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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 roots as a horror writer and little else. This book is 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    
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Abigail

ABIGAIL SUTTON HAD a premonition that something out of the ordinary was about to happen. Her skin itched, and a chill tickled along her spine. Her fingertips tingled. The last time she felt that combination of sensations a serial killer had come to town. When he left, three people were dead, and in their graves.

A chilly breeze brought goosebumps to her exposed flesh. Trouble...trouble coming.

She usually loved this time of day, early in the morning with a new sun in the sky above; the world tinted in a golden light that made everything look magical, and made her feel peaceful. It meant a new day, a fresh start. But today, she had the feeling, it wouldn’t be so.

Walking out onto her porch, in her pajamas and robe, and with a sigh of contentment, she relaxed on the porch swing. A cup of her homemade chocolate coffee steamed from the cup in her hands, and she sipped it as her eyes roamed the yard. As usual, there was the Spookie town fog sneaking in from the woods and swirling along the fringe of the yard surrounding her house. It was a gray mist full of mysterious shapes and figures she didn’t dare let her eyes linger on too long, because she often saw unexpected things–people or animals–in it. That was the artist in her, always trying to make sense of haphazard patterns.

Shivering, she tugged her robe closer around her, because for the first day of April it was chilly. Two weeks away, Easter would be late this year. It’d be such fun, though, with the children, and Abigail looked forward to it. Everything was different since Laura and Nick had come to live with her a year ago. They were a responsibility, but an even greater joy.

Abigail was the happiest she’d been in years.

Her green eyes took in the birdhouses she’d hung around the edge of her porch, and they stopped on the new one she’d gotten the week before. It was a miniature blue painted gourd with a crimson feathered fake bird in its opening. A pretty thing. It’d been a present from her boyfriend Frank Lester.

Boyfriend. Oh, she could have called him her lover, but boyfriend sounded nicer. They’d been dating for over a year, she’d known him now for three, and she’d finally accepted how deeply they cared for each other. Their relationship had been on a slow simmer for years, and she’d enjoyed every moment of it. Getting to know him, and letting the love in. They’d taken their time, because when she’d first moved to Spookie and met Frank, her heart had been broken. Time had been what she’d needed.

It’d been five years since her husband Joel had come up missing, a murder victim of a mugging gone wrong; three years since she’d known what had happened to him. Those years when he’d been missing had been terrible times. It felt like a lifetime ago, when she’d lived in the crowded city, had toiled thanklessly at a job she’d hated, and been so lonely. But now her life and her heart had basically mended. Frank, her two foster children and a town full of friendly but quirky characters, had helped to heal her. She’d always remember and love her husband, Joel, but it was time to move on. It was way past time. 

A smile touched her face. She was supposed to meet Frank at ten that morning, at Stella’s Diner in the heart of town for breakfast, and the latest gossip. They did that at least once a week after the kids had left for school. But she had two hours before that, and she was enjoying every moment of it. Alone. She’d seen Laura and Nick off, and she was lounging on her porch admiring her house and appreciating her life. These days she was a lucky woman and how well she knew it.

Her brown hair had grown long, and she’d tied it back in a braid so it’d stay away from her face. Frank liked her hair long, and the longer the better.

She’d been a free-lance artist–a lifelong dream of hers–the last three years, and had already built a reputation as a fairly good one because of the paintings she’d completed for the townspeople, and the murals for the library and city hall. Right now she was working on a massive courthouse mural of Lady Justice standing outside the building, and holding up her weighing scales. It was the most difficult job she’d attempted so far. The painting was twice as large, covering two walls, as the one she’d done for either the library, or the city hall, but she was nearly done, and she was pleased with it. She’d be going there today after breakfast to put on the finishing touches, and collect her check. Her smile grew wider and she took another sip of coffee.

Ah, things were good.

Her cat Snowball came bounding out from the house, shoving the screen door open with her nose and slipping through, and ran past her out into the yard. Looking for birds to chase, catch and devour. But the wild creatures weren’t awake yet, probably still sleeping in their nests protecting unhatched eggs in the limbs of the trees around the house. Snowball was out of luck again. Abigail didn’t feel, in the least, sorry for her. She cared about birds, too, and as much as she loved her cat, she hated its predatory traits. Yet, a cat was a cat. It could no more stop hunting, than a lion could out in the wild.

Above her the birds began to squawk, so she wasn’t surprised when Myrtle came up beside her on the porch, sat down on the swing, and said, “Humph, I knew you’d be out here getting the sun, Abigail, so I decided to mosey on over, and visit. I got some interesting news for ya.”

