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Chapter One


 


It was just before nine o’clock on a
Wednesday night. Me and Matlock, my chocolate lab, had just got comfortable on
the bed so we could watch one of those “Thin Man” movies on television. I told
him he was just like their little dog Asta, except he was bigger and braver.
And I said I was kinda like Myrna Loy only a tad taller and still living. And
our Sheriff Cooper Norville (my beau) didn’t have much at all in common with
William Powell. Coop was taller, broader, and a lot better looking.


Anyway, I’d just got through setting
the stage so to speak for Matlock, and we were ready to settle in and watch our
movie when Bettie Easton called. Ain’t that always how it goes? You have your
mind set on doing something, and somebody interrupts you before you even get
started.


I wouldn’t have answered the phone
if I hadn’t been worried it was my daughter Faye. I mean, what if she or my
precious grandbaby (who’s a teenager now, so don’t you dare tell her I called
her a baby) needed me for something? Or, even if they didn’t, if Faye’d call
over here this late and I didn’t answer, she’d be worried and would probably
get in her car and come over here afraid I’d fell and broke my hip and couldn’t
get up. And if she hadn’t heard from me in a day or two, she might even think
I’d died and that Matlock had commenced to eating on me. Not that he
would—except as a last resort. I mean, I’ve read about stuff like that
happening…but it might just be one of them urban legend things.


Anyhow, back to Bettie. When I
answered the phone, she started talking like we were characters right out of Gone
With the Wind so I knew she wanted something.


“Good evening, Ms. Myrtle. I hope I
didn’t disturb your respite.”


See what I mean? Who says stuff like
respite these days?


“Well, I am getting ready to
watch a movie,” I said. “Is anything wrong?”


“Oh, no, hon. There’s nothing wrong.
In fact, I hope we can help to make something right.”


I didn’t have an answer to that, so
I kept my mouth shut and waited for Bettie to make her point. 


“You see, I want our little ol’
community to think highly of the M.E.L.O.N.S.,” she said.


The M.E.L.O.N.S. is a group Bettie
came up with. The letters stand for Mature Elegant Ladies Open to Nice
Suggestions. The first time she told me about it, I said it made us sound like
old hookers. But Bettie said I was silly and that the M.E.L.O.N.S. are only
open to nice suggestions. I still think it makes us sound like
prostitutes, but we have parties and eat good, so I stick with it.


“So how do we go about making
M.E.L.O.N.S. the shining stars of Backwater?” I asked.


“Well, at Bible study this
evening—we missed you, by the way—Doris Phillips was saying that they could
really use some help down at the food bank and soup kitchen, “ Bettie said. “I
said I’d rally the M.E.L.O.N.S. to each help out a couple days a week. So…what
do you say?”


What I didn’t say was that I
didn’t appreciate her little dig about my not going to Bible study. It was
freezing cold, snow flurrying, and I didn’t want to get out in it. Besides,
that was between me and the Lord. It wasn’t any of Bettie Easton’s business.


So here’s what I did say:
“I’ll be glad to pitch in a day or two a week. When do you need me?”


“Could you come tomorrow?” she
asked.


“What kind of weather are they
calling for?”


“It’s supposed to be partly cloudy
and in the low forties.”


“All right,” I said. “What time
should I be there?”


“Eleven in the morning would be
fine…even a little earlier, if you can swing it, would be great.”


“I can swing it just fine,” I said.
“I’ll be there at ten.”


“That’s great, hon. Doris will help
you get familiar with everything.”


By the time we hung up, me and
Matlock had already missed ten minutes of Myrna and William. I’d been watching
even though the TV was muted, and it didn’t look like we’d missed anything
important.


When the movie went to commercial, I
told Matlock I’d better set the alarm while I was thinking about it.


“There’s no way I’d give Bettie
Easton the satisfaction of being as much as one minute late in the morning.”


 


* * *


 


I got up Thursday morning way
earlier than I’d planned. It was before Matlock had been aiming to get up too
because he raised up his head, looked at me like I was crazy, and then flopped
back onto the bed.


“Well, excuse me, Mr. Night Owl,” I
told him. “If you’d have asked me before Bettie Easton called last night when
I’d be up this morning, I’d have said whenever I good and well feel like it. I
sure wouldn’t have been up before the sun could even melt the ice off the car.”


Matlock just sighed.


“If you’re planning on peeing before
I leave, you’d better come on. I don’t have time to dawdle around.”


I put on my housecoat and started
down the stairs. Matlock got off the bed and lumbered along behind me.


Our backyard is fenced in, so I let
him out and then put the coffee on. If I’d known before dark yesterday that I’d
be leaving early this morning, I’d have put me a piece of cardboard over the
windshield of the Buick. My late husband Crandall taught me that trick when we
were both holding down jobs and going to work every day. As it was, I’d just go
out and start the car about five minutes before I had to leave. I never scraped
the windshield if I could help it.


I heated up a few biscuits I had
left over from last night’s supper. Then I got out two mugs. I broke up a couple
of the biscuits into one of the mugs, poured coffee over the bread and added my
cream and sugar. I poured me some coffee in the other mug.


After I ate my coffee and bread, I
called Matlock to come back in and gave him the other two biscuits with some gravy.
It wasn’t homemade gravy. It came out of a jar, and I heated it up in the
microwave. Now, normally, I make my own gravy, but I do keep a jar of
store-bought on hand for the occasional emergency—like not wanting to give poor
little Matlock old dry biscuits. It wasn’t his fault we had to get up early. It
was Bettie Easton’s. And she was sure gonna hear about it if I slipped and fell
and broke a bone.


Old people don’t need to be getting
up and running around when it’s icy out. Not that I’m old. I don’t mean
me. I’m a very young sixty-five…as opposed to an old sixty-five. Some
people just seem to grow old before their time. You know what I mean? But not
me. I do what I can to take care of myself. I don’t like to mention my age—it’s
one of them don’t ask, don’t tell questions—but when people do find out
how old I am, they’re always plumb shocked. Or, at least, they act like they
are. And I don’t know of any Academy Award winners who’ve had occasion to find
out my age.


Back to old people…. Some of these
M.E.L.O.N.S. are. Bettie Easton herself is no spring chicken. And then there’s
Melvia and her older sister Tansie. Of course, Tansie’s a big old blowsy thing.
It probably wouldn’t hurt her if she did fall. Now watch her fall and hurt
herself, and I’ll feel so guilty I won’t be able to stand it. 


I hurried upstairs and threw on some
jeans and a thick sweater. I took my time with my makeup. That little Bobbi
Brown wrote a book telling aging women how to do their makeup. I have a copy of
it, and it’s what I go by. I don’t need the book so much anymore, but I go back
and look at it every now and then to refresh my memory. One of Bobbi’s
important tips was to fill in your eyebrows. Old naked eyebrows and cakey
powder age you like nobody’s business.


After I got my face fixed, I put my
boots on and went out and started the car. That ice seemed half an inch thick.
It would likely take more than five minutes.


I went back inside and turned on the
TV so I could see the weather before I left. They said on the news it wasn’t
supposed to get above thirty-eight degrees today, which was pretty good for
January in Southwest Virginia but still awfully cold.


 


* * *


 


Bettie had been right about one thing—Doris
Phillips had met me at the door just tickled pink to have a little help and
more than willing to show me the ropes. Doris was a sweet little woman…short…a
tad on the chubby side, which made her look like a mischievous schoolgirl when
she was grinning and those hazel eyes of hers were sparkling. 


“Am I the first one here?” I asked.
“Besides you, I mean.”


“You are,” Doris said. “And I sure
am glad to have you. I have a couple of other volunteers, but you’re the only
M.E.L.O.N. coming in today. Bettie said she’d stagger it so that I’ll have
somebody helping out all week.”


“Well, that’s good. I catch on
pretty quick. Just show me what you need me to do.”


“Come on back,” she said.


I followed Doris into the kitchen.
There were three big stockpots on the stove.


Doris nodded toward them. “Today
we’re serving tomato, vegetable beef, and potato soups. Would you care to make
the cornbread?”


“Not at all,” I told her. I make
awfully good cornbread, if I do say so myself.


“Thank you. Everything you’ll need
is either in the refrigerator or in that cupboard over top of the microwave.”
She got a pan of biscuits out of the oven and put it on a wire rack beside
another pan she had cooling. “The oven’s already hot for you. I’ll be in the
dining room getting the tables ready if you need me.”


The kitchen was tidy. Doris did a
good job of keeping it stocked too.


The food bank and soup kitchen
aren’t directly affiliated with our church, but the church does a lot to
support it. Doris and her husband Frank started the operation when they
realized there were more homeless people in and around Backwater than any of us
had ever dreamed. I’d always thought that homelessness was a big city thing. I
mean, I knew we had poor people…just not to that extent.


And as I stood in that kitchen
mixing up the cornbread, I was thinking we’d have enough to send everybody off
with a care package, especially after Doris popped her head in and asked me to
make three skillets of cornbread. But after folks started filing in, I got
afraid we wouldn’t have enough.


Now, some of the people who came
through that line were big old dirty, lazy-looking people. They acted like it
was all they could do to shuffle one foot in front of the other. And, before
anybody gets up on their high horse and tells me that I didn’t know those
people and that maybe they had some kind of condition, I saw them. The
only conditions they had were filth, greed, and laziness. If it hadn’t been for
me and Doris, they’d have ate up everything before the people that truly needed
it even got through the line.


 And, trust me, you could tell
the ones that really needed this food. One woman and her two little girls
nearly broke my heart. She was young herself, and the girls were both under the
age of five or else they’d have been in school. The oldest one looked like she
was getting close to school age, so I reckoned her to be about four years old.
I imagined the other one was about two, but just barely. All three of them were
clean and well kept. The little girls’ clothes were hand-me-downs that had
probably been through the cycle more than once. The knees and elbows were
starting to look shiny and worn. That’s common to see on the clothes of older
young-uns because they tend to play harder. But with kids these ages, it made
me reckon them little outfits had been around the block a few times. 


The woman had on a thin blue jean
jacket right here in the very dead of winter. That told me she didn’t have a
decent coat. She was about Faye’s size. I’d check and see if Faye had a coat
she didn’t wear anymore.


The girls had coats. Their momma
took their coats off of them and held onto them with one hand while latching
onto the girls with the other.


“Honey, it looks to me like you
could use an extra pair of hands,” I told her as she started through the line.
“Why don’t you tell me what y’all want, and I’ll carry it to the table for
you?”


“Are you sure it’s no trouble?” she
asked.


“Not a bit,” I said.


I went through the line with them,
and they told me what they wanted. I got it on a tray for them and took it to
their table.


“I reckon I’d better get back to
helping Doris now,” I said. “I hope to see y’all before you leave. I’m Myrtle,
by the way.”


“Thank you, Myrtle,” said the momma.
“I’m Heather.” She nodded toward her oldest one. “My big girl here is Elizabeth,
and my little one is Miranda Sue.”


“It’s a pleasure to meet all of
you,” I said.


“It’s nice to meet you too,” said
Heather.


The girls were too busy eating to
say anything. God love them. They were hungry.


I went back over to Doris. I started
to tell her I was sorry I’d abandoned her for a minute; but if I’d said it,
it’d have been a bald-faced lie so I didn’t say it. This wasn’t church, but it
was close enough. I mean, we were feeding the hungry and stuff. Besides, Jesus
always knows what you’re doing and where your heart’s at. 


And if Doris Phillips had a cross
word to say to me, I meant to rebuke her right then and there. Not that I was
gonna wag my finger in her face and say I rebuke you, Doris or anything
like that. I was just going to get her told the way Jesus did that mean old
Martha for tattling that her sister Mary wasn’t pulling her weight during the
party. And Jesus told Martha that she’d best back up off Mary—I’m paraphrasing
here a little—because Mary was doing important stuff herself. Just like me.


But, lucky for both of us—me,
especially, because I’d have hated to make a scene my very first day and ruin
the M.E.L.O.N.S.’ already questionable reputation—Doris didn’t say a word about
my going off to help the young mother.


As I stood there beside Doris
ladling soup into disposable bowls, my eyes kept wandering over to that little
family. I wanted to help them. Of course, being a widow and a senior citizen on
a fixed income wouldn’t allow me to do much, but I could do something. I
could find that woman a coat and some gloves for her little chapped hands if
nothing else.








Chapter Two


 


I had Faye and Sunny over to the house for supper that
evening. We didn’t have anything fancy—just some spaghetti, homemade meatballs,
and a loaf of French bread with garlic butter that I’d got from the bakery at
the grocery store.


We also had some cupcakes. I got those at the bakery too
because I didn’t have time to make any myself. I’d reached for the half-dozen
container thinking we’d all have one and then Faye and Sunny would take the
other three home with them. But there I was grabbing up that dozen box, bigger
than Ike. That’s when I knew I was going back to that soup kitchen the next day
even though I wasn’t scheduled to work, and I knew what I was going to do with
that other half dozen cupcakes.


When Faye and Sunny got to the house, Sunny went running
right to Matlock to hug his neck. Faye acts like she’s allergic to Matlock—and
she very well may be—but I kinda figure she just doesn’t like him. She never
has been one for dogs.


“I’ll put him outside,” I said.


“No, Mother, that’s all right. I took an allergy pill.”


Well, wonders never cease. Maybe she was coming
around.


“I found a coat and some clothes too,” Faye went on.
“Crimson and I will bring them in after we eat.”


Crimson is Sunny’s given name. I don’t call her by that
hippie name. I call her Sunny, short for Sunshine because she is
my sunshine. I reckon it could be argued that Sunshine is a hippie name
too. But I don’t call her Sunshine, and Sunny is not a hippie
name. 


“I wish I still had some of Crimson’s old clothes,” Faye
said. How old did you say the little girls are?”


They look to be about two and four to me,” I said. 


