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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. Except...the town with its mysteries, and fog, is a little spooky.

[image: ]

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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This book is also for my sweet brother Jim Meyer, who passed away on May 27, 2015. He was a great singer/musician/songwriter. If you’d like to listen to some of his songs, here they are: http://tinyurl.com/pytftzc

And here is a video of a song he wrote, and we sang together, before he got sick: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BeLsI0tQabU
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Chapter 1
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She’d been traveling for a long time searching for this place. Where someone with a gift as strong as her own lived. It had been calling to her for months now. She’d been seeking since her father had died, and she’d been freed to finally live her own life. She’d been on the road, in her tiny pull behind camper bumping behind her old beat-up truck, for nearly a year. It’d taken her a while to learn the things her new life needed her to learn. How to drive, how to get her license, how to take care of her truck, and camper. How to travel. How to buy and use a cell phone, what all those buttons were for–that had been complicated. Until now she’d never had a telephone. So many things to learn and remember normal persons took for granted. Basically, how to live in the twenty-first century. But she’d happily learned. Was still learning every day.

She’d found and purchased the camper three days after her father’s passing with the money she’d found hidden in their house. The cash had been stuffed in desk drawers, in the pantry, in nooks and crannies of the old house. How had her father amassed that much money, she didn’t know. She had never seen so much money. He’d never let her have any. Collecting the bills, she stuffed them in her purse.

She not only wanted to look for the person with the power, but wanted to see the country. For the first time in her life, to revel in her freedom. To live as she’d never been allowed to do before. An inmate, at long last, released from her prison. She purposely shoved the memory of her jailer from her mind. She couldn’t, wouldn’t, think about her father right now. Best to leave him and the bad memories in her past. They were both months and miles behind her now. She wouldn’t let her father haunt her any longer.

For now, she thought she might have found what she had been searching for.

It was fall and the scenery around her in the little town she just entered was afire with the hues of autumn. The trees decked out in golds, tawny oranges, and auburns. The air crisp with the promise of winter to come. She shivered, yet not from the chilly air rushing through her open window into the vehicle, but because her journey might be over.

And now she was here. The town that had been beckoning her was nothing as she’d expected. It was small. Quaint. There was a main street bordered by mom-and-pop type businesses. The tiny shop front windows were adorned with scary witches, ghosts, and skeletons. Jack-o-lanterns were grinning at her from the sidewalks. Tall stalks of autumn colored corn were propped in window corners. She chortled under her breath. Witches did not look like those horrible depictions. Old hags, with warts, and stringy gray hair, stirring their obsidian cauldrons.

A sardonic smile touched her lips. She had long gray hair to her waist, but it wasn’t stringy. She had no warts. No black pots. She’d left them at her father’s mansion. Oh, ha ha, that was a joke. She’d never had warts, or an ebony cauldron.

And ghosts didn’t all look like white sheets, either, their open mouths howling to the dark night like banshees. She liked the Jack-o-lanterns, though. They were deliciously wicked looking with their crooked toothy grins, and squinting holes for eyes.

Most of the shops had Halloween flags waving in front of their stores. Again, more ugly witches flying on their broomsticks against huge white moons, dancing skeletons, or creepy haunted houses. What was it with people and their supernatural prejudices?

She drove slowly down the town’s main street in the fading light of the day, making sure the camper she was pulling didn’t scrape up against the curbs.

Leaves from the trees were blowing, and scattering, across the street, and sidewalks, as she passed. They fell like rain over the businesses and streets. The temperature was still warm, but once the sun set, it would turn cool as it did most fall nights.

The day was coming to its end. Twilight was tinting everything transforming the shadows into an ochre smokey mist that puddled between the buildings and in the alleyways. Lights were switching on in the businesses. Tiny lit strings of pumpkins, and ghosts, trimmed the porticos of the stores all the way down main street adding more touches of Halloween ambiance. Tis the season, she snickered to herself.

It was a cute little town; she had to admit. Very unpretentious. But then, other than the last year, she didn’t have a lot to base town comparisons on. Or cities, for that matter. Cities still flustered her. She tried to stay out of them. All the highways. The houses. The people. They were way too crowded and noisy.

She halted her truck and camper before an interesting looking candy store. Chocolate and Sweets. The window was full of enticing Halloween candies. She had a sweet tooth. A mouthful of them actually. She could see the candy store woman bustling behind the glass cases, filling an order for a young boy.

A cat perched upon the counter next to the woman. Another cat was near the entrance of the store glaring out at her. Its eyes found her, its furry back and tail going up in warning. The boy looked up, and also met her gaze through the front windows. He had shaggy brown hair, and his eyes...for a moment, perhaps it’d been the light of the lowering sun, but his eyes glittered a neon blue. A shiver slid across her skin. The boy had power. She wasn’t sure of what variety, but he had it.

Making a last moment decision, she decided to go in, and parked. She wanted some candy, and she also wanted to get a closer look at the boy. She shouldn’t be parking a truck and camper in front of a business on their main street, but she didn’t care. She could take care of any Andy Griffith-type-sheriff in this backwater town. Cops didn’t scare her. No one scared her. Now.

The woman got out of her vehicle and walked into the candy store. The tantalizing aromas hit her as she entered. Butter. Chocolate. Vanilla. Other sweet smells. The cats scattered and dashed off somewhere. Usually, cats liked her. She had no idea why those two had run off.

