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Preface—The Desire to Be Amateur Detectives


Three octogenarians sat on a sofa in front of a large-screen smart TV, intently watching an old episode of Hetty Wainthropp Investigates.  Naomi Hale had her finger on the remote, ready to stop the show at a moment’s notice.  Her sweatpants and house slippers were in sharp contrast to her Pierre-Louis Mascia crew neck floral-print silk top from Nieman-Marcus.  Capped with silver hair (she always said, “It’s never gray, dearie”), coiffed “just so” and enough makeup to increase the quarterly dividend at Avon, she was gorgeous for an old woman, and it was obvious she was stunning sixty years ago.  Willowy and graceful as she sat back on the couch, one imagined Naomi was a dancer or model in her younger years.  Dozens of pictures on the walls of her apartment confirmed the analysis.  Same lovely face sans wrinkles, and the supple figure was still familiar, though some of it had been redistributed to other areas of her body.



The long-limbed man on the sofa was well-dressed for a man in the eighties and for the eighties—the 1980s.  Henry Gumm wasn’t as tall as he used to be, a reality typical of men his age, and looked shorter due to a permanent bent-over posture.  His hair was also shorter.  Not that he’d ever worn it long like others in his generation, but what was brown was now dull gray, and clipped very short…where there was hair.  There was almost as much below his nose in his mustache, or in his ears, as on top.


His clothing may have been out of style, but it was clean and well-tailored: a dark brown three-piece suit with a matching striped tie and handkerchief.  Dark brown Oxford loafers completed his outfit.  Despite the formality, he looked comfortable, as if he’d always dressed this way for his eighty-two years.

The third member of this trio wore a granny-style apron over jeans and a long-sleeved bright orange t-shirt.  Marva Sanchez was in charge of the snacks—hence the apron—and looked like anybody’s grandmother with her gray hair put up in a bun and sensible shoes, but she was no one’s granny.  Or anyone’s fool, either.  You could tell by the eyes: dark, serious, and determined.  The other two were equally resolute as they watched the drama unfold.


The drama’s plot was simple: Hetty Weinthropp was undercover, posing as a visiting Irish aunt to a local woman who ran a quilt-making class.  She was investigating the terrorization of a local housing estate where the woman lived.  The lead subject was a juvenile delinquent known for previous thefts and vandalism.  It seemed simple enough, but the trio knew from previous experience that things were never as they seemed with Hetty.


That “previous experience” could be best summed up as watching old mysteries on TV, with a bent toward those solved more by brainpower and cunning than car chases and shoot-em-ups.  Adding to this knowledge base was their reading of various novels by such luminaries as Dick Francis, Rita Mae Brown, Robert B. Parker, and, of course, Agatha Christie.  The trio were well-versed in means, motives, and opportunities.  They were mystery buffs to be sure, but they were much more than that; three senior citizens with virtually nothing in common except that they loved to solve puzzles of all kinds, plus a desire to be amateur detectives, honing their skills by watching programs such as this one.

They’d watch the show up until the “reveal” where the lead character named the criminal and explained not only who done it, but how.  Near the end of the show, Naomi would press “Stop” on the remote and give a signal to start what was usually an energetic debate among the threesome as to the solution to the crime.  Sometimes the debate turned into rapid accord, other times irritated disagreement, and usually, Henry would have to stop the show at some point to make a run for the bathroom.  Eventually, they’d start the show again, run it to its conclusion, then they’d review where they were right and try to forget where they were wrong.

At their age, forgetting came easily.

Their sleuthing successes were limited to sitting in front of a television screen or thumbing the pages of a book, all within the cozy confines of the Golden Shores Retirement Villa in Seaside.  Besides being Oregon’s most popular coastal tourist town, Seaside was also a haven for retirees, with Golden Shores being one of the retirement centers located there.  While not the biggest or closest to the beach, it had enough to attract all three to live here.

Set far away from both the ocean and the busy downtown tourist district, Golden Shores offered a quiet retreat, away from the crowds and the noise.  There were still plenty of activities for residents to do: classes, organized trips via minivan, weekly bingo, and even a daily “Happy Hour” with local beers and Oregon wines.  It had one extra feature that made it especially attractive to the elderly investigators: high-speed Internet access and 125 cable channels, meaning an episode of their favorite mysteries was never far away.