Myrtle Schmidt was the town eccentric wagon-lady, and a terrible secret keeper. Today, she was wearing her typical garishly flowered sundress, with the hem unraveling, too large for her tiny frame, and her silver permed hair was a wild halo about her wrinkled face. Abigail doubted if she ever combed it. The old woman wasn’t smiling, but her sapphire colored eyes were sparkling with barely contained excitement.

“You don’t happen to have any more of that coffee do ya, Abby girl? A couple of cookies or donuts to go with it? Now that would taste so good. I haven’t had a thing to eat, yet, and I need my strength to tell you what I have to tell ya.”

“Well, good morning to you, too, Myrtle.” Abigail turned and looked at her friend, and neighbor. Over the years she’d lived in town, Abigail had come to care about the old lady, idiosyncrasies and all. Myrtle might be a bit peculiar, but she was an interestingly feisty individual. A person was never bored when Myrtle was around and, at least once, Myrtle had literally saved her life. She owed her.

“I imagine there’s coffee left in the pot, and I’ll see if I can come up with a stale donut or something.” She always kept a box of donuts or cookies in the house, if not for herself, and the kids, then for Myrtle. The old lady was forever coming over and mooching food. That was her trademark.

She rose from the swing, and went into the house, Myrtle hobbling behind her.

They made their way through the living room with the walls covered with Abigail’s original artwork, a round tapestry rug in vibrant colors on the floor, and filled with comfortably overstuffed furniture. The house had changed since she’d bought it as a dilapidated fixer-upper, and performed her magic on it. She’d painted and decorated both floors, filled them with color and then with people, and love. The year before she’d taken the roomy rear hallway, and had made it into a bedroom for Laura. Frank and a couple of their friends had helped her build on a room in the back for Nicholas. So now both children had their own rooms, small, but all theirs.

Abigail cherished her house now. It was home. She felt safe, and happy there.

“You know if you pop those donuts in the microwave for ten, fifteen seconds, they’ll be as fresh as the day you bought them,” Myrtle advised. “Just saying.”

The laugh Abigail released was muffled. “I’ll do that.”

“You’re still in your pajamas, Abigail. Is it that early?”

“Really early. The sun just came up. Didn’t you notice?” They were in the kitchen now. The table was covered with empty cereal bowls, and dirty utensils from the kids. She’d clean everything up once Myrtle left.

“I noticed. Sorry. But when you’re my ancient age, day and night don’t seem to matter. Sometimes I sleep all day and stay up all night or vice-versa. It’s hell getting old, let me tell you. Schedules, and sleep times go out the window. I saw you sitting outside on the swing, and thought you wouldn’t mind a little company. I mean since you were already awake, and all.”

“Uh,huh.” Abigail poured coffee into a mug, and handed it to her.

“I would have come earlier but, you know, those ghosts that live in the woods can be awful scary before dawn lights things up. They want to jump all over me and scream obscenities in my ears. Tell me their secrets I don’t want to hear. They’re such pests. Stupid ghosts.”

She gave the old woman a bemused look over her shoulder as she grabbed a box off the counter and pulled out two powder-sugared donuts, put them on a napkin, then added two more for herself, and slid them into the microwave. Ten seconds. “Ah, so those ghosts are still hounding you?”

“More than ever lately. What’s new, huh? I can’t leave my trailer longer than a minute before a mess of them gang up on me with their demands and their perpetual whining. Some of them are just lonely but some of them are just downright mean. As you know, I don’t ever dare go out into or through the woods after dark. They’re even worse then. They’d be hiding behind trees or big rocks. Always waiting. Popping up when you least expect them...they can scare a few years off a person with their wasting away bodies and sunken in faces. Not to mention their smell. Whooie. Most of them stink like year old garbage.” Myrtle shuddered, her fingers pinching her nose as if to demonstrate what she was speaking of. 

“That wouldn’t be pleasant.”

“It sure ain’t.”

The ghost thing was a chronic problem of Myrtle’s. She’d been going on about them ever since Abigail had met her. She didn’t know if Myrtle really could see ghosts or if it was in the old woman’s imagination. Not that Abigail actually believed in ghosts. Not completely anyway. Yet too many strange things had occurred in Spookie since she’d moved there for her to be a total cynic. So she tried to keep an open mind by choosing not to think about random spirits floating around. It was easier that way.

With coffee and donuts in hand she led Myrtle back out to the porch and placing the snacks on a side table, the women took their seats. Myrtle snatched two of the circle cakes and stuffed them in her mouth. She was so short when she sat on the swing her feet didn’t touch the porch floor.

“Okay Myrtle, I know you too well. I recognize that look on your face. There’s a reason you’re here so early, besides the donuts, that is. How about telling me what it is?”