The store’s proprietor gave her a nod and a smile. I see you, it said. Be right with you.

The woman took the time to peruse the offerings and her mouth watered at all the delectable treats behind the glass. Fudge was her favorite. But she liked the chocolate covered jellies, too. Preferably orange or raspberry milk chocolate covered. She sidled nearer to the boy, her inner power meter registering a surge the closer she got to him. The boy finished his order, accepted the white bag, paid for it, and said his goodbyes to the candy lady. They seemed to know each other pretty well. He must live in the town.

As the boy left the store, his eyes met hers. He didn’t smile at her. Merely stared. He backed away from her, clutched his bag of candy close, and sending her one quick glance, hurried out of the store.

Coming up to the counter, the woman, her fingers with all the sparkling rings on them, slid across the glass. “You’ve got quite the selection here. Do you only work here, or is this your shop?”

“It’s my shop,” the candy lady, a plump woman with short blond hair streaked with gray, and shrewd eyes, stated proudly. “And I make a lot of the candy myself.

“What can I get for you, Friend?”

“Hmm...I’m thinking. Everything looks so good. Decisions, decisions.”

The shop owner queried, “You must be new here, or only passing through? I don’t think I’ve seen you around town before.”

“Oh, I’m passing through. Looking for a new home, actually. From what I’ve seen so far, nice little town you got here. My camper and me have been on the road for months. But I am picky.” She gave the lady a stiff grin. 

“Yes, Spookie is a nice little town. Peaceful. Mostly.”

“Out of curiosity only, why is the town called Spookie? I saw the name on the sign when I first drove in. Thought it was an odd name for a town.”

“I myself don’t know why the town is called Spookie. But according to an eccentric old friend of mine, who’s lived here almost forever, it has something to do with the spooky fog that rolls in most nights. That and the...ghosts.”

“Ghosts?” Now, the woman thought, this was getting interesting.

“That is, if you believe in things like that. I never used to. Now I do.” An uncomfortable expression settled on the shop lady’s face.

“Now you do? What changed?”

The proprietor sighed. Apparently, she didn’t like talking about it. “I went to a séance and talked to my dead husband, and his dead cat. Saw some other strange things I can’t explain to this day. Therefore, I believe now.”

“Really?” Now she was intrigued. “A séance, you say? So, you have a medium here in town, huh?”

Again, the shop’s owner seemed reluctant to answer. “A psychic.”

“Is she the real thing?”

“Oh, believe me, she’s the real thing, and more.”

“I’ve always been interested in the psychic world. Psychics. Is there any way you’d give me her name? Her telephone number?” She held her breath, hoping she’d get the information she desired.

“Sure.” The shop lady picked up a business card from a small gold container on top of the counter, handed it to her. “I keep these cards here for her only for that reason. Word of mouth is the only way Glinda Lester wants her business to be expanded. She doesn’t advertise any other way. Even then, she’s very busy. And very picky to who she reads for. Who she helps.”

“Thank you. I might give her a call.” I will positively give her a call. The card hummed between the woman’s fingers. She stuck the business card into her sweater’s pocket.

“You know that boy who was just in here before you? He’s her son. Adopted. But her son all the same.”

“Hmm. Handsome looking lad, too.” Another stiff smile. She picked out the candy and amount of each she wanted, making more sociable conversation as she did to put the other lady at ease, the shop owner put her selections in a bag, and accepted the money for them.

As she turned to leave the shop, the owner added, “I hope you like our town enough to stay awhile. You said you had a camper?” The shop keeper was peering out through the windows at it.

“I do. It’s not a real big one. A blue thirteen-foot Scamp Deluxe.”

“Yeah, I see it out there. It’s cute. As small as it looks, does it have everything you need inside? Bathroom, bathtub, too?”

“It does. It has what they call a wet bath. That means tiny. But I’m not all that tall, so it works for me.”

“There’s a modest campground in our town’s park right off main street. There are signs that will direct you. You can’t miss it. Doesn’t cost much to stay there, either. Our mayor tries hard to make visitors welcome, so she doesn’t overcharge. Nice campground, too.”

“Thank you. I’m done traveling for the day anyway. Been on the road since early this morning. I was wondering where I could park my truck and camper. Now I know where I’ll spend the night.”

Before she went out the door, she thought of something else. “Oh, is there a decent inexpensive restaurant, or a diner, in town? I’m starved.”

“There is. It’s called Stella’s. Just keep going down Main Street here the way you were,” the candy lady pointed to her right. “It’ll be on your right. They have the best food in the county. Guaranteed. Not too pricey, either. I think the bargain special today is chicken and dumplings.”

“Thank you,” the woman repeated, and walked out of the shop. Got in her truck, started the engine, munching on a piece of chocolate pecan fudge. It was first-rate. She’d have to visit that candy shop again. If she stayed long in town, that is.

Twilight had claimed more of the sky while she’d been inside getting her candy. The street lights had blinked on. The shops were lit up inside, their lights glowing faint shadows on the sidewalks. As she’d known it would, the air was now becoming chilly. It must be all the woods that surrounded the town. Brought in the cooler night air. She was glad she had a sweater on.