“That’s so sad. After Steve died, Crimson and I didn’t
have much…at least, not financially. But you and Dad were there for us. Wonder
where this girl’s parents are?”


“I don’t know, honey. I wish I did.”


Faye’s husband Steve got killed in a car wreck when
Sunny was just over a year old. Crandall and I never thought they were a good
match, but Faye loved him…and he and Faye gave us Sunny.


“I wish y’all would stop being Debbie Downers so we can
eat,” Sunny said. “I’m starving. Lunch today sucked.”


“Crimson!”


“I mean, it was awful,” Sunny said.


“Go get washed up,” Faye told her.


I knew what sucked meant. Faye did too,
naturally, but she thought it was bad language. Granted, it’s a tad crude, but
it’s in the mainstream now. All the young ‘uns say it.


And I believed Sunny when she said the food in the
school cafeteria sucked. I went undercover there one time to investigate some
thefts, and the food does suck. The staff does the best it can with what
it has to work with, but Doris takes more pains at the soup kitchen than they
do in that lunchroom. Of course, Doris has about five hundred fewer mouths to
feed, so that makes a big difference. I ain’t mean-mouthing—I’m stating facts.


Anyhow, I heated up the French bread while Faye put
spaghetti and meatballs on our plates and Sunny got us all drinks. I was having
water. Goodness knows I didn’t need any caffeine keeping me up half the night.
Faye and Sunny had iced tea.


We sat down at the table then, and I asked the blessing
before we ate. We were always grateful for what the good Lord provided, but
this evening, we were even more so.


 


* * *


 


After Matlock and I got ready for bed, I called Cooper.


“Hello, darlin’,” he said. “It’s good to hear from you.
In fact, I was going to call you in the morning to see if you’d like to go with
me to supper Friday night.”


“I’d like that very much,” I told him. “I wasn’t calling
to finagle an invitation though. I just wanted to say hi and ask if you
knew anything about any services around here that helps needy people.”


“Myrtle, you know I’d be glad to help you out with
anything you need,” he said.


“Oh, Coop, I know you would, but this ain’t for me.” I
explained about Heather and her little girls. “They plumb broke my heart.”


“I’ll sure check around the station and see what I can
do. They’re a great group of people, and I know they’ll help out if they can.”


“Thank you,” I said. “I thought I’d go by the store
tomorrow morning and get a little something for the girls. Faye and Sunny
brought over a coat and a few clothes for Heather.”


“You’re something, you know that?”


“I’m blessed is what I am. I’ve got a sweet family, a
good dog, and a handsome man taking me to supper on Friday night.”


He laughed. “If there were more people like you, Myrtle
Crumb, I’d be out of a job.”


“I wouldn’t be too sure about that. Some of us are speed
demons, and that poor little old Doris from the soup kitchen must not be able
to drive worth a hoot. You should’ve seen how she was parked this morning.”


“Well, I’m looking forward to Friday,” he said. “In the
meantime, if there’s anything we can do to help Heather and her daughters
before then, I’ll let you know.”


“Thank you, sweetheart.”  I just threw that sweetheart
in there. He calls me darlin all the time, so I thought I’d just slide
that one by him to see how it felt. It felt pretty good.


We said our goodbyes and then I snuggled in beside
Matlock and went to sleep.


 


* * *


 


When I got to the food bank and soup kitchen the next
morning, I left the stuff for Heather and her daughters in my car. I didn’t
want to embarrass them. Plus, I didn’t want anyone to think I was playing favorites...even
though I was. It wasn't anybody else’s business who I wanted to help.


I’d stopped by the general store and got the girls a set
of pajamas apiece, and I got each of them a doll. I also got them that game Candy
Land so they could all have something to play together. It wasn’t much, but
it was something.


I walked inside and was surprised that Doris wasn’t the
first person I saw. The first person I saw was Tansie Miller. 


I rolled my eyes, but I have to give myself credit for
not groaning out loud.


She came right up to me, flattening her lips to make
sure I knew she was none too pleased to see me there. “I thought you worked
here yesterday.”


“I did. But I thought I’d come back today,” I said. “I’m
glad. Looks like Doris could use the help.”


Before Tansie could say anything else, Doris came over
and got between us. “I’m so glad to have both of you here today. You
M.E.L.O.N.S. sure are dedicated—I’ll give you that. How precious y’all are to
volunteer your time like this.” She pulled me to the side. “Myrtle, honey,
everybody raved over your cornbread yesterday. Would you care to make some
more?”


“I’ll be delighted to make the cornbread,” I said. “You
know, not everybody can make good cornbread. Some people’s cornbread
tastes like it’s full of sand.” 


“Myrtle Crumb, you take that back right this instant!”
Tansie hollered.


“I said some people’s. I didn’t say yours.
Although, I reckon if the sandy cornbread fits….”


Tansie went to sputtering and crowing like a hen getting
baptized, and Doris all but pushed me into the kitchen.


“I can’t help that my cornbread is better than
Tansie’s,” I said. “She either skimps on the buttermilk or the butter. I’m not
sure which. Her with all that money she likes to throw around and then skimping
on her cornbread ingredients. She ought to be ashamed.”


Doris looked pained, and I realized I’d put her in a bad
spot. I patted her shoulder. “You go on and do whatever you need to do. I’ll be
nice to Tansie the rest of the time I’m here.” Or, at least, I would be as long
as she was nice to me. If she knew what was good for her, she wouldn’t run that
big mouth to me again today. I hadn’t come here to be bothered by Tansie
Miller. I’d come here to bring a few things to Heather and her little girls.


 


* * *


 


I kept looking for Heather as I stood in the line
serving people once we’d opened the doors. When I didn’t see them after a few
minutes, I worried that they must’ve found themselves at the end of the line.
We had a big crowd today.


“Why, howdy, Myrtle.”


I looked to see who was speaking to me. It was Opal
Grady, a woman who went to our church. Opal was in her nineties, and I was
surprised and concerned to see her out and about on this cold, snowy day.


“Opal, it’s freezing out! What’re you doing here?”


“I came to get me some lunch, same as just about
everybody else in town it looks like,” she said. “And you’d better know I’m
well aware of how blasted cold it is. The locks on my old Dodge were froze up,
and I had to use a lighter to thaw ‘em so I could open the door.”


“Well, bless your heart! Why didn’t you call me if you
needed something? I could’ve brought it to you.”


“You wouldn’t have been home to answer your phone,” Opal
pointed out. “You’re here.”


“Myrtle, you’re holding up the line,” Tansie said. She
was standing to my right.


Don’t you know that attitude of hers burned me up? How
dare she jump on me for paying a little attention to poor Opal?


I started to fire back at her with both barrels, but I
caught sight of Doris’s eyes getting as big as saucers. So I just gave Tansie a
hateful look and asked Opal what kind of soup she’d like.


“That beef stew looks awful good,” she said. “And did
you make that cornbread, Myrtle?”


“I sure did.” I smiled. 


“Then I’d like a big piece of that,” she said. 


That beat anything I could’ve said to Tansie. I smirked
at the hateful thing as I served Opal her food.


Tansie just flattened her mouth the way she does and
slopped some soup into a bowl for a bedraggled man who was standing there
picking his nose.


I kept looking for Heather and her daughters and was
worried when I didn’t see them. Just about everybody had been served and was
sitting around eating. 


“Myrtle, is everything okay?” Doris asked.


“I was looking for that young mother that I helped
yesterday. Her name is Heather. I thought for sure she and her daughters would
be here today.”


“They’re here most days but not always. Maybe one of the
little girls had the sniffles or something, and Heather didn’t want to bring
them out in the cold.”


“That’s a good point,” I said. “Do you know where they
live? I’d be happy to drop some food off to them.”


“Sorry, hon. I don’t have any idea as to where Heather
lives,” Doris said. “It’s sweet of you to think of that though. Frank and I
have often talked about doing boxed meals to deliver to shut-ins, but we just
don’t have the resources.”


“Maybe you could bring it up at the next church board
meeting. It would be nice if some of these people didn’t have to get out and
brave the weather in order to have a decent meal.” My gaze found Opal Grady.
She was dipping her cornbread in her beef stew and eating like it was the best
thing she’d ever tasted.


 


* * *


 


After helping Doris finish with cleanup, I mentioned I’d
be back tomorrow because I was hoping to see Heather. 


“Between you and me, I’ve got a coat my daughter Faye
doesn’t wear anymore. She and Heather are about the same size, and I wanted to
offer it to Heather.”


“That’s real good of you,” Doris said. “You could just
leave the coat here, if you’d like, though. You don’t have to work here every
day.”


“Aw, it gives me something to do,” I said. I didn’t want
to tell her that I was afraid one of the ne’er-do-wells that come in this place
would take Faye’s coat before Heather even got a chance to see it.








Chapter Three


 


When I left the soup kitchen, I went to the grocery
store to get Matlock and me something for dinner. After everybody else had been
served, we volunteers got us some food. Like Opal Grady, I’d had beef stew and
cornbread. So I was stuffed to the gills, but I feel like that’s a good time to
go to the grocery store. You don’t wind up with a bunch of stuff you don’t need
when you go full instead of hungry. Still, it made it harder to figure out what
I might want for supper.


I wandered the aisles trying to decide what looked good.
I wound up getting a couple cans of chicken breast meat, some red seedless
grapes, and some pecans. I’d make some chicken salad, and we’d eat it with
crackers. 


Now before you go thinking that’s all I’d give a big dog
like Matlock for supper, his bites of chicken salad would just be to supplement
his dog food. And I knew better than to give him any bites that had grapes in
it too. So don’t be fussing at me…even in your mind. I don’t appreciate it.


Anyway, I took my basket of chicken salad fixins up to
the checkout lane and was waiting for the man in front of me to pay for his
candy bar and pop.


If I’d known him, I’d have said I hoped that wasn’t all
he was having for his lunch. Since I didn’t know him, I kept my mouth shut and
minded my own business. I could do that once in a while. Not often…but
occasionally.


I scanned the magazines next to the counter. It has
always confounded me to see headlines for “quick weight loss” on the same
covers as they have these delicious-looking desserts. I reckon they figure it’s
two sides of the same coin.


I glanced at the tabloids. That little Kate and William
are just darlin’…don’t you agree? And that baby…cute as a button. I’ve always
thought I’d have liked to have been royalty. I believe I could’ve done it up
right. I grinned at that thought, and then tried to quit before people thought
I was crazy.


I looked over at the register and saw a sign taped to it
warning the cashier not to accept checks from Opal Grady. Well, you can believe
that wiped any traces of that grin off my face!


 I probably wouldn’t have even paid any attention
to that sign if I hadn’t seen Opal earlier today.  Now it made me think.
Was Opal doing even worse than I’d thought? I mean, you have to figure that
somebody showing up at a soup kitchen for lunch ain’t doing real well, but I
didn’t think she’d bounce checks.


If she had bounced a check, she hadn’t done it on
purpose. And, yet, here her name was up on the side of this cash register for
everybody to take a gander at. Opal didn’t deserve to be humiliated like that!
I had to do something.


The man took his pop and candy bar and moved along.


“How are you?” The female cashier wore a bored look that
told me she didn’t give two hoots how I was.


“I’m perturbed that you have my friend Opal Grady’s name
plastered there on your register,” I said. “I find it hard to believe that Opal
would pass a bad check on purpose.”


The girl shrugged and chewed her cinnamon gum as she
scanned the items I’d put on the conveyor belt.


“It has to be a mistake,” I continued.


She shrugged again. “Store policy—you write more than
one bad check on us, you go up on the register.” She popped the gum and told me
my total.


I paid her with cash…and I was particularly glad I had
cash because I didn’t think I’d be comfortable writing a check in this store. I
mean, they’d had to have made a mistake about Opal. Opal wasn’t the kind of
person to go around writing bad checks. She was a soprano in the choir, for
Pete’s sake.


 


* * *


 


When I got home, I let Matlock go into the backyard to
pee. After I put my groceries away and got him back in, I dug the phone book
out of my junk drawer and looked up Opal’s number. As I punched in the number,
I thought how best to tell her what I’d seen at the grocery store. By the time
Opal answered the phone, I’d decided to just come right out and say it.


“Opal, this is Myrtle Crumb.”


“Oh, mercy. I didn’t leave my pocketbook down at the
food bank again, did I?” she asked.


“No…at least, I don’t think so. That’s not why I’m
calling,” I said. “I’m calling to tell you I saw your name at the grocery
store. They’re accusing you of passing bad checks, and I believe you need to
set the record straight with those folks.”


“Oh, honey, I appreciate your getting all fired up on my
account,” Opal said. “But they must be talking about some other Opal. I ain’t
ever wrote a check in my life.”


“You’ve not?”


“No. My parents lived through the Great Depression, and
they never trusted banks,” she said. “So they taught me and my brothers not to
trust ‘em either. I’ve never had a savings or a checking account. I keep my
money at my house in a safe with my late husband’s hunting rifle right next to
it. And if I ain’t got money, I don’t buy…which is why I’ve been coming to the
soup kitchen and food bank a little more often lately.”


“Well, I’m just glad it’s not you they’re picking on at
the grocery store,” I said. 


After we hung up, though, I found myself wondering just
how many Opal Gradys there could be in Backwater.


 


* * *


 


When I got to the soup kitchen Friday morning, Bettie
Easton was there. She came over to me and was waving around a piece of notebook
paper.


Bettie is an attractive woman with her shoulder-length
blonde bob and her trim figure, but the red lipstick she wears all the time is
a little much. A body tended to notice those lips coming at them before it
registered that they were attached to Bettie.


“Sweetie, I’m so sorry you dragged yourself out on this
frosty Friday,” Bettie said.


I didn’t comment on the fact that I hadn’t dragged
myself anywhere, and I didn’t mention that Bettie’s annoying alliteration could
get on a person’s last nerves either. I was trying hard to be cheerful today. 


Bettie held up the paper. “Take a look at this. Delphine
and I are here, and this list shows the other volunteers who’re working today.”