The woman grinned. She had nice even white teeth for her age. “I promised Beatrice–she’s an old friend of mine who lives down the road from me and I’m sure I’ve spoken about her before–I’d talk to you on her behalf about a sort of, er, trouble she’s been having. Beatrice Utley?”

“No, I don’t recall you mentioning her before, but then you talk so much about so many people, I tend to forget some of what you say.” A quick teasing smile. “We live in a small town, but it’s not that small. There are plenty of people I haven’t met yet.”

Myrtle threw her an exasperated look. “Very funny about me talking too much. I don’t think I do. I just have a lot to say that needs saying. That’s all.”

“Uh, huh. If you say so.”

“I do.” Myrtle’s face was pouting.

“So this Beatrice friend of yours has a problem?” Her eyes on her swing mate, Abigail ate one of the donuts as crumbs and white powder drifted down the front of her robe. She brushed them off. “Why are you bringing it to me?”

Myrtle had gobbled up both her donuts and was gulping down her coffee. Then she’d ask for another cup. She was so predictable. “Because you and Frank did so well on the last couple problems we had in town I thought you’d two be just the ones to fix this one, too. If there’s a mystery to be solved, a wrong to be righted, a murderer to catch, you two are the ones to do it. Him being an ex-cop and a mystery novelist and all and you...being you.”

“Being me?”

“Because, you know? You’ve got the magic gene that helps you find missing people and murderers. You care. You having had a missing husband who turned out murdered and all. It’s your special gift.”

Abigail sighed softly. She could almost sense this was something she didn’t want to become involved with, but Myrtle could be extremely persuasive. She wondered if she jumped up right now, ran into the house and locked the door, told Myrtle to go home because she wasn’t going to help, if she could escape Myrtle’s request? Nah, the old woman would probably only return and keep bugging her until she agreed to help. That was her way. “What does all that have to do with Beatrice Utley’s problem?”

Myrtle fixed her eyes on her and they were suddenly dead serious. “Because Beatrice’s house is haunted. Or so she says. She has this great big monstrosity of a place down near that cul-de-sac at the end of my road. You know the house...the white one with metal Americana stars on the front and a flagpole in the yard with daffodils around it? Her grandmother left her the house so it’s real run down and full of old threadbare furniture, too. That woman never cleans or dusts and the house needs a paint job and a roof bad, if you ask me.”

“I know the house.” No one in town could miss it, as large as it was, and with those silver stars on the front gleaming in the sunlight, it was distinctive. Abigail had driven by it a couple of times and thought: Such a curious looking old house...it’d make a magnificent painting. It’s so full of character. It’s like a worn and aged aristocratic lady who’s seen better days. Scary looking trees encircling it as if they’re guarding and protecting it. It truly looks like a haunted house. I wonder who lives there? But she’d never found out until now.

“Well, she’s got ghosts in the basement that are making such an ungodly racket and doing so many mean tricks on her it’s driving her nuts. Her words, not mine.” Myrtle snickered. “As far as I see it, Beatrice is nuts without the spooks. She always has been. I mean with her cuckoo obsession with collecting stuff, especially dolls. She’s got rooms of the creepy things with their pale faces and staring glass eyes. Their tiny hands and feet.”

Myrtle visibly shivered, shaking her head. “Not to mention the other weird stuff she’s crammed into that place. Needless stuff, I say, in every room to the roofs. The whole house is like a messy storage shed. You can hardly move about in it. It’s a wonder she doesn’t trip over some of it and break her neck or some of it doesn’t fall on her head and squash her flat. Good grief.”

“Ghosts in the basement?” Abigail suppressed a giggle. “Really?”

“Really. They’re beneath her making trouble. She claims they also sneak upstairs when she’s on the third floor sleeping and they make messes, move objects, smash or even take things.”

A bird was chirping in the tree above them and another one on a nearby limb returned its call. Cardinals, she mused. She could see glimpses of red between the leaves. It was a lovely spring day and it was hard to think about ghosts and haunted houses on such a morning. The swing moved leisurely back and forth. The sun was beaming down on the grass.

“How does she know they’re ghosts? She could have trespassers, intruders, in her house or criminals looking to steal things. Sometimes teenagers take advantage of the elderly with big run-down houses. They find a way in, through a broken basement window or something, and do whatever mischief they want to do, then sneak out.”

Myrtle had tilted up her mug and was draining the final drops, making smacking noises with her lips. “Could I have one more cup of that coffee, sweetie, and maybe a few more of those tasty donuts?”

“This time help yourself. You know where everything is,” she said, stopping the swing’s movement. “I’ll wait here for you.”