Moving her truck and camper further down the road, she passed an open bakery. The Delicious Circle. She could smell the baked goods in the air around the building. She’d have to try that place out, too. Her stomach rumbled. Except for the fudge, she hadn’t eaten anything all day. Too anxious to get to where she had been going; where she’d been led. But she was hungry. Stella’s it was.

A mile or two further down the road, she located the diner on her right. Stella’s. It looked like so many other diners she’d eaten at since she’d been on the road. Looking through the glass window, she saw it was packed with people, talking, laughing, and eating. She squeezed her truck and camper in two parking slots in the parking lot. Good thing her home on wheels wasn’t any bigger. If she was lucky, they’d allow her to leave it there until after her meal. The lot wasn’t that full.

Swinging her purse over her shoulder after she’d exited the truck, she headed towards the entrance, skirting around some old person’s scooter who’d parked it up against the restaurant’s outside front wall. No matter how old she got, she mused, she’d never be seen on something like that. She could smell the home cooking out on the sidewalk; hear the people inside. She went into the diner. 

Once inside, the woman made her way through the crowded eatery. She was nervous with so many eyes on her. She wasn’t used to so many people. All around her. Boxing her in. Yet the smell of hamburgers, fried onions, were heavenly. And the chattering noise wasn’t too bad, if she simply ignored it.

An old woman, with a cane, bumped into her going the opposite way she was. Strange looking little human, with her halo of wild gray hair, wrinkled face, and brightly colored clothes.

“Sorry there, girlie,” the old woman snapped at her, stumbling back. “I didn’t mean to run into you. I’m just in a real hurry. Sun’s going down, and I got to get me home. Quick. I don’t stay out past full dark because of the...ghosts, you know?”

Here we go with the ghosts again, the woman brooded, trying not to openly stare at the old one. What is it with this town and ghosts?

The old woman was gawking at her, with her ancient rheumy blue eyes. It gave the woman the shivers. As if the old lady could see through her. Knew what she was thinking. Nah. She was being paranoid.

“Something wrong, old one?” she pressed.

It took a minute for the old lady to answer her. “No, nothing wrong. I thought there for a second, I knew you. You look somehow familiar. But I don’t.

“My name is Myrtle. Welcome to Spookie. You’re going to like it here.” The old woman grinned at her, thrusting out a hand. “And your name would be?”

Forward old woman.

A pause. She didn’t usually hand out her name like cheap business cards. Yet somehow, she heard herself giving it to the old crone. “Cassandra.

“How did you know I’m staying here and not just passing through?”

“Oh, I know things. Well, I got to get going. The dark waits for no woman.” A chuckle. “I’ll be seeing you around, Cassandra with the long gray hair.”

Before the old woman called Myrtle went out the door, she spun around. “They got the best cheeseburgers here in the whole darn county. Take my word for it. And their chocolate malts are to die for.” Myrtle winked at her, and slid through the open door into the fading day.

Cassandra looked over her shoulder through the windows and watched the old crone get on the scooter, turn on its light, and recklessly bump towards the road as if a monster was on her tail.

Weird old woman.

Cassandra kept moving through the diner, weaving between the peopled tables, until she located an empty one hidden in a corner. Perfect.

A waitress, another old one, with garishly red lipstick, snow-white hair, with the worst haircut Cassandra had seen in a while, sashayed up to her, and took her order.

“Hi there. I’m Stella.” Her pencil tapping on her order book, the waitress gave her a direct look. “You’re new in town, hey?”

What was it with this town? Everyone-is-so-nosy.

“Yes, I am.”

“You’re going to like it here. It’s a real nice, friendly town.” The waitress bobbed her head eagerly.

“So, I’ve heard,” Cassandra grumbled, sending her gaze to the menu that had been on the table.

“What can I get you?” The waitress was standing there patiently waiting.

“Someone recommended the cheeseburger. I’ll have one of those. And an order of onion rings. A large chocolate malt. Please.” She’d thought about the chicken and dumplings and had been ready to order that until the funny old lady with the gray bird’s nest on her head had mentioned the cheeseburger. She’d changed her mind.

The waitress with the scarlet lips raised an eyebrow slightly at her, scribbled down her order. “You got it. Won’t be long.” And sashayed off again.

When the waitress left Cassandra, lowering her head so her hair veiled her face some, studied the people around her. It looked like a busy Friday night. Everyone seemed so happy. So normal. She didn’t sense any of them having any power. She eavesdropped on some of their conversations; got bored, and tuned them out. She ate her food quickly.

The cheeseburger was quite appetizing. So were the shake and the onion rings. It filled her stomach up. Then, after eating most all of it, wrapping a few bits and pieces into a napkin that she covertly stashed in her purse; taking the last sip of the ice cream, listening to the endless noise all around, the day seemed to catch up with her. Driving since dawn...tugged in a direction she had no control over. Still searching. Weariness overwhelmed her. It was time to park her home somewhere for the night and rest her body on her bed, her head on her pillow. Get some sleep.

She gestured to the waitress, thanked her for the good meal, paid her bill, and left the diner.

Night had settled over the outside world. She liked the night, though. Liked what it did to the starkness of the day, softening everything. She drew strength from it. Tonight though, she detected a heavy scent of coming rain in the air, and breathed in the fresh air contentedly. There was nothing like fresh air. All the years she’d spent locked in rooms had given her a true appreciation of clean outside air. She’d never take it for granted. Ever.

