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Why is the town called Spookie? In this murder mystery series, it is a tongue-in-cheek, a tip-of-my-hat to my earlier roots as a horror writer and little else.
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This book is for my beloved husband of forty-three years, Russell Griffith, who passed away on August 27, 2021 and took my heart with him. Rest in peace, sweetheart, I will love you forever and always. See you on the other side.
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Other books by Kathryn Meyer Griffith:

Evil Stalks the Night

The Heart of the Rose

Love is Stronger Than Evil

Vampire Blood (Prequel to Human No Longer)

Human No Longer (Sequel to Vampire Blood)

The Last Vampire (2012 Epic EBook Awards Finalist)

Witches

Witches II: Apocalypse

Witches plus Witches II: Apocalypse

The Calling

Scraps of Paper-The First Spookie Town Murder Mystery

All Things Slip Away-The Second Spookie Town Murder Mystery

Ghosts Beneath Us-The Third Spookie Town Murder Mystery

Witches Among Us-The Fourth Spookie Town Murder Mystery

What Lies beneath the Graves-The Fifth Spookie Town Murder Mystery

All Those Who Came Before-The Sixth Spookie Town Murder Mystery

When the Fireflies Returned-The Seventh Spookie Town

Echoes of Other Times-The Eighth Spookie Town Mystery

Waiting Beyond the Veil-The Ninth Spookie Town Mystery

Egyptian Heart

Winter’s Journey

The Ice Bridge

Don’t Look Back, Agnes

A Time of Demons and Angels

The Woman in Crimson

Four Spooky Short Stories

Night Carnival

Forever and Always Novella

The Nameless One erotic horror short story

Dinosaur Lake (2014 Epic EBook Awards Finalist)

Dinosaur Lake II: Dinosaurs Arising

Dinosaur Lake III: Infestation

Dinosaur Lake IV: Dinosaur Wars

Dinosaur Lake V: Survivors

Dinosaur Lake VI: The Alien Connection

Dinosaur Lake VII: The Aliens Return

Memories of My Childhood

Christmas Magic 1959 short story

~

[image: ]


*All Kathryn Meyer Griffith’s books can be found in eBooks, 

paperbacks, and audio books everywhere.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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It was warm today in the woodlet, yet the trees provided shade, cooling things down, and he was thankful for that. The night before had been full of wind, rain and fury, and he’d huddled, whimpering, in his shelter until it was all over. He was scared of storms. He hated bad weather. That fear was from the old times, or the other times as he sometimes called them. Once, long, long ago in one of his other lives he’d been caught in a monster tornado and it had killed him. It had killed his whole family.

So, he was terrified of rainstorms, because sometimes tornadoes lived in them. But the small lean-to he’d fashioned of sticks, mud and leaves, covered by a piece of thick plastic, up against a sheltered boulder, had given him plenty of protection from the rain when it had come. The tarp had flapped and snapped, but it had held and he’d been grateful for that. He liked living among the trees, except when it got too cold, away from town and people who might ask questions. Questions he didn’t want to answer. Of course, anything was better than living with those people. His last foster family. They’d been cruel and miserly. They lived in filth. They’d beaten him for any small infractions. They beat him because he had been different. They thought he’d had the devil in him. He had run away from them, and he would never go back. He’d die first.

His homemade shelter had most everything he needed to survive. A person, he’d learned, didn’t need all that much to live. Shelter. A dry place to sleep. Sustenance. Stuff to read. He had a rolled-up thin mattress to sleep on, a pillow and blankets, clothes, his tattered books, flashlights, food. He tried not to borrow–that’s what he called it–too many items from the town or the outlying houses. When and if he moved on, if he could, and had made enough money doing odd jobs for people, he’d give back everything he’d taken. That was his way. Anything else was out and out stealing, and he didn’t steal. It was one of his rules. Even in the old times he’d faithfully followed that rule, if he could. In another time, he’d once witnessed a man publicly have his hand cut off for stealing. It was a lesson he never forgot.

Around him he could see the birds snuggling in the trees, the squirrels cavorting from limb to limb above him; hear them chattering in their own special language. The forest creatures were talking and singing to each other, and it made him smile. Sometimes he could almost understand them. None of them were afraid of him any longer. He’d been their neighbor for quite a while. They’d accepted him. All was well in his world. Breathing in deeply of the summer air, he came out of his shelter, and headed to the nearby stream where he could wash up. He didn’t like being dirty. He’d wash his extra set of clothes there, too. Nothing ever got totally clean, but it was better than nothing.

Perhaps after he was washed up, he’d mosey into town. See what was going on. In the woods he could trap rabbits, or catch fish, to eat; though he didn’t care much to hurt the woods’ creatures. He snagged, cooked, and ate them only when he had to. He also knew how to do that from the other times. He’d even planted a little garden with tomatoes, carrots, and potatoes with seeds he’d been given by the hardware store owner. A nice man. Soon he’d have fresh vegetables. If he had one weakness, though, he couldn’t deny, it would be his insatiable craving for sweets. He couldn’t grow chocolate or donuts. He couldn’t grow clothes, soap, or toothpaste. So sometimes he’d do small jobs, sweeping sidewalks, washing windows, or running errands like picking up lunches or suppers for the business owners from their favorite restaurants–mainly Stella’s–to earn a little money for confections, supplies, or other food. He never begged. That was against his life rules as well. He worked for what he wanted, always had and always would.

