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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 in the 1980’s and 1990’s as a horror writer, mostly. But...Spookie is sometimes a little spooky.
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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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This book is also for my sweet brother Jim Meyer, who passed away on May 27, 2015. He was a great singer/musician/songwriter. If you’d like to listen to some of his songs, here they are: http://tinyurl.com/pytftzc
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The snow was coming down fast and heavy now, and Frank squinted out through the front windshield of the squad car, trying to see what was in front of his vehicle as the snow tires slowly crunched their way down the treacherous street. He wasn’t having much luck getting very far, very fast. Too darn much snow, and not enough visibility. His hands were tense on the steering wheel. Reducing his speed even more, he was barely going at a crawl now. Darn it! He couldn’t see the road at all. The snow was getting deeper every minute, and in some spots it was crusted over with patches of ice.

The frozen white stuff had been coming down since he’d begun his daily town patrol early that morning. It was March, but old man winter didn’t seem to want to let go. Frank held on to the wheel with a fierce grip. He’d never seen a winter, in all his years in Spookie, as severe as the one they’d just experienced; were still going through. It rivaled some of the worst winters he’d lived through when he’d been a cop up in Chicago, where the Great Lakes effect sometimes made it feel like Siberia. Spookie had had so much snow and ice the last couple weeks, they could as well have been living in Siberia. It had been that brutal. Frank had lost count of how many accidents, and near fender benders, he'd been called to since November. A bunch. 

It still felt strange driving the squad car, strange being sheriff of Spookie. He missed Sheriff Mearl. They’d become good friends over the last decade. Their wives had become good friends. Sometimes, when driving the cop car, it was as if a ghost rode beside him. Mearl’s ghost. Silent, but forlornly smiling at Frank from the passenger seat. Sometimes Frank even found himself talking to Mearl, asking his opinion on this or that, or merely chatting as they used to do, once they’d stopped being in competition, and had become buddies...but Mearl rarely answered. Frank still couldn’t accept the man was gone. But that was what death was like. One minute a person was here, alive, and the next they weren’t. It was one of the hardest truths for humans to accept. The end of life, end of physical existence, could happen to anyone, in an instant. No matter how important, or loved, a person was, nothing stopped death. Then all one had left was ghosts and memories. Frank had been tormented for years by his memories, should-haves, and what-ifs, after his first wife, Jolene, had died. He should have been home. He should have picked up his son, Kyle, that night in the snowstorm, not his wife. But, over the years since, he’d come to terms with her death, the guilt had cooled. There were two universal truths. People died; and sometimes, there was nothing anyone on God’s mysterious earth could do about it. It was the same with Sheriff Mearl. He was just...gone.

Frank had been sheriff of Spookie now for a minute over two weeks, and he was amazed at how easily he’d slipped back into the old routine. Abigail had been right. Once a cop, always a cop. But this was different. He wasn’t a homicide detective on a large police force, one of many, or a part-time small-town officer, a consultant–he was the sheriff. His own boss. The boss. It felt good actually.

Originally, it had been a tough decision accepting the position of sheriff. When he and Abigail were getting ready to leave on their England and Ireland vacation in September, and he had first been offered the job, he’d been so sure he wouldn’t take it, no matter what. He thought he was done with being a police officer. All those years as a cop in Chicago, then the last few years working with Sheriff Mearl...he’d earned his long-awaited retirement, or so he’d thought. He had books to write. Book signings to schedule and go to. Travel, for the first time in his life, anywhere he and Abby wanted to go; for as long as they wanted to be gone. Total freedom.

But when he and Abby had returned home, and he’d had time to think about it, only a week or so with no job to go into, no people to talk to on his rounds, socialize with, or be given leads to mysteries by, he realized he sort of missed being a cop. Being in the middle of the action. Even his writing wasn’t enough to keep him fully satisfied. He was a people person and needed the human connection. Besides, being sheriff would get him out and among the townsfolk, as well as provide fodder for his future murder mystery novels. He needed the stories, some humorous, some heartrending, people, who knew of his writing, would tell him. Spookie, as small as it was, did seem to have its share of strange occurrences, missing people, and, yes, homicides sometimes. In fact, if he was honest, murders were a little more common in his little foggy village than he’d like to admit. So he’d taken the sheriff’s job. For now, anyway. He told himself the town needed him, and he could always resign whenever he wanted to. He had been afraid that Abby would be upset at his decision, but, curiously enough, she hadn’t been.

“Do what makes you happy, Husband. If you want the sheriff’s job, take it.” So, he had.

The previous September, he and Abigail had traveled to England and Ireland, and they’d had a marvelous time touring the two countries, traveling around seeing the sights, visiting the crumbling and haunted castles, imbibing at the quaint pubs, conversing with the locals, and sampling the foreign cuisine; enjoying themselves, taking a load of pictures and videos, as tourists often did.

Abby had kept her promise to Mayor Samantha and had sent copious amounts of photos with accompanying anecdotes of their travels for her to run in The Weekly Journal. So, everyone in Spookie had vicariously followed their odyssey. The day they’d toured the Tower of London had been one of the highlights of the trip, and the newspaper’s readers had lapped up their descriptions and photos of it. Subscriptions and sales for the weekly paper, views online, skyrocketed. Abby had teased him that now Samantha owed them big. Perhaps the mayor/newspaper publisher did owe them. Big.