Once on Main Street again, she did as the candy lady had advised her. She followed the signs through town, easily finding the entrance to the town park, she drove through. More signs sent her to a small RV campground at the rear edge of the park. There wasn’t anyone at the entry booth, more like a shed, just a sign on the door saying: Welcome to our RV campground. Five Dollars a night. Just leave your name, cell phone number, and the money in the basket inside. Have a good stay. Sammy. Thank you, Spookie Town RV Park.

Five dollars a night was ridiculously cheap. How could they afford to have it so low? Yet she wouldn’t question it. All the other RV parks had cost a lot more. She got out of her truck, opened the door on the shed, and switched on the light. There was a table with maps of the campgrounds showing the parking spots. Their numbers. Where the electric and water hookups were at every site. The stack of maps had another note on top. Just leave the money in the basket. There was also a telephone number on pre-cut slips of paper for Sammy–whoever he was–in case of emergencies.

This town! Sooo trusting. What fools.

She put four five-dollar bills in the basket, snatched up a map, left her cell phone number in the correct spot, and tore off a slip with Sammy’s telephone number on it. She was shaking her head as she reentered her truck, followed the lit-up paths going into and through the campgrounds. There weren’t many RV campers this late in the season. Only three or four. All the RVs were larger than her little Scamp. She made sure she parked as far away from all of them as she could. She cherished her privacy.

Once she found a spot she liked, hidden under a canopy of trees, she parked her Scamp. She got out, disengaged the camper from her truck; and connected up the electric and water hookups.

Inside she turned on the lights. Her Scamp Deluxe wasn’t very big. But it had a 2-burner propane stove, kitchen sink, and little refrigerator. Its table could be converted into a bed, and vice versa. A wet bath, which was a bathroom combining a modest fiber glass shower, a small sink, and a standard RV toilet connected to a black water tank. Though compact, the bathroom was more than functional. As was her tiny home on wheels. She even had a television, a microwave. A laptop computer. She cherished her camper. She felt at home there, as she’d never felt at home living with her father. Poised at the window above the sink, she looked out into the night. The wind had come up. It had begun to rain. She loved the sound of rain on the roof of her Scamp. While she was inside, warm and dry.

She changed into her comfy clothes. Dark sweat pants and a sweatshirt. Made herself a huge cup of hot tea, with honey. Prepared her bed, the table by day, for the night. Sitting cross-legged on its mattress, sipping her mug of tea, her laptop in front of her, she keyed into the Internet, which the guy who’d sold her the camper had explained all about and how to get it everywhere, and looked up the town of Spookie. She was a fast learner and now could move around on the Internet with ease. There wasn’t much about the town online. Which was odd. But then perhaps the town and its people guarded their privacy. She retrieved the business card the candy lady had given her. Then keyed in the town’s psychic. There wasn’t anything at all about Glinda Lester, medium and psychic. Not a word. Interesting. She guessed when that candy lady had disclosed Glinda only went by word of mouth, and didn’t advertise, she’d hadn’t been lying.

Cassandra examined the card. There was only a telephone number. She glanced at her cell phone on the bed by the pillow. Her father had never allowed her to have one of her own. Once she’d gone on the road, she’d gotten herself one. Everyone needed one she’d been told. It’d been strange getting her first phone only months ago, as old as she was, but she’d also easily learned how to use it. She’d had no one to call at the time. Yet she thought one day she might need to call someone, or 911 at least, if her truck broke down somewhere, or she got hurt somehow. She guessed she would have to call the number on the business card. Arrange a meeting. See who this Glinda Lester really was.

She shut down her computer. Getting up from the bed, she opened a little drawer under her kitchen cabinets, and took out her tarot cards. The ancient hand painted ones her father had given her when she’d been barely old enough to read. It was about the only thing he’d ever given her. She only cherished them because he’d told her, by accident she was sure, that they had once belonged to her mother. Her mother had hand-painted them herself. A mother she’d never known. A mother her father, curse his soul, would never talk about. But she could always tell he’d loathed her mother, by the raw hatred that would gleam in his eyes when asked about her. That hatred was easy to see. She’d always wondered why? Why had he despised his dead wife so? She never found out.

Thinking of her father, she felt the old bitterness. From a young age, he’d kept her from the world. Home schooled her. With fear, kept her by his side, caring for his needs and wants, well into her older years. She only became free to escape when he, at long last, had died. A little over twelve months ago. He’d thought he hadn’t taught her enough of his odious life philosophies and prejudices, but, oh, she’d learned more than enough to feed her animosity...for him. She was glad he was dead. Because it had finally set her free. This last year had been the first time she’d ever truly felt she could finally breathe, felt alive. Felt happiness. At times, she’d still catch herself feeling giddy with the freedom.

She again sat cross-legged on the bed, read her cards, a frown on her face. Then shuffled, and dealt them again. And again. The cards weren’t cooperating tonight, weren’t telling her anything new, so she put them away. But she hadn’t expected them to help her find what she was looking for. They’d hadn’t before, so why should she think they’d help now. She viewed some television on her flat screen placed on the wall above her, then finally, unable to keep her eyes open another minute, switched off the lights, and laid down. For a brief while, her thoughts replayed what she’d seen of the quaint town so far. The people she’d met. Not long. Her mind and body were spent.