After he was presentable, he hiked through the woodlet and into town, whistling or humming a song or two. He still tended to sing the songs of the older times. Once in town, among people, he’d keep as low a profile as he could. He’d be polite and soft spoken, respectful. He’d smile openly at the townsfolk so they didn’t think he didn’t belong there. Though, if he had to escape, his two legs could outrun anyone who he felt might cause him trouble. He cherished his freedom and no one was going to take it away from him. Not ever. There were a lot of bad people out in the world, and he often recognized them; stayed away from them if he could. Just an inner sense he possessed. It rarely let him down.

The town he was hiding in was usually a sleepy little place, but he’d found out, that was because of the great illness. He’d heard about the pandemic, as it had been called, that had spread across the country, the world, and he had taken precautions. There had been this really nice woman at the local clinic who had given him information on it, a mask that he could use if he needed to, and eventually three shots, which didn’t hurt at all, and hadn’t asked any questions. She’d given him a strange look more than once, as if she’d known he was on his own, had known more about him than most people knew, but hadn’t said anything or turned him in to the cops. She’d said he could come in anytime if he needed medical care, or help of any sort. She’d been so kind, too. She’d given him sandwiches and potato chips to eat. The town, he’d learned, was full of caring people. That was probably why he was still hanging around. He almost felt safe here. He felt the town was a good place. There were more such good places in the world, but not as many as there had used to be. He was happy he’d found one of them.

He strolled into town, skirting along the back streets, alleys and through people’s yards. There were more townsfolks out today than in a long while. Things must be getting better out in the world.

From behind trees and bushes he observed the town and those who walked its streets and sidewalks, chatted in front of the local businesses, or entered through those doors to buy things, or just to chat and pass the time with the proprietors or other customers. Everyone seemed to know everyone. More smiles than frowns.

There were things he needed and he figured he’d acquire them; then he’d go have a picnic in the town’s park, down by the lake. He liked the lake. He liked water. The lake area was a pretty, serene, place and always calmed his restless spirit. He’d dally by the water, with something to eat and drink, and bask in the beauty of it all. Then before twilight he’d go back to his sleeping shelter.

Seeing the owner of the hardware store emerge out onto the sidewalk, opening his doors for the day, he plastered a happy expression on his face and strode out to meet him.

“Good morning, Mr. Williams. It’s a beautiful morning.”

The older man smiled in return and answered, “It sure is.”

“Sir,” he spoke respectfully, “I was wondering if you had any more odd jobs around your store today that I could do for you? Sweep the front sidewalk? Run an errand or two for you? Stock the shelves? Anything, Sir. Anything.”

The hardware store owner stared at him intently, and thought a bit. “I think I have a few errands or other little chores I could find for you to do. Come on inside, and we’ll talk about it.”

The proprietor led him inside and, with a grin on his face, the boy trailed in behind him. He’d have a good meal later, food to take back with him, and maybe even be able to afford some sweets. He already had a good feeling about the day, so the smile remained on his face.
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“So, Glinda, you’re not going into town today to work at the clinic, huh?” Abigail was lingering at Glinda’s kitchen table early one June morning, a year and a half after the arrival and then the departure of the pandemic. Outside, after a night of rain, the sun was shining and the birds were singing. It was a beautiful morning. With the pandemic at long last finally winding down, life had almost returned to normal, and Glinda, the whole town, was glad of it.

“Not today.” Glinda smiled at the woman. “Since the pandemic cases and patients in town have fallen to practically zero, I no longer need to be at the clinic every day. I’ve been released from duty. Free to go back to my true calling.”

“That’s a good thing, right?” Abigail had dropped by to share breakfast with her daughter-in-law and catch up on town gossip. The last eighteen months, as the pandemic had raged around the world, and through their little town, Glinda had been helping her husband, Doctor Kyle Lester, at the town’s clinic, and often heard Spookie’s gossip before anyone else. With Myrtle, as most of the old ones, imprisoned in their houses for the duration, fresh town gossip had become rare. Since Glinda was good with people, the partnership with her husband at his clinic had been a beneficial one.

Doctor Kyle had taken compassionate medical care of the townsfolk, making sure any who’d come down with the virus had had access to the best healthcare he could get them. If they became ill enough, he’d triage them and, if needed, send them off to one of the nearby towns’ hospitals.

When the voluntary mandate for masks and hand washing had come down, Glinda had helped spread the word as well as making sure there were more than enough masks available for everyone who needed them; and when the vaccinations had begun, she’d aided her husband in giving the shots to the townsfolk who had wanted them. It had been a long year and a half, and Glinda was relieved it was behind them. The town had come out on the other side with only a few losses of life. In that, Spookie, unlike the rest of the world, had been exceptionally lucky.

“It’s a good thing I don’t have to help Kyle as much anymore. But, for a while, I’ll still assist him when he needs me until he can find and hire more help, and a second nurse. He’s looking for that nurse now. In fact, he has interviews this morning.”

“You won’t miss working alongside of him every day?”

“A little perhaps. It was interesting meeting and helping people. I enjoyed it, but it isn’t what I am supposed to be doing. The spirit world has missed me and has been letting me know that. My dreams have become so vivid. I’m ready to once more pick up my tarot cards and continue my psychic predictions. Being a nurse, even a substitute one, is a difficult job, especially during a pandemic. I admire any healthcare worker so much more now after being on the front lines, so to speak. But I’m no nurse. Seeing blood still makes me queasy. I’m happy to leave it behind. To reclaim the life I’m supposed to have.”

Abigail nodded her head. She was amusedly observing the cats as Amadeus chased one of the younger ones around the table and into the living room. The kitten was meowing loudly. “I feel the same way. Good riddance pandemic. But the house seems so quiet now with Rose and Irma gone.”