They’d topped their vacation off the first week of October with that weekend in New York, spending three lovely days with Laura and Nick. They’d attended the gig Nick and his band had booked at the Green Dragon, both nights, and enjoyed every minute of it. Frank had been to New York before, years past, but Abigail had not. It was fun to show her some of the city. Well, as much as he could in three days before they had to leave and begin the book tour. They were lucky, and on the third day, their last day, they came across a street festival full of tiny tents, and stalls, and all sorts of unique crafted merchandise for sale. Most of it hand made. Artwork, too. Abby, who loved all things artistic and crafty, had a ball buying souvenirs for herself, family, and their friends, admiring the skilled paintings and drawings. It had been a wonderful way to finish their vacation. All in all, Abby had adored New York, but hadn’t much cared for the twenty-four-hour continuous noise. Even in their fancy high-rise hotel, she claimed to be able to hear the traffic, and raucous humanity all night long. She missed the quiet of the woods around their cabin. The place was way too loud for her, she’d professed, to ever live in. But a visit was nice. “It’s like a never-ending circus.” And she’d laughed.

And it hadn’t been snowing ice in New York, he brooded glumly, squinting out the car’s windshield, as it was doing now in Spookie.

Afterwards, he and Abigail had left the city that never slept and had excitedly embarked on his book tour. That had been a whirlwind of different cities and locations, or anyway, mostly their bookstores, but it had been enjoyable. Enlightening. Signing tons of books, Frank had met many of his fans. It had opened his eyes to how well-read his little mystery novels were. It surprised, and humbled, him. He’d felt like a celebrity, and he’d soaked it in. After all his hard work, and all the years of writing his novels, it felt wonderful to bask in his fans’ adoration. Between the vacation, the weekend in New York, and the book tour, he and Abigail had made many new good memories. They’d promised themselves they’d go on another grand vacation next year. Perhaps to France’s wine country this time. Before he’d officially accepted the sheriff’s job, he’d wangled a yearly month of vacation days from the sheriff’s department, and had it put in his contract. As well as the promise that he didn’t have to wear a uniform, just the gun, the badge. Another deal breaker for him. He’d spent too many years in a uniform and would not go back to them. The mayor had agreed. So, he wore his best jeans, and a button-down shirt. It worked for him. Besides, everyone in Spookie knew him; and now they knew he was the sheriff.

In December, near the tail end of the book signing excursion, they’d detoured and had made a day’s stop at the St. Louis art gallery where Abigail and Theodora sold their artwork and had the exhibitions. Their last show had been a great success for both of them, and he had been so proud of his wife, as well as Theodora. The old woman had been so grateful, thrilled, at having her first real show.

These days, with her new artistic success, Theodora Henson was a different lady. All smiles. More sure of herself and her talent. Happier. All of Abigail’s paintings and Theodora’s entries had sold by the end of that first show. Theodora’s artistic reputation was growing. The old woman’s life had changed so much since Abigail had first met her. When Frank and Abigail had been on their vacation and the book tour, Myrtle, and Glinda, when Abigail had asked them to, had stepped in, and also became Theodora’s friends. Harvey, too. The young boy had formed a sweet affection for the old lady. Theodora now spent many a day with all of them at Glinda and Kyle’s house, playing cards with them, or eating Glinda’s homemade meals. The psychic’s, and the town doctor’s, family continued to grow.

But, he forced his wandering mind to return to Spookie. Early March. The snowstorm. Streets so icy they could have been skating rinks.

Frank was at the city limits, his eyes scanning the snow-covered streets, houses, and the shuttered shops. It looked as if most people had closed up their businesses and gone home. He didn’t blame them. The snow was predicted to continue through the remainder of the day and into the night.

“Well, Frank,” he groused aloud to himself as the squad car slid treacherously sideways on the white road, before he could bring it under control, “I think it’s time to call it a day. This weather isn’t going to get any better, might get worse, so time to go home. If there’s an emergency needing the sheriff, our dispatcher, Lucy, can give me a call.” So, he directed the squad car towards his home. As sheriff, the police car went everywhere with him, even to his house. He missed his truck, but that was the way the town wanted it. The sheriff must have access to the squad car twenty-four seven when on duty, and drive it, so everyone knew who was pulling up to any domestic situation or crime scene. He missed driving his truck, especially in nasty weather, but it was handy to have the police car with him, when he needed it. The town paid for the gas, too, an extra bonus.

He was on the outskirts of town when the car’s radio squawked at him. He picked up the mic and spoke into it. “Sheriff Lester here. Lucy, that you?” Lucy Simmons was the dispatcher on duty that day. She’d been at the sheriff’s department for as long as he could remember. She’d worked for Sheriff Mearl and now she worked for him. She was a middle-aged, small-framed woman with an easy-going manner, soft brown eyes, freckles, a husband and three little kids. She was a darn competent dispatcher. Intuitive and could keep her calm in any emergency. A good woman. They’d become friends over the years.