I took the paper and scanned over it. Heather’s name
wasn’t on it, but then I hadn’t really expected her to be able to volunteer
unless someone could take care of her daughters…and I had a bad feeling that
Heather was pretty much on her own.


Bettie just kept prattling on. “So you see, sweetie,
when I called you the other night, I didn’t intend to make you feel like you
had to come down here every day. Why, there’s….” She put out her index finger
and started counting the names. She stopped on one. “Huh…Harry Loomis…. I’ll
have to ask him how his car is doing.”


“Who’s Harry Loomis?” I asked.


“He’s a college kid who came in last week and bought a
car from us. He used a credit card,” she said. “We don’t have many people buy
cars with credit cards.”


Bettie and her family owned a big used car lot off the
Interstate.


“Why in the world would anybody buy a car using a credit
card?” I asked. “The interest would be awful.”


“He didn’t have any credit other than the card, so he
couldn’t get a bank loan,” Bettie said. “He probably has rich parents who’ll
help him pay off the card.”


“Let’s hope so.”


“But the point I’m trying to make is that you don’t have
to come every day, and I feel awful if I made you think you did.”


“You didn’t, Bettie.” I explained to her about Heather
and her children. “I’m hoping they’ll be here today. That poor girl needs a
coat in the worst way. Besides, Doris likes for me to make the cornbread.”


“Well, your cornbread is a culinary coop!” She
laughed. “And I hope the girl and her young ‘uns show up today. Maybe there’s
something I could do to help too…or maybe the M.E.L.O.N.S. could adopt the
family!”


Inwardly, I cringed. What had I done to sweet little
Heather? To Bettie, I smiled and said I should probably find Doris.


I went into the kitchen, and Delphine was pouring peanut
butter fudge into a long glass baking dish. Delphine can make fudge so good
it’d make a body slap his granny. 


“Mornin’, Delphine. That sure does smell good.”


“Hi, Myrtle. I wish I’d done this at home last night.
I’m afraid it won’t have enough time to set up.”


“Let’s hope it will.”


Something outside the window over the sink caught my
attention, and I moved closer to the glass to get a better look. It was a man on
a bicycle. He had on a knit cap, and he’d wound a scarf from his neck to his
eyeballs. I didn’t know how the poor thing was breathing.


“What is it?” Delphine finished pouring her fudge into
the dish and came to take a peek too. 


“Some poor goon is on a bicycle and it thirty degrees,”
I said. 


The man stopped and leaned the bike against the wall of
our building.


“Let’s get him in here before he dies of frostbite or
something,” Delphine said. She opened the door. “Hey, mister! Are you all
right?”


He came into the kitchen shaking like a rabbit in a
bears’ den. “I wouldn’t mind a cup of hot coffee if you have one.” He unwrapped
the scarf, folded it, and tucked it into his coat pocket. “I’m Harry L-loomis.
I’m on th-the list to work today.”


His teeth were rattling so that he could barely talk. 


It dawned on me that he’d said he was Harry Loomis. He
sure didn’t look like a college kid to me. Of course, I reckoned that riding a
bicycle around in thirty-degree weather would age a feller pretty dang quick.


“Did you say you’re Harry Loomis?” I asked.


“Yes, ma’am.” He took off his gloves and shoved them
into his pockets.


“Well, why didn’t you drive?” I asked.


When he frowned at me like I was crazy, I told him about
Bettie seeing his name on the list and telling me that he’d bought a car from
them last week.


“It didn’t quit on you already, did it?” I asked.


“That must’ve been some other Harry Loomis,” he said. “I
have seizures and never was allowed to get a driver’s license.” He gave me and
Delphine a wry grin. “Not that it’d do me any good anyhow. I can’t afford a
car.”


Delphine handed Harry his coffee. “There’s cream and
sugar there on the counter, so you can fix it however you like it.”


“I appreciate that, ma’am, but black is fine with me.”


Doris came in, and I asked her if she’d like for me to
get started on the cornbread. She said that if I didn’t mind, she’d appreciate
that.


As I got out a mixing bowl, I found myself wondering
about all these Harry Loomises and Opal Gradys running around Backwater.








Chapter Four


 


Well, don’t you know I was tickled pink to see Heather
and those little ones come through the door? Once again, Heather had on that
thin blue jean jacket. We hadn’t started serving yet, so I hurried over to
them.


I bent over and spoke to the girls first. “Hello there,
little princesses! How are you today?”


The oldest said she was fine, and the youngest grinned
at me from behind her momma’s leg.


“Heather, I’ve got something in the car for you, if
you’d like to have it,” I whispered. “It’s a coat.”


“I appreciate it. How much do you want for it?” she
asked.


“I’ll not take a dime for it. It was my daughter’s, and
she’s not using it anymore. I’d just like to see somebody get some wear out of
it.”


“Are you sure you won’t let me pay you for it?”


“I’m positive. Grab me before you leave, and we’ll walk
out to the car and get it,” I said.


She told me she would, and I went over and got in place
in the serving line before the dining room started filling up. Today we were
serving potato soup, chicken and rice, and tomato bisque. I’ll warrant that
tomato bisque was Bettie’s concoction. She liked fancy stuff like that. I had
to admit, it did look tasty, but I was planning on going with the potato soup
if there was any left after everybody had gone through the line.


 


* * *


 


I saw Heather helping her girls into their coats as I
was finishing up my lunch. In case you’re wondering, there had  been
some potato soup left…and it was awfully good. I told Delphine I’d be right
back. Then I went and got my coat from the closet near the kitchen, put it on,
and returned to where Heather and the girls were standing.


“You ready?” I asked. 


“Yep…as soon as I get Miranda Sue’s mittens on her,”
Heather said.


Miranda Sue was the littlest one, and she smiled up at
me as her momma slid the mittens over her tiny hands. 


Once she had her daughters suited up, Heather took their
hands and we walked to the door. I held it open for them to go out ahead of me.


“Mine’s the white Buick right over there,” I said,
taking the key fob from my coat pocket and unlocking the door. The long gray
coat was hanging from a rack on the back passenger side. I got the coat and
held it up for Heather.  “What do you think?”


“I love it.” She looked down at the girls and ordered
them not to move because she was going to have to let go of their hands for a
minute.


I stepped over to kind of block the children into the
space as best as I could. You never knew when a young ‘un would see something
and try to run over and get a better look at it. Then again, that’s practically
what Delphine and I did when we saw Harry Loomis riding up on that bicycle
while ago. But something like that’ll make you look twice. I planned to offer
him a ride home, if we could figure out what to do with that bicycle. I didn’t
think it’d fit in the trunk.


Heather slipped on the coat, and it fit her like it was
made for her. She smiled at me. “It’s beautiful.”


“It is,” I told her. “It suits you. All you need to go
with it is a blue scarf to bring out your pretty eyes…and I might have one at
the house.”


“Please won’t you let me pay you for this?” she asked.
“Your daughter could get a good price for a coat this nice at the consignment
shop.”


“We’re just happy you can use it,” I said. “There’s a
couple pairs of jeans, some sweaters, and a dress in that bag on the seat.
Would you mind taking those off our hands?”


“I’d love them,” she said.


“Dolly!” Miranda Sue shouted happily, pointing at the
other bag in the back seat of my car.


“You see a dolly?” I asked her. “I couldn’t very well
bring your momma something and leave you two angels out, now could I?”


“Myrtle, you’re spoiling all of us,” Heather said.


“It makes me happy to be able to give back something.
When my granddaughter was a baby, her daddy was killed in a car accident. Faye
had a rough time raising Sunny by herself.”


“That’s sad,” said Heather. “Thank goodness, we aren’t
alone though. Or, at least, we won’t be for much longer. Their daddy went to
Georgia to find a job.” A shadow passed across her face. “We’ve not heard from
him since Christmas…but we know he’s doing the best he can.”


“I’m sure he is.” That was a bald-faced lie I’d have to
ask the Lord forgiveness for as soon as I got to myself. “In the meantime,
please let us, your family, and the rest of this community help fill in until
he either gets home or sends for you.” I smiled. “It tickles us all to get to
know new people.”


She thanked me again and allowed me to carry the two
bags to her car. I’d put the cupcakes in the freezer when I got home yesterday
and had forgotten to bring them this morning. 


I’d sure like to find out Heather’s sorry husband’s
name. Me and Matlock would load up the Buick and drive down to Georgia to find
his sorry butt and drag it home where it belonged!


 


* * *


 


Coop came and picked me up at around six o’clock. He
brought me a bouquet of pale orange dahlias. He looked very handsome in his
khaki slacks, white shirt, and navy sport coat; and I told him he did. I wasn’t
bashful about expressing myself. He had a full head of white hair, piercing
blue eyes, and a strong, sturdy build. My Sheriff Norville was a looker, that’s
for certain.


Anyhow, he told me I looked as pretty as the first
flower of springtime. That made me giggle like a schoolgirl. Of course, I had
taken pains to look my very best. I had on black and white hound’s-tooth pants
with black hose and pumps and an emerald green sweater. 


Coop helped me on with my black wool coat and kept his
arm around my waist as we went out to his truck. I hoped Tansie was watching
from her window. If she wasn’t watching us leave, you could be sure she would
be when we got back. Like that’d do her any good. Did she really think I’d give
Cooper his goodnight kiss on the porch as cold as it was?


He opened the door and helped me up into the big white
pickup truck. It was toasty warm. 


He went around and slid behind the wheel. “Where to, my
lady?”


“Wherever you feel like going,” I said.


“I’m kinda in the mood for a steak. Would that be all
right with you?”


“I think that sounds great. There wasn’t a steakhouse in
Backwater, so I knew we’d be driving for a few minutes. It was as good a time
as any to voice my concerns about all the dual identities I’d recently
encountered. “I guess you run across lots of people with the same name in your
line of work.”


“Well, it depends on the area. Here in town, there seems
to be a lot of Millers and Coles. In the county, I see a lot of Whites and
Phelps come across my desk.”


“That’s not what I mean,” I said. “How often do you
figure you stumble upon two exact names…say, two Myrtle Crumbs?”


He laughed.  “Darlin’, there ain’t but one Myrtle
Crumb in this world. I’m sure of that.”


I laughed with him but then I got serious again. “But
tell me…how often do you see the same name?”


“It’s certainly not uncommon, especially with the
plainer names—John, James, Mary, Alice—paired with widespread surnames like
White or Miller. If you did a search for John White or Alice Miller, you’d
likely get a slew of results.”


“How about Opal Grady or Harry Loomis?” I
asked.


He took his eyes off the road just long enough to squint
at me. “Those wheels are turning, Myrtle. Tell me what’s going on in that head
of yours. “


I told him about Backwater apparently having two Harry
Loomises and a pair of Opal Gradys, and then I filled him in on what I’d
learned the past couple of days. 


“I suppose there could be a father and son named Harry
Loomis, but it would be strange if the man you met had a son by the same name
and he chose not to mention it,” said Cooper. “But two Opal Gradys in a town as
small as Backwater?” He shook his head. “I’d say we have an identity thief on
our hands.  Both of these people are associated in some way with the soup
kitchen where you’ve been volunteering?”


“Yeah. They’re poor people. Opal even told me she’d
never had a bank account,” I said. “She said her parents went through the Great
Depression and taught her to be leery of banks.”


“So she’d never know someone had stolen her identity until
the authorities or bill collectors came knocking at her door,” he said. “And
that can take years. We had a case once where a neighbor stole a child’s
identity. It didn’t come to light until the kid was eighteen and went to get a
car loan. When the bank ran the credit report, it showed all these defaults.”


“How’d they find out it was the young ‘un’s neighbor
who’d done it?” I asked.


“The parents contacted the credit card companies to ask
for detailed statements. Of course, the companies’ fraud divisions were happy
to help. When the parents examined the statements, there was the new lawn mower
the neighbor had bought…along with several other items that made it easy for us
to get a search warrant. And, when his back was to the wall, the neighbor
confessed.”


“What a creep! To steal a young ‘un’s identity and ruin
his credit before he even gets started! Did it all get worked out all right?”


“Eventually…but it was a long, drawn-out process. He did
get his car though.”


“That’s good. And as much as I hate hearing about that
sort of thing happening to that child, it’s awful for it to happen to Opal and
Harry Loomis too. It’s horrible for it to happen to anybody.”


“It is,” Coop agreed. “I’ll look into it and see what I
can do.”


“Now, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. It’s like you
said, it’s strange that two victims both come into the soup kitchen.”


“I said that?” He arched an eyebrow at me. 


I grinned. “Well, you said something along those lines.
And since I’m volunteering at the soup kitchen, you’ve already got someone on
the inside….”


“Myrtle….”


“You know good and well I can handle this. I’ve dealt
with robbers and killers and all kinds of riff-raff,” I said. “Besides, I like
Opal. She’s a sweet, God-fearing woman, and I want to take this identity thief
down.”


“All right.” Cooper sighed. “We’ll start investigating…discreetly.
I’ll run the names Opal Grady and Harry Loomis to see what comes
up. Get me as many more names as you can—workers and people who come in to
eat.”


“I’ll do it. Would you mind stopping at a store before
we get to the restaurant? I want to buy a new notebook for my intelligence
gathering.”








Chapter Five


 


The restaurant was nice. Booths lined the walls, there
were small, walnut tables scattered throughout the dining room, and classical
music was playing softly. The hostess led us to a table and said our waiter
would be with us momentarily.


“Did you see Heather today?” Cooper asked.


“I did. She was especially tickled with that coat…kept
trying to pay me for it.” I frowned. “She told me her husband has been in
Georgia looking for a job. She and the girls haven’t heard from him since
Christmas.”


A perky brunette waitress named Courtney came over and
took our drink order. When she left, I turned back to the subject of Heather’s
husband. 


“If he’d had an accident or something, the authorities
would’ve contacted Heather, right?”


“If he had identification on him, they would have,”
Cooper said.