Shadowed patterns snuck in and played across her windows, strobed across her bed, and inside her camper from the faint light that slipped in. Outside the wind had increased. The rain continued. The sounds soothed her to sleep. For once, she didn’t dream.
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Chapter 2

[image: ]

[image: ]




Myrtle wished, as she often did, that her electric scooter could move a little faster. It was so slow, and she’d put her speed dial on the bunny icon. Like that helped. Yeah, it must be a molasses slow bunny. She guessed it was because old people had old bones and the scooter manufacturers didn’t want them to be pitched off to break those brittle bones. Then they’d never buy another one of their scooters, ha ha. But she would have liked a little more get-up-and-go. She didn’t think that, maybe, thirty miles an hour, would be so bad. She snorted into the wind. Yeah, like they’d let elderly people go that fast. Six miles an hour was about all they’d allow old coots like her.

To soothe her impatience, she sang an old Perry Como tune into the breeze loud as her old raspy voice could get. 

Abide with Me.

Abide with me, fast falls the eventide

The darkness deepens, Lord with me abide

When other helpers fail and comforts flee

Help of the helpless, oh, abide with me....

She could always use a little help, protection, from the man above. Never knew what things were out and about in the woods around her. She wasn’t taking any chances. Bouncing down the road, though, as warm as she was dressed, the shivers had gotten a hold of her. She’d dallied too long at Stella’s, eating and yakking with Irma while the temperature outside had been dropping. The poor woman had needed to vent, so Myrtle had let her vent a little too long.

Poor Irma. Since the earthquake the woman had been a mess. Unlike Glinda and Kyle, Irma had had no house insurance on her resell shop, said she couldn’t afford it, so the damage that had been done by the earthquake was being slowly fixed voluntarily by her friends from town, when they could spare the time. Frank had helped as much as he could as well.

Since Irma had moved back into her shop, after staying with Abigail and Frank, as Myrtle and the others had for a while also, she’d been living in a section of her home that hadn’t been destroyed, her living area above the shop. She still had no water or electricity. Yet. She was roughing it. Eating most of her meals at Stella’s, or at friends’ houses. Sometimes someone would bring her a home-cooked lunch or dinner. She’d informed Myrtle that, luckily, in the next few days both the electricity and water would be restored. Irma couldn’t wait. Myrtle had no idea how the elderly woman had tolerated living in the dark and chilly house. Good thing it was only October. By November Irma would positively have her utilities back on.

“You know how hard it is for an old lady to live without water, electricity, and heat?” Irma had complained many times since they’d sat down at Stella’s earlier that morning.

“Then why did you even go back to your place, Irma?” Myrtle had scolded her friend. “You know Frank and Abby would have let you stay with all of us for as long as you wanted to.”

“I know.” Irma had replied with a shrug of her bony shoulders. “But I missed my home. I needed to be there to start cleaning things up anyway. I need to get my shop reopened as quickly as I can...I need the income. I’m not rich like you, Myrtle.”

Myrtle had huffed at that, thrown up her hands. “Why do people all think I’m rich?”

“Because, compared to most of us, you are. Your son helped you invest years ago and you have that big fat financial portfolio. You don’t lack for money. And don’t deny it.”

Myrtle had remained quiet then. She didn’t like people to know how much money she had. It was no one’s business but hers. She’d worked hard all her life, done without, and penny-pinched, for years to have a comfortable, secure, retirement. And, unbeknownst to many people, she anonymously contributed money to charities, and people, in need. She wasn’t selfish with her wealth. She shared.

For a time after the earthquake, Irma had stayed with Myrtle, Glinda, Harvey, baby Amanda, and Kyle, at Frank and Abigail’s roomy cabin. But Irma, after some of her living section at the shop had been repaired enough to be livable, had moved back home to her store. Said she didn’t want her shop, and all her treasures inside of it–if you could call all of Irma’s second-hand junk treasures–to be left alone, unprotected, any longer. Irma said she missed them all, though. That afternoon, she’d wanted company. Myrtle had gone to Stella’s to have a late lunch with her old friend, and had lingered too long, trying to cheer Irma up. She’d also promised to visit Irma’s shop tomorrow and help with some more of the cleaning up.

Irma’s second-hand shop was one of the town businesses that had been more affected by the earthquake. Probably because it was one of the oldest buildings in Spookie. And over the years she’d had her store, and home above it, Irma hadn’t done much updating. She said she never could find the money for renovations. She lived on the edge and couldn’t afford to fall off. Her wiring and plumbing were ancient. Her walls had been crumbling on the outside, and inside, for a long time. During the earthquake, most of the town had gotten by with only fallen objects from shelves, broken windows, and sidewalk cracks. The town had lucked out. Irma hadn’t. But Myrtle figured Irma was just darn lucky the whole kit-and-kaboodle hadn’t collapsed.

She, Glinda, Kyle, Harvey, baby Amanda, and Little Buddy, Harvey’s pet squirrel, had also recently moved out of Frank and Abigail’s cabin, and had resettled into their repaired home. Staying with Frank and Abigail had been fun. They’d relished each other’s company, playing cards, games, or simply talking most nights over good food and television; simply being with family and friends. Thank goodness, unlike Irma, Kyle had had home insurance, and the reconstruction of the rear bedrooms that’d been damaged in the earthquake the most, had been repaired swiftly. Myrtle, too, was content to be home again. And her new room was better than before. New carpet, and freshly painted walls. It was like living in a new house.