“It is, Sheriff. I hate to do this to you. I know how bad it is out there on the roads, and you were probably heading home for the day, but....”

“What do you need?” His eyes never leaving the road and the cascading flakes spinning tiny white tornadoes around the vehicle. He swerved the squad car over to the side of the road, and parked, so he could talk, and not crash into anything. Spookie’s infamous fog, even with the snow, like the twilight, was creeping in, transforming the day into a cold grayness.

“Sheriff, we just had a call from a Philip McGann who lives down on Apple Lane, that first road on the right past the A&P store?”

“I know where Apple Lane is.” Frank had once had a childhood friend living down on that road. It’d been many years ago, before he’d gone off to be a cop in Chicago. He briefly wondered if that friend still lived down there, still lived in Spookie. Still lived. Probably not. He hadn’t run into the man, or heard anything about him, for years. People often moved away from Spookie to find their fame and fortune somewhere else in the big world. Many of them, like him, came back. Some of them never returned, disappearing into bigger towns or cities. Living their lives elsewhere where there were more job opportunities.

“Anyhow,” Lucy went on professionally, “he has a neighbor, Jud Winslow, who lives at the very end of Apple Lane. McGann claims he hasn’t seen, or even heard, from Winslow in days. They usually go walking together most days. Winslow hasn’t answered the phone, or texts. Hasn’t answered him on Facebook. Which isn’t like him at all, McGann says. He’s requested a welfare check on his good friend. He’s worried about him.”

“Good friend?”

“Apparently. McGann has lived next door to Winslow for about a year, and, according to McGann, Winslow hasn’t been well lately. He’s worried. Mister McGann has asked if you could, would you check on his friend for him? Make sure he’s okay.” Lucy finished up the request.

“At the end of Apple Lane, huh?”

“Yes. Number 368 Apple Lane. Jud Winslow.”

“Okey-dokey.” Frank sighed. “I’m on my way. Just hope I can make it there without sliding into a ditch, or a pond, before I arrive. It’s a blizzard out here. The roads are ice rinks.”

“You be careful then, Sheriff. Take your time. Lucy out.” The dispatcher cut the connection.

Frank got on the road again, and carefully maneuvered the squad car towards the A&P, and turned down onto Apple Lane. The falling snow and darkening day made it hard to see the house addresses, but he found 368 easily because the numbers were on the mailbox out front. The house, even in the snow, looked run down. Uncared for. There was a junker of a car, rusted and with a dented fender, now dusted with snow, squatting in the driveway. The vehicle had to be over twenty years old.

Parking his car in the driveway, Frank tramped from it to the front door, fighting the snow and the wind. He rang the doorbell. Over and over. No answer. He knocked over and over. Shivering out in the cold on the porch, glad he’d worn his heaviest winter coat, he waited. No one came to answer the door. The curtains in the front windows didn’t move. Nothing behind any of the windows moved.

Cupping his gloved hands around his face, he pressed his nose against the ice-edged windowpane, and peered into the living room, or as much as he could see of it. The lights were on as was the television. There was someone sitting in a tattered-looking recliner in front of the set, a man, faint shadows of light playing across his frozen face. Frank stared at the figure for a long time. The man didn’t move. Not a tilt of his head, a jerk of a foot, or a twitch of a finger. A mannequin in a chair. But it wasn’t a mannequin, it was a person.

Frank moved to the front door and tried to open it. Might as well, before he thrust a shoulder against it to force it open. He was surprised to discover it wasn’t locked. He twisted the doorknob and walked right in. The house was silent, except for the low drone of the television. It was on some game show. Frank hated game shows.

The man in the chair looked to be in his early sixties somewhere, was dressed in coveralls, was slight of build, had thin gray hair around a bald spot, and a short beard. His skin was a drained white, his blue eyes open and fixed on eternity. Yep, the man was definitely dead. Dead, dead, dead.

Frank shed his gloves; to just be positively sure, checked for a pulse on the man in the recliner. There was none. The man, obviously Winslow, was deceased. Had been for days. Nothing seemed to have been disturbed in the room. Everything appeared to be in order. No sign of a fight, or struggle. Inspecting the corpse, Frank couldn’t see any bruises or wounds. Perhaps the man had simply passed away of natural causes. He did look frail, sickly.

Two weeks as sheriff, and he’d already found a dead guy. What were the odds? Frank brooded to himself as he tugged his cell from his coat pocket to call the station and relay to Lucy what he’d found. He requested she call a transport to the local funeral home for Winslow. No need for an ambulance. Go directly to the funeral home, no stopping at a hospital. The coroner could simply make a visit to the funeral home to examine the corpse, instead of the dead man’s home or the hospital. The funeral home was closer for him. The weather was way too horrific to make the old guy come this far out. Frank would take lots of pictures for the coroner and for the record.

*****
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ABIGAIL WENT TO THE front window for the fourth time and scrutinized the outside. The snow was still coming down like crazy, the fog sneaking in as well, and a premature night had slipped in, turning the world dark. Frank had called her earlier telling her about the man he’d found dead at 368 Apple Lane.