“It does, doesn’t it?” Glinda’s face reflected a subtle sadness. “After having a full house for so long, down to just the three of us–and the cats, of course–again does make the place seem a tad emptier. Irma can make me laugh over almost anything. As you know, she had this sarcastically peculiar way of looking at the world. I miss that.

“And Rose...well, she’d come out of her shell for the first time since she’d been a young woman and it was beautiful to see. I enjoyed all the old stories she told about Spookie in the nineteen-fifties; about the people that had lived here. She loved working in the garden she, Irma and Myrtle planted last spring; loved watching the birds and the squirrels at the feeders eating and scurrying around in the trees. I can still see her childlike excitement when we’d play games or cards, or just sit around and talk. She enjoyed being with all of us so much. I really, “she whispered with a sad look on her face, “miss her.”

Irma was living once more in her little house in town; reinstated in her second-hand shop, continuing her life right where she’d left it, but Rose hadn’t made it until the end. Somehow, she’d contracted the virus in the final days of their confinement, they suspect after she’d attended an old neighbor’s funeral, and had quickly succumbed to the illness. She’d gone quickly, though, and everyone had been glad of that.

“The year and more she’d spent with them, though, had been special. She’d been alone so much of her life, carrying the weight of her and her dead brother’s secret of what they’d done to Hattie, that being with Myrtle, Irma, Glinda and Kyle–even through a pandemic with everyone locked in their houses most of the time–had been a gift she’d never taken for granted. She’d treasured every single day, had told them so often, and she’d died happy. Or, at least, that’s what she’d told Glinda before she’d passed, and after.

“Myrtle had believed that once Rose had had the burden of her guilt over her part of Hattie’s death taken off her shoulders, she’d been more than ready to go. She wanted to be with her brother. Her family.

They’d lost old Silas, as well, a couple of months past. He’d been staying with Abigail, Frank, Laura and Nick since the beginning of the lock down, but his cancer had in the end returned and they’d lost him, too. Like Rose, though, swiftly. Frank believed he’d had symptoms for a while, but had kept it from everyone. Glinda knew Frank missed the old man, yet he’d been relieved Silas hadn’t suffered long. The cancer had showed up in early February and Silas was gone by April.

“By the way, Glinda, where is Myrtle?” Abigail took another sip of her coffee, and finished a second of the homemade cinnamon rolls Glinda had baked for their breakfast. “Usually if she smells breakfast pastries fresh from the oven, she’s right here ready to eat them.”

“Oh, she’ll be out, I guarantee it, any minute. She was up late last night reading some murder mystery she’s been glued to for days. When I went to bed last night, after twelve, the light was still on in her room. I peeked in and she had her nose in that book. I don’t expect her to sleep too long, though. Today, she told me yesterday evening, is the day she gets her scooter out and makes her first voyage into town since everything went to Hades–without a mask, too. First time since the lockdown began. She’s meeting Irma for lunch at Stella’s Diner. It had been open at near full capacity now for a week. She’s so excited. Probably another reason she couldn’t sleep last night. She’s got the day all planned out.”

“She has become a devoted reader during the pandemic, hasn’t she?” Abigail had reached for another cinnamon roll, and got up to brew herself a fresh cup of coffee.

“Reading murder mysteries, she swears, during the pandemic, has kept her sane. You know how she hates to be confined to the house. Myrtle’s a wild bird. She needs to fly.”

“Don’t I know it.” Abigail was at the sink making her cup of coffee. She was gazing out the window into the yard where the garden was. “It was good she had the garden, the grounds here, the wild creatures and her friends to keep her from breaking out of confinement. Oh, and the books.”

“Even then it was hard to keep her out of town, away from her church, and her other friends. Thank goodness Irma and Rose were here. That pacified the old woman to some extent. The holidays were the worst. Remember? At Christmas and New Year’s, she wanted parties so badly. Of course, we couldn’t have any. We hadn’t had the vaccines yet. I promised her we’d have huge parties for both holidays this year.” Glinda shrugged her shoulders. “If things keep going as well as they have been, I might even be able to keep that promise.”

“It looks like you will. Things are so much better these days.”

Glinda reclined in her chair. “Yes, things are so much better. I watch the news every day and the infection numbers are still falling. Thank goodness. I miss our old life so much.

“Oh, I meant to ask, how are Nick and Laura doing these days? Any news about Nick’s previously postponed music tour–the one he had to cancel after his senior year?”

Now Abigail’s expression brightened measurably. “He’s so thrilled. It’s on again. He was able to rebook almost all of the venues he’d had before and even some new ones. A couple of the bars and night spots had gone under because of the pandemic, yet most had rebounded, are open again and eager to bring back their customers. Nick and the band are leaving next Sunday for a five-month tour. First gig is in Chicago at a modest concert hall. It’s almost better, I believe, that he and the band had this forced sabbatical to build up more of a national reputation. Those You Tube, Facebook videos, and Twitter posts he, Leroy, and Paul put out week after week have garnered them a massive following of rabid fans who can’t wait to see and hear them in person.

“All their You Tube videos went viral. It’s been amazing, really. Suddenly, so many venues want The Young Ones to play. Their pay is going to be better, too. Because their media fame has grown, demand for them is higher, so have their fees. Nick now thinks they’re going to make money, instead of just break even. The stars are the limit.

“He’s so excited. He can’t wait to get on the road and, as he puts it, begin his real life. He’s written so many new songs he wants to perform in front of live crowds. Frank and I are going to miss him, but we’re also ecstatic for him. Music is his dream and this tour, playing live music with his band, is what he wants to make his career, his life. He has promised to stay in constant touch with us by text, Facebook and phone calls, though. Take lots of photos and videos and post them.”

