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Chapter One
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Sunlight streamed through the Greener Pastures Retirement and Convalescent Center windows as overhead fluorescent lights buzzed. The scent of burned coffee and donuts hung in the air, which residents managed to ignore as their wrinkled hands gripped bingo markers that hovered over cards with songs and artist names printed on them.

Twyla, their new, perky, thirty-something activity director, flourished a clipboard and beamed at the group. Since their former director had left under dubious conditions, Twyla served as her replacement. The antics and occasional grumbling of the residents hadn’t dulled her shiny new penny luster yet. Holding a finger to her lips, Twyla cupped one ear, signaling listening, and also a reminder that she’d been a preschool teacher before her current job. A push of the button on the nearby CD player resulted in music blaring out “One for the money!” before being clicked off.

“Got it!” Gus, a bald, diminutive, smiling man, exclaimed and dotted the section on his card with Elvis Presley’s name.

His ever-present companion, Eunice, a wiry, opinionated senior, hissed, “Not so loud! Not everyone recognizes the King’s trademark voice.” She angled her head, causing her silver-threaded brown curls to bounce. “A few of those at the other table will be looking for Carl Perkins. He was the first to record ‘Blue Suede Shoes.’” She inhaled reverently and placed her palms together. “Elvis made the song popular.”

Lola, a mature woman with a shade too much makeup on to be considered natural, chuckled and tugged on her sequin bedazzled sweatshirt that proclaimed she’d rather be in Vegas. “Oh! Who’s giving out answers now?”

At nearby tables, players picked up their dabbers and blotted their cards. A groan escaped Eunice before she shot Lola a narrowed-eyed look. Most people avoided being on the receiving end of Eunice’s stinging glares—except Lola, who didn’t give a fig. Not a one. Maybe it was because she’d experienced life’s hard knocks by being a Vegas showgirl and then going into real estate—an equally cutthroat environment. A feisty senior failed to upset her.

Instead, she patted her intricately highlighted hairdo that managed to disguise the silver with ash blonde sections. “It only upsets you because it’s true.”

Refusing to answer, Eunice settled for a grunt.

Herman, the fourth member to round out the table, was the quietest member of the quartet. Only his silver mane of hair made him memorable and the fact that he had managed to convince the colorful Lola to marry him. Lately, a patchy beard complemented his mustache. Herman cleared his throat and placed his hand over Lola’s. “I know we’re all on edge with no cold cases to solve.” His shoulders went up in a shrug. “What can we expect?” he added with his lips tipping up in a grin. “Detectives Marcy and Lance were our cold case source. We only got to help since we remembered the old streets and the scandals when the crimes occurred. With those two being newlyweds, and Lance not even being fifty, I’m not sure if we’ll see them for a while.”

“Thanks for reminding us,” Gus grumbled. “Now my day is made.”

“Get ready!” the activity director warned with way more enthusiasm than an afternoon game of musical bingo game deserved. “Here’s our next clue.”

Silence fell over the group except for one resident in the back yelling, “What? What did she say?”

Perhaps already used to everyone not hearing her, Twyla cupped her hands around her mouth and yelled. “Pay attention, Melvin! I think you know this one.”

The voice of a young Elvis flooded the room with the words blue moon before clicking off. Eunice’s face puckered as if biting into an unripe persimmon. “What’s up with that? I only have one Elvis square and no ‘Blue Moon over Kentucky’ square.”

“Aha.” Gus dabbed his card. “Thanks, sweetie. I didn’t know the name of the song.”

“Yeah, glad I could help.” Her fingers drummed on the table. “I don’t get it. The last three songs have been by the King. Not that I’m complaining.” She pointed back to herself and continued talking as the director cued up another song. “I consider myself a huge Elvis fan.” She bobbed her head. “Possibly one of the more knowledgeable ones. I applied my sleuth smarts to researching as much as I could about the King.”

“A little less conversation!” a woman at a nearby table yelped.

“Excuse me.” Eunice flattened her hands on the table with a spark twinkling in her eyes. Not the endearing, charming type of twinkle, but more of the we’ve been cooped up inside this place too long due to winter and something has to give twinkle. Before Senior Slapdown could erupt, Herman clapped and said, “Good answer! ‘A Little Less Conversation.’ One of my favorites.”

In a far corner, someone trumpeted, “Bingo! Woo-hoo!”

Sighs and groans sounded all around. The happy winner made her way to the winners’ table. After perusing the selection of hand cream, hard candy, playing cards, and mystery novels, the woman selected a pack of cards.

“Probably took the deck from the Copacabana,” Lola suggested with a smile. “I donated those. I still have a few extra decks.”