Despite the myriad of activities at Golden Shores, this one was their favorite.  They called it “sleuthing,” and themselves “The Silver Sleuths of Seaside.”  But now, with a newcomer’s arrival at the villa, there’d be mysteries galore, and closer to them than ever before.


1—Breakfast with Tiffany

Evelyn Firestone took one last look inside her new apartment, then took the key that was secured to her wrist with the bright-red coil keyring bracelet her granddaughter Kay had given her, and shut the door.  The petite senior tested the lock, just to be sure, then strode confidently down the long corridor of the Golden Shores Retirement Villa’s first floor, west wing, to the elevator.

Despite a big meal last night, she was starving.  Evelyn had insisted that the whole family go out for dinner after they hauled the last of her belongings into the apartment; at least, the stuff they could bring and fit into it.  It was more than she could do to choose what items would come from her 3200-square-foot beach home to this, her new one-bedroom apartment.  Her clothes and jewelry, her bed, and the laptop were no-brainers, but after that…she just couldn’t decide.

Evelyn was of a firm mind about what came after all that labor.  She wanted to go out to eat and was in favor of paying for dinner at The Flame, the most popular steakhouse in Seaside.  Mitch Hastings, her son-in-law, was on her side, but her daughter Wendy and the kids all wanted to eat at the Western Waffles pancake house.  She gave in, still had her steak, and saved enough overall to afford dessert for everyone.

Money was no object last night, but she knew she’d need to sell her home pretty quickly, lest she run out of funds to stay at Golden Shores for very long.  Putting the house up for sale had been the only bone of contention between her and her family.

“I’m sure I can get at least a million for it,” she told Wendy.  “Great location, a block from the beach and the boardwalk, just right for a vacation home.   Why, someone might even want to turn it into a bed-and-breakfast.”

Wendy had protested.  “We don’t know about the real estate market, Mom.  Besides, what if Mitch and I and the kids want to come out in the summer for a week?  Or spend a weekend there?  You know how crazy it gets; now we’ll have to fight for a motel room.”

While Wendy ranted about the house, Evelyn watched Mitch’s face and could tell from his scowl that no matter how upset Wendy was with putting the house up for sale, he was ten times more irritated—but he never said a word.  No matter; the discussion was closed, the house was listed a week ago, and she was here now.

She headed from the elevator to the opulent dining room, a bright oasis contrasted with the beige and gray of the corridors and rooms within Golden Shores.  Painted a rosy pink, with comfy deep-red plush chairs—wheeled for ease of access—and polished maple tables, the room impressed visitors and residents alike.  Along with the well-equipped recreation center, the dining room was meant to impress, showing that no expense was spared in building the retirement villa.  As long as residents spent the majority of their time in the dining area, the rec center, or their apartments, the ruse might succeed.

“Meals are one of the most important functions here,” Oswald Granville, the villa’s director, had told her when she visited last month.  “We strive to accommodate all dietary restrictions, provide quality nutrition, and, of course, ensure that everything tastes good and is prepared to exact specifications.”  Evelyn was so enthralled that the visit sealed the deal, and she signed the villa’s agreement that very afternoon.  She now hoped the food was as good as promised, or at the very least, looked as lovely as the dining room.

Thinking back on how easy the entire process had been, she giggled, remembering how much she initially fought against it.  Living in Seaside and being separated from her family and former friends back in the Portland area wasn’t a big deal when her husband Irwin was alive.  They bought the little beach cottage when they were younger, and as Irwin’s business thrived, they knocked it down and rebuilt it.  The new home was bigger and fancier, designed to be their future home once they retired.  But Irwin kept on working until he was seventy-two, reluctant to give up the money (and power) he got from working.  It took another three years for them to make the move from Portland permanent.

And then Irwin suffered a fatal heart attack.

Beyond the loneliness, Evelyn had to fend for herself for the first time in her life.  She was two hours from the big city, and now everything was her responsibility.  Banking, insurance, taxes—everything Irwin had taken care of before.  And all the house maintenance, both inside and out, was exhausting for her.  At the end of every day, she felt like she’d run a marathon.

Her isolation broke when Mitch and Wendy brought the kids for a visit and she had to play host, but it drained her of what remaining energy she had.  It was all too much.  She told Wendy she needed a change, hoping Wendy would invite her to come live with them.  Instead, she heard, “Why don’t you consider a retirement home?”