“I don’t need to be psychic to know he’s going to do very well,” Glinda remarked. “His band, his songs, are really good. He’s already a fantastic songwriter. And I love hearing him play that guitar. He’s become so expert at it. The banjo and the harmonica, too. Those impromptu Friday night concerts of his brightened our long lockdown considerably. Gave us all something to look forward to through the worst times. Even if we all had to stay six feet apart.”

“They did. He mastered all those instruments on his own. Self-taught. A quick study. That’s a talent in itself. I can’t even carry a tune, much less teach myself how to play a musical instrument.” Abigail was beaming.

“How about Laura? What’s she going to do now that the world is opening up? Is she returning to college? Are they doing classes in person again?”

Abigail’s daughter, Laura, had also taken a moratorium from her pre-pandemic life. She’d decided to defer her last year at the Chicago Art Institute until it would be safe enough to resume live classes. She hadn’t wanted to spend her last year of art school alone on her laptop hundreds of miles away from her teachers and the other students. She hadn’t wanted to end her college experience like that. So, after gaining authorized permission to suspend her classes until it was safe again to resume them, she’d closeted herself with her family and had spent the time studying ahead for her senior year, drawing and painting; and cautiously assisting anyone who’d needed help during the pandemic. She’d shopped and delivered necessities and groceries to the doors of the elderly or infirm. Myrtle had given her a list. Becoming friends with old Silas, she’d spent hours and hours playing chess with him, and soaking in all the fascinating stories of his long life. When his cancer returned, she’d helped nurse him, along with Frank and Abby, until he’d quietly, and without too much pain, slipped away one night. He’d refused any treatment, but pain medication. No radiation, no chemo, no needles or hospitals. No tears or pity. He said he was ready to go and be with his Violet.

“Laura’s going back to work at that art gallery job in Chicago for the remainder of the summer, full time, to make money, and then she’ll start her senior year in September,” Abigail disclosed. “She’s leaving the same day Nick is. Frank and I will be empty nesters again. I’m not sure how I feel about that. I’ve gotten used to a full house. I have to tell you; I didn’t mind it at all. I enjoyed it. Even having Silas with us.”

“But children must grow up and parents must move on with their lives.” Glinda rose from her chair and rinsed out her cup at the kitchen sink. Outside it was a beautiful early summer’s day. All the flowers were blooming and the yard was green with new grass. She couldn’t stop herself from smiling. Even though her stomach was a little queasy, she was so pleased life was returning to normal. It had felt as if the world had been on pause for way too long. She was ready to live normal, pre-pandemic, again. More than ready.

“I accept that truth, Glinda, but I’ll still miss both of my kids. Anyway, we’re going to have a going away party for them this Saturday evening, the day before they take off. You, Myrtle and Kyle are all invited. So is Martha and Gregory, as well. Irma. Nothing fancy. It’ll just be appetizers, barbequed pork steak sandwiches, and cake.”

“We’ll be there. Let me know if you need me to bring anything, all right?”

“I will. But I think we have it covered. Frank went shopping yesterday,” she giggled, “and bought out the store.”

Glinda tilted her face towards her friend. “With the kids gone and the house empty except for you and Frank, what are you going to do now? Any big plans? Any new art exhibitions in your future? I know, because Frank told me, that you’ve been painting up a storm for months.”

“Oh, that St. Louis art gallery I’ve had showings at the last four years wants more paintings. I’ve been working on a whole new series. Huge, some eight feet by five feet, canvases. Ten of them this time. Being stuck at home the last year or so has allowed me to finish more than half of them. I’m on number six now. They’re coming along quite well. If I say so myself.”

“What are your subjects this time? More haunted places, abandoned buildings, or infamous houses?”

“No, not exactly. I’m painting...ghosts.” Abigail flashed Glinda an ambiguous look.

“Ghosts...like in plural?” Glinda murmured. “Really? That’s your new theme?”

“Yes. Ghosts, as in plural, of all emanations.”

“Aaah, you’re not kidding, are you?”

“I’m not.”

“Oh boy, Myrtle’s going to love that.” Glinda rolled her eyes, and chuckled. “What sort of spirits are you creating?”

Biting her lip thoughtfully, the expression in her eyes becoming soft, Abigail replied, “What I imagine ghosts look like. Of the works I have already completed, some of them are merely beings of translucent smoke, phantasms, some are more solid and look like the people they once had been. For this series, I have placed some of them in deep darkled night woods, on a shadowed street in a town, walking among a crowd of live people, or even on a porch in the sunlight. But I make sure people know they are ghosts by the lighting, their transparency, or the otherworldly expressions on their faces.

“Actually, I was going to ask you if it would be all right to paint you at your card-reading table in your séance parlor–with ghosts sitting in some of the other chairs? Perhaps a ghost or two hovering around you in the room’s shadows. It would make a great centerpiece for the collection. The Ghost Whisperer. As if all the other spirits on the other canvases were ones you’d seen.”

Glinda cocked her head towards the adjoining room. “You mean like the séance wall painting you did for me in there? Me at the table with my crystals, Ouija board, and tarot cards, the candles flickering in the center of the table, and the darkened room around us?”

“Exactly. I just wanted to run it all past you and get your permission first.”

“Really? I don’t know....”

Abigail’s voice was conciliatory. “I’d conceal your face, though, so it wouldn’t be as recognizable as in that wall depiction. If you’re worried about that. No one would ever know it was you.”

Glinda mulled it over for a moment. “All right. If you promise, as you said, to make my face indistinct, I guess it’ll be okay.”