Somewhere in the distance Abigail heard a cat meowing. It didn’t sound like Snowball. It must be one of the felines that belonged to the animal hoarder who lived behind her in the woods. Myrtle’s sister Evelyn. That woman was as odd as Myrtle but in different ways. Last count Evelyn had over fifty dogs and cats squatting in and around her house. Some nights Abigail could hear every one of them.

The old woman wasn’t gone long. This time she had a handful of donuts clutched in a napkin and her refilled mug in the other. She plopped down and picked up in their conversation where they’d left off. “You asked how Beatrice knows they are ghosts? Oh, she swears they are. She saw one of them last night in the basement when she went down there to see about the commotion.”

“She really saw a ghost?”

“Tall white wispy thing that stared at her and then,” Myrtle snapped her sugar-covered fingers in the air, “poof dematerialized! Beatrice said she nearly had a heart attack. The thing was definitely not friendly. She said the apparition, looking like a transparent starved ship-wrecked survivor, wailed at her and tried to knock her down. It went right through her like air.”

Yeah, sure. Tackled by a ghost. “Yet you think Beatrice is nuts, right?”

“Nuts about some things, not this. I believe she saw what she says she saw. She doesn’t have enough imagination to make up something like that. Just my opinion, mind you.”

“So you believe her?”

“Of course. Heck, I see spooks all the time. You know that. They’re all shapes and sizes, some good, some bad and some just plain evil. They’re here all right. Everywhere.”

“Okay, what exactly am I supposed to do about these manifestations? I’m not a ghost whisperer or a ghost buster and neither is Frank. Shouldn’t she call a priest or an exorcist or something?”

“Beatrice isn’t a religious person, if you know what I mean. She wants you and Frank to come over to her house and check it out. Solve the mystery and find a way to get rid of them spirits. She’s expecting you. Evenings is best, but no later than eight o’clock because that’s when she goes to bed. Most nights anyway. I have her telephone number. Here.” She pulled a scrap of paper from a pocket in her dress and gave it to Abigail. “Call her. Soon. Otherwise she’ll keep on bugging the jeepers out of me.”

Abigail knew better than to argue with her. Once Myrtle got something, no matter how bizarre, in her head nothing would change her mind. Just wait until she told Frank about this. Myrtle wanted them to scare some ghosts away or arrest them or something. He’d get a good laugh out of it.

“I have to get going. It’s trash day at the Tranquility Nursing Home and I always take a look to see if anyone’s died there. When any of those old folks croak the families sometimes toss all their valuables out in the trash, not wanting to bother with them. You should see the treasures I pull out of those dumpsters. What a waste. So I make sure I go there before the trash trucks come by.”

Myrtle stood up. “Be sure to call Beatrice. She’s one frightened old lady. I know you and Frank will get to the bottom of it, whatever the problem is. See you later Abigail.”  Myrtle was up and shuffling across the front yard, reclaiming the battered wagon she’d left in the driveway. Then the morning silence was filled with her raspy voice singing an old Sinatra song, Fools Rush In, as she dragged the wagon away. Off to dumpster dive.

Shaking her head, Abigail watched her leave. The old woman was a character but she had a good heart and an uncanny knack for rooting out mysteries or injustices. The problem was she kept laying them at Abigail’s feet and after the last horrendous escapade dealing with that serial killer Abigail hadn’t been looking to solve anyone else’s problems any time soon.

So much for that.

She just wanted to be happy, enjoy her life and her family. Was that too much to ask? 

Apparently it was

Ghosts in the basement, p-l-e-a-s-e!

*****
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AN HOUR AND A HALF later Abigail was strolling towards town in the dappled sunshine, enjoying every moment. She’d always liked the fact her house was near enough to town she could easily walk it. With the sun over her, her light jacket was all she’d needed.

She stepped from the grass onto the sidewalk lining Main Street’s businesses and smiled as she peeked into the merchant’s windows. Easter decorations had sprung up everywhere and pale pink, blue and green crepe paper framed most of the storefront displays. The book store, Tattered Corners, had a window presentation of famous children’s bunny books surrounded in Easter basket grass and multi-hued plastic eggs. A giant smiling stuffed rabbit was perched in the corner with baskets hanging on his front paws.

The Bakery had a window crowded with pink-iced bunny donuts and cakes with tiny chocolate eggs on them. In the middle of it all was a plate of cream puffs in the shapes of rabbits. Lulu, the owner and baker, made them every year.

Even Stella’s Diner was decked out in its Easter best. Someone had strung egg shaped lights around the door and windows in typical pastel hues. It was real festive, those lights twinkling everywhere. Real welcoming.

Abigail looked around, up and down the street, before she went through the diner’s door. It appeared the whole town was dressed up for Easter in ribbons and bows. Every storefront either had decorated its windows or had Easter adornments outside on the sidewalks. Tall cardboard rabbits or Easter scenes were propped up against the storefronts.