A retirement home?  Why, that’s where old fogies wait to die.  She had friends back in Portland who vowed never to succumb to their children’s demands, to forgo their independence, their privacy, and their good sense, and live in a glorified geezer dorm.   When Wendy told her she’d done some initial investigation on a website called APlaceForMom.com, Evelyn got angry, but when she read the brochure Wendy sent her from Golden Shores, she became intrigued.  A local retirement center?  She’d never thought of that.


Evie made two visits to the villa, one with Wendy and a second by herself, during which she took the time to talk to a few residents and heard all about their leisure-time activities.  Leisure time!  No more housekeeping!  No more cooking and cleaning!  All my time would be my time, she imagined, and the thought of indulging herself in a cornucopia of activities at the villa convinced her.


Now settled in, she was ready to embark on her first full day here, looking forward to a hearty breakfast and an opportunity to socialize with her fellow residents.  Upon entering the dining area, she looked around the room.  She saw that most of the tables were already full; it was true what director Granville had said—mealtime was an event that every resident looked forward to, so much so that many arrived early.  “Like a rock concert,” he’d said.

After a minute of wandering about, she was approached by a sullen young girl with her hair in a sloppy bun, dressed haphazardly in a server’s outfit.  “Are you lost?” the girl asked.

“Who, me?” Evelyn said.

“If you’re Evelyn Firestone, and I’m guessing you are because I’ve never seen you before, then you’re supposed to be at Table Thirteen.  That’s my table,” she sighed.

“Your table?  Why, you don’t look old enough to be living here.”  Evie chuckled at her own little joke.

“Ha. Ha.  Good one.  This way.”  She led Evelyn to a four-top where three other residents were already tucking into their meals.  She pointed to the lone vacant chair, waited until Evelyn sat, then the server spat out in a rush, “Chewnowa chuwahn?”

“Uh, yes,” Evelyn said.  “Can I get a fried egg, medium…no, make it two eggs, scrambled, with two pieces of toast, rye if you have it, whole wheat if you don’t, and bacon, fried crisp.”  She looked up at the server.  “Did you get all that?”

“Two eggs scrambled, two rye toast, and bacon almost burned.  Coffee’s on the table, the juice is over there, and help yerself.”  She turned to leave, then turned back and said in the same monotone, “And oh, yeah, welcome to Golden Shores.”

Evelyn sat facing her breakfast companions, who hadn’t stopped their mealtime routine until now.  She smiled and thought about raising her hand in case handshakes were called for, but seeing everyone else still grasping their silverware, thought better of it and said, “Well, hi there!  My name is Evelyn Firestone, but call me Evie.  As you can guess, I’m the new resident here.”

She saw directly opposite her a nattily dressed gentleman—if this was thirty years ago.  His three-piece brown suit was immaculate if old, topped by a yellow button-down shirt with a paisley tie and pocket handkerchief to match.  He wore large brown-rimmed glasses that went nicely with the suit but not with his blue eyes, sparse gray hair, and ash-colored mustache.

To his left, she took in a woman of contrasts.  From her neck up, she was a picture of beauty, as if she had been a fashion model in her younger years: freshly washed silverish hair, layers of makeup and lip gloss, and diamond-drop earrings with a matching diamond necklace.  From the neck down was a different story: worn, too-large-for-her gray sweats draped over her still-skinny frame, and flip-flops.  Evie initially thought the diamonds could have been real until she looked closer.

The final tablemate could have been a mirror image of Evie, looking and dressing much like her.  She had short-cropped dark hair and wore a colorful blouse (green versus Evie’s red) with no jewelry, tan slacks, and sensible shoes.  Like almost everyone else in the room, she wore bifocals.  Besides the blouse color, the only other difference from Evie was a much darker complexion.

“I’m Henry Gumm,” the well-dressed man said, then he nodded to his left.  “The most glamorous member of our clean plate club here is Naomi Hale, and the lady with the oatmeal opposite her is Marva Sanchez.”

“Pleased to meet you all,” Evie said.

“Hi there,” Marva said.

Naomi beamed.  “The pleasure is all ours, my dear.  We’re so glad to be back to a foursome again.”

“Thank you,” Evie said, blushing.  “Listen, I have all these questions I’m dying to ask someone, so can I ask what happened to the previous occupant of my chair?”