“I’m sorry to say, honey, but I’ll be home a little late. I have to wait here with the body until the funeral home sends out someone for him, and takes the body away, afterwards I’ll be on my way home,” he’d informed her. “It shouldn’t be too much longer...but then there’s the bad weather.”

“Yeah, the bad weather,” she’d echoed, glancing out at the snowstorm raging beyond the windows. “Just be careful. Take your time driving. I want you home in one piece, Husband.”

“You’ll get me in one piece, Wife, but most likely frozen to the bone. Besides the dangerous road conditions, it’s bone-chilling out here this evening.”

“I know.” Abigail shivered, grateful to be in the warm house. “I made homemade chicken soup for us. A loaf of sour dough bread to go with it. Real butter for the bread. That’ll warm you up.”

“I can’t wait.”

“The snow, they say, is supposed to last through the rest of the night. Then topped off with a nice dose of icy glaze in the morning.”

“Lucky us.”

Snowball was rubbing against her legs, and she reached down to pet the cat before the feline scurried off into the other room. She could hear it meowing at something. Silly cat. So vocal.

“Well, when you do get here, supper will be waiting for you,” Abigail had assured Frank. “I’ll reheat it when you get home. A big bowl.”

“That sounds great. I’m starved. I don’t think I’ll be much longer. I promise. If the ice rinks let me get home. Oh lordy, I think the white stuff, if that is even possible, just got worse. I can only see three feet ahead of me now, instead of six. I love you.”

“Well, then, just take it real slow coming home. I love you, too, honey.” Abigail clicked off her cell phone, laying it on the counter. She’d be glad when Frank got home, she worried about him out in the bad weather on the slick roads.

Snowball had dashed back into the kitchen, acting like something scary was chasing her. Bending down, she scooped the cat up in her arms to cuddle her. Abigail moved closer to the window. The snow outside was sparkling, beautiful, but she would be happy to see it go for good. The winter, seeming to last forever, had been fierce. She was more than ready for spring. She let the cat slide to the floor, and the feline sat there looking at her, cleaning her paws, and making tiny mewing noises, her eyes big and soft. That furball knew how to touch her heart. 

Abigail turned and stared around at the kitchen. She’d finished making supper, cleaned everything up, so she prepared three bowls of the soup, an extra one for Frank, and covered them in plastic wrap. Same with the sliced bread. She’d eat when Frank got home to eat with her. They always ate together if they could. He wouldn’t be that much longer. Or so she hoped.

While she was waiting, she thought she’d call and check up on Glinda and the baby. Glinda had had her and Kyle’s child the month before. It had been a difficult pregnancy and had taken a lot out of the woman. Her family had lovingly closed in around her and helped her in any way they could. Abigail had made meals to take over, helped keep Glinda and Myrtle’s house clean, and made sure Glinda got as much rest as possible. And when the baby arrived, Abigail, Myrtle and Harvey, their newly adopted son, all chipped in to help with the infant, and anything else that Glinda needed done. These days, Harvey was as much a part of the family as if he’d been born to Glinda and Kyle. Abigail and Frank had grown extremely fond of the boy as well.

Little Amanda Lester was about a month old. Irresistibly cute. Abigail didn’t let many days go by without stopping by Glinda and Kyle’s house to check on the tiny bundle of joy. On everyone. Glinda had had a strenuous labor and was still fighting the weakness that had come with it. Abigail was going to visit today, then the snow started. She had to cancel and felt bad about it. Hopefully she could get over there tomorrow. She wanted to see, hold, the baby. That beautiful baby was a siren call to her.

She and Joel, her first husband, had wanted a child of their own so badly. It never happened. Just like it didn’t happen for her and Frank. Having Kyle, Frank’s son, and their adopted children, Nick, and Laura, had helped to fill that void for them, but now having a baby, a true grandchild, in the family was pure happiness. Abigail couldn’t stay away. Frank couldn’t either. He stopped by as often as she did. He loved being a grandpa as much as she loved being a grandma.

And old Myrtle continuously showered the baby with gifts and clothing. The infant’s room was so full of stuffed animals that Myrtle had bought her there was hardly room for the crib. Myrtle got such a kick out of giving the baby things. Harvey was tender and loving to the infant, too, and called her his little sister. The boy was happier than Abigail had ever seen him.

Not to mention, Glinda’s baby, Amanda, was the cutest little thing. Everyone who saw or held her fell in love with her. And she was a sweet baby. Rarely crying, mostly smiling, or staring intently with wide green eyes so like her mother’s, that seemed to see more than her age would allow, at whoever she had them focused on. The child, even at one month, also had a head of that strange silvery white hair like her mother’s. The contrast with her startling green eyes was striking.

Glinda answered her phone after only three rings. “Hi Abigail, how do you like this snowstorm we’re having?”

“I don’t. Too much snow. Too cold. Too much ice.” Abigail eyes revisited the undulating snowy curtain outside the windows. She wished it would stop, fed up with hiding in the house from it, and trudging through it. There was always the shopping, and running errands, that couldn’t be avoided. She desperately wanted spring to finally get here.

“And you’re worried about Frank, aren’t you? He still isn’t home...had a death to handle. Then there’s the dreadfully icy streets. It’s really awful out there.”