The hardware store had a glorious pot of silk snow-white lilies bordering its entrance and someone, probably a high school art student, had fashioned paper mache Easter eggs and stacked them up in miniature wagons. Fat chubby bunnies and yummy looking baskets filled with goodies, ran along the glass front. Whoever had painted the windows wasn’t half bad. But then she couldn’t help but think if her daughter, Laura, had done them they’d look even better. With her guidance over the last year, Laura was becoming a skillful artist and Abigail was proud of her.

Spookie sure did love its holidays. Every business went out of its way to dress up for the season. It was one of the reasons Abigail cherished the town so much. That and the people were unique; most of them were interesting, generous and kind.

She walked into the diner. For that time of the morning it wasn’t very crowded. She must have caught it during one of its lulls.

A woman Abigail recognized as someone who worked at the IGA and her young daughter were there on stools at the counter and gabbing in low tones about something or other. The girl didn’t look happy. There were blueberry smears around her lips.

An elderly couple was at a corner table reading newspapers and eating bacon and eggs. Abigail had often seen them around town, though she didn’t know their names. The man was very frail looking and so thin Abigail thought he might be ill. He looked worse every time she saw them. A walker was snuggled against the wall at his side. The woman had to be his wife. She had the most beautiful long silvery hair worn piled on top of her head in a coiled bun. She possessed exceptional bone structure and always seemed so elegant. The way she dressed, impeccably with matching outfits and accessories, pegged her as a woman who cared about her looks. She was attractive for her age. Abigail observed the way the two interacted. The woman often reaching out to touch the man’s withered hands or he smiling thoughtfully at her. They appeared to truly love each other and that touched Abigail. As she passed by them she caught a fragment of their conversation.

“It’s a good price, Henry. Perhaps it is time we sell the old place and retire to California? We could be nearer the kids?” the woman was saying.

“Ah, Athena, sweetheart, you don’t mean that. You hate California. You love living here. All our friends are here, our past and our lives. And the kids have their own lives and families. They don’t want to bother with us. So what if someone offers us a good price for our home, it makes no difference. We’re not selling.” A coughing bout stopped the man from speaking further and his wife put her hand softly over his. The gentle look she gave him said it all. She’d do what he wanted her to do.

Frank was waving at Abigail from their favorite booth along the opposite wall, in his other hand a cup of coffee halfway to his mouth. Their friend Martha was sitting across from him and she waved, too.

Frank’s gray streaked hair was tied back with a rubber band. It’d gotten a lot longer since she’d first met him. He liked it that length saying, now that he was no longer a cop, he was never going to cut it ever again. Though she had to admit, because he kept it clean and combed, with his intense blue eyes and sharp angled nose and face, long hair looked good on him. Not many men could carry off the look or the tiny silver earring in his ear, but Frank could. Sometimes he sported a mustache and had for the last year or so. Abigail liked the mustache as well. It made him look scholarly. He could have been a college professor or something.

“Good morning, Abigail,” Martha addressed her as Abigail scooted in beside Frank. She grinned when Frank and Abigail kissed each other hello and Frank pulled her close. Martha got a kick out of the two dating and being in love. But that was because she’d been pushing them together since the beginning. Martha was the town’s matchmaker and pleased to be.

“So you got the kids off to school and you’re footloose and fancy free, huh?” Frank reached over and slid his hand down her cheek in a gesture so tender no one who saw it could deny he loved her.

“They’re at school, but I can’t say I’m totally footloose and fancy free...I’ve got to put the finishing touches on that courthouse mural after I leave here and hopefully after that I’ll collect a nice big fat check.” Abigail felt a sense of contentment sitting there with her two friends. Being with Frank and Martha in a place she’d come to think of as a second home, with great food, made her happy. But then small things, a good cup of coffee on a cold day, a decent cheeseburger when she was hungry, money to pay the bills in her bank account, a day with sunshine and true friends around her, always made her happy. She never asked for more than the world or life could give her and was grateful for every tiny good thing that came her way. She smiled at the handsome man next to her as he took her hand.

She’d been officially dating Frank Lester for a year and in the last few months they’d finally become lovers in every sense of the word. He’d already told her he loved her and had since the first time he’d met her three years ago in Stella’s Diner, but he’d taken his time wooing her until the ghost of her first husband, Joel, had released her heart. Frank was a good man who cared deeply for her and she had finally let herself care for him. That morning as she sat there eating, talking and laughing with her boyfriend and her friend her future looked as sunny as the day outside.

“How’s the book coming, Frank?”