Yet, as Irma, she had to admit she did miss Frank and Abigail, and the rest of them. And she knew Abigail and Frank missed all of them, especially baby Amanda. Abigail loved that baby. Myrtle was sure she’d be seeing Abigail sometime over the weekend. That woman couldn’t stay away from that baby for long. She was a doting grandma.

As Myrtle trundled down the road on her scooter, she was acutely aware the evening was merging swiftly into night. There was very little illumination left, and it was dwindling quickly. An owl hooted high up in the tree limbs above her. Another owl called in return. Then another. A regular family.

There were mysterious blinking lights dancing around deep in the woods to her left. Heaven knew what they were. She needed to get home. Would she make it to the house before full dark fell? She had to. No way did she want to be out on the country roads when all the light was gone. Heaven knows what was lurking among, and behind, the shadowed trees around her. It’d been a while since she’d seen a haunt, but she wasn’t taking any chances. Those haunts loved the velvet night forest. They could hide, and spring out at a person, easy enough. She should know. She’d been scared out of her wits by them many a night over the years.

She pushed her handle accelerator as far downward as she could, the scooter bumping down along the shoulder of the road. Keeping an eye out for cars coming behind, or in front, of her, she was glad her ride had a light on the front. It wasn’t a big light, yet it was bright enough to chase away the gloom in front of her.

The wind had picked up when she’d been about halfway home. The fall chill had settled in at the same time. There was rain coming, she could feel it in her old bones. She shivered; glad she had a rainproof jacket on, with a hood, though she didn’t think she’d need it. For the rain anyway. She was nearly home.

Myrtle felt a drop, then two, of precipitation, as her scooter hit the bottom of her driveway and chugged forward towards the garage entrance. The rain was here. She drove into the cover of the garage just as the heavens released their load, and her scooter began beeping at her. Time for a recharge. Suddenly it was raining cats and dogs behind her. But she’d made it into safety. Yeah.

“Ha, ha. Beat you here, rain! And you night! And before I ran out of juice, too,” Myrtle yelped, still sitting on her scooter, shaking her fist at the downpour falling outside. Lightning ripped across the skies like silver veins. A boom of thunder rang out milliseconds after it. A big storm was brewing all right. But I’ll be inside high and dry. Out of the squall. Back in my home, and later in my room. Warm in my bed. Oh, it was good to be home again.

Before Myrtle went inside the house, she had a stray thought. That woman with the long gray hair, all the rings and jewelry, and that strange look in her eyes, that she’d brushed into as she was leaving Stella’s. Who had that been? She’d never seen her before in Spookie. And she knew everyone in town. She and the stranger had only exchanged a few words, but that woman’s face wouldn’t leave her. She’d had this feeling about her. That she was trouble. Or would be trouble. That’d she’d be seeing her again.

And why did she keep thinking she reminded her of someone else? Myrtle wished she could connect the dots. Perhaps, later. Right now, she was tired. It was time to settle down, spend some time with her family, read some of that good book she had on her nightstand, then get some sleep in her new soft bed.

“There you are, Myrtle,” Glinda greeted her in the kitchen. She was feeding baby Amanda, who was bellied up to the table in her baby highchair. The last few weeks the child had begun to use the highchair. She was so tiny still, she barely fit in the feeding chair, and had to be strapped in like a little prisoner, with a small pillow behind her. “I was getting worried. Ready to go out looking for you myself. We have a storm moving in. Where have you been so late? You never stay out this close to dark.”

“I know a storm is moving in, Glinda. It’s here. It began raining like crazy just as I slid into the garage. I barely made it. Whew!” She spun around to show her niece. “I didn’t get wet at all.”

“That I can see. Lucky you.” Glinda gave her an agreeing nod.

“And no, as you know, I don’t like to stay out this close to dark. But I was at Stella’s having a late lunch with Irma. A really late lunch. That woman misses all of us, so I might have dawdled longer than I should have. She’s lonely. That and she’s worried about getting her shop fixed up enough to reopen. I think she’s going to open up soon, no matter how bad off her place is. She says she needs the money. I remained too late. Sorry to worry you, Neice.” What Myrtle didn’t tell her niece was that she’d left an envelope of cash behind on the counter for her old friend. She knew Irma needed it.

“I’m just glad you’re home, old woman,” Glinda said. “We saved some cookies for you. Chocolate chip. I had to hide them from Harvey or they would have been long gone.”

“Thanks. Kyle still at the clinic?” Myrtle inquired, slipping her raincoat off and hanging it over a kitchen chair back. She’d hang it up later.

“Yes. He’s working late again. Last minute walk-in emergencies. Paperwork. He’ll be home later.”

“And where is Harvey?”

“Do you really need to ask? In his room with Little Buddy. As usual. You know the boy, he eats supper as hurriedly as he can, and skedaddles off to spend time with his squirrel. Now he’s been teaching the rodent tricks.” With a lackadaisical gesture of her hand in the air, Glinda laughed.