“A few?” Herman’s shaggy eyebrows waggled. “I think my sweet bride means a few hundred.”

“That’s an exaggeration.” Lola smirked and fiddled with her chandelier earrings. “I doubt I have more than a hundred.” She held up her beringed hand. “Listen.”

The table occupants turned and twisted to observe the unfolding tableau. Bingo participants stared open-mouthed at a glossy travel folder held high in Twyla’s left hand. With her right hand, she picked up a toy Greyhound bus and whispered in a sotto voice, “Can anyone guess where this bus is heading?”

“Shopping?” declared a senior lady sporting a bucket hat festooned with cats. “How about the Mall of America?”

Twyla smiled and shook her head. “Any other guesses?”

“Better not be one of those pretend trips,” growled a man who resembled Santa Claus, even if his attitude didn’t. “They feed you stale donuts and tell you who to vote for and call it a day out.”

“No,” Twyla reassured. “We’re going on a bus tour. The first in the center’s history.”

Clapping and cheering filled the room until the director held up the hand with the bus for attention. Eventually, the room quieted down and she spoke in a slow measured cadence. “Not everyone can go. Not enough space.”

Moans and chatter filled the room, forcing Twyla to lay down her props and clap her hands three times. Twyla often resorted to techniques that had worked with the younger set. A few residents, aware of the drill, clapped back, although perhaps not as rhythmically as desired. Most of the folks continued to grumble until a piercing whistle erupted. The talking ceased and all eyes turned toward Eunice, who stood as she whistled. “You’re welcome.” She gestured to the director. “Say what you need to say.”

“All right.” Twyla tried for a smile but forgot to inform her face. It resulted in pulling her lips back and displaying teeth, looking a bit like the before photo of a tooth-whitening toothpaste ad. “Listen up. Not all will want to go. Some will not be able to go due to mobility issues. There will be lots of walking and going up and down bus stairs.”

Whispering started again. The director held up her hand to maintain attention but failed. Without being asked, Eunice put her fingers in her mouth and whistled again.

Realizing her time might be short, the director spoke quickly. “Besides being able to walk up and down stairs, each participant will need to pay twelve hundred dollars for the trip. The price isn’t included with your stay at the center.”

“Does that mean we get money back on the time we’re gone?” Gus yelled.

“No,” Twyla replied with a single word and a long look. “Participants have to be able to leave at will. As we know, that doesn’t apply to all of you.”

Gus huffed. “I leave plenty of times.”

“Not with staff being aware,” Herman pointed out. “This would be an above-board trip. Probably with head counts and all. Besides, you don’t even know where they’re going. It might be to the plastics museum or a foreign movie festival.”

“Oh! Good call.” His brows arched as he grimaced at the possibility. “That would be awful.”

Herman, ever a rule follower, smoothed his head of silver hair and raised his hand. “Excuse me! May I ask where this bus tour might be going?”

“Goodness.” The director giggled. “That would help. The tour is going to Graceland. I figured you’d get the hint with all the King tunes today.”

A slap rattled the table in front of Eunice. “I knew it!”

Twyla continued, used to Eunice’s theatrics, or preschoolers, who could be similar. “There’s room for fifty residents. The first fifty applicants who get their money in and are approved will be our tour group. If all goes well, which I imagine it will, there will be more tours in the future. Any questions?”

Someone shouted, “Can anybody spot me a thousand?”

Laughter followed as well as people twisting in their seats to identify the commenter. Eunice leaned forward and hissed, “I have to go. It’s only right being I’m the biggest Elvis fan alive. But there’s just one issue.”

“Money, huh?” Lola joked. “There’s also the matter that Twyla can’t stand you. She’ll never approve your going.”

“The fire was an accident,” Eunice confessed. “Besides, it was Gus’ fault.”

The man in question choked on the lemonade he had raised to his lips. Sputtering, he slammed the half-empty cup on the table. “Geez Louise! Throw me under the bus, will ya?”

Lola wagged a finger. “You’re probably persona non grata with the new director, too, if the staff gossiped.”

“There has to be a way,” Eunice murmured. “Maybe not that many people will want to go, which means they will have to take us to make it financially viable.”

Dozens of people surrounded Twyla as she handed out printed applications, destroying any hope she might take on Eunice and Gus just to even out the numbers. Pressing her hands together in a prayer position, Eunice whispered, “I need a miracle.”