Abigail was never surprised anymore at Glinda’s physic announcements. “So you know about the death, huh? You wouldn’t happen to know if it was natural or suspicious, would you? Who it was who died?”

“No. Only that someone died. A man. In a house. Alone. Sitting in a recliner before a television. It was snowing outside his windows. I saw those things. It made me sad.”

“It is sad. No one should die alone.” Abigail paused. “Frank should be home soon, though, I hope. You’re right, he even said the roads are dangerous. Has Kyle come home yet from the clinic?”

“He has. Early hours today because of the weather. I’m glad he’s home. He’s in with the baby right now, giving me some time off. Myrtle made supper tonight. Harvey helped her clean the kitchen up and did the dishes. Our boy has been so helpful. So, I’m lying here in bed like a lady of leisure. Reading a book I’ve been wanting to read for ages.”

Abigail laughed. “It sounds like everyone is doing all right. I thought if the snow stops tomorrow morning like they say it’s supposed to do, I’ll come over. I made some fresh bread today, and I thought I’d bring a loaf over for all of you. I also have some homemade cookies I made a few days ago. I’ll bring a box of them, too.”

“That would be kind of you, grandma. You know how Myrtle loves homemade bread and cookies, bless her heart. Me, too. I haven’t had the energy since the baby was born to do much baking. Myrtle, Kyle, and Harvey miss that. You’ll make their day.”

“My pleasure. How’s the baby doing?”

“She’s doing fantastic. I swear she’s adding weight, growing inches, every week. She’s such a good baby. Sleeps the whole night through now.” Glinda sounded happy, but tired.

“You’re a lucky woman then if Amanda is sleeping through the night already.”

“Don’t I know it. I’m a lucky woman in so many other ways, too. Loving husband, family, friends, beautiful home. A miracle baby. Life is good.”

Abigail heard the squad car roll into the driveway. “I think Frank is home.”

“I won’t keep you then, Abigail. Say hi to grandpa for me...and hopefully I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“I’ll tell Frank hi for you. See you tomorrow.”

“Oh, and by the way,” Glinda tagged on at the last second, “I should have mentioned it sooner, but we were so busy talking about other things...that dead man Frank just discovered in the man’s home? It was murder.”

“Murder?” Abigail couldn’t help but let a hint of distress slip into her voice. Spookie didn’t need any more murders. Frank didn’t need any more to investigate, either.

“I’m afraid so.”

“You saw it in that vision?”

“Yes. A brief, confusing one. But yes, I believe what the vision was trying to show me was a murder.”

“Any more details other than it was murder?”

“Not so far Abigail. Tell Frank would you? And if I see or learn anything else I’ll let him know.”

“I’ll tell him. Thanks, Glinda.”

Abigail clicked the phone off and went to meet her husband. He came in through the door, shivering, and shaking the snow off his coat onto the throw rug at the door, stomping snow off his boots.

“I’m so glad to be home, sweetheart.” Frank was brushing most of the clinging snow off his body with his gloved hands. “It’s terrible out there. The snow is coming down so thick, it’s hard to see three feet in front of you. I nearly got stuck in an enormous snowdrift on Mildred Road a couple miles from here and had to grab a shovel from the car and dig myself out. For a while I thought I would have to hoof it the rest of the way. Triple A was so backed up, walking would have got me home quicker than waiting for them,” he scoffed. “But fortunately, I got the car unstruck and here I am.”

After Frank had his coat off, Abigail gave him a hug. “Luckily. I saved supper for us.”

“That was sweet of you. I told you not to wait, but that’s moot now. And I’m starved. Shoveling snow wears me out and gives me an awesome appetite. A day like this reminds me I’m no spring chicken anymore. My whole body aches, especially my back. And my arms. My legs. Ow.”

“It was your idea to take this job,” she chided gently, taking his coat to hang on a hook in the hallway where it continued to drip moisture on the floor. “You didn’t have to. You could have been home with me, warm, and dry, watching the snow fall outside, making fun of the people having to sludge through the frozen stuff, and eating bon-bons.”

“Bon-bons, huh? You know I prefer cheese and crackers.” Frank let out a chortle. “I know. But it feels right. Being sheriff of my hometown. After all these years. A destination I think I’ve been heading towards my whole life. I don’t know how long I will do it, but it feels right ending my long police career in the same town I began it in so many years ago as a lowly deputy. Going out on top. A full circle.” He was still trying to convince her that taking the sheriff’s position had been the right one.

He didn’t need to. He’d explained his reasoning to her many times since he’d taken the job, but Abigail knew something he wouldn’t face. He loved being a cop, and as much as he liked writing murder mysteries, being an author, nothing could ever take the place of real-life policing. Helping people. She believed the book signing road trip they’d taken had revealed that truth to him. Meeting his fans, and signing his books, hadn’t been enough for him. He had confessed to her at the end of the tour that he still felt like something, for him, was missing. That and he was guilty over Sheriff Mearl’s death. As if he could have, should have, prevented it. He couldn’t have. With Mearl gone, he thought it was now his duty to take care of the people in Spookie. Be there for them. So Abigail understood. At least he could practically make his own hours, go in late, come home early if nothing was going on, and then they had that month off every year. It was all right with her, him being sheriff, for now, because Abigail only wanted her husband to be happy–and he had been since taking the job.