“Went crazy,” Marva said.

“Well, technically, Sara Fletcher is in the last stages of dementia and now living in the Alzheimer’s ward here,” Henry said.

“Oh, how sad.  And can I ask about our server, the young girl?”

“You’re enjoying breakfast with Tiffany, a work-study slave by morning, 2.37 GPA junior at Seaside High by afternoon.”

“Mornings don’t agree with Tiffany, but this shift was all the school had available, apparently,” Naomi said.  “You’re lucky you caught her in a good mood.”

Tiffany returned just as Naomi said this and plopped Evie’s eggs, toast, and bacon in front of her.  “Jam’s there, butter’s here, anything else?”

The “anything else” was spoken in a whisper-soft voice, designed to be ignored as Tiffany took her good mood and disappeared before Evie could say, “No, thank you.”

“She’s efficient, but just…I don’t know what to call her,” Henry said.

“A teenager, dear,” Naomi prompted.  “All young girls are like that nowadays.  I’m sure we were a handful when we were that age, too.”

Marva shook her head.  “Not me.”

“No, I’m sure you weren’t.  Castro wouldn’t have allowed it,” Henry said.

“Castro?” Evie gasped.  “You were in Cuba?”

“Marva and her ex escaped in ’67,” Henry told her.  “Somehow wound up in Portland running a Latin-themed food truck, and thank goodness for it.  I had just transferred to the main branch of First Interstate Bank as a junior auditor, and their truck was only a couple of blocks away.  She and Domingo made the best damn pulled pork and yuca fries you ever had.”  Henry looked at Marva with wistful eyes.  “We had a history even before Golden Shores.”

“And Naomi, what about you?  What’s your story?”

“Scandalous, darling.  Simply scandalous.”

Evie stared at her as Naomi formed her wrinkled hands below her face to create a partial frame.  “When I was so much younger, I was one of the top fashion models of the seventies.  At least here in the northwest.  Nordstroms, mostly.  Lingerie almost exclusively.”

Henry laughed.  “If you shopped in Portland, you probably wore her underwear.”


“But my real work was finding and keeping a husband—” and here she giggled.  “Modeling gave me my start there, too.”


“She’s had five of them,” Henry said, “each one more rich and powerful.  I’d say that’s pretty impressive.  Like climbing a career ladder, finding greater marital bliss every time–if you’re measuring bliss in dollars and cents.”  He said this with a wink, which Naomi returned.

“That’s why I can afford to be here in the lap of coastal luxury,” Naomi said, spreading her arms wide.  “And what about you, Evie dear?”

“I’m afraid I’m old school.  A housewife and mother, but happy to be both.  Lucky for me, my Irwin provided generously, and now, I plan to live a new life.  Everything is completely taken care of for me here—housekeeping, cooking, and my daughter even signed me up for laundry services.  There’s nothing for me to do but enjoy myself!  I want to do everything—bingo, book club, culture tours, yoga—I can’t wait to do it all!  Of course, I want to mingle and meet everyone who lives here, too.  That’s another question I have: why do they have assigned seating in the dining room?  That seems so unfriendly.”

“It’s just for breakfast, dear,” Naomi said.  “You can sit anywhere with anyone for lunch or dinner.”

“But why?”

“It’s a cheap roll call for management,” Henry said.  “They count heads every morning to make sure everyone is here, and no one died during the night.  Morbid, but effective.”


“Oh.”  Evie thought about that for a moment while the others went back to their breakfasts.  She considered another question that was on her mind, but dismissed it and then tackled her eggs and bacon.  But after a couple of bites, she couldn’t stand it, and once she thoroughly chewed her toast, she addressed the trio again.  “So, what do you do for fun around here?  What are your favorite activities?”


Naomi looked at the other two, and seeing the slight nod from each, she began.  “We watch a lot of TV.  The old shows are our favorites, with—”

“TV? With everything there is to do here, you watch TV?”

“To paraphrase Miss Marple, I’m afraid we have a weakness for television.”

“You must be joking.  Sitting around all day in front of the tube?”

“Well, it’s not all we do.”

Marva was still concentrating on her oatmeal but was able to get out, “Bridge.  Crafts.”

“We all have other activities we attend to,” Naomi added.  “I do yoga, and Henry does Tai Chi, and we’re all regulars at the four o’clock wine bar here.  It’s so convenient, and we don’t need a designated driver.”