“Here I’ve been vilifying him all day as a deadbeat who
ran out on Heather and those precious little girls, and it only just now
occurred to me that he might’ve had an accident or something,” I said.


Coop took my hand. “Odds are your first instinct was the
right one.”


Courtney brought us our glasses of sweet tea and took
down our food order. When she sashayed off, I asked Cooper if he could maybe
contact Georgia police to see if they could find Heather’s husband.


“Not without more information,” he said. “I’d need to
know the man’s name and what part of Georgia he’s supposed to be in. An
approximate age and description would be good too.”


“I’ll see what I can do.”


He smiled and shook his head. “I know you will.”


 


* * *


 


It was still early when we got back to my house. After
Matlock had greeted Cooper, I let the dog out into the backyard.


“I believe True Grit is coming on the classic
movie channel at eight,” I said. “I could make us some popcorn if you’d like to
stay and watch it.”


Coop smiled. “I’d like that very much.”


“Well, then, make yourself comfortable, and I’ll get the
snacks.” I went into the kitchen and put a bag of popcorn in the microwave.
While that was popping, I took some cookies out of the freezer. I still had
some potato chip, peanut butter, and double chocolate chip cookies left over
from all the batches I’d made in December. 


After the popcorn was done, I thawed the cookies in the
microwave until they were warm through and through. I put them on a plate and
the popcorn in a bowl, and then I took the snacks into the living room. 


Cooper had taken off his sport coat and laid it over the
back of the couch.


“Now, what’ll you have to drink?” I asked.


“What’ve you got?”


I told him I had tea, coffee, water, soft drinks, and
cocoa.


“Would it be too awful much trouble to make some cocoa?”
he asked.


“None at all.” I nodded at the remote. “Go ahead and put
it on the movie channel if you want to. I’ll be right back.”


As I returned to the kitchen, I heard the TV come on. I
got a saucepan and filled it full of milk. I thought about how nice it was to
have Coop here. We’d been to the movies before. And, of course, we’d had dinner
out, and I’d made him dinner here several times. But this was the first time
we’d watched a movie at either of our houses. I thought it was nice…and that it
was maybe another milestone in our relationship.


When the milk was hot, I added the cocoa powder. I got
it all smooth and creamy, poured the cocoa into two mugs, placed a marshmallow
in each mug, and carried the mugs into the living room. Coop got up off the
couch, took the mugs, and set them on coasters on the coffee table. Then he gave
me a sweet kiss before we sat back down.


He put his arm around me as the movie started, and I
settled in against his side. I felt like a teenager again. I didn’t move until
the first commercial when I got up to let Matlock back in.


 


* * *


 


The next morning, Faye dropped Sunny off at my house on
her way to work. Faye had to work for half a day every other Saturday so Sunny
and I had ourselves a spa day then. We did manicures and pedicures, and we
tried to brush up on makeup techniques sometimes.


Sunny introduced me to the YouTube videos done by that
pretty little Michelle Phan. Have you seen those? They’re incredible. That
young ‘un can transform herself into looking like just about anybody with
makeup and a wig. And she has practical applications too. She did a makeover on
her momma one time, and I swear to goodness that when Michelle got done, the
woman looked twenty years younger.


“I wish we could get her to do our makeup,” I told
Sunny.


“Me too.” She grinned. “I’d have her fix me up like Jennifer
Lawrence playing Katniss. Who would you be, Mimi?”


“Honey, I’d settle for Myrtle Crumb circa 1990.” I ran
my hand over her beautiful smooth cheek. “Always appreciate who you are. I mean
it. Truly appreciate yourself.”


“I do. You’ve always taught me that,” she said. “Don’t
you appreciate who you are?”


“I do now. I didn’t always. That’s why I understand the
importance of it when I look back now,” I said. “I used to gripe that I was too
short or too fat…that my nose was too big. I look back now and realize that
none of that was true. I was something of a looker in my day.”


“You’re still a looker, Mimi.”


“Well…I’m no slouch,” I said, and we both laughed until
we cried.


I loved spending time with my Sunny. For one thing, I
not only adored her but I genuinely liked the young ‘un. She was bright, funny,
warm, and had a lightning quick wit. And she made me feel young again…not like
a kid…but maybe like her mom instead of her grandmother.


I did all the things with Sunny that I’d wanted to do
with Faye while Faye was growing up. But Faye and I hadn’t clicked the way she
and her daddy had. Faye would’ve much rather been in the garage tinkering on
some project with Crandall than painting fingernails with me. I reckoned that
was just how it went. Having Sunny made me feel like I’d been given a second
chance.


“Any new cases?” Sunny asked as I brought out our
plastic container filled with manicure supplies.


“As a matter of fact, Cooper and I are embarking on a
new investigation,” I said. “We talked about it last night. You know that food
bank and soup kitchen I’ve been volunteering at this week?”


She nodded. “It’s where you met that woman who needed a
coat.”


“Right. Well, we think somebody connected to that soup
kitchen is stealing people’s identities.”  I went on to tell her about
Opal Grady and Harry Loomis. 


“That’s weird. Is there any way I can help? I’d love to
be a part of the sting.”


“I’ll see what I can come up with. You’ve got a sharp
detective-y mind, and this doesn’t seem too dangerous. I’ll see what I can do.”
I nodded toward the box. “In the meantime, pick your polish.”


 


* * *


 


After Sunny left that afternoon, I got to thinking that
it wouldn’t hurt to let the M.E.L.O.N.S. know what was going on. I called
Bettie Easton, our founder, and asked if she thought it would be possible to
call an emergency meeting to be held at my house at five o’clock this
afternoon. 


“Myrtle, hon, it’s two-thirty now,” Bettie said. “It’ll
take some doin’ to get everybody rounded up on that short a notice. Is it
really so important that it can’t wait until tomorrow after church?”


“I believe it is.” I explained Cooper’s and my concerns
to her. 


“Okay, then,” she said. “I’ll be there…and I’ll see what
I can do about getting the rest of the M.E.L.O.N.S. to come.”


 


* * *


 


The M.E.L.O.N.S. started piling into my living room at
about a quarter to five. The first to arrive were Tansie and Melvia. Of course,
Tansie lived right across the road from me and Melvia’s house was on the left
side of Tansie’s, so they didn’t have far to walk. Delphine was next. She lived
up the road a piece, and since it was so cold, she drove down. Last to get
there was Bettie. 


I’d put Matlock in the backyard at around four-thirty,
and then I’d spread a cloth over the coffee table and put out the chocolate chip
cookies I’d made. (I’d fixed enough to save a dozen for Cooper.) In addition to
the cookies, I had a bowl of pretzels, some mixed nuts, a platter of chips and
salsa, and some of those little maple candies. I’d brought a couple of chairs
in from the kitchen so the M.E.L.O.N.S. wouldn’t be squeezed together on the
couch. (Get it? Squeezed melons?)


Once everybody had got there and I’d hung up their
coats, I told them I had coffee, tea, water, and diet pop. Every one of us
except Bettie wanted coffee. Bettie took a bottle of water. I believe she’d
heard on Dr. Oz or one of those other talk programs that water was the best
thing for you and that you needed something like forty-eleven ounces a day. I’m
not arguing about water being good for you, and I drink a lot of it myself. But
if I’m having a cookie—and I was—I wanted some coffee to go with it.


Anyhow, we got all settled in with our cups of coffee
and Bettie’s glass of water—I wasn’t about to have a guest drink out of a
bottle—and we filled our plates with goodies. 


“Thank you for coming,” I said. “I thought you should be
aware of something that’s going on here in town.” I went on to tell the
 M.E.L.O.N.S. about Opal Grady and Harry Loomis.  “Sheriff Norville
and I are convinced that Opal, Harry, and who-knows-who-all-else are victims of
identity theft. Now, rest assured he’s doing what he can on his end, but he
needs us to be his eyes and ears on the inside.”


Tansie scoffed. “Do you and your boyfriend truly believe
the good people in charge of the food bank and soup kitchen are going around
stealing identities?”


“I didn’t say it was the people in charge,” I said. “We
think it’s somebody connected to the food bank and soup kitchen, but that could
be the folks in charge, the volunteers, or the people who come in off the
street to eat.”


“Oh, you know, it could be one of those poor
things who’re down on their luck,” Melvia said. “I hate to say it, but you see
that sometimes on the detective shows. Sometimes the reason they’re street
people is because they just got out of prison and can’t get a job. It forces
them back into a life of crime.”


Tansie looked down her nose at her sister. “And some
people are plain mean, Melvia.”


“Well….” Melvia nodded. “Yeah.”


“Yes,” I agreed archly with a pointed look at Tansie.
“Some people are mean.”


Tansie flattened her lips. “If you’re implying that I’m
mean,  Myrtle Crumb, I’ll have you to know that I forfeited my plans for
the evening in order to patronize you by coming over here to this so-called
emergency meeting. Don’t seem like much of an emergency to me. And chips and salsa?
You couldn’t even make some spinach dip?”


Danged if that didn’t fry my eggs! I took a deep breath
and was getting ready to fire right back at her when Bettie intervened. 


“Now, ladies, please,” she said. “Myrtle has put out
some delicious refreshments for us given how much time she had to pull it all
together, and I’m sure she didn’t intend to imply that you’re a bad person,
Tansie.”


I rolled my eyes.


“Let’s get back to the important stuff—the identity
thefts,” Bettie said. “Does Sheriff Norville really think we could be at
risk?”


“He sure does,” I said. “Now, we’re not a hundred
present sure that the point of origin for these identify thefts is the
food bank and soup kitchen, but it is the most logical place to start. Take
note of anybody milking folks for information they could use to apply for a
credit card—mother’s maiden name and social security number and the main two
things.”


“Thank you, Deputy Fife,” Tansie said. 


Like I was Andy Griffith’s bumbling deputy! Well, that
did it!


“If you want to get home in time to un-forfeit those
plans of washing that blue hair of yours and watching Lawrence Welk reruns,
you’ll let me finish,” I told Tansie. 


“I’ll have you know—“


Bettie cut Tansie off with, “What about companies,
Myrtle? Is Easton’s Used Cars at risk?”


“I don’t believe so, Bettie. I think it’s harder to
pretend you’re a company than it is to pretend you’re some other person,” I
said.


“Poor Opal,” Delphine said. “Did you tell her that you
suspect her identity was stolen?”


“I asked her about the sign warning not to take any
checks from her at the grocery store,” I said. “She told me it must be some
other Opal Grady. Other than Coop—I mean, Sheriff Norville—maybe wanting to ask
her some questions about who might’ve been getting information from her, I’m
not sure she needs to know the specifics.”


“She does if somebody comes after her demanding payment
for something she didn’t buy!” Tansie shouted. 


“I figure Sheriff Norville will know the best route to
take with her.” I sighed. “Opal is old. I don’t want her to be worrying about
something that might not really be an issue for her.”


“That’s true,” Bettie said. “Her credit is shot, but she
never used it anyway. She pays cash for everything.”


“I agree that we don’t want her worrying herself to
death,” said Delphine. “Maybe if some creditor does try to come after her,
Sheriff Norville could help her deal with the situation.”


“I’m sure he would. He has experience with this type of thing,”
I said. “And after we catch whoever is doing this, then that should help
everybody.”


“Right…victims and those people the thief might
have in his crosshairs right this very minute,” Melvia said with a slow nod.


She could be dramatic sometimes. I liked it when Melvia
showed a little spunk.








Chapter Six


 


Sunday was quiet, lazy, and peaceful. I went to church;
but after that I came right back home, shed my dress, and put on a bright pink
track suit.


Cooper had to work. Faye and Sunny had made plans with
some friends of theirs. So Matlock and I were on our own for lunch and dinner.
For lunch, we had a grilled cheese sandwich. I also had a bowl of tomato soup.
For dinner, we had baked chicken breasts and mashed potatoes. And, of course,
he had his dog food.


The day was spent reading and watching movies. I’m happy
to say I didn’t dwell overmuch on the identity theft case or Heather’s MIA
husband. I knew there was nothing I could do about either that drab Sunday, so
I was able to relax and enjoy myself armed with the knowledge that I’d be back
to work on both first thing Monday morning.


Sunday was over before I knew it. I went to the food
bank and soup kitchen at ten o’clock Monday. I started through the door, but
before I could quite grasp what was happening, I found myself being shoved back
outside.


“Just the person I need to help me,” Melvia said, as she
propelled me backward through the door. “Help me get something from my car.”
She was winking like a signal light.


I nodded. “Of course. Let’s go.”


She held to my arm as we crossed the parking lot. “I
needed to talk with you away from everybody else.”


“I kinda gathered that,” I said. “Did you find out
something?”


“Not yet…but I happened to think that we’ve got the soup
kitchen covered. So I’ve asked them to let me work in the food bank,” she said.


“What an excellent idea!”


She beamed. “Thank you. I thought it was inspired.”


“It was.”


“I went in and looked around and said to Doris that it
appeared she had plenty of kitchen help and why didn’t I work in the food bank
today,” Melvia said. “Doris told me it was whatever I wanted to do, and I said
I believed I’d like helping out in there.”


“Great,” I said. “Keep me posted.”


“I will.” She started toward the door.


“Wait. What about the stuff I was supposed to help you
carry in from your car?” I asked.


She flicked her little gloved hand. “That was what they
call on television a ruse.”


“But won’t everybody wonder about it when we go back
in?” There’d been several people standing around when she’d requested my help
and had all but pushed me back outside.


Wrinkling her forehead, she said, “Well, I reckon I’ll
say I forgot and left it at home.”


“What was it?”


“Huh…guess I forgot that too,” she said, and we both
laughed.