So all Abigail, as she gave him another hug, said was, “Take those boots off on the rug there, Frank. They’re covered in mud, ice, and snow. Then come and eat before the food gets cold. I just heated up the soup. Again.”

“All right. You don’t have to ask me twice. Homemade soup. Sour dough bread with butter, Yum yum.”

“Snickerdoodle cookies with coffee later, in front of a fire, for dessert.”

“You spoil me.”

As Frank settled down at the kitchen table, and began eating, she caught him up on her conversation with Glinda.

“Right before you got home, I was on the phone with Glinda.” Abigail picked up her spoon and scooped up some soup, put it in her mouth. Outside, she could hear the snowstorm beating loudly at the house, wildly rocking the tree limbs. The day, nowhere near evening, had morphed into full night. They’d be making a fire in the fireplace after supper to warm themselves in front of. Abigail loved a crackling fire. The house got chilly when the temperature outside dipped below freezing. Frank always said they needed more insulation in the walls. Before next fall for sure. But he’d been saying that for years.

“How’s she doing? How’s the baby?” Frank’s eyes lit up as he wolfed down his soup and devoured the warm bread, asking for seconds of both.

“Glinda’s still fighting her exhaustion but getting better every day. The baby’s doing great. So are Harvey and Kyle. Since I didn’t make it over there today because of the foul weather, I’m going–if the snow stops overnight and allows me–to visit them tomorrow. I made extra soup and bread to take over to them. Cookies. Harvey loves my Snickerdoodles. That and I want to see the baby.” Abigail grinned. “I have a few new outfits for her. Cutest little yellow dress. Booties to match.”

“You have something for Harvey?” Frank was buttering another hunk of sourdough. “You can’t leave him out. It can’t be all about the baby. The boy is our grandson now, too.”

“I didn’t forget Harvey. I got him a Ray Bradbury book. One Myrtle says he hasn’t read yet. Oh, and a chocolate Easter bunny. Easter is next month, you know. The ninth. Chocolate bunnies are all over town.”

“Mm hmm. As well as Easter decorations in the shops’ windows, in the stores, and along main street. Outside decorations looked real good coated in the white stuff. That giant blow-up pink Easter Bunny with the huge ears and fluffy tail in front of the bookstore looked cute all covered in snow.”

“March is a fickle month, all right. Hopefully it won’t snow on Easter.”

“We can only hope. But who knows? I remember this one Easter when I was a kid. About ten or so. It snowed two feet. No Easter egg hunts that day. Was I bummed out.” Frank leaned backwards in his chair, his eyes on the frosty windows. The snow had turned the panes a solid white.

They talked a bit more about the baby and touched on Doc Kyle’s expanding medical practice. The town had taken to Doc Kyle as if he had always been their doctor, and now the clinic was busier than it had ever been. Kyle had expanded the practice, hiring another doctor, two nurses, a nurse practitioner, and a receptionist. Frank was proud of his son. The man had become a truly fine doctor. The townspeople trusted and loved, him.

“Oh, yeah...Glinda told me to tell you that the dead person you found today in that house...alone...in a recliner...was definitely a murder.”

Frank was openly surprised. “Glinda knew about the dead man I found today?”

“She did. Murder, she said.”

“Did she see anything else? Like who did it...and why?”

“No. Just your dead man in his chair. The revelation he was murdered. She said she’d let you know if she learns anything else.”

“Oh boy,” Frank muttered, “that’s not something I wanted to hear. I found the man, Jud Winslow, lifeless in his chair before his television set, as she said. Looked like he’d been dead for a while, days. Nothing looked suspicious right off to me. The house was undisturbed, the body showed no signs of foul play, that I could see. His neighbor, and friend, who’d made the call in for a welfare check on the man, said Winslow had been ailing for some time. I simply assumed he’d died of natural causes. But I imagine the coroner’s report will tell us the real story, one way or another.”

Frank’s expression grew serious. “But Glinda is usually right on the money with these sorts of things.”

“Yeah, if she says it’s murder, it probably is.”

“Well.” Frank sighed. “There’s nothing I can do about it tonight. Too dark. Too cold. Too much snow.” Snowball had padded into the kitchen and jumped up into Frank’s lap. The cat sometimes did that, though he usually was in her lap. Abigail could hear the feline’s purring. 

Abigail chuckled. “As if that would stop you...if there was something you could do.”

Frank shrugged. “The man’s dead. Nothing can change that. Not tonight anyway. I’ll see what the autopsy shows, what the coroner says, then if he believes it’s murder, I’ll initiate an investigation. I’ll have Deputy Benz, my second in command, work on it with me. That’ll make him happy.”

“Is Benz still mad at you for bumping him out of the sheriff’s job?” Chief Deputy Richard Benz had been acting sheriff the entire time she and Frank had been on vacation and doing the book tour. He’d done a good job, everyone said, but the mayor and the town had wanted Frank, if they could have him, and they could. So, Frank had become sheriff, and Benz had stepped aside.