“Though if we did, that’d be me,” Henry said.  “I still have my license, so I can drive my old ’55 Chevy Bel-Air to the local car shows.  Got that car right after getting out of the Army, when I was in Germany with Elvis.  Let me tell you—”

“God, no, Henry!” Naomi shouted, “Not now.”

“All right, I’ll save that story for another time.  As for those shows, I don’t do as many as I used to, but I always go to the ones nearby, like in Longview, Columbia City, and the two they have here in Seaside.”

Evie smiled.  “Oh, I wonder if I saw your car.  That’s about the only time I went downtown, for the old-time car shows.”

“That’s the same for most of us here.  When the tourists hit town, the locals stay away in droves.  It’s a good thing most everything we need is on this side of the highway, as the traffic’s a nightmare.  Personally, I’m glad summer is over—there had to be record crowds in town this year.”  Henry gave an involuntary shiver.

“And then there are the puzzles,” Naomi said.  “We love to work on puzzles.”

“Oh, that’s so cliché,” Evie said.  “Grandma hunched over a card table with a jigsaw puzzle, trying—”

“No, not that kind of puzzle, dearie, though we do those, too.  I mean mysteries.  Sleuthing.”

“Amateur detectives,” Marva injected.


Naomi beamed.  “Like in that novel, The Thursday Murder Club.”


Evie’s face was blank.

“It’s a story about people living in a retirement center who solve murder mysteries.  For real.”

“Except we don’t deal with murder,” Henry said.

“Nothing serious,” added Marva.


“Not yet, anyway.  What we do is watch a lot of the old dramas on BritBox—Naomi has a subscription—like Midsomer Murders and Lewis, and oh, of course, Agatha…” He stopped for a moment, trying to think of the right word, then said, “Agatha Cherry.”


Evie shook her head.  “You mean Christie, of course.”


“No, Raisin,” Marva said.


“We read a lot, too,” Henry said, “and we make sure the little library here at the villa is stocked with, um, what do you call them?”

“Cuddly mysteries,” Marva said.

“No, that’s not it.”

“How about cozy mysteries?” Evie offered.  “My daughter loves those.”

“Yeah, that’s it.  Cozies, where there’s always some amateur cracking the case.  That’s what we try to do—solve the crime before we get to the end of the book or the TV show.”

“Of course, a lot of those shows are repeats,” Naomi said.

“Good thing we’ve got horrible memories.”

“So, have you solved any actual cases?” Evie asked.

The trio looked at each other and then looked down as if holding a great secret.

“Just one so far,” Naomi said. 

“Careful, Naomi,” Marva whispered.

“I know, I know.  Anyway, there were rumors that one of the residents was keeping a cat in their apartment.  The rules forbid pets, you know.  We got on the case and looked for signs of kitty litter, leftover food—”

“I went through the trash cans,” Henry boasted.  “Found tins of Nine Lives.  Messy work.”

“And we set up a sting operation once we suspected Mrs. Higginbottom was the one with the tabby.”

“Naomi!” Henry snapped.

“Oops, sorry.”

“Yeah.  Caught her red-handed with a calico,” Henry said.

“Damn shame,” Marva said.

“Yes, but rules are rules, Marva.  Think where we’d be if everyone had a dog or cat or some other pet in their apartment.”

Evie choked on her buttered toast and had to take a swig of coffee.  It wasn’t the food that caused her to gag, but the knowledge that her daughter was keeping Evie’s pet parakeet for her until she became better settled at Golden Shores.  Evie was of a mind to bring her long-time feathered companion to live with her, but she’d never checked to see if that was allowed.  Now, she’d have to rethink that.

“I’m OK, everyone,” Evie said at last, as she turned a shade of crimson.  “Just down the wrong pipe is all.”


2—Watching My Girlish Figure

The Table Thirteen Regulars were all present for lunch except for Evie, of course, who made good on her vow to mingle among the other residents.  Her absence was the topic of discussion over their chicken and dumplings, with green beans or a salad.

Naomi jabbed at her salad, piercing a cherry tomato on her fork and wagging it at Henry.  “I think you scared her off, jabbering on like you did.”

Henry shook his head.  “Nah, I barely got started before you cut me off.  Besides, she said she was going to move around and try to meet everyone she could.”