“Great. Thanks, Glinda. Before I leave, I’ll snap a couple of photographs of the room, and you in your chair, so I can reproduce your surroundings with as much detail as I can. Details, except for your face of course, makes a difference.”

“With your paintings, I’ve come to learn it does. I can’t wait to see what you come up with for my The Ghost Whisperer painting.”

“Me, too.” A quick grin. Her eyes were still on Glinda. “If you’re not going into the clinic, what do you have planned for the rest of the day?”

“I have an appointment to read the cards for and counsel someone,” she glanced at the clock on the wall, “in about a half hour.” Glinda had basically stopped doing home readings during the pandemic for obvious reasons, but it felt good to resume them now that it was safe. It also felt good to not have to wear a mask any longer when she met new people.

“Anyone I might know?”

“I don’t think so. Vanessa Krantz? I don’t know her, either. Talking to her on the phone, I gathered she’s a private sort of woman; she and her husband keep to themselves. Lives out on Rivers Drive out in the woods. She said our friend Martha recommended me, and said she should come talk to me about her...problem. When Vanessa Krantz telephoned me yesterday, she sounded distraught, and truly desperate. I hadn’t planned on resuming my readings this quickly, wanted to take a couple days off to relax, but I couldn’t say no. I felt sorry for her.”

“Oh? What is her problem?”

“Because of the situation, I don’t think she’d mind me telling you, because sooner or later everyone’s going to know.”

Yet Glinda paused, unsure, knowing the moment she spoke the words how they might affect Abigail. She knew Abigail’s personal history well enough. It couldn’t be helped. Abigail always found out about these kinds of things eventually. And, as she’d said, soon the whole town would know Vanessa’s trouble. Best if she broke it to her friend first. “Vanessa Krantz told me her husband, Derek, is missing. He’s been missing for two days, no word at all, and she says that’s not like him. She’s hoping I might be able to ease her mind some.”

Glinda caught the startled look on her friend’s face; the discomfort the revelation had ignited in her eyes before Abigail cloaked it. Some pain a person never forgot. Abigail had had a missing husband once long ago and knew the anguish it could produce; she would feel instant sympathy for Vanessa Krantz.

“She wants to know if he’s alive or dead, right?” Abigail’s voice was close to a whisper.

“That and other things, I imagine. I didn’t ask her. I’ll find out more when she gets here. She was so hysterical she was kind of hard to understand.”

“And you hesitated even telling me because of what I went through with my first husband, Joel, right, when he went missing? The trauma? You didn’t want to remind me, upset me?”

“I didn’t want to upset you,” Glinda repeated.

So, what Abigail asked took her off guard. “Would you mind if I sat in for the session, and the tarot reading, you’re having with Vanessa Krantz? I know well what she’s feeling; what she’s going through. Been there, done that. I might be of some help to her. She’s bound to be distressed. Do you think she’d mind? Would you mind?”

“No, I wouldn’t mind. But her? I don’t know. I’ll ask her when she gets here.”

Abigail seemed content with that answer. Though, as Abigail put the cup up to her lips, Glinda could see the consternation in her friend’s expression. Whatever she was remembering was making her unhappy. Which made sense. Being reminded in any way of that heart-breaking period when Abigail’s first husband went missing had to bring up painful memories. And, years later, Joel’s decomposed body had been found in his car; it had been discovered he’d been murdered. That had left scars, as well.

Myrtle came shuffling into the kitchen. “Smells like cinnamon rolls and coffee in here to me. Did you save some for me?”

“Of course, we did, Auntie.” Glinda gave the old woman a good morning hug, and pointed at the plate of rolls on the table. “We saved you plenty.”

Glinda handed Myrtle a cup of coffee. “Here. Just the way you like it. Sit down.”

Myrtle plopped into a chair and grabbed a roll. She wasn’t in a robe or one of her lounging outfits as she’d been most days the last year and a half. She was dressed to go to town in one of her pre-pandemic flowery blouses, slacks, tennis shoes, and a sweater in case she’d need it. She laid a cap and sunglasses on the table. Her cane was hung on the back of her chair. She’d informed Glinda that she wasn’t wearing her long dresses anymore because she tripped over them too much. “That’s what happens when a person gets really old,” she’d stated. “No balance. Klutz city.”

“Good morning, Abigail,” Myrtle said to the other woman at the table.

“Good morning to you, too, Myrtle.” Abigail nodded hello to the old lady. “You’re looking chipper today. I like your blouse. Real spring like.”

“I feel pretty chipper. I feel good. Better than I have in a long time. Nothing like an outing to get an old lady’s pulse pumping.”

“I see you’re dressed for town,” Glinda made the comment. “You’re going in on your scooter, huh?”

“Told you I was. I can’t walk it, and I know you have a client this morning for a reading so I don’t expect you to run me there and back. I’m not a kid. It’s time. I can do it myself. I had both my shots last month, plus the booster, and I’m good to go. Raring to go.” Myrtle stuffed a hunk of roll into her mouth, chewed, and washed it down with coffee; sighed with the deliciousness of it.

“Irma’s going to meet me at Stella’s Diner. Just like in the old days. I’m even going to stop by first and say hi to Kate at The Delicious Circle and visit her and her hubby for a while. Maybe even drop in for a conversation with Claudia at the bookstore. I could use a few more of those Sue Grafton novels. I’m ready for the “K is for Killer” one. Claudia said she had a copy waiting for me. It’s going to be so good to get out, to be really free again and go where I want, when I want. It’s been such a long time. I was afraid I’d die before I could visit town like this again. But I’m still here on the living side and I’m determined to live the best life I can, for as long as I can.”

