have my friend Eggold as a real beau, at my age I’m way past all that foolishness. He’s a good friend, though. Interesting. An amiable companion when I need one. But you’re younger than me, don’t have a built-in family like me, you’re alone, so for you it’s different. Herman is a great catch. I say go for it.”

Stella moseyed over to their table and Myrtle told her what she wanted.

Stella scribbled down what Myrtle said and after a couple of nosy inquiries on how Glinda and Kyle were doing on their honeymoon–gossip which Myrtle, out of respect for her grandniece and her new husband, refrained from divulging–and after gaining Myrtle’s vague answers, the waitress bustled off to get Myrtle her food.

“So how are you doing out there at the house all by yourself?” Irma dipped a fry into the smear of ketchup on her plate and popped it into her mouth.

“The cats keep me company.”

“Sure. Because you’re such an animal lover, right?” Irma’s left eyebrow and lips gently lifted upwards.

“I’ve become more of one since I moved in. You know, some of Glinda’s cats are sort of cute. And it’s hard to believe, but they each have their own quirky personalities, too. There is this runty calico one that sleeps really close to me every night. It only has one eye. It purrs when it sleeps. I can’t get rid of it. Pepe. He’s a cutie, all right. Then there are the other finicky felines. A whole herd of them. They’re not so bad.”
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