Chapter Two


[image: ___]

The music bingo crowd shuffled out of the event room while those possessing a white, fluttering tour application gripped in their hands swiftly maneuvered around the others. A few of the bingo players moved slower, criticizing the cost of the bus tour, stating one could have bought a new car for as much back in the day. Not to be outdone, another exclaimed he bought his first home for less. As the participants passed the table where Eunice sat, she waved the air in front of her face vigorously to dispel the mingled scents of aftershave, perfume, and muscle cream. This behavior pulled chuckles from her table companions. Narrowing her eyes as the attendees exited, she groused, “Not a single one of them can name every movie Elvis ever made in chronological order, and they think they have the right to visit the King’s home.”

Lola, never one to miss an opportunity to needle the acerbic Eunice, held up one pink frosted nail. “Kinda makes you wish you’d treated the activity director better, huh?”

If looks could incinerate, the event room would have been in flames. Eunice cleared her throat, pursed her lips, and snorted. “I don’t know what you’re talking about!”

“Well…” Gus drew out the word. “You did accuse her of fixing the bingo game.”

“It does seem like the same people win on a regular basis.” Eunice sniffed and jerked her chin upward. “No one ever proved otherwise.”

Coughing and conversation drifted behind the last participants exiting the bingo room as the majority of the senior sleuths debated the likelihood of a fixed game. Once Eunice’s complaint faded away, Herman said, “You do realize the same people come every week to bingo. It’s not surprising they would win over and over. We donate most of the prizes, so it’s not as if they’re winning a five-day trip to Cancun.”

“True,” Eunice conceded through clenched teeth. “Maybe I still have a chance.”

A tall, thin man with obviously dyed black hair accompanied by a trim woman with an elegant dark bob and an olive complexion entered the room. They moved closer to their table with the woman waving with exaggerated hand gestures. “Do I have news for you!”

Eunice and Lola, who had their backs to the approaching pair, twisted in their seats to observe the newest additions. Lola enthusiastically greeted the couple with a wide smile. “Hey, Hannah and Jake! What news?”

The possibility of being in the know of juicy gossip or a possible crime created smirks and arched eyebrows all around. Whispered comments about who might be involved resulted in the table crew’s speculating as Jake pulled a chair out for Hannah, and then grabbed another for himself. Instead of sitting, Hannah pulled out a folded paper and shook a typewritten page open with a flourish. Placing the paper on the table, she smoothed it with her hand and made eye contact with each table member before speaking. “As the editor of the center’s news sheet, I’m the first to get breaking news.”

Gus snorted and rubbed a hand over his bald pate. “If it’s something they want us to know, it’s not worth knowing. I figured you might have some secret info such as the cook substituted cat food for tuna.”

“I thought something was up with the tuna noodle casserole,” Herman remarked with a grimace. “Texture.” He gave an all-over shiver.

“Really, Herman.” Lola rolled her eyes. “End our suspense, Hannah.”

Straightening to her full height, Hannah pushed back her shoulders to resemble a political candidate ready for a victory speech. “As you know, I get the info first since I need to proof the newsletter. I thought about calling you, but knew you’d already be elbow deep into music bingo.” Hannah paused for dramatic purposes and grinned.

Before she could speak, Gus burst out, “Did you hear that there’s going to be a bus tour to Graceland? Eunice is really hot to go.”

Hannah’s open mouth snapped shut and she folded her arms. “Here I walked all the way from A-wing to tell you my news and you already know. Who spilled the beans?”

Herman pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket. “I went ahead and grabbed an application while Eunice listed all the number one hits Elvis had. As for how we knew, the official announcement was just made after the final song in music bingo. So far, we’ve been brainstorming how Eunice can snag a place on the bus.”

Not speaking, Hannah reached for the application. Her eyes moved as she scanned the paper. She pointed to the bold print on the application. “All applicants must be approved.” She placed her hand still clutching the application on her hip and wagged her finger in Eunice’s direction. “Surely you know the activity director holds no love for you. It doesn’t even matter she’s barely been here a month.”

“What do you mean?” Eunice asked, blinking slowly while doing her best sad puppy dog face.

“You’ll get nowhere with me with that innocent act.” Hannah shook her head slowly. “Just the other day when she was so proud of her recent weight loss, you asked if her pants had shrunk in the dryer.”

The unfortunate remark sent everyone, except Eunice, chortling. “Maybe I did say that, but I didn’t mean it in the weight gain way. Her pants were above her ankles and they weren’t even rolled up. What was I supposed to think?”

“Oh my,” Lola managed to wheeze between giggles, pressing her hand against her chest. “You need to consult a fashion magazine. Pants hemlines one inch above the ankle are the style.” Her lips pursed and her eyes rolled up as she considered the matter. Dropping her hand to twist her rings, she added, “I hear the 90s fashions are back. Slip dresses, leather jackets, lots of velvet, and statement T-shirts. I’m not sure if the pants hemlines will change with it. It might do you good to see what the youngsters are wearing. You’d be smart not to comment on any woman’s outfit, especially if you have nothing good to say. It never goes well.”