When Myrtle turned her gaze on her, Glinda thought she saw tears pooling in the woman’s eyes. She knew Myrtle had been looking forward to this day for months. Rose’s death had affected her more than she’d admit. The two women, along with Irma, had become such fast friends all living under the same roof together. Glinda knew she missed Rose and Irma. She’d missed her routine jaunts into town to coffee-klatch and visit with the townies. Nothing would stop the old woman from scootering into town, so Glinda wouldn’t even try.

“You gonna hit every place, see everyone, today, huh?”

“Nah, not everyone.” Myrtle huffed. “That would take all week and then some. I’ll get around to visiting everyone sooner or later though. I have a bunch of people to see and visit with. I bet those old ones at the nursing home think I’ve died; it’s been so long since I’ve visited them. Brought them supplies. I’ll go there one day next week. I have a lot of catching up to do.”

“You sure do.” Glinda sat down next to her great aunt. She didn’t say anything about how many of those nursing home residents would still be alive after the last two years. Covid had done its damage there, too. No need to ruin the old lady’s good mood. Myrtle would find that out soon enough.

“What are you up to today, Niece, besides this first client this morning?”

“I’m once more hanging out the psychic shingle full-time on the front door. I have other appointments later in the week as well as the one this morning.”

“Good for you. It’s been a long time since you plied your true trade. I know you’ve been missing it.”

“I have,” Glinda responded. “Working at the clinic was fulfilling, Kyle needed me, but not what I’m supposed to be doing.”

Myrtle turned to Abigail. “And you, artist lady? What are you up to today?”

Glinda surreptitiously threw Abigail a cautioning look, gently shaking her head behind Myrtle’s back. Abigail got the message. Don’t talk about the ghost paintings. Don’t mention Vanessa Krantz.

“After I leave here, I’ll be going home to work on my latest painting for that art gallery in St. Louis. I have a way to go, more canvases to produce, if I want a showing before the end of the year.”

“Ooh, more paintings, huh? What are you painting this time? More empty houses or abandoned businesses?”

“Not this time. I’m still...trying to figure out exactly what direction I’m heading in. A work in progress, so to speak. For now,” Abigail answered vaguely. “You know how it is?”

Myrtle gave Abigail a strange look. “Not really. Then I’m no artist. But, deary, you’ll create lovely pieces of art, no doubt. You always do. I have complete faith in you and your talent.” Myrtle patted Abigail’s hand affectionately.

Glinda, an expression of relief on her face, nodded at Abigail. Glinda had to talk to Vanessa Krantz first. The last thing she wanted was Myrtle also sitting in on her session with the woman. Then the whole town would know every little thing by evening; and perhaps before the parties involved would want some of that information to be public. Abigail she could trust to remain silent, but not Myrtle. Myrtle was a blabbermouth. Lovable, but still a blabbermouth. That and Myrtle would want to barge into the case. She’d probably want to start investigating and searching for the missing man herself. She didn’t need to be doing that.

“Good luck.” Myrtle patted Abigail’s hand again. “But I know whatever you decide to paint that fancy art gallery will love it. You’ll sell every painting like you always do.”

Myrtle finished her roll and coffee and, snatching up her cane, got up to leave the table.

“You got your electric scooter fully charged, Auntie?” Glinda asked.

“I sure do. The little light is on the far right and bright green. It’ll last me the whole day.”

“Well, be careful on your way,” Glinda told her. “No speeding.” A tiny smile slipped from between Glinda’s lips.

“Ha, ha, Niece.” Myrtle made a comical face. “Yeah, I’m a speed demon all right at three and a half miles an hour. Won’t break no speed limits, I’d say.”

“Got your cell phone?”

“Got it,” Myrtle quipped.

“Is it charged up, too?”

“It is.” Myrtle pulled her cell phone from her pants pocket and shook it in front of Glinda’s face. “Learned my lesson about that a long time ago. Next time I fall in a creek, I don’t want to be without it or want it to be out of juice. No way. I always charge it every night now.”

“And don’t forget to put on your sunglasses and cap when you leave,” Glinda gently reminded her. “We don’t want you to get sunburned.”

Myrtle made another face, but did as Glinda had asked. She put her sunglasses and ball cap on.

Glinda and Abigail accompanied the old woman into the garage, watched her unplug the scooter from the wall, and get on the machine.

Because of the rain the night before, Glinda advised Myrtle to take the road into town and not the short-cut through the woods. “You don’t want to end up stuck in a mud puddle or a bog somewhere.”

On that Myrtle agreed. “I already figured that out. No short cuts for me. Besides it’s a beautiful morning, and I don’t mind taking the long way into town.” With a jaunty wave back at them, Myrtle scooted down the driveway to the road.

As Glinda and Abigail watched the old woman and machine bounce down the road in the sunlight, Abigail muttered, “I worry about her more and more. She’s really too old to be wandering all alone everywhere. If something were to happen to her, how would we know?”

“As you heard, I made sure she had her cell phone. Anyway, she has friends all over town who would look out for her. And, more importantly, how would we stop her? She’s a stubborn old thing. She won’t stop moving until she’s in the ground. You know that, Abigail.”

Abigail expelled a sigh. “I know that. I still worry about her. I have never met a person as old as she is, that does as much as she does. It’s astounding to me. You know, I don’t think I have ever learned how old Myrtle really is? The old woman has always been evasive on that issue. Do you happen to know?”

“Her age?” Glinda chortled good-naturedly. “Somewhere between eighty-five and a hundred...but she won’t tell me, either. I’ve tried to pry or trick it out of her, but to no avail. She’s too crafty. Her authentic age is one of her few vanities. She gets indignant if you ask her. It isn’t worth the fight to make her tell it.”