 


* * *


 


The soups of the day were clam chowder, chicken with egg
noodles, and vegetable. I was glad to see that Opal, Heather, and Heather’s
girls were there. I had a few questions for Opal and Heather.  Once
everyone was served, I took a bowl of vegetable soup and went to sit by Opal. I
sat where I could keep an eye on Heather. I didn’t want her slipping out before
I could speak with her. I’d been tickled to see that Heather was wearing her
new coat when she came in. It looked pretty on her. I hadn’t been able to find
a blue scarf, but maybe I’d run across one somewhere.


“Hi, Opal,” I said as I sat across from her. “Did you
have a good weekend?”


“I did,” she said. “I made a lot of progress on the
quilt I’m making. Reckon cold, snowy weather is good for something after all.”


“Yeah. I finished the book I’d been reading and started
another one.” I ate a couple of spoonfuls of soup before I spoke again. I
didn’t want to be obvious.


“You know, I can’t get over somebody right here in
Backwater having the same name as you,” I said. “Have you ever had anybody mix
the two of you up?”


“Not that I know of,” Opal said, dipping a piece of roll
into her chicken noodle soup. “How do you mean?”


“You know…people calling and asking you for money
because the other Opal had run up a bill…anything like that.”


She shook her head. “No. Poor thing probably just fell
on hard times like the rest of us. I don’t imagine she meant to cheat the
grocery store.”


“No…of course not,” I said. “But if you do ever get a
call from somebody telling you that you owe them money, you let me know. We’ll
get it sorted out in a hurry.”


Her mouth was full of soup-soaked roll, but her lips
twisted into a closed-mouth grin. Once she’d swallowed, she told me, “You’re a
good friend, Myrtle. It’s nice to know you’re willing to look out for me.”


“Always,” I said.


 


* * *


 


I’d taken my bowl to the trash and had turned to see
what else needed to be done when I saw Heather get up and slip on her coat. 


I went over to her. “Your coat looks beautiful on you.”
I smiled at the girls. “Isn’t Mommy pretty?”


They nodded, and the oldest began jabbering away about
her new dolly.


“They love those dolls,” Heather said. “Thank you
again.”


“You’re so welcome.” I took a deep breath. “Listen, I
don’t want to horn in, but I got to thinking about your husband not calling
home since Christmas. Do you think he could’ve been in an accident?”


“Of course not. Surely somebody would’ve called and let
me know if Craig had been in a wreck.”


“But what if it wasn’t a wreck?” I asked softly. “What
if he was mugged and his attacker stole his wallet?”


Heather’s eyes widened. After a moment, she frowned.
“And then what? He got amnesia and couldn’t remember who he was? That’s the
stuff of soap operas, Ms. Crumb. I’m sure my husband is fine.”


“I hope so. I just—“


“I need to get the girls home and down for their naps,”
she said. “Please excuse us.”


I nodded and walked away. There was really nothing else
I could do that wasn’t flat-out badgering the woman. 


I noticed that Opal had finished her food, so I went to
get her trash.


“Let me take that for you,” I said, seeing that she was
about to do it herself. “You’re a guest here, remember?”


“Why, thank you.” She nodded toward the door.


I looked to see Heather and her children leaving.


“That Heather Flint is a nice-looking girl,” Opal said.


“She is,” I agreed. “And her daughters are as cute as
they can be.”


“Yep. That husband of hers ought to get back home.”


I sat down by Opal. “She said he went to Georgia looking
for work.”


“I heard he went to Georgia to keep the law off his
tail,” she said. “But I shouldn’t be talking out of turn. I just think she
deserves better.” She nodded. “She was here one day without the little ones.
She sat and talked with me for the longest time…asked my maiden name…where I grew
up…. She was really interested. Not too many young people pay that much mind to
a poor old lady.”


“No,” I said. “They don’t.” I got a cold chill that had
nothing to do with the weather.


 


* * *


 


The first thing I did when I got back home was call
Cooper. He was on another line, so I had to wait. While I waited, I let Matlock
out into the backyard and I paced.


“Hello, sweetheart,” Cooper said at last. “How’s my girl
today?”


At the sound of his voice, tears pricked the backs of my
eyes and my throat closed up. “I’m not sure.”


“Myrtle, what is it? Do you need me to come over?”


“No…I’m probably just making mountains out of mole
hills…but I’m afraid Heather might be one of the identity thieves.”


“The girl you gave the coat to?” he asked.


“Yes.” I explained to him how Opal had heard that
Heather’s husband, Craig Flint, had gone off to Georgia to evade the police.
“And Opal also said that Heather talked with her for a long time one day. Said
she asked about Opal’s past, her maiden name…all kinds of stuff.”


“Does Opal think Heather stole her identity?” Cooper
asked.


“No. Opal doesn’t think her identity has been stolen at
all,” I said. “She still believes there’s another Opal Grady running around
Backwater…and she feels sorry for her because she’s apparently fallen on hard
times or else she never would’ve written that bad check at the grocery store.”


“Bless her heart,” he said. “She is a trusting soul….
It’ll be easy enough to see if there are any outstanding warrants on Craig Flint.
I’ll let you know what I turn up.”


“Thank you,” I said.


“And, Myrtle?”


“Hmmm?”


“Don’t go making convictions on the slim body of
evidence you’ve got, all right?”


“Okay.”


“How about I bring us a pizza over after work?” he
asked.


“That’d be nice. I’ll see what’s coming on the movie
channel.”


I’d just let Matlock back inside when Melvia came to the
front door. Matlock beat me there. I held to his collar as I let Melvia inside.



“I’m sorry,” I told her. “Let me see if I can get him to
go back outside.”


“You’d better not! I’m not like Tansie. Matlock doesn’t
bother me one bit.” She took off her gloves and petted his big square head.
“Got any coffee made?”


“No, but I can have some fixed in a jiffy,” I said.
“I’ve still got a few of them chocolate chip cookies too if you’d like me to
warm those up in the microwave.”


“Please do.” She took off her coat, and I hung it on the
coatrack before we went into the kitchen.


“I was a little surprised Tansie didn’t volunteer
today,” I said. “She’s not sick, is she?”


“No,” said Melvia, pulling out a chair and sitting down
at the kitchen table. “She doesn’t want to take part in the sleuthing is what
it is. She said she’s got entangled in your crazy schemes before, and she don’t
care to get caught up in another one.”


I put the pod and the water into the coffee pot and
turned it on. “Did she tell that to everybody, or just you?”


“Just me, as far as I know. The rest of us M.E.L.O.N.S.
appreciate what you’re doing.”


While the coffee was pouring into the pot, I got the
cookies and warmed them for a few seconds in the microwave.


“Thank you, Myrtle. I didn’t have any of that soup
today. None of the flavors particularly appealed to me, and I was afraid they’d
give me indigestion. Nearly everything does nowadays, but I like it to be worth
it. Besides, I didn’t want to leave my post while I was gathering intel.”


Melvia was really taking this detective business to
heart. Good for her. If she turned out to be any good at it, maybe I could use
her on future cases.


“What did you learn?” I asked.


She took out a small notepad. “Frank keeps some mighty
detailed records. He writes down the full names, addresses, and phone numbers
of the people who come in and shop at the food bank.”


“Really?” I put the cookies on the table and got us each
a cup of coffee.


“That’s not all,” she said. “He writes down what they
get.”


I sat down at the table with Melvia. “You guess that’s
how he keeps inventory?”


She shrugged. “He’s got an inventory log where he writes
down all donations and all giveaways. He said he keeps track of what folks get
so he can let them know when it’s in stock.”


“If that’s what he’s doing, that’s awfully nice,” I
said. “But all that personal information….”


“Is just what an identity thief would need,” Melvia
finished.


I nodded. “If you don’t mind, I think I’ll bring in a
donation to the food bank tomorrow and help you out in there for a little bit.”


Melvia grinned and raised her cup. “The more the
merrier.”








Chapter Seven


 


After Melvia left, I made some brownies to have with the
pizza Coop was bringing that evening. I’d just finished mixing up some German
chocolate frosting for them when Faye called.


“Hey, Mother. How’d it go at the soup kitchen today?”


“All right,” I said. “Heather wore the coat you gave
her, and it looked really nice on her. More important, it was warm.”


“That’s good. I’m glad I could help her out.” She paused
for a second, like she was mulling over what she wanted to say.


“What is it?” I asked. “Is something wrong?”


“No…just…how’s the investigation coming along?”


I didn’t answer. Faye had never been one to go along
with my detective work, so her knowing I was involved in an investigation had
me spooked.


“Crimson told me,” she continued. “She thought that
since I work at the bank, I might know something about identity theft. I looked
Opal Grady and Harry Loomis up in our database, and their credit has been
ruined.”


I sighed. “Are you mad at me?”


“No,” Faye said. “I’m sorry you weren’t comfortable
enough to bring it to my attention yourself. I want you to feel like you can
count on me.”


“Well, Melvia worked in the food bank today, and she
found some interesting records,” I said. “I’m planning on gathering up a bagful
of canned goods and volunteering to help out there tomorrow morning.”


“What kind of records did she find?” she asked.


I told her what Melvia had said about Frank’s detailed
records. Then I took a deep breath. “There’s something else you should know…but
I’d kinda rather you keep it from Sunny until we know for sure what the
circumstances are…. Opal told me about how Heather had asked her all sorts of
personal questions. Now, Opal didn’t think it was at all suspicious. She
thought it was nice that Heather took an interest in her.”


“Oh, Mother, are you saying you think Heather is the
identity thief?”


“I’m trying my best not to rush to judgment,” I said.
“But Opal also told me that she believes Heather’s husband left town to evade
the police. That makes me think they could both be a little shady. But I’ll see
what kind of feeling I get from the people at the food bank tomorrow.”


“Would you mind if I tag along?” she asked. “I’m off
tomorrow since I had to work this past Saturday, and I really would like to
help you figure this mess out.”


“Really? That would be great!”


“You don’t have to sound so surprised,” said Faye.


“I can’t help it,” I said. “I am surprised.”


“I simply can’t stand seeing good, hard-working people
getting swindled. What time should I pick you up in the morning?”


I told her nine-thirty, we said our goodbyes, and then
we hung up.


So Faye was going sleuthing with me. Good! It’d be nice
to let her see my detective skills in action. I had a hard time keeping the
grin off my face as I iced my brownies.


Sunny called not long after I’d talked with Faye. 


“Mimi, are you mad at me?” she asked, her voice
practically a whisper.


“Why, no! Why in the world would I ever be mad at you?”
I asked.


“Because I told Mom about your investigation. I didn’t
mean to tell her. I just was thinking about it, and I started asking her
questions about identity thieves, and she wondered why I was asking about
that.”


“Well, I’m glad you told her,” I said. “Did she tell you
she’s coming with me to the food bank tomorrow?”


“Yeah. You reckon she really wants to help or that she’s
just trying to keep an eye on you so you don’t get into too much trouble?”


I laughed. “Sweetie, I’m not planning on getting into any
trouble. And I do believe she wants to help.”


“I wish I could go,” Sunny said. “I tried to talk Mom
into letting me stay home from school, but she won’t do it.”


“No, that would probably look way too suspicious.”


“Oh, yeah…. I hadn’t thought of that. You’re smart,
Mimi.”


“Yep. That’s why they pay me the big bucks,” I said. “Or
why somebody should pay me anyhow.”


“Thanks for not being mad at me,” she said.


“Never. You’re my sunshine.”


 


* * *


 


Before Cooper came over, I fed Matlock and then went
upstairs to take a bath and redo my makeup. I put on a pair of jeans and a red
shaker-knit sweater and thick red socks. I didn’t want to put any shoes back
on, so I didn’t. I wanted to be able to tuck my feet up under me while we were
sitting on the couch. I figured Coop had been coming around long enough for me
to let my hair down a little. Heck, he could even take his shoes off if he wanted
to…although I’d never put him on the spot by suggesting it.


When I finished getting ready and went downstairs,
Matlock was standing by the kitchen door. I let him out into the backyard.
Minutes later, Coop rang the front doorbell. 


I went and opened the door and gave Cooper a kiss on the
cheek.


“Don’t you look pretty as a picture in that red?” he
asked.


“Thank you! Don’t that pizza smell good?” I grinned.
“That old thin soup I had for lunch didn’t go very far.”


He laughed. “My ham sandwich didn’t either.” He followed
me into the kitchen where he spotted the brownies in the middle of the table.
“Oh, boy! Let’s just start with those!”


“Whatever you want to do,” I told him.


I got out dinner plates, dessert plates, forks, and
napkins and put them on the table. “What would you like to drink?”


“If it’s not too much trouble, I’d like a glass of water
with the pizza and some coffee to go with those brownies,” he said. 


“That won’t be any trouble at all. I can brew the coffee
while we’re eating the pizza.”


“You wouldn’t happen to have any decaf, would you?”


“I sure would,” I said, with a smile. I fixed the coffee
pot and got us each a glass of water before sitting down at the table with
Cooper. He was already putting slices of pizza on our plates.


“You’ll never guess who’s decided to help me out on this
case,” I said.


“Who?”


“Faye.”


His eyebrows shot up. “You’re kidding! What made you
decide to bring her in on it?”


“I didn’t. Apparently, Sunny thought that since Faye
works in the bank, she might be able to tell us something about identity
thieves,” I said. “When Faye got to wondering what was with all the questions,
Sunny told her about the investigation. Poor little thing thought I’d be mad at
her, but I’m glad Faye’s getting on board with this. She’s going with me to the
food bank tomorrow.”


“Well, let me know what y’all turn up,” he said. 


“Speaking of turning up stuff,” I said, as I cut into my
slice of pizza. “What did you find out about Craig Flint?”


Cooper’s face hardened. “He don’t appear to be worth much.
There’s a warrant out for him in the state of Virginia for petty larceny; and
when I asked some of my officers about him, I found out that there were some
drug charges that they couldn’t make stick.”


“So Heather’s husband is a druggie and a thief…as well
as a deadbeat dad.”


“Looks like it.” He took a sip of his water. “I’ve
checked in Georgia, Tennessee, North Carolina, and South Carolina trying to
find him. I’m waiting to hear back from authorities in those states.”