“Slow. I’m stuck somewhere two-thirds in and have no idea where it’s going. I rarely have writer’s block, but whatever this is it’s stopping me cold. I think it could have something to do with how odious the perpetrator’s crimes were. My mind and heart hates going back there, if you know what I mean?”

“You’re writing another murder mystery based on one of your old cases again, I take it?” Martha grilled Frank.

“It’s more of a true crime novel. And it is based on a notorious case I investigated and solved in Chicago the last year I was working homicide. It was a real nasty one. I’ve never been able to get it or the victims out of my mind so I’m hoping this will help. I thought writing about it would be good therapy. It frequently is.”

“You want to tell me what it’s about? The book, I mean,” Martha pried, always wanting to know everything.

“I prefer not to talk about it as I’m writing the story. Just one of my little eccentricities. No offense. But you can read the book when it’s finished.”

“Great, you know how I hate waiting,” Martha complained. “When will that be?”

“When it’s out in the bookstores. It won’t be long. I’ll even give you an advance eBook or paperback copy when it’s done. I’ll even autograph it if you’d like.”

“I’ll hold you to that, friend.”

Martha turned her attention to Abigail. “So your courthouse commission is almost completed? Nadine, who works there in the office, says it’s beautiful. You’ve done a fantastic job. And she’s not easily impressed. I was planning on stopping by later today to see it.”

“Come on by. But if you want to see me there don’t wait too long because I’m wrapping it up early; getting paid and celebrating. Maybe I’ll go on a shopping spree.”

“I might join you. I will stop by early then.”  

“So Abby, you finish the mural this morning?” Frank was motioning at their waitress, Stella, so they could put their orders in. “Wow that was fast.”

“It came together easier than I had even expected.” Abigail squeezed his hand. “I think it’s kind of good, too.”

“Everything you do is splendid, Abigail,” Martha chimed in. “And I should know, I have enough of your work on my walls at home to prove it.”

“Ah, you’re biased, being my friend and all.”

“No, I’m just someone who can tell outstanding art when I see it.” Martha grinned as Stella came up to their table, order tablet in hand.

“What are you three having this morning?” Stella tapped her pencil on the tablet. “Blueberry pancakes is the special. My grandson makes the best pancakes in the state.” Stella always said that every time Abigail came in for breakfast. She ought to have it embroidered on her uniform’s apron.

Stella hadn’t changed much since Abigail had moved into town. Her hair was still old-lady white and badly cut. This morning her blue eyes were bored–they often held that expression–and her lipstick was a vivid shade of pink instead of the normal cherry red. She was still grumpy, though. The woman, at times, reminded Abigail of that grumpy cat that was all over the Internet and television these days. Their faces had the same exact expression. But with Stella it was all put on and bluster. Underneath she was a kind-hearted, thoughtful lady. Abigail had grown quite fond of her, too.

“Then it’s the pancakes for me,” Frank capitulated. “Extra syrup and butter on top, like always, of course. Thank you Stella.”

“Me too, the pancakes,” Martha and Abigail spoke at the same time.

“You three are like three little lemmings that usually eat the same things. Well, who am I to moan about it if it makes it easier for me. It’ll be a few minutes,” Stella grumbled and sashayed away to put their orders in.

Abigail, Frank and Martha stared at each other and busted out laughing. Not too loud, though. Stella didn’t like being laughed at.

“So, besides completing the mural, what else is new?” Martha questioned Abigail after the waitress had left. “You look like you have something else you want to tell us.”

Stella was back at their side pouring Abigail a cup of coffee, which she was grateful for, and had scurried away again. Abigail added cream and sugar and took a large gulp. Stella made the best coffee in town hands down. It was strong but never bitter. Abigail sometimes just came in for the coffee alone and wished she could duplicate its exceptional flavor at home, but she never could.

“Funny you should say that.” She directed her words to Frank then. “I had a visitor very early this morning, right after dawn really, with a strange request.”

“And I’d bet a hundred bucks it was that nutty old busybody Myrtle.” Martha made a grimacing face. “She’s strange as they come and is the only person I know who wanders around at such god-awful times of the morning or night brewing up trouble of some sort or another. She’s not happy unless she’s in the thick of some chaos or something. What is she up to now?”

Martha had had a long running feud with Myrtle, yet in a good-natured way, since Abigail had first met them. Martha thought the old lady was touched in the head and openly disapproved of her. Yet in the last year or so her opinion of the old woman had softened somewhat, for Abigail knew, contrary to what she said or how she behaved, Martha no longer disliked Myrtle, merely questioned her sanity at times.

Abigail glanced at the realtor and at Frank again. “Of course it was Myrtle. Who else would be meandering around at sunrise pestering people? She visited me this morning and does she have a project for us. You’re not going to believe this when I tell you.”