“Nevertheless,” Abigail confessed, “I admire her and hope I’m as active, as involved with life and other people, when I get as old, however old that is, as she is.”

“I hope the same thing. I’m not even half her age and can barely do some of the things she can.”

The two women reentered the house. Glinda got another cup of tea, and led Abigail in to her séance parlor; switched on the lights and gradually dimmed their intensity to capture the full eerie ambiance that the room was capable of.

As Glinda seated herself at the round table with the lace tablecloth, Abigail pulled her cell phone from her pocket and took a series of photos of the psychic and her surroundings. She requested Glinda light the candles, and the younger woman did. After some minutes, Abigail announced, “That should do it. I have enough. I’m sure I can get a good painting from these. Thanks Glinda.”

“You’re welcome. What time is it?”

Glancing at her cell phone, Glinda sat down in a chair besides her friend. “Eleven o’clock on the money.”

The doorbell rang. Glinda got up and went to answer it.
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Glinda opened the door and found a middle-aged woman, tall, thin, with long prematurely gray hair, and nervous ice blue eyes, on her porch. She was dressed in slacks, and a long-sleeved shirt that seemed a little too warm for the season. Eyes full of pain and sorrow. And, hidden deep in their depths, anger.

The odd thing about the woman was the condition her face was in. Both eyes were blackened, the woman’s bottom lip was split; swollen twice its size. There were bruises and cuts along the right side of her face. Otherwise, she might have been pretty. Lovely, even.

Glinda could have asked her what had happened to cause such injuries, why she was wearing fall clothes in the summer, but didn’t. The woman would tell her if she had a mind to. Yet the psychic sensed Vanessa Krantz had a horrible secret. Maybe more than one. Her secrets were hidden well, though, behind her pale eyes.

“Vanessa?”

“Yes. Glinda? You’re the psychic?”

“I am. Come on in.” Glinda stepped aside and allowed the other woman to enter, then led her into the parlor.

Vanessa hesitated when she spied Abigail, sitting at the table, and glanced at Glinda. “You have an associate then? There are two of you?”

“She’s someone,” Glinda spoke in a gentle voice, “who might also be able to help you. I asked her to come and listen in. Her name is Abigail.”

“All right. I guess it’ll be okay.” Vanessa came into the room and took a seat across from Abigail. “I’ll take any help I can get.”

Glinda settled herself at the third point of the human triangle. She had to give Abigail credit. Abigail only stared at Vanessa’s face for a fraction of a second, with no visible reaction, before her eyes slid away.

Glinda reached out for her tarot cards and gathered them into her hands. She’d already snuffed out the candles. She gazed at Vanessa. “What can I do to help you? Why are you here today?”

The woman with the black eyes lowered her head. Her shoulders were quivering. “As I told you on the phone...my husband, Derek, is missing. I don’t know where he is, and he hasn’t answered any of my phone messages or calls. That’s not like him. He didn’t leave a note or anything.”

“You said your husband has been missing two days?” Glinda shuffled the cards, and lifted her gaze to meet her client’s eyes.

“Yes, two days. He drove off the night before last and hasn’t come home since. Hasn’t contacted me in any way. He always calls; lets me know where he is, and when he’ll be home. I haven’t heard a word. I’m so worried.”

“Have you checked with other members of his family, his employer, his co-workers, his friends, to see if any of them have seen him, or if he might be staying with one of them?” Glinda kept her voice as soothing as she could. It seemed like the woman was disturbed enough; her nerves already jangled. The woman’s clasped hands were shaking. Her body trembling.

“He got demoted at his job a few months ago. Only works part time now.

“I’ve called everyone I can think of. No one has seen him. No one has heard from him. Not a word.” Vanessa had begun to cry soundlessly, as she wiped the tears from her cheeks.

“Did you two have a fight or something that night...before he left?” Glinda held the other woman’s attention by not letting her gaze waver, the tarot cards motionless in her hands.

Vanessa didn’t respond immediately. She paused. A long nervous pause. Then she mumbled, “Not exactly. I mean...we did have some words...not actually a fight. He was mad, I’ll say that. But he’s always mad. Angry at something or other.”

“Do you recall what he was angry at on that night?”

Vanessa’s fingers went to her swollen lip and lightly skimmed them across it. “Everything, as usual. Someone had disrespected him, that’s what he always calls it, at work that day. Someone had said the wrong thing to him at the wrong time. He was in a foul mood. He works at that large pump factory–they make pumps of all kinds and send them all over the world–in Chalmers; has for ten years now. He despises his job and the place. He thinks he’s worth more than what they pay him; and they don’t treat him right. I knew when he got home that he was spoiling for a fight.”

“How exactly was he acting?”

Vanessa’s eyes shifted to a corner of the room and then returned to rest on Glinda. “Volatile. Say one wrong word and he’s exploding. I can’t talk to him when he’s like that. I try to stay out of his way when he’s like that.”

It was at that moment Abigail decided to speak up. Glinda figured she finally couldn’t resist saying something. “You didn’t stay out of his way this time, though, did you?”

Under her bruises and cuts, Vanessa’s face seemed suddenly redder, but she didn’t answer Abigail’s question. Glinda, as she was sure Abigail was doing, was waiting for Vanessa to tell them how she’d gotten her bruises. Offer it up freely. Apparently, the woman wasn’t ready to do that yet.

“Is there anything else you’d like to tell me?” Glinda had reached out and taken Vanessa’s hand. It was like ice. She was waiting to feel, sense, something about what had happened to Vanessa’s husband. Where he was. If he was alive or dead. But she sensed nothing. Felt nothing. Saw nothing. Nothing. That, alone, was strange.