“You think he’ll turn up?” I asked.


“I hope so. For his daughters’ sakes, if nothing else.
The man needs to be a daddy to them. But if he won’t do that, he at least needs
to help support them.”


“I agree.” I sighed. “Do you think he and Heather
could’ve been doing this identity theft racket together, and he left and….”


“Don’t go jumping to conclusions,” Cooper said softly.
“We can’t rule out Heather—or her husband either, for that matter—as suspects
in this case, but we have no evidence against them or anyone else yet.”


“Well, I plan to get that evidence,” I said.  “I
just hope like the dickens that Heather’s not involved. What will happen to
those little girls if both their parents are locked up?”


 


* * *


 


I hurried outside carrying my canned goods and a
container of brownies when I heard Faye’s car pull up the next morning. Even
though she was doing better with Matlock, I know she’s not crazy about being
around dogs; and I wanted to show her that since she’d been trying to meet me
halfway, I could cover the rest of the distance.


She got out of the car and came to take my arm.


“What’re you doing?” I jerked my arm away from her.


“The walk looks slick. I was afraid you’d fall.”


I huffed. “I hope Tansie wasn’t looking out her window
and saw you trying to help me to the car like I’m some frail old woman.”


“Mother, you’re not twenty-five,” she said.


“Neither are you. I appreciate the thought, but I make
it to my car all by myself every day.”


With a growl of frustration, Faye got back in the car and
slammed the door. When I got in, she told me that if I’d rather fall and break
a hip—it’s always a hip with her—than to have Tansie Miller see that my
daughter cares about me, so be it. I could just fall next time for all she
cared.


I put my bag of canned goods into the back floor. “I
brought some German chocolate brownies for you and Sunny, if you’ll have them.”


“Buckle your seatbelt.” She shook her hair out of her
eyes as she looked into the rearview mirror and backed out of the driveway. “Of
course, I’ll have them. I’m irritated with you…but not enough to turn
down your homemade brownies. Besides, I imagine I’ll be old and vain one of
these days myself.”


I knew she was baiting me, and I managed to stay off the
hook. “They’re good…the brownies. I had one for breakfast. But I’m sending the
rest for you and Sunny. I’d eat them all if I didn’t.”


Faye glanced at the clear plastic box I held on my lap.
“That doesn’t look like a full batch of brownies to me. Either you ate more
than one, or you shared with the sheriff.”


“As a matter of fact, Sheriff Norville did drop
by yesterday evening with a pizza. And, yes, I gave him some of the brownies to
take home. He enjoys my cooking.”


“And what else did you do?” Faye asked. “Besides eat
pizza and brownies, I mean.”


“I don’t ask you what you do on your dates,” I pointed
out. “Not that you’ve had one in a while. But, if you must know, we watched an
Andy Griffith Show marathon. He stayed until almost eleven.”


“Mother!” Faye placed a gloved hand over her breast.
“You entertained a gentleman caller in your home until eleven o’clock, and
you’re concerned about Tansie seeing me help you to the car?” She giggled. “I
could’ve belly danced on the porch in harem pants and a halter top, and she’d
still only be interested in what you and the sheriff were doing so late.”


“Well, don’t you dare tell her,” I said. “And you might
want to give that belly dancing thing some more thought…although somewhere
other than on my front porch. Try the mall maybe. You could make a few bucks
and possibly hook your own gentleman caller.”


We both laughed. I did, especially, because I liked
getting the last word.


 


* * *


 


We got to the food bank and soup kitchen and carried our
bags of canned goods inside.


“Well, what have we here?” Doris asked, rushing over to
help us with the bags. 


“We’ve brought some things for the food bank,” I said.
“Melvia said she worked in there yesterday, and I realized all of us
M.E.L.O.N.S. have been concentrating on the soup kitchen and neglecting the
food bank. So Faye and I thought we’d help out in there today.”


“Well…thank you,” Doris said. “There’s not that much to
do in there. Frank has his own little system that he doesn’t want anyone
messing with, and I generally leave him to it. But y’all are more than welcome
to work at the food bank if you want to.” She smiled. “If you get bored,
though, keep in mind that we’re right across the hall.”


“We will,” I said.


Faye and I followed Doris—who was carrying my bag—into
the food bank section of the building.


“Frank, darling, look!” Doris called. “I’ve brought you
two more assistants and a couple of bags of food!”


“Two more?” Frank scowled at us. “The one I’ve got now
is more than I need.”


Melvia turned from the shelf she was stocking. “Morning,
Faye! Morning, Myrtle!”


“Good morning, Melvia,” I said.


“Hi,” said Faye.


“I told them that if they get bored, they can come on
back over to the soup kitchen,” Doris said to Frank.


“Then let’s hope they all get bored and be quick about
it. I don’t need a bunch of hens clucking around here all day.” The way Frank
had his bushy eyebrows drawn together over his too-large nose made me certain
that he wasn’t joking.


Still, Doris laughed like a hyena. “He’s like that Don
Rickles fellow!” 


Could be. I never got the impression that Don Rickles
was joking either.


After putting my bag on the table in front of Frank and
instructing Faye to do the same with hers, Doris waggled her fingers at us and
told us “toodle-loo!”


I figured if Frank was gonna bite anybody’s head off, it
might as well be mine…and it had better not be Faye’s. So I asked, “Where do we
start, Frank?”


“As you unpack these bags, write down every single item
for me on this pad.” He opened a drawer and took out a yellow legal pad and a
black ink pen. He drew three columns on the pad and labeled them Item, Size,
and Location before sliding the pad and pen across the table toward
Faye. 


I wondered if she looked more trustworthy or capable
than I did. I pushed that thought aside to revisit later as Frank explained the
Location column to us.


“As you can see, the shelves are labeled,” he said. “For
instance, you can see that canned tuna is located on Shelf B, Row 1.”


“Yes, I see that,” Faye said. “And we simply shelve like
items together.”


“Right. Whatever you mess up, I’ll fix it tomorrow.” He
stood and retrieved his coat and scarf from a peg near the door.


“Where are you going?” I asked.


“Home,” he said. “With all of you here, there’s no need
for me to be.” He put on his coat, wrapped the scarf around his neck, and went
out the backdoor. 


“Well, I guess that’s that,” Melvia said, walking over
to us as Faye and I shrugged out of our coats. She lowered her voice. “Nice of
him to leave. Now we can snoop.”








Chapter Eight


 


First things first—we put our canned goods on the
shelves and logged them in accordance with Frank’s system. If he came back,
he’d see that everything was in order.


Then we got down to the business of snooping. The ledger
Melvia had seen yesterday was in the same drawer that had held the yellow legal
pad. Melvia said Frank had got it out when someone came in for supplies and
that she’d scanned it over his shoulder. 


Faye went to the table, opened the drawer, and took out
the thin, black ledger. She placed it on the middle of the table, and we all
gathered around to look at it.


The names were in alphabetical order, of course. I
wouldn’t have expected anything less of the super-organized Frank. We quickly
found Heather Flint, Opal Grady, and Harry Loomis. 


“But that’s not unusual,” I said. “We know all three of
these people come to the soup kitchen and that two of them have had their
identities stolen. We need to see if any of these other people are victims.”


“Including Heather,” Faye said.


I raised my eyes to hers. “That’s right. If Heather’s
identity has been stolen, then she isn’t the thief.”


Faye nodded. “I’ll run her name when I get back to work
tomorrow. And I’ll check several of these others too.” She started to write on
a blank page of the legal pad.


“No!” Melvia snatched the legal pad out of Faye’s hand. “You
can’t write on that! It’s theirs.” She lowered her voice. “All they have
to do is rub over the indentations with pencil lead, and they’ll know exactly
what you wrote down.”


“She’s right.” I’d seen the same television shows Melvia
had. I got my new pink spiral notebook with the silver Eiffel Tower on the
cover out of my pocketbook and handed it to Faye. “Write in that.”


“Okay. I want to take a couple names from each page so
I’ll get a good sampling,” she said.


I smiled from ear to ear. I was proud of how well Faye
was taking to detective work, and I knew Sunny would be proud too.


The back door opened, and all three of us nearly jumped
out of our skins. An elderly man with a shopping bag came into the large room
and pulled the door closed behind him.


“Is Frank here?” he asked. “He called me yesterday
afternoon and said y’all got in a bag of those old fashioned cream drops. You
know, those chocolate drops with vanilla cream in the middles?”


“Sure,” I said. “I know what you’re talking about. I saw
them when we were stocking shelves a few minutes ago.” I went over to the shelf
and got him the bag of cream drops.


“Thank you. These are fairly hard to come by, so Frank
lets me know when he gets any in.” He put the cream drops into his shopping
bag. 


“What’s your name?” Faye asked.


“Wilmer,” he said. “Wilmer Doss.”


“Good to meet you, Mr. Doss. I’m Faye, and this is
Myrtle and Melvia.”


“Proud to know you,” said Mr. Doss. “But where’s Frank?
Is he sick?”


“Oh, no,” I said. “We’re just filling in for him so he
could take a couple of hours off.”


“That’s nice of you,” he said. “I know Frank works awful
hard.”


He went to peruse the shelves and added several other
items to his bag. When he finished, he brought the bag to the table so we could
check his items off the inventory list.


“It appears that Frank runs a pretty tight ship,” Melvia
said. “I’d almost say he goes beyond the call of duty when it comes to writing
things down about folks.”


“What do you mean?” asked Mr. Doss.


“Well, it’s just that he keeps pretty detailed accounts
of everybody’s business.” Melvia shrugged. “Does he really need your address
and stuff?”


“He sends us birthday cards, Christmas cards…stuff like
that,” said Mr. Doss. “He’s mighty thoughtful.”


“He must be,” I said. “Talking to you makes me want to get
to know Frank better. He’s always seemed so quiet at church.”


“Well, you know what they say…them still waters run
deep.” Mr. Doss nodded. “Frank is quiet, but he’s a good man. He watches out
for us.”


“That’s nice,” Faye said.


“It is. You don’t find too many people like that
anymore.” He started toward the door.


Doris poked her head through the door leading into the
hallway. “Hello.” She noticed Mr. Doss. “Oh, hi, Wilmer! Did you get your cream
drops?”


“Sure did. Thank Frank for me.”


She frowned as she looked around the room. “Where is
he?”


“I believe he had to run an errand,” Melvia said. “I’m
sure he’ll be back soon.”


“I suppose I should call him,” Doris said. “It isn’t
like him to up and leave his post like this.”


“If you or Frank needs anything, let me know,” Mr. Doss
said. He opened the door and let a cold blast of air into the room as he left.


As the door closed behind Mr. Doss, Doris’s frown
deepened. “What in the world would make Frank do this? This is inexcusable! Did
he even give you any instructions about how to handle a transaction?”


I handed her the inventory list Frank had made for us
before he left. “We kept track of everything that Mr. Doss took. I’m flattered
that Frank felt confident enough with us to trust us with the food bank while
he ran his errand.”


“What errand?” Doris demanded.


Melvia shrugged. “I figure he didn’t feel like that was
any of our business.”


Doris blew out a breath. “I just came over to tell you
to come over and have your lunch. Since Frank is gone, I suppose I can manage
the food bank for a few minutes.”


“No need,” I said. “Melvia can go on and eat, and then
when she gets back, Faye and I will go. We wouldn’t dream of taking you away
from y our duties in the soup kitchen.”


“Thank you,” she said stiffly. “I’m going to call Frank
and see what’s the matter with him.”


Doris left, closing the door behind her.


“I’m not that hungry,” Melvia whispered. “I can stay and
snoop.”


“No. You go on and eat,” I said. “Faye and I will stay
here and snoop. When you get back, we’ll tell you whether or not we found
anything new, and you can take up where we left off while we eat.”


She nodded. “Sounds like a plan. I’ll hurry.”


“Take your time,” Faye said. “I think we’ve found just
about all we’re going to find here anyway.”


When Melvia left, Faye shook her head. “She really seems
to be getting into this spy stuff, doesn’t she?”


“Yeah. I understand where she’s coming from, though. I
want to see whoever is doing this stopped and brought to justice myself.”


“I do too, Mother.” She glanced at the closed door that
led out into the hallway and then took my elbow and led me to the other side of
the room. “Here’s the thing. If Frank is the identity thief, then Doris has
to be in on it too, don’t you think?”


“Well, I think it’s more than likely…but on the other
hand, you hear all kinds of stories about spouses leading double lives and the
other one just dumb as dirt to the whole thing,” I said.


“Maybe so. But I believe they’d have to at least suspect
something.”


“I know for a fact that you can keep secrets from the
people you live with,” I said. “You know that china cabinet in the living room?
There’s a blue ginger jar on the top shelf that I’ve stashed money away in for
years. Neither you nor your father ever knew about it.”


“We always knew about your mad money, Mother.”


My smug smile dropped to open-mouthed astonishment. “You
did not! You’re only saying that to prove your point!”


“I am not. You wouldn’t believe how many times Dad and I
borrowed from that jar only to sneak the money back in later before you noticed
it was missing.” It was her turn to smirk. “You were our own personal little
bank, and you didn’t know it!”


I narrowed my eyes. “You always did like your father
better than you did me.”


“Maybe a little,” she said.


I gave a high-pitched squawk of indignation that
probably set dogs to barking all over town.


Faye laughed. “I’m just kidding.”


“No, you’re not. But that’s fine. I can take it.” I
turned my attention back to the drawer where we’d found the ledger. “I’ll see
if I can find anything else that could be considered incriminating.”


“Mother, come on. It was a joke.”


“Have you got everything you needed from that ledger?” I
asked.


She blew out a breath. “Yeah, I think so.”


“I can’t believe you knew about my jar,” I muttered, as
I rifled through the drawer. “Did you know about my affair with the postman
too? He’d always ring the doorbell twice so I’d know it was him.”