One of Glinda’s felines, Amadeus, was sitting on the floor watching her. Myrtle scowled at the cat, and it scowled back at her. Though they’d had an understanding for years and were sometimes even friends. Often Myrtle would wake up in the morning, with Amadeus sleeping beside her. First time that happened, gave her a jolt. Now it was pretty commonplace. She and the witch cat could roughly be called friends. Or friendly enemies. Once the feline had even brought her a mouse. A live mouse. Myrtle had had to catch the little critter and set it free outside. Cats. Who could understand the creatures. 

“You know, Glinda, I was reading about something on the Internet this morning before I went to see Irma that I thought you might be interested in.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s called Polymarket. It’s a worldwide prediction market.”

“A what?” Glinda looked at her sideways, as she spooned some Blueberry Buckle into Amanda’s mouth. There was purple smeared over the child’s lips.

“You bet over the Internet on predictions that this or that will happen. With that cryptocurrency thing. You can bet on about anything. If Taylor Swift will marry Travis, who will win the next presidential election, or what the Federal Reserve will do at its next meeting? Or which pop singer will win a Grammy next year? And if your prediction turns out, you can win a load of money.”

Glinda laughed. “I’ve heard of it. No thanks. I don’t use my gifts to simply make money, you know that, Auntie. It’s for helping people.”

“I know, I know,” Myrtle grumbled. “It was only an idea.”

Myrtle went to the cat cookie jar and pulled out some cookies. “I’ll go say hi to the boy. And the squirrel.” Myrtle grinned at her niece, and after grabbing her raincoat off the back of the chair, went down the hall to Harvey’s newly rebuilt, and refurnished, bedroom.

A herd of cats skittered around her feet, trying to trip her, as she ambled down the hallway. Glinda and her felines! Her niece had taken in another stray kitten. But a sweet little thing. Solid white with colorless eyes. A tiny white puff ball. Myrtle believed it made the cat population seven, though sometimes it felt like a hundred. The felines seemed to be everywhere.

Oddly enough, the cats didn’t bother Little Buddy. Because the squirrel wasn’t afraid of any of them. In fact, Myrtle, quite a couple of times, had seen the squirrel bullying the cats; chasing them all over the house. They were actually afraid of the rodent. It made Myrtle chuckle. It was a humorous sight to see a big cat being stalked, and attacked, by a tiny squirrel. But, then again, Little Buddy, Myrtle had decided, wasn’t just any squirrel. He had a touch of magic in him, she was sure.

The other odd thing with the whole kitty situation was the tiny white kitten seemed to be Little Buddy’s friend. They were best pals. They hung out together. Once Myrtle had seen the kitten in the cage with the squirrel sleeping with him. But nothing surprised Myrtle anymore when it came to Glinda, Harvey, or Little Buddy. She lived in a house with many extraordinary inhabitants. And now with baby Amanda, she was sure there’d be something remarkable someday with her, as well. Myrtle sensed the baby had hidden abilities. Time would tell.

As with her bedroom, Harvey’s bedroom was all new. Like hers, it was somewhat larger, too, than his old one. Kyle, when he’d had the bedrooms rebuilt, all of them, had had them made larger. Said a growing family needed more space to expand. Myrtle suspected Kyle was hoping for, at least, another child or two to fill that space.

Truth was, Myrtle liked her new roomier boudoir much better than the old one. And it even had an extra window so she could look out over the backyard, and their garden. She’d gotten to decorate the room herself, and had made sure it had a very comfortable bed, a plush recliner chair, and a television on the wall. It was a wonderful bedroom, and she loved it.

For her walls, Abigail had painted her a lovely picture of the outside of the house, another one of ghosts roaming the yard, and a beautiful larger canvas of downtown main street Spookie with Stella’s, the candy store, and the bakery, other businesses, the woods, and fog all around it. Mrytle could stare at that painting for hours and still see things she hadn’t seen before. As an artist, Abigail kept getting better and better.

“Hi there Harvey.” Myrtle had knocked on the boy’s closed door first, after putting her raincoat in her room’s closet. He was at that age where he liked his privacy. She never barged in on him without knocking, or calling out. At fifteen, Harvey had grown five inches, at least, since the earthquake. A real growing spurt. He was becoming tall and lanky. His hair longer, his face and body filling out. By the looks of it, he was going to be really tall. Handsome, too. There was this look in his eyes. Kindness, intelligence. Wisdom. Myrtle was glad every day he was now part of their family. She looked forward to seeing him grow into a good man.

“Hi Grandma. I see you beat the rain home. And the dark. Good for you.” The boy was lounging on his bed, feeding his pet squirrel some nuts, who was sitting on his knee. Begging like the little mooch he was.

That little rodent had gotten so fat since Harvey had brought him home. His little belly so round. If that belly got any bigger the rodent would be able to roll around like a ball.

Harvey had prepared a miniature bed for the squirrel in the corner of his room. A large cage held the bed, the rodent’s food, and a generous bowl of water. The cage was two tiers, with tree branches going from tier one to level two, tiny swings hanging from the top, so the squirrel had room to climb, and play. Harvey said he never locked the cage’s door, because Little Buddy knew when it was time for bed, and would just go inside the cage without being told. Then, in the morning, when the critter was awake and hungry, he’d climb up on Harvey’s bed, and jump on him. Some mornings Myrtle could hear the boy laughing at his mischievous pet.

Myrtle sat down in the rocking chair next to the bed. For some reason Harvey had requested a rocking chair for his new room. He’d claimed Little Buddy liked to sit in his lap while he rocked. “I just made it home. But I didn’t get wet at all.