“No. I’m just really worried about him. Martha told me that you were good at finding missing things, missing persons. Can you help me find him?”

“Sometimes I can, sometimes I can’t. So far,” Glinda let go of Vanessa’s hand, “I don’t see or feel anything. We’ll see what the cards say.”

Glinda noticed how Abigail was observing Vanessa; how she had leaned back into her chair, her face falling into shadow. Her body appeared tense. Then moving forward again towards Vanessa, she struck, her voice barely a whisper. “Vanessa, if you don’t mind me asking, how did you get those black eyes, those bruises?”

Glinda gave credit to Abigail for addressing the ghost in the room. At first, she didn’t think Vanessa would answer, then she did. The woman put her hand up to cover the worst part of her face. “He didn’t mean to do it,” she mumbled. “I said the wrong thing, when I should have kept quiet; got mad when I shouldn’t have. I should have known better, and–” There was intense shame in her words. And then there again, that flash of almost uncontained rage; hidden swiftly.

“No one should hit another person for what they say or don’t say,” Abigail alleged. “You didn’t deserve that. No one does. Your husband has a problem. Him, not you.”

The look Vanessa sent Abigail was one of deep thankfulness. The woman almost smiled. “I know. I’ve tried for years for him to get help for his...temper. Get some sort of anger counseling. But he refuses to go. He always says it’s my problem...because I push him too far.” The woman hung her head, looking away from them for a few seconds. Again, Glinda had the feeling Vanessa was hiding something, and had shrewdly turned away to keep them from seeing it.

A ripple of unease flowed through Glinda’s body. But who it was for, Vanessa or her missing husband, she had no idea.

The three women exchanged glances and an understanding passed between them. They all knew what being a woman in what was still a man’s world meant. Glinda, though, couldn’t help but pity Vanessa. It was easy to see she still loved her husband, no matter what he’d done to her. It was the war going on inside of her. Love and hate, side by side. Glinda had seen many abused women just like her. Too many. Their husbands ill-treated them and because the women loved the men, they took it sometimes for years. It left scars, physical and emotional, though.

“I’m going to read your tarot cards now, Vanessa,” Glinda gravely asserted. “We might learn something from them. I want you to take the cards from me, and shuffle them thoroughly, and cut them three times.” She handed the other woman the deck so she could do what Glinda wanted of her. Then Vanessa gave Glinda the deck back.

Taking her time, Glinda laid and spread out the cards on the table, studying them. She bit her lip, frowning.

“What is it?” Vanessa bent towards her. “What do you see? Is my husband all right? Do you know where he is? Is he...still alive?”

The psychic, laying down and examining the final two cards, moved her hand over and briefly touched the other woman’s hand again as a gesture of comfort. That’s when the vision stole into her mind and as swiftly out again. A man...somewhere someplace dank and dark. He wasn’t moving. It was so fleeting, she could see nothing else. It was the only image she got. Merely that brief flash, and it was gone. She couldn’t tell if the man was alive, ill, or dead, but she knew pretty much without a doubt that the cards had called forth the vision and it was connected to the woman she was reading them for. She reported to Vanessa what she’d seen. Vanessa hung her head, saying nothing, as if she were absorbing the information.

“Does your husband have longish dark hair?” Glinda wanted to know.

“Derek’s hair is sort of long and it’s dark brown. Was it wavy?”

“It was. Was he wearing a sleeveless white T-shirt when you saw him last?”

The woman seemed to mull that over. “I believe he was.”

Vanessa shut her eyes. “But you couldn’t see if he was alive or dead?”

Glinda couldn’t sense what the woman, sitting so motionless, was thinking or feeling. Not even a vague impression. She couldn’t read Vanessa at all...and that was also unusual. “I’m not sure. I couldn’t tell. But I did feel something was very wrong. I felt he needs help.”

“Is that all you saw?” Vanessa’s fingers were rubbing her closed eyes.

“So far. But I might receive something else...in time. It often happens like that. My psychic insights take their good old time coming to me. I’ll tell you if I do get anything else.”

Vanessa stopped rubbing her eyes, and again opened them. Her look was dazed. “What should I do now?”

Glinda caught the conflicting emotions racing across the woman’s battered face, and felt sorry for her. If Kyle would ever go missing and she didn’t know where he was, or what had happened to him, Glinda pondered with a tinge of alarm, she knew it would destroy her.

It was Abigail who spoke up and advised Vanessa what she should do. “Mrs. Krantz, I know you don’t want to hear this. You should call the sheriff and report your husband missing. Two days. Forty-eight hours is all it needs to be to file a missing person’s report. It’s time. The police need to be brought into this so they can start looking for him. If he’s alive and needs help, he needs to be found, the sooner the better. He won’t be found if no one is looking for him.”

Vanessa didn’t answer. She was staring into space; her face and thoughts unreadable. She was no longer trembling. Glinda assumed she was in shock.

Abigail took that moment to add something else. “I know what you’re going through now, how hard it is to file that report, and this might help. Filing it makes it real. My husband, Frank Lester, works with the sheriff. Part-time. It’s one of his work days today so he’s already gone into the police station, but I could call him, and he’d drive over.

“You could talk to him,” Abigail spoke in a coaxing voice. “Report your husband missing, and give him all the details, so the sheriff’s department can begin searching for him. I promise, my husband is a sympathetic man, and a good listener. He’s been a police officer for a long time and he's seen everything. He can answer all your questions.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
A missing man, two gruesome murders,
and a boy ﬁom anof er time..






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