“That was a movie with Lana Turner, and you know it,”
Faye said. “And she wasn’t having an affair with the postman. The guy was a
drifter.”


I shrugged. “Lana had her indiscretions, and I had
mine.”


“Wait a minute. Our mail carrier was Ms. Wiley!”


I laughed. “Maybe. And maybe you only think you
know everything, Miss Smarty Britches!”


Melvia came back in time to hear the last part of my
comment—the part about Faye thinking she knew everything. Her eyes flared with
excitement. “Did you find something else?”


“No,” I said. “Not yet. But would you please tell Faye
that you can keep secrets from people you live with? She thinks that if
Frank is behind this whole identity-theft thing, then Doris must be in on it
too.”


“Oh, no. I know for a fact that families can keep
secrets from each other,” Melvia said. “There’s a movie of the week about that
very thing nearly every Saturday.”


“See, Faye? Now let’s go eat. Melvia, we’ve been going
through this drawer, but we haven’t found anything new.”


“You two go ahead,” she said. “I’ll check around for
secret panels.”


As we stepped out into the hallway, Faye said under her
breath, “Melvia is like Miss Marple on steroids.”


“Yeah, well…I’m glad she’s found a hobby she enjoys.”








Chapter Nine


 


The soups du jour were bean, split pea, and tortilla.
Either way, I figured we’d be getting a bowlful of heartburn. I decided to pass
on the soups altogether and just have a biscuit with butter. Faye went with the
split pea soup.


I saw that there was a spot open at the table where
Heather and her little girls were sitting. 


“That’s Heather,” I told Faye. “Come on. I’ll introduce
you.”


Heather caught a glimpse of me moving her way, and her
eyes darted toward the door…like she was trying to see if she could make a run
for it. I thought that was mighty peculiar. I hadn’t been anything but nice to
the girl. Now, granted, I might’ve been a little too nosy about her husband.
But he needed to be home helping to take care of these precious children.


“Hi, Heather,” I said, sitting down directly across from
her. “This is my daughter Faye. I’ve told her all about you and your little
angels here.”


“Hello,” Heather said to Faye. “It’s nice to meet you.
Thank you for the coat.”


“Oh, you’re welcome. I’m just glad someone could use
it,” Faye said. “What are your daughters’ names again? I’m sure Mother must’ve
told me, but I’ve forgotten.”


“The oldest is Elizabeth, and the younger one is Miranda
Sue,” Heather said.


“Pretty names for pretty girls,” Faye said. 


The girls smiled at us shyly.


“You know, I was talking with Opal Grady yesterday,” I said.
“She was talking about what a sweet person you were to show such interest in
her.”


“She’s a nice lady,” Heather said. She glanced around
the room. “Hurry up, girls. We need to go.”


“Big day planned?” I asked.


“Uh, yeah…lots to do,” Heather said. She stood and
pulled on her coat. “Girls, we need to go.”


“But I not done,” Miranda Sue said.


“You can take your biscuit with you,” Heather said.
“Come on.” She got the girls’ coats on them, said her goodbyes, and
high-tailed it out of there.


Faye and I looked at each other. 


“Wonder what that was about?” Faye asked softly.


“It seemed mighty suspicious to me,” I whispered. “I
hatethat we knocked those poor babies out of getting to finish their lunch….
But I think it’s pretty obvious that Heather’s hiding something.”


 


* * *


 


Faye dropped me off at my house. I invited her in, but
she said she had to run by the grocery store before she went to the school to
pick up Sunny.


Matlock met me at the door, and I patted his big, square
head.


“Need to go out?” I asked.


He’d started toward the backdoor before I’d even
finished asking the question, so I took that as a yes. I followed him and let
him outside.


I turned around and saw that the answering machine light
was blinking. I played back the message to hear Cooper’s deep, husky voice.


“Hello, darlin’. Give me a call when you get this. I
have some news I believe might interest you.”


I deleted the message and called Coop. His receptionist
answered, but she put my call on through.


“Why, hello, sweetheart,” he said when he came on the
phone. “I’ve got some news about Craig Flint. I told you about the petty
larceny charge here in Virginia. Well, there’s a warrant out on him for a minor
drug charge in North Carolina.”


“You think those warrants are what’re keeping him from
coming home to his family?” I asked.


“I believe that if Craig Flint was any kind of man, he
wouldn’t let the measly charges against him keep him from his young ‘uns,” Coop
said. “Going on the assumption that he’s not any kind of man, I’d about
guess he’s had his fill of Heather and is keeping her on the string to keep
from having to pay child support.”


I gasped. “That no-good, rotten scoundrel! Let’s load up
and go get him!”


Cooper chuckled.


“I’m serious,” I said. “Let’s find him and drag him back
here where he belongs.”


“Well, for one thing, you’re not law enforcement…and
you’re not Liam Neeson either. And I’m fairly glad about that last part. For
another thing, we don’t know where Flint is at.”


“That’s because whoever’s looking for him lacks motivation.”
I huffed. “Fax the agencies a picture of those two little girls. That might
light a fire under them.”


“I hate to burst your bubble, darlin’, but I don’t think
it would,” he said. “Truth is, most of our police departments are overworked
and understaffed. It’s not likely they’ll find the Flint needle in that
deadbeat haystack unless he comes across their path for some other reason.”


“Then what can we do?”


“The tasks you find the hardest—being patient and
waiting.” He gave a soft, gentle laugh. “On the upside, he’s on their radar for
having outstanding warrants. So if he as much as gets a speeding ticket, I’ll
be notified.”


“Right…if he’s not using some fake I.D. or something,” I
said.


“We’re doing all we can do, Myrtle.”


“I know.”


“So let’s move on to our other case,” Coop said. “Did
you find anything helpful today?”


“We found out that Frank Phillips keeps the most
organized records any of us—me, Faye and Melvia, that is—had ever seen. And
Faye took a sampling of the names from different parts of Frank’s ledger,” I
said. “She’s going to run credit checks on them tomorrow to look for suspicious
activity.”


“Let me know what she finds.”


I promised him I would, and then he had to get back to
work.


I piddled around the kitchen for a few minutes, wondering
what I’d throw together for Matlock and me to have for dinner. I didn’t come to
any satisfactory conclusion. Then I opened the door and called Matlock to come
back in. He didn’t want to mind me, so I bribed him with a doggie cookie shaped
like a lion.


Who in the world had come up with the idea of making
doggie cookies that looked like lions, bears, chickens, and bunnies?
Furthermore, reckon they made good money off of that concept? I’d bought a box.
And Matlock liked them, so I’d buy more when he ran out. I guessed the doggie
cookie makers did make decent money.


I got me a glass of water and went to the living room to
kick my shoes off and put my feet up. Frank or Heather? Heather or Frank? One
of them had to be the identity thief. But, then, neither one of them
looked like they had two nickels to rub together. If I was robbing folks, I’d
have something nice to show for it. I mean, look at what a big risk this
identity thief was taking. That person could get arrested, have his or her
reputation ruined, get talked about ugly in the newspaper, have to eat old
nasty prison food, wear those horrible jumpsuits that don’t flatter a soul….
It’d be awful.


I took a drink of my water and thought about it some
more. Matlock ambled into the living room and lay on the floor in front of the
couch.


What if the thief wasn’t after material comforts? I
remember hearing tell of a show where this man sold drugs so he could pay for
cancer treatments. It could be something like that.


I was feeling sad over the possibility that Heather or
Frank could have some bad disease when the phone rang. I nearly jumped out of
my skin. Thank goodness, I didn’t spill my water. I put the glass on a coaster
on the coffee table before answering the phone.


Despite getting jarred out of a terrible thought where
Heather’s teary-eyed daughters were asking me if they were gonna be orphans, I
answered the phone nicely. Anything but nice was the goon on the other
end. It was Tansie, and she was madder than an old wet hen and clucking twice
as loud and fast.


“What’ve you done to my sister, Myrtle Crumb? You’ve
brainwashed her or something—that’s what you’ve done! She thinks she’s some
kind of detective or something! She even wants to sign up for the police
department’s ride-along program…like she’s some kind of—“


“Melvia’s a grown woman,” I interrupted calmly. “She can
do whatever she wants.” And then I hung up on her. 


“Wonder how she liked them apples, Matlock?” 


He thumped his tail.


I laughed and laughed…and, you know, I believe Matlock
was grinning too.


 


* * *


 


 


 I didn’t go to work at the food bank and soup
kitchen the next morning. Melvia and I had talked it over the night before and
had decided that since Tansie, Bettie, and Dephine were going, we’d just sit today
out. Melvia had heard about my hanging up on Tansie, of course. Shoot, half of
Backwater probably knew about it less than twenty minutes after it happened.


Anyway, I believe Melvia was half afraid that me and
Tansie would get into it if I went to the soup kitchen. We probably would
have—not that it would’ve bothered me to get into an argument with Tansie
Miller. We’d argued before and, as long as there was breath in both our bodies,
would again. But I decided to stay home because I didn’t want Frank or Heather
to know I was investigating the identity thefts and that they were suspects.


I explained my reasoning to Melvia and she agreed that
we should stay home today, mull over the evidence we already had, and see what
else Faye came up with. We didn’t want to tie up the phone in case Faye called,
so we agreed to meet for dinner here at my house this evening. I told Melvia
I’d invite Cooper, Faye, and Sunny too. I generously offered to invite the
other M.E.L.O.N.S. but Melvia said we should keep it small…limit it to the ones
doing the real investigating. I was glad. I didn’t have to invite Tansie and
the others, and not inviting them had been Melvia’s idea. It was a win-win for
me.


So today I sat by the phone waiting for Faye to call. I
hoped she’d have some news for me. What if nobody else on Faye’s list was the
victim of identity theft? Did that mean that the fact that Opal Grady and Harry
Loomis were both victims who came to the food bank and soup kitchen was merely
a coincidence? That the i.d. thefts weren’t tied to someone who worked at or
frequented the food bank and soup kitchen after all? Would that put us back at
square one without a single suspect? I didn’t like that idea…not one bit. The
very thought made me so nervous that I’d cleaned the entire house and made two
batches of preacher cookies—one chocolate and one peanut butter—by the time
Faye called.


Even though—or maybe because—I’d been waiting for the
phone to ring, I jumped like I was shot when it did.


“Hello? Faye?”


“Yes, Mother, it’s me.”


“What’d you find out?”


“I’m fine, thanks,” she said. “How are you?”


“Impatient. Did you find anything or not?”


“Yeah. Of the ten names I ran, three were likely victims
of identity theft,” said Faye. “None of the three had active bank accounts. One
was old, one was young, and one was deceased.”


“Deceased? Oh, good grief!”


“After I saw that, I got curious.” She took a deep
breath. “I ran Dad’s name through.”


“Faye….”


“Let’s just say I know for a fact that he didn’t buy a
jet ski for Christmas last month.”








Chapter Ten


 


 By the time Faye, Sunny, Melvia, and Cooper got to
my house for dinner, I had enough food fixed to feed half the population of
Backwater. I had chicken parmesan, salad, lasagna, chicken alfredo, and the
preacher cookies I’d made while waiting for Faye to call. I’d also thawed out
the cupcakes from the other day.


Sunny was the first one to get to the kitchen. “Wow,
Mimi! Who all’s coming?”


Faye, who was behind her, sighed when she saw that I’d
set the counter up like an all-you-can-eat Italian buffet. She turned and
hugged me. “I’m sorry, Mother. I shouldn’t have told you about Daddy over the
phone like that.”


“It’s all right,” I said. “I needed to know.”


“What about Granddad?” Sunny asked.


“We’ll talk about it when everybody gets here,” Faye
said.


Melvia was the next to arrive. She brought one of those
fudgy chocolate cakes that you ice while it’s still hot. They’re out of this
world good. I wondered if being out of sorts gave her the baking bug too. I
thanked her for the cake and put it on the counter next to the cookies.


“I appreciate this, Melvia,” I said. “I got to making
the main dishes and almost plumb forgot about dessert except for these few
cookies and those store-bought cupcakes.”


Melvia was only half paying attention to what I was saying.
She was frowning at all the food on the counter.


“What’s happened?” she asked, her voice barely above a
whisper.


The oven timer went off. “There’s our breadsticks,” I
said, grabbing the oven mitts.


The doorbell rang just as I opened the oven door.


“Sunny, darlin’, would you please go let Cooper in?” I
asked.


“That’s all right, Crimson,” Faye said. “I’ll do it.”


That worried me. Faye apparently wanted to speak with
Cooper privately. I was not about to have anything about my finances be kept
from me. I quickly transferred the breadsticks to a basket with a cloth napkin
lining, put the baking sheet into the sink, and hurried into the living room.
Sure enough, Faye was whispering to Cooper, and he was looking concerned.


“Hi, Coop! Why don’t y’all come on into the kitchen and
fix yourselves a plate?” I asked. 


“Where’s my buddy?” Cooper gave me a peck on the cheek.


“I thought Matlock should go outside while we’re
eating,” I said. “I’ll let him in when we’re finished.”


He chuckled. “He loves this cold weather, doesn’t he?”


“Yeah, he does.” I winked. “It’s good squirrel chasing
weather.”


“He ever catch ‘em?” Coop asked.


“Nah…but I don’t think he ever tries real hard.” I let
Faye go on ahead of us to the kitchen. “She tell you about Crandall?”


He nodded. “It’ll be all right.”


“You sure?” I asked. “I wouldn’t relish the idea of
waiting tables these days. I don’t have the patience I used to…and I’ve not
ever had a whole lot.”


He patted my shoulder as we walked into the kitchen.


“Mimi, I’m getting some of everything! It all looks and
smells so good,” Sunny said. “You must’ve cooked all day.”


“I did, angel,” I said. “And whatever we don’t eat, I
want everybody to take home with them.”


After we’d all got our plates and sat down around the
kitchen table, I figured I might as well jump in with both feet. “Faye found
out today that Crandall’s identity was stolen.”