“I don’t think so. He was a tad touchy about it at first, but he’s fallen into line quick enough. He’s a good man, a good cop. I have always liked and respected him and let him know that. I thought of him as a friend. I’ve officially made him my second in command. He’ll be fine. He’s younger than me; knows that I won’t hold the job forever, and he’ll be next in line for sure. The mayor promised him.”

“That’s good then. The way Spookie is, full of unexplainable mysteries and, yes, sometimes, murders, you need a staunch right-hand man at your side.”

“That I do.”

The two finished their meal, as the snow continued to drift by outside the windows, then went to watch television before a roaring fire, drink hot cocoa and eat cookies, until it was time to go to bed.

Abigail couldn’t wait until the next day when she’d be able to visit Glinda, Myrtle, Harvey, and the baby. She hoped the snow would let up enough for her to do that. She was so sick of winter. Yet she knew it wouldn’t last long. Spring was right around the corner.
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Chapter 2
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Harvey was staring out the kitchen window when he heard Glinda coming down the hallway, or as he was now supposed to think of her and call her, mom. The adoption had gone through the week before and he was as happy about it as anything else that had ever happened good to him. Which, in his many lives, hadn’t been much of anything. Truthfully, he was ecstatic. He was at long last with people who understood him. With people like him. They didn’t think he was devil possessed, or insane, as some of his past families had come to believe. He had been accepted.

Glinda, old Myrtle, and Doctor Kyle had been so kind to him since he’d come to stay with them seven months ago. He had just fitted in with them from the start. Square peg finally in a square family. Glinda and old Myrtle were like him. Strange. Hearing and seeing spirits, and aware of other otherworldly events. Glinda, his new mom, could tell peoples’ futures, and sometimes actually see the future. But he had lived many lives. Glinda hadn’t. Or not that she remembered as he did. Nothing he confessed to them about his past lives had shocked them. They believed him. That was a first all right. All in all, he was very content living with the Lesters and old Myrtle. Now his last name was Lester, too. Harvey Lester. He found he liked the sound of it. He was finally home.

He’d gotten up extra early that morning. His dreams had thrust him awake. He often dreamed weird stuff. Some might call them nightmares. He didn’t know what to call them. Disturbing was the best word he could think of. Some mornings he couldn’t wait to wake up. Meet the sun. He was safe under the sun.

Outside, the heavy snow they’d had three days ago was mostly melted away. March was like that. One day freezing icy winter and days later, spring. The temperature gauge on the outdoor windowsill said it was fifty-one degrees. It was supposed to get to almost sixty, the weather people had said. Nice enough to take a bicycle ride. He planned on riding his new bicycle, the one Myrtle had given him on his adoption day, into town that morning after breakfast. Something, or someone, was calling him. Someone would be waiting for him there. And he tried not to ignore the callings. Someone needed him. And he would go. He’d learned from his new mom, and his grandma Myrtle, that people in trouble sometimes needed them to help, and he wanted to be just like them.

Glinda–his mom–came into the kitchen, in her robe, and, coming up behind him, gave him a gentle hug, a kiss on his ear. “Good morning, Son. Up early, hey?”

“I am.” He turned, and gave her a hug back, a smile. “Is Amanda still sleeping?” he inquired about the baby.

“For now, she is. Myrtle, too.” The look that spread across his mom’s face was one of pure love. Since little baby Amanda had been born, his mom was so happy. Happy to have him and a little girl, too. But she was tired a lot, so he tried to help around the house, and with the baby, as much as he could. “I thought I’d take advantage of the quiet and come out here with you and have some breakfast.”

Doctor Kyle had already left for the clinic for the day, Harvey had heard him leave the house an hour ago, that was what had awakened him.

“She’s a real good baby,” he said. “Sleeping all through the night like she does. She doesn’t cry too much, either.” He was smiling, too. The baby was a joy. He loved having a little sister again. He had missed not having one this time around. His sisters had always been closer to him than any of his brothers, in his other incarnations, or that he could remember anyway. But, no matter, his life was so good. Too good. He prayed every day that he wasn’t just dreaming and that this new family of his were real. That they would never disappear like a good dream.

“How about some pancakes, Son?” His mom sure liked calling him that. He liked hearing it, too. He belonged. He had a real honest-to-God family. Maybe fate was paying him back for his trying to be a good person in this life. Made sense. His smile was genuine.

“That sounds really good.” Harvey loved pancakes and his mom knew it, especially with strawberries, or blueberries, and whipped cream on top. His mom always had a container of both, and whipped cream, in the fridge for him. “Let me help you.”

“All righty...you can get out the ingredients and I’ll make them.”

His mom was looking at something outside the window above the sink as she took out a large bowl and put it on the counter. “Well, look at that. The snow is about gone. Just a tiny bit left on the grass.” She sighed, her shoulders lifting a little. “Looks like spring has finally arrived. About time.”

“I think so. It’s supposed to be the warmest day today yet,” he mimicked the weather lady he’d seen on television the night before. “So I thought I’d try out my new bicycle and take a ride into town.”