“A project for us?” Frank looked amused, but not disgruntled. Unlike Martha, he genuinely liked Myrtle. “That old lady never ceases to confound me. What is it now?”

Abigail told him and Martha what the old woman had wanted.

Martha laughed sarcastically when she was done, but Frank didn’t. His eyes reflected instant interest. “Beatrice must be eighty if she’s a day. She’s been rambling around in that old barn of hers for years. Loneliness can do weird things to a person. This could all be in her mind or she’s seeking attention.”

“Beatrice has ghosts in her basement? Is that like bats in your belfry? Except below?” Martha covered her mouth and snickered behind her hand, her eyes dancing. “Well, that’s a new one. I thought it was Myrtle the dead were always after? I mean, she’s always going on about the ghosts following and tormenting her. So the madness has spread, hey? I’d better be careful if it’s really that contagious.”

Abigail threw her a stern look and Martha stopped snickering.

“What does she want you and Frank to do about it? Oh, I know...she wants you two to eradicate or capture them? Clean out the basement so Beatrice has more room for her collections. Those dolls take up a lot of space.” More laughter.

Abigail gave Martha another sharp glance. “No, she wants us to help Beatrice get to the bottom of it one way or another. She’s afraid Beatrice might be in real danger.”

“From ghosts?” Martha exclaimed. “What’s the matter with the old people around here lately? Are they all insane?”

Frank ignored Martha’s outburst. “And because we’ve cleared up a few other mysteries Myrtle thinks we can figure out this one, right?” Frank had that intrigued glint in his eyes, the one he got when there was a case to investigate. He might not be a detective anymore but he still loved to solve puzzles or crimes and to help people. It was in his blood and always would be.

“I suppose that’s her thinking.”

Stella had arrived with a tray full of blueberry pancakes and with a practiced flourish known only to waitresses had them all on the table and was gone before Abigail could hardly blink.

“Thanks Stella!” she called after the waitress, who tossed back a you’re welcome.

The pancakes were covered in syrup and butter and instantly began to disappear. The three continued to discuss the ghost situation as they ate.

“Beatrice could just be lonely and, as you said Frank, she’s claiming to see ghosts to get people to come over and visit her?” Martha proposed between bites. “Old people do that. Try to get attention, I mean, in any way they can. As a realtor I’ve seen that often enough. They’ll keep you there talking away for hours if they can do it. Bribe you with cake or outrageous stories. Some hate to see you leave. I wouldn’t put much stake in what they say.”

“It could be for attention. That’s possible,” Frank was thinking aloud. “I know Beatrice fairly well, though. She was a friend of my mother’s a long time ago. I still stop by once in a while to check on her. But I’m sad to say I haven’t done that in a long time. My bad.”

“She doesn’t have any family to visit her?” Abigail was busy stuffing her face with pancakes and talked when she wasn’t chewing. As always the pancakes were perfect, not too dry or soggy, but light as a feather.

“Not really. Her husband, Arthur, died twenty years ago. She had no siblings that I know of anyway. She has one son, Lucas. He was the love of her life. She doted on the boy. Let’s see he should be about fifty years or so old now.”

“He doesn’t go see her or help care for her?” Abigail posed the question.

“Sad story that,” Frank supplied. “The two had a falling out. I have no idea what it was over. Something he thought she did wrong, said wrong–I don’t know. Something she said to his wife and his wife told him. Stirred up the pot, I’d say, on purpose. The wife always wanted him to just be there for her and their kids and her family. She resented any time he spent with his mother. Beatrice’s son got mad at her and refused to talk to or see her; hasn’t in over a decade, as far as I recall. I don’t know what that boy’s problem is, but he’s been a terrible son. You don’t disown your mother just because she said something or did something you didn’t like. That’s not love. The son has a cold heart, is soulless or something, is what I think.

“Anyway, he broke Beatrice’s heart, shattered it and she’s never been the same. That’s when she began hoarding that stuff in her house. That’s when she started with the dolls. As if all that was filling some emptiness losing her son had created.”

“That is sad,” Abigail agreed, sipping her coffee. Now she had instant sympathy for the old woman in the ramshackle house with the stars on the front. Was it any different than when her husband had gone and disappeared years ago and never returned, alive that is? Wasn’t what Beatrice was going through missing a son she never saw a little like a death...a little like what Abigail has suffered when Joel had never come back? Yes, it was like that. Poor old woman.

Then she had a thought. “Maybe her son has his own side of the story. Those dolls of hers? Her hoarding? Those problems, as well as other emotional ones, could go way back. She might not have been as good a mother as she’d believed she had been. We don’t know, only he does. You have to admit, she sounds somewhat unconventional. And it’s not easy to live with someone who has such obsessions. Her son might have legitimate reasons for not wanting to be part of her life.”