Marva nodded.  “That’s true.”

Henry pointed to a distant six-top.  “She’s over at table two with the Stepford Widows.  Not sure that’s the best place for her to start in her attempts to meet everyone, but at least they’ll let her know who to avoid.”

“Gossip girls.”

Naomi frowned.  “C’mon, they’re not that bad.”

“They are if you get on their ornery side,” Henry said.  “They’ll whittle anyone down to size when they get going.  Yak, yak, yak.”

“You’re one to talk.  Must you monopolize every conversation you’re in?  I swear, you just go on and on about Elvis and your career and that damn car.”  Naomi’s head swung back and forth in dismay, accented by the huge gold dangling disc earrings she now had on.  She’d changed outfits twice since this morning.  She wore a purple leotard outfit to her yoga class with matching tanzanite stud earrings, then changed into “something more comfortable” for lunch: a brown and white Fair Isle sweater and leopard-patterned leggings, with a gold necklace, gold bracelets, and those gaudy earrings that made it look like she was carrying her CD collection on her ears.

“Better that than you spilling the beans about Higginbottom’s cat,” Henry said.

“Smooth move,” Marva added, not taking her eyes off her near-empty plate.

“Well, I had to say something,” Naomi wailed.  “I didn’t want Evie to think we were just a bunch of half-senile geezers dreaming of playing detective.”


“We are a bunch of geezers.  You got that part right.  But Mrs. Higginbottom didn’t know how they found out, or who squealed on her.  Granville could have found out from a staffer.  Besides, there’s no sense stirring the waters around here with what we do.”


“But we enjoy solving mysteries and riddles, and we actually solved a real one.  I mean, one involving people.  That’s the thing.  It’s not like putting the last piece of a jigsaw puzzle in.  This had real-world influence.”

“Yes, Golden Shores is safe from cat hair.”

“And the rest of the residents got a warning to follow the rules.  Who knows who else might have thought about bringing pets in here?  Do you really want that?”

Henry didn’t reply, and Marva maintained a lack of eye contact while still digging into her chicken, so Naomi let the matter drop.

Charlene, the afternoon server, came by to ask about dessert.

“None for me, thanks,” Marva said.  “I’m watching my girlish figure.”

Henry snorted, then said, “How about some of that chocolate peanut butter ice cream?  I had some the night before last, and it really hit the spot.”

“Oh, sorry,” Charlene said.  “We’re all out.”

“All out?  How can that be?  They just opened up a new tub.  At least that’s what they told me then.”

“That’s right, they did.  But, uh…”

“What?”

“I’m not supposed to tell, but someone’s been stealing food from the kitchen again.”

Naomi dropped her fork.  “Again?  This has happened before?”

“Yeah.  Every now and then, things go missing.  The refrigerators and freezers we have are old and aren’t the kind you can lock unless you chain a padlock to ‘em.  We’ve lost a number-ten can of peaches, half a pan of brownies, and now the ice cream.”

“How long has this been happening?” Henry asked.

“A couple of weeks is what I know.  Dessert stuff mostly.  Chef Hester blamed us for the discrepancies at first, saying we had miscounted inventory.  But then the ice cream went missing.  She knew we only had the one tub, and it was half-full when she looked in the dipping freezer last night.  This morning it was empty.  No one eats that stuff for breakfast, so—”

“Someone carted a half-tub of ice cream off the premises?” Naomi asked.

“Maybe not,” Henry said.  “Could’ve been an inside job.”

“One of us?  A resident?  Whatever for?  We can get served whatever we want whenever we want.  That makes no sense, dearie.”

“So, did you want something else?” Charlene said, trying to steer the conversation.

“No, dammit,” Henry groused.  “I’m too angry to eat now.”

Everyone else declined as well, and Charlene beat a hasty retreat.  The trio remained at the table, and everyone was deep in thought.  The same thought.

It was Naomi who said it first.  “We could solve this mystery, too.  It could be time for another stakeout.”

“This is different,” Henry said.  “It’s not happening all the time.  Just periodically.  There’s no set pattern, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to stay up every night watching the kitchen.”

Marva nodded. “Me neither.”

“They should put locks on the doors if they want to guard against theft.  But they’ll never do that ‘cause management’s too cheap.”

“Oh, come on,” Naomi implored.  “This will be a fantastic challenge for us.”