His mom gave him an amused glance over her shoulder. “You did, did you? It will be a nice day for a ride. I guess it’s about time you try that new bike out. It’s been...days.”

“I thought so, too.” And...here he hesitated. It was still hard to be completely himself, with all his spookiness, but he was learning to trust his new family, so he went on. They understood. “Something, or someone, wants me in town today. So I’m going.”

“Oh,” Glinda replied, flashing him a soft look. “Is that so? Something or someone? You don’t have any more information than that?”

He shook his head. “No, but I suppose it’ll all come clearer once I get to town. That’s the way it usually works. Usually.” He had brought the pancake mix from the cabinet, the milk, and eggs from the refrigerator, and placed them by the bowl.

“I imagine it will.” Here she met his eyes directly. “Be sure to take the cell phone we gave you with you. If you have any trouble, anything, call me, you hear? Be careful.”

“I will. Promise.” It felt good to have people caring what happened to him. He liked it.

They made the pancakes together and as they were getting ready to eat, old Myrtle came stumbling into the kitchen, still in her robe. Yawning, stretching her skinny arms up towards the ceiling. Her white hair frizzled around her wrinkled face. Her eyes greedily taking in the set table and stack of pancakes. “Hot dog! I thought I smelled something yummy, and thought I’d drag my old bones out of bed to see what it was. My stomach is plumb empty. It’s growling like a mad bear.”

Glinda laughed. “It’s pancakes. Auntie, I sure know how to get you up in the mornings, don’t I? All I have to do is make something good to eat, let the smell waft down that hallway to your bedroom, and here you are.”

“That’s because your cooking is so scrumptious, Grandniece. Its delightful aromas fill the house and lures me from my bed.” The old woman gave her a sly smile. Myrtle had gotten herself a cup of coffee, a fork, a plate, and was generously helping herself to pancakes, pouring plentiful syrup over them. She plunked down beside Harvey, who was already gobbling down his share.

He’d been eating so well, and so often, since he’d come to stay with the Lesters, he’d gained weight, and perhaps gained an inch or two in height, as well. He felt taller anyway. Old Myrtle had claimed he had. Gotten taller, that is. Having sustenance regularly, and great food at that, was still a delight to him. He was one lucky boy. No more scrounging around in trash cans for scraps, or begging for small jobs from anyone and everyone, anywhere, to buy food.

And Glinda–his mom–because she was the real thing, had been teaching him the ways of a psychic, a medium. A ghost whisperer. Teaching him how to read the tarot cards, read the crystals and crystal ball. Speak to ghosts. She said he had the gift, so why not develop it? He wasn’t so sure about all that spooky stuff himself. He had enough on his plate without crystal balls and tarot cards. And ghosts? Heck, they already pestered him at times, but so far they were only wispy shadows. Were they even ghosts? He didn’t know. He couldn’t make out much about them, merely blurry shapes he’d glimpse bouncing around the real people or hiding behind things. Not really ghosts. They never spoke to him; never acknowledged him. But he didn’t want to disappoint one of the only people who had ever cared about him. So he placated the psychic by letting her, and the old woman, teach him. What harm could it do? He was already so messed up. Having lived so many lives.

Myrtle, after cramming another bite into her mouth and smacking it in contentment, quizzed Harvey, “So what are you up to today, boy?”

“I’m riding my new bike, the one you gave me, Grandma, into town. Trying it out. I’ve never had a bike before. Ever.” Myrtle had asked him to call her grandma. His adoption, she maintained, had made him part of her family, too. And grandma was as nice a name for what she was to him now as any other. So he had obliged her. It made the old woman happy, so why not? She did behave like his grandma. Always telling him what and how to do things. Worrying about him all the time. Giving him presents. “It’s going to be so nice out and all. The snow is about gone. I’d like to say hello to Mr. Williams at the hardware store. He was always so good to me before you guys took me in. Might stop by and see Mrs. Mathis at the bookstore, too. Get a look at the new books. She was also kind to me.”

“Town, huh?” Myrtle nodded. “Tell you what, if you can wait a little while so an old lady can get herself together, get dressed and all, I’ll go along with you. I wanted to stop by Irma’s shop anyway. She has a few items waiting there for me I had her order. Me and my scooter will race you and that new bike.”

Harvey chuckled. It didn’t matter if she went with him, she’d go to Irma’s and he would be on his own afterwards for whatever was waiting for him there. “I think my bicycle can outrun that old lady’s scooter of yours, Grandma. What? It goes a speedy five miles an hour? But sure, I’ll wait for you. And we can go to town together.”

“No doubt your bike can beat my scooter. But it’ll be nice for you and me to have an outing together back at the scene of the crime. You know, seeing as we met each other on the streets of Spookie and all. We might even get some donuts at Kate’s, and eat them at the park, like we used to do. If it’s warm enough outside, that is.” Myrtle seemed excited about the excursion.

All the old lady had to do was mention donuts and she had him.

Harvey caught the glance his new mom flashed him. She knew why he was really going to town, but she wouldn’t say anything to Myrtle unless he wanted her to. It was eerie sometimes how well his new mother knew him. And she had from the first.
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