“How can that be?” Melvia asked. “He’s dead.”


“That fact often makes it easier for the thieves,”
Cooper said. “The…uh…dearly departed aren’t apt to find anything amiss with
their finances.”


Faye explained how she’d discovered that three of the
ten names she’d chosen from random out of Frank’s book appeared to be victims
of identity theft. 


“When I saw that one of those apparent victims was
deceased, I ran Daddy’s name out of curiosity,” she said.


“And what showed up to make you think his identity has
been stolen?” Melvia asked, holding a breadstick halfway between her plate and
her mouth.


“Crandall Crumb bought a jet ski this past Christmas,”
Faye said. 


“You guess they have recreational water sports in
Heaven?” Sunny asked.


“Crimson!” Her mother looked at her sharply.


“Oh, don’t fuss at the young ‘un,” I said. “She’s only
trying to add a little levity to a tense situation. Besides, we might as well lighten
up and figure out how to fix this mess.”


“What I’d like to know is could this all come back on
Myrtle?” Melvia asked. “I’m a widow too… on a fixed income…. I can’t afford to
pay for somebody’s water motorbike. This kinda thing scares me.”


“Neither of you has anything to worry about,” Cooper
said. “Two of the first things you should do when a family member dies are
notify the Social Security Administration and alert the credit reporting
bureaus of the death.”


“I thought the SSA notified the credit agencies,” said
Faye.


“They do, but they can get backlogged,” he said. “It
sometimes takes them a while to get to your family member.”


“I realize our main goal is to stop whoever’s doing
this,” I said. “But I have to agree with Melvia. This situation concerns me,
and I need to know what I can do to protect myself.”


“The first thing you should do is put a deceased
alert on the credit report,” Cooper said.


“I did that,” Faye told us.


“Good,” said Coop. “And, remember, Myrtle, you aren’t
responsible for any debts made on any account that your name’s not on. The bank
or credit card company can’t make you pay balances incurred by the phony
Crandall.”


“But how do I know my name’s not on the account?” I
asked. “If the thieves know enough to target Crandall, maybe they put my name
on the accounts too.”


“They didn’t, Mother,” Faye said. “I checked. Still, to
have some thief treat Daddy that way makes me furious. I want to stop these
people too.”


“Go, Mom!” Sunny cried.


“Just how do we do it?” Melvia asked. “Do we take Frank’s
ledger and confront him with what we know?”


“I’m afraid that wouldn’t work,” said Cooper. “He could
point out that anyone could come into the food bank and get that ledger or the
necessary information from it to commit identity theft. In fact, you three
proved that point yourselves yesterday.”


“That’s true,” Faye said. “So how do we catch him?”


Coop leaned back in his chair. “We send someone in
undercover to catch him in the act.” Before any of us could speak, he quickly
added, “One of my guys.”


 


* * *


 


Melvia rode with me to the soup kitchen and food bank
the next morning. We went a little early and both got some canned goods for the
food bank. That way, we figured we could work both sides of the operation. I
could stock the canned goods for Frank, and Melvia could work in the soup
kitchen and keep an eye on Heather. This tickled Melvia because she wanted to
be in the soup kitchen when Cooper’s undercover detective came in.


I was afraid that Tansie would blow our cover, but
Melvia assured me that she’d explained everything to her sister after dinner
the night before and that everything was okay. 


“I can hardly wait to see our vice guy,” Melvia
said as we pulled into the parking lot.


“Don’t get your hopes up,” I told her. “For one thing,
he’s not supposed to be obvious about who he is. And for another, he’ll be real
subtle. He’ll try to get a feel for everybody…see if anybody will chat him
up…that sort of thing.”


“Gotcha. I’m planning to merely watch and learn…from a
distance. I won’t chat him up or anything.”


I said that was good, and we got out and got our grocery
bags and carried them inside.


“Well, look yonder!” Doris hollered across the room when
we came in. “Y’all are going above and beyond the call of duty. You know that,
don’t you?”


I laughed and flicked her compliments away with my
wrist. “Just trying to help.”


Melvia handed me her bag, gave me the nod of a
determined warrior, and headed for the soup kitchen. I went to the food bank.


“Good morning,” I said to Frank. 


He was sitting at the table reading a newspaper and
barely grunted.


“People sure do miss you when you’re not here.” Although
I sure couldn’t imagine why. I put the bags on the table. “I’ll get these
stocked. Got that inventory sheet from yesterday?”


He nodded, opened the door, and slid the notebook across
the table. “It appears you all did a decent job yesterday.”


You could’ve knocked me over with a feather. He’d said
more than three words, and they were complimentary words at that!


I thanked him, took the notebook, and began putting away
the groceries.


After a few minutes, Frank let out a huge sigh. “Did you
read this in the newspaper this morning about the kids plotting to shoot up a
school?”


I turned around, a can of creamed sweet corn still in my
hand. “No. Around here?”


Frank nodded. “They found where a couple of young ‘uns
had floor plans to the high school, guns, homemade bombs, and an agenda for the
shooting…from the time they aimed to enter the school until the time they
figured they’d be killed.”


I blinked. “Right here in Backwater?”


“Yeah. Hard to believe, ain’t it?”


“It is,” I said. “You hear about things like that
happening afar off, but not here local. I thought we were raising our kids
better than that.”


“I believe as far as communities go, we do the best we
can,” he said. “But, then, I’d reckon every other community does too. It’s just
that some of these little ol’ young ‘uns don’t have a chance from the very
start, you know? They get to running with the wrong crowd. Their parents don’t
care for them the way they ought to…they’re mean to ‘em…. They get bullied.
It’s a shame.”


“It is a shame, Frank.”


He let out another long sigh and went back to reading
the paper. Cooper hadn’t mentioned anything about anybody planning a school
shooting…probably because he knew it would tear me all to pieces. Thank the
good Lord the plan was foiled. I don’t know what makes these kids so angry and
so hopeless.


And Frank was genuinely torn up about it too. Of course,
mass murder is a far cry from identity theft, but his sentiments put him down a
notch lower on my suspect list…. At least, it made me hope more than ever that
the identity thief wasn’t Frank. But, then, I hoped it wasn’t Heather
either. Maybe it was Heather’s husband, that he’d stolen whatever identities he
could steal before he left, and that no one—not even Heather—was the wiser
about it until now. That was the scenario I liked best. I decided to go with
that.








Chapter Eleven


 


 Me and Melvia rendezvoused back out at the car at a
quarter past twelve. We didn’t eat the soup because we had plenty of Italian
leftovers waiting for us at my house.


“What’d you find out?” I asked. “Do you think you saw
him come in?”


“I believe I did,” she said. “He was a nice but
scruffy-looking young man in a ratty brown jacket and blue jeans. He had dark
brown hair and the prettiest brown eyes you ever did see. They were a light
brown…I’d say a caramel color.”


“Did he talk with Heather or anybody?” 


“Of course, Doris met him at the door. You know, she greets
everybody,” Melvia said. “She mentioned that she hadn’t seen him around
before—I reckoned them pretty eyes had got to her too—and he told her that his
uncle—somebody I’d never heard of before—had suggested this place to him. 
He said he was kinda down on his luck, had lost his job and couldn’t find
another one, was in town looking and his uncle told him to come to the soup
kitchen for a good meal.” She bobbed her head. “He was a pretty loud talker.”


“Making sure he was noticed,” I said.


“Yep…that’s what I figured.”


“So Doris was nice as pie to him, but did anybody else
pay any attention to him? Did Heather?”


“Nope,” she said. “You’re right, though. Doris was nice.
She even came back and gave him a card for the funeral home so he could get
some work from them.”


“Wait a minute…the funeral home?”


Melvia nodded. “Yeah.”


“Here in Backwater?”


“That’s how I took it,” she said. “Why?”


“The only funeral home in Backwater is Jackson’s, and
it’s family owned…always has been. They never hire anybody outside of family.”


She shrugged. “Maybe they’ve been real busy or
something.”


“Maybe.” Still, it didn’t set right with me. “Get my
phone out of my purse, look at my contacts, and call Cooper…please.”


“Oooh! Did I stumble upon a clue?” She grabbed my pocket
book and opened it up.


“I think you very well might have. After you get the
number to dialing, hand it to me please.” 


She did as I’d asked.


I asked for Cooper, but he was on another line. I left a
message telling him that the funeral home business just didn’t set well with
me.  “The Jacksons have never hired outside the family since I’ve been in
Backwater, and I think it’s weird that they would now. I’m not trying to tell
you how to do your job, of course, but maybe you ought to call over there and
ask if they’re hiring.”


I hung up and drove us on to the house. We went in,
greeted Matlock, and then I let him out back to pee.


I washed my hands and heated us up some lunch.


“Hey, you want to watch The Young and the Restless
while we eat?” she asked.


“Sure,” I said. “It appears this day was mostly a bust.”


“Not entirely. I’m guessing Mr. Brown Eyes will come
back tomorrow and really get the ball rolling. I imagine it takes time to fully
ensconce oneself in the…whatchamacallit.”


“Yeah…the…” I didn’t know what to call it either. “The
sting?”


“That works,” she said, as she fixed herself a plate. 


My phone rang, and I quickly answered it. It was Cooper.


“You were right about the funeral home,” he said. “It’s
a front.”


“A front for what? The identity theft ring?” I asked.


Melvia put her plate down and hurried over to stand
beside me.


“Yeah. When Mac called it and said that Doris had given
him their card, they told him that for five hundred dollars, they could get him
unlimited credit,” said Cooper.


“Are you serious? Does that mean Doris is behind
all this?” I turned to Melvia to see her eyes widen. I imagined they matched my
own.


“Looks like it. Mac is going to take them the five
hundred and see what happens next,” he said.


“We should get over there,” I said. 


Melvia went to nodding her head and hurried over to the
peg to get her coat.


“No, you should stay right where you are,” said Coop.
“You don’t want to blow your cover in case this doesn’t work. I’ll call you as
soon as I know something.”


“All right.” I motioned for Melvia to come back.


As soon as Cooper and I had finished talking, I told
Melvia to hang her coat back up. “He said for us not to come.”


“But he might need backup,” she said.


“I know,” I said. “But I figure he’s got a lot of people
on the police force. Besides, he said that if this doesn’t work out, he doesn’t
want us blowing our covers with the soup kitchen and food bank.”


“That’s true,” she said. “He still needs us on the
inside if this thing goes south.” She went back and got her plate. “I reckon in
the meantime we might as well watch and see what Victor and that bunch is up
to.”


“I reckon so.”


 


* * *


 


Melvia had done gone home by the time Cooper called me
back. In fact, I didn’t hear from him again until after supper.


“I think you should call up the M.E.L.O.N.S. to see if
any of them would like to meet with us at the soup kitchen tomorrow morning,”
he said. “Of course, if they don’t want to be there in person, it’s fine
because they’ll see the press conference on the news at noon.”


“So this thing is solved?” I asked. “Thank goodness! Did
Heather have anything to do with it?”


“Nope. As for everything else…wait and see.”


Well, I’ll have you know, I had a hard time sleeping
that night. I did call the M.E.L.O.N.S., and they all said they’d be there.
None of them could stand to miss any kind of excitement. I guess you could lump
me in there with them. And I am a member of the club, so….


Besides Cooper and Mac, his undercover man with the
pretty brown eyes, I was the first to get there. I bragged on what a good job
Mac had done, and he told me they wouldn’t have even known about this identity
theft ring if it hadn’t been for me.


That was about all we had time to say to each other
because the press and the M.E.L.O.N.S. started straggling in after that. Faye
even took a couple hours off from work and brought Sunny. Faye said it wouldn’t
hurt Sunny to go to school a little late today.


Coop had chairs set up in a semi-circle behind him, and
he stood at a podium. He looked so nice in his uniform…not a single hair out of
place…those baby blue eyes of his just made for television….


Mac, Sunny, Faye, and the M.E.L.O.N.S. sat in the chairs
behind him and then Cooper began the press conference at nine o’clock on the
dot.


“Good morning,” he said. “Thank you all for coming here
this morning. I won’t take up too much of your time. As some of you might be
aware, an identity thief had taken up residence here in Backwater, and we only
discovered it due to the observation and diligence of Ms. Myrtle Crumb. “ He
turned and grinned at me. “Ms. Crumb, would you please stand?”


I stood up as straight and tall as I could, lifting my
chin proudly.


“Our community owes you a debt of gratitude, Ms. Crumb.
Thank you for calling this matter to the attention of our department. It’s the involvement
of citizens like you who make a difference not only in Backwater but all over
the world. Thank you.” He nodded, and I sat back down.


He also thanked Melvia, Faye, Sunny, and “the wonderful M.E.L.O.N.
organization” for their help in solving this crime and for volunteering to help
the people of Backwater. He then went on to praise Mac for his role in
ferretting out the criminals. He turned back to face the press.


“Mrs. Doris Philips and Homer Jackson were taken into
custody late yesterday afternoon. Both parties have been charged with identity
theft, fraud, conspiracy to commit fraud, and check forgery. Mr. Philips and
other members of the Jackson family have been cleared of any related charges.”


I was glad Frank was innocent. I couldn’t get over Doris
fooling nearly everybody with that Goodie-Two-Shoes routine of hers. On the
other hand, I reckoned we all want to think the best of folks.


As soon as the press conference ended, we M.E.L.O.N.S.
got the soups, biscuits, and cornbread ready for the lunch crowd. I was a
little surprised to see Heather walking in with a scraggly little man who
didn’t look to be but a year or two older than her. 


When she spotted me, Elizabeth grabbed that man’s bony
arm and came running toward me as hard as she could. 


“Look! Look! It’s our Daddy! He’s back!” she squealed.


“I’m pleased as punch to meet you,” I said to the man.
And I truly was. He still had some things to answer to the police for, but he’d
come back to his babies. That meant a lot in my eyes.
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