“Geez, I don’t know,” Henry said, slowly getting up.  “Besides, Inspector Morse starts in fifteen.”



Naomi stood up.  “Yes, I know.  Look, we’ll watch Morse, and then we’re talking about this.  I think we should do it.  Such a challenge!”


“You’re crazy,” Marva said.

“Maybe, but they said that about Columbo, too!”

“Should we invite Evie to join us?” Henry asked.


“To watch Morse or to help with the stake-out?”


“I’m not sure.  Both?”

“I don’t think we know enough about Evie.  She might not be into sleuthing like we are.”

“We can always ask her tomorrow at breakfast.”

“OK, fine then,” Henry said.  “I’m grabbing a can of peanuts before we sit down for the show.  I’ll meet you in ten minutes.”

“Yum, peanuts,” Marva said.


3—Honored To Sit and Sup

Evie arrived at the dining room extra early so she could scan the crowd and find a place to settle in, hoping to continue her hot streak in meeting her fellow Golden Shores residents.  She’d had a good run ever since breakfast, when she had dropped into the exercise room and met some of the more fit and nimble folks, and then stopped at the library and introduced herself to the readers and browsers there.  The only disappointment was the paltry selection of books on the library shelves, though

At lunch, she chose sheer numbers over a feeling of “who looks like they might be interesting,” bypassing three half-full four-tops before settling into the one empty seat at a round six.  All the other chairs were occupied by women who appeared to be both her age and her disposition: moderately dressed in slacks and blouses with sensible shoes, simple (not gaudy) jewelry, bifocals, and gray or white hair in the traditional short, low-maintenance style her son-in-law referred to as “helmet hair without the helmet.”

“Is this seat taken?” she asked.

“It’s yours now,” was the reply, and she eagerly sat.  She introduced herself, and the ladies did likewise, moving clockwise around the table.  With each new name and face, Evie took it all in and committed the information to memory.  She was starting to feel comfortable here, with a genuine sense of belonging.  Then the inquisition started.

“So, tell us about yourself, honey,” cooed one of her tablemates.

Evie was always modest and never was one to talk much about herself, but wanting to be polite and flattered at the attention, she told her story.  She spoke of how she came to be in Seaside, of her many years of wedded bliss to Irwin, and how now, with him gone, it was time for her to start over.

“Our beach house is up for sale,” she said, “and while I loved living there with my husband and having the kids and grandkids visit, I’m just delighted to be here now, where everything is taken care of.  I can spend my time as I please, and I’ve spent all of my first day so far trying to meet as many residents as I can.”

“Have you met anyone as charming and interesting as us?” trilled another tablemate.

“Oh, yes.  Everyone has been so nice, although I haven’t really learned a great deal about anyone just yet.”

“Stick with us, honey, and you’ll know everything there is to know about everyone.  Even the things they don’t know themselves.”


At this, the rest of the table broke out in high-pitched guffaws that were heard across the dining room.  Evie wasn’t sure what to make of that last comment, but she joined in the laughter a bit herself just to be polite.  Then, realizing she knew something after all, she said, “Well, actually, I found out my breakfast tablemates are really into detective stories.  It’s pretty much all they do—play detective with whatever program they’re watching.  And they even claimed to have solved a genuine mystery of their own.”


“Oh, really?”

“Yes, they said they were the ones who uncovered…what did they call it…oh, yes, the case of the illegal cat.”

Everyone else at the table went motionless, staring at Evie as if she’d suddenly turned into an alien, so she explained, “Someone here was keeping a cat in their apartment, which is against the rules, apparently.  They found out who it was, and I guess management made them get rid of it.  Actually, I was glad to know about that because I was thinking of bringing my parakeet with me here.  My daughter has it now, so it looks like she’ll have to hang on to Pickles for the foreseeable future.”

“Your bird is named Pickles?”

“Yes, she’s more green than yellow…”

The other women let Evie talk until lunch was served, and eventually, the conversation steered away from Evie for the rest of the meal.  Still, Evie felt glad to have found these women and made plans to rejoin them for lunch again soon, provided there was an empty seat.

She spent the afternoon wandering the halls, looking for faces she had yet to meet.  Finding none, she went back to her apartment and took a long nap before dinner.  Now refreshed and with a renewed spirit, she resumed her quest to meet everyone she could at Golden Shores.
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