“So how many new tricks have you taught that little critter today?”

“Two or three. You want to see?”

“Sure. I’m ready to be entertained. Show me.” Myrtle leaned her spine against the chair, her eyes on the furry creature. It felt good to sit after her bumpy ride home. She handed Harvey one of the cookies she’d gotten from the cookie jar, and ate the other one. Harvey gave her a piece of fudge he had on the nightstand next to him. He must have stopped by Vicki’s candy shop. The boy was addicted to Vicki’s fudge. They all were.

Harvey grabbed a handful of nuts from a bag on his nightstand. He took one and waved it in front of Little Buddy’s nose. The squirrel instantly came to attention. “Stand up, Buddy!”

The squirrel, making chattering noises as he did, stood up on his hind legs, and begged for the nut. “Good boy!” Harvey gave it to him. “He likes pecans. They’re his very favorite. He’ll do anything to get them.”

Myrtle clapped. “What else can he do?”

Harvey was grinning. “That was nothing. Wait until you see this trick. I just taught it to him. He’s got it down pretty good.”

The boy took more pecans from the bag, looked at Little Buddy, and said, “Dance, for me! Dance!”

And the squirrel stood upright again, and did a little dance. Lifting his feet up and down, rocking his little body, the squirrel twirled in circles a few times, then claimed his reward.

“Good boy!” Harvey exclaimed, holding his arm out so the squirrel could jump on it.

“He really danced!” Myrtle was astounded. “That is one smart little squirrel.” The rodent jumped from Harvey’s arm to Myrtle’s shoulder. She laughed, and gently petted him. He snuggled up against her neck under her hair.

“I know, isn’t he? I’m still teaching him other stuff, too. If I ask him to retrieve something for me, some of the time he actually does it. He’s a quick learner.”

“Some of the time, huh?” Myrtle couldn’t get over how clever the furry creature was. How cute. She’d never thought much of squirrels before Harvey had adopted Little Buddy. Now her mind had changed. Who would have believed a squirrel was so smart, or could love? And Little Buddy could love. It was easy to see he loved Harvey. Just the way he behaved around the boy. Came running when Harvey called him. Never tried to run away.

Myrtle and Harvey reviewed their days, while playing with and fawning over Little Buddy. When Myrtle got up to leave, Harvey stopped her. “Grandma, I have something to tell you. It’s something I think you ought to know.”

“What is it, Grandson?” She plopped herself down once more in the rocker.

“I saw this woman outside Vicki’s candy shop today when I was buying the fudge. I’ve never seen her around town before. I think she came from somewhere else. She had this strange aura around her. Pulsing, sort of sooty. She gave me this eerie feeling, too. I think she isn’t what she appears to be. To be truthful, she gave me the willies.”

“Ah.” Myrtle stared at her grandson. “I think I might have run into her myself when I was leaving Stella’s this evening. Tall woman, long gray hair falling to her waist, dressed in black. Eyes slate dark? Lots of jewelry? Rings on most of her fingers?”

“That’s her.”

“Sounds like it could be the same woman. She did also give me an odd vibe. I’ll let Glinda know about her, so she can keep her eyes open for her. Or any sign of her in the tarot cards.”

“It’s probably a good idea,” Harvey spoke softly. “I think she’s in our future somewhere. Just a feeling.”

Now the boy was having feelings about people. Oh, my. Myrtle stooped over and gave Harvey a hug, and left his room, her thoughts on the mystery woman in town. She returned to the kitchen.

“Glinda, both me and Harvey sort of ran into this woman in town today. I met her when I was leaving Stella’s, and Harvey saw her outside when he was buying candy at Chocolate and Sweets. We both got strange vibrations from her.”

Glinda lifted Amanda from her highchair, preparing to take her into bed for the night. The baby was cooing, smiling at her mother. Over her shoulder, Glinda flashed Myrtle a tentative look. “If you like I can check the tarot cards tonight before I go to bed. See if they have any information for us about this woman. If there’s any warnings or not concerning her.”

“I’d appreciate that, Niece. It was bad enough I felt something off about her when I met her, but Harvey sensing something, as well? That bothers me. You know his natural talents are growing stronger every day.”

“I know. All right, Myrtle, I’ll see what the cards have to say. Promise. Before I go to bed tonight.”

“Good. For me, I’m off to bed.” She yawned. She was really tired.

“It’s fairly early for you, though, isn’t it, Myrtle?”

“Yeah, it is. But it was a long day. And listening to Irma’s problems, and seeing the work her shop will need, exhausted me. The trip into town, and Stella’s, barely escaping the storm, topped it off. Besides, I have a good book calling me. I want to read for a while before I lay my head down to sleep. Good night, Glinda.” She laid a kiss on the baby’s forehead, and made her way to her bedroom.

“Good night, Auntie.”

Once in her room, Myrtle got into her nightgown, and robe, and got relaxed on her recliner. Read her book as the storm bellowed outside in the night. Maybe it would still be raining when she went to bed. She loved listening to the rain on the roof, and windows, as she fell asleep. As hard as she tried not to, though, as she was reading, she kept seeing that strange woman’s face in her mind. Like some kind of pesky ghost or something. Haunting her. Not a good sign. Not a good sign at all.
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