“I never thought of it that way, but you might have a point. And only the mother and son know the truth,” Frank said. “It is unfortunate, though. When someone gets up there in years, they need their family. I still feel sorry for her.

“Anyway, what else did Myrtle say?” He had eaten his breakfast and shoved the plate away. The man had a healthy appetite for someone so slim. But Abigail knew he’d probably go home and take a long walk or a run to work the calories off. He usually did. His doctor had warned him the year before he needed to exercise more and worry less if he wanted to stay healthy. Then afterwards Frank would sit down at his laptop and work a couple hours on the novel, his fourth, he was writing. His third book, a straight murder mystery, was due to come out in less than two months. He made a respectable second income with his murder mysteries.

“That Beatrice is expecting us to pay her a visit. She’s counting on it. This evening to be exact. We should call her no later than seven and visit no later than eight because that’s when she goes to bed. If you’re available that is, Frank?”

“I am. Let’s make it earlier though.”

“About six? I have her telephone number. Myrtle gave it to me.”

Martha was staring at both of them. “You two are actually going over there to look for ghosts? Really?”

“Really,” Frank bantered back with a crafty grin. “You never know, we might find a cache of Caspers. Might even be my next book.”

“You two have cracks in your head. So you should get along just fine with the there-are-ghosts-in-my-basement lady,” Martha groused. “Just don’t let the spooks get you. I don’t have that many friends and I’d hate to lose you two.”

Frank stood up. “Call her, Abby, and I’ll be over at your house about six. We’ll drive over there. I’d been meaning to visit her anyway and see how she is doing. This evening is as good as any other.”

Martha rolled her eyes, getting up, too. It was time to go. “So you both are going to become ghost hunters now, huh?”

“No such things as ghosts,” Frank mumbled as he took Abigail’s hand and ushered her to the cash register to pay their bills. “I’m sure it’s only Beatrice being Beatrice. Could be she’s forgotten to take her meds or is taking too many of them. We’ll find out. She’s as odd in her own way as Myrtle, but we’ll get to the bottom of it.”

“I bet. Remember, let me know how it turns out.” Martha went with them to the pay counter. “I’m off to an appointment. I have a family looking at a superb Tudor home about twenty miles away from here. They’ve already been preapproved and this is the second time looking at this house. I can tell they really want it. I’m going to close the deal today if I know anything about selling houses. Cha-ching!”

“Good luck,” Abigail encouraged her.

They paid their bills and went their separate ways down Main Street with the stuffed bunnies and Easter decorations behind shop windows observing them parade by.

*****
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FRANK WAS AT HER DOOR twenty minutes before six that evening. She’d finished up the courthouse mural job, collected her pay and had spent the afternoon shopping for her and the kids. She’d purchased nothing extravagant, merely small gifts for both children and a new blouse for herself, rewards for a job well done. She sometimes did that when she got paid. It’d turned into a ritual.

For some reason Martha hadn’t made an appearance. She’d probably gotten caught up with another house showing or sale or something. Abigail hadn’t minded. She saw Martha all the time and would see her again soon enough somewhere.

“Reporting for ghost hunting duties.” Frank had a playful grin on his face and gave her a salute as she let him in. “Does Beatrice know we’re coming?”

“I telephoned her earlier and she’s expecting us. When I talked to her she was distraught. Apparently the ghost showed up again after Myrtle left this morning and, as she conveyed to me, tried to kill her this time. Imagine that? Not only a haunting but a killer ghost. My, my. Wait until you hear her story. It sounds like something someone would put in a book of fictional ghost tales. But I’ll let you hear it straight from her mouth. You might pick up on something I missed.”

“I’m already intrigued. Though I’ve never believed in apparitions and hauntings I’ve always been fascinated with them. Haunted houses are my favorite.

“You know, I’ve been playing with a new idea for my next novel. I’ve always wanted to write a classic haunted house story. It’d be a little different than my last three murder mysteries and the crime drama I’m working on now; more in the horror genre than mystery.”

“You want to write a straight horror novel? Now that’s interesting. I never would have thought you’d want to try that genre. Hmm. We have time for a cup of coffee if you’d like one?”

“Sure I would.” He shadowed her into the kitchen where he helped himself to a cup. “Where are the kids?”

“Nick is at school working on an afterschool science project with some classmates and Laura’s at her friend Jessica’s house, supposedly doing homework but I suspect they’re gossiping and gushing over their newest boyfriends. They won’t be home until nine. That’s curfew on school nights. It’ll give us plenty of time to visit Beatrice.”
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