A long sigh issued from Eunice and she slapped both hands on the table. “Now you tell me.” She cradled her head in her hands and moaned.

Sympathetic glances passed over Eunice’s bowed head. No matter how cantankerous Eunice could be on most occasions, she remained their friend and a fellow senior sleuth. Eyes met, nods were exchanged, and Lola spoke first. “I know you never listen to me, but I’ve told you plenty of times your sharp tongue would get you in trouble.”

Eunice lifted her flushed face and whispered, “You did?”

“Several times,” Lola reminded with a knowing glance. “Karma shows up when you least expect it. Maybe we can register as a group.” She motioned to everyone surrounding the table. “That way she could assume we’d handle you. Twyla might even be more sympathetic if she felt she didn’t have to corral you herself.”

“Would you?” Eunice’s voice grew stronger. Jumping up, she knocked her chair backward and rushed to Lola, enveloping her in a tight hug. “You’re the best!”

“Ah,” Lola eased out the word as she wiggled out of the awkward embrace. “It’s not done yet. First, we’ll need some more applications, and we’ll proceed from there.”

“Yippee!” Eunice crowed. “If anyone can get it done, it has to be a woman who could strut around in just stilettoes and feathers and call it a career.”

A collective groan filled the room. It had to be the shortest truce on record between the two women. Lola made no secret of her Vegas showgirl days and was rather proud to be chosen as one. The woman in question struggled to her feet. “Give me my cane, Herman. Something in this room stinks. Let’s go for a walk outside.”


Chapter Three
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The television theme song for Murder, She Wrote filled Herman and Lola’s deluxe suite unit as the two settled into their oversized beige couch to enjoy the adventures of a mystery writer-turned-sleuth. “Oh, I remember this one,” Lola announced with a chuckle. “She happens to have a friend in the movie business.”

“Sweetie,” Herman began, but a knock at the door prevented what would have probably been a useless entreaty not to tell him who the killer was. The familiar and spritely knock came again. His own father used the same rhythm when knocking, often calling out, shave and a haircut, two bits. “I’m coming! Hold your horses.”

He swung the door open to reveal Gus, who smoothed his hands on his pants and managed a weak smile. “Hey, there. How’s it going?”

“Fine.” Herman gestured for his friend to come inside. “We’ve warmed up the DVD player. We’re getting ready to see what mischief Jessica gets herself into tonight. Come join us.”

“Love to,” Gus answered and stepped into the living room. Before Herman could swing the door shut, Eunice stepped out from where she must have been hiding and asked with a hopeful mien, “Does that apply to me, too?”

Lola yelled from her position on the couch. “Shut the door! Now!”

Herman glanced from his irate wife to Eunice, who waited just outside the door. Even though good manners had been drilled into him from a young age, he also realized a happy wife made for a happy life. He cringed as he shut the door, knowing somewhere his mother was rolling over in her grave. Wordlessly, Herman returned to the couch and clicked on the remote, allowing Jessica to happily type out her next chapter before a phone call interrupted her.

Taking a kitchen chair, Gus brought it next to where Lola sat. “I know you to be a kind woman.”

A snort escaped Lola, but she kept her eyes on the television. Picking up the chair, Gus scooted it directly in Lola’s line of sight. “I know Eunice gets on your nerves. She bothers a lot of people. You’ve got to remember she has a special problem.”

A side glance from Lola resulted in the screen’s freezing on that nice sheriff coming to relate a vital clue. “Okay.” Lola nodded. “I’m listening. What’s her problem?”

Gus rubbed his hands together and blurted, “She’s terribly jealous of you.”

“Am not!” Eunice’s muffled voice came from the hallway.

“She eavesdrops at doors, too,” Gus tacked on. “Not the least bit patient either. Told her I would handle this and you can see how well that went over.”

“Uh-huh,” Lola murmured. “I think you were going to tell me about a problem Eunice has that would somehow convince me to board a bus for an eight-hour trip to see the home of a singer I’ve never particularly cared for. I’m more of a Ritchie Valens gal.”

“You’ve got to be kidding!” Eunice yelled from the other side of the door. Other voices sounded in the hall, including the gruff bass of a staff member who offered to show Eunice to her room.

“I know I’ll regret it,” Lola said with an eye roll. “Better let her in before she’s shuffled back to her wing.”

Herman grumbled, “I just got comfortable. At this rate, Jessica will never rescue whoever needs her help before Christmas.”

“I’ll get it,” Gus volunteered. He pulled his chair out of the way and headed to the door. He swung it open to Eunice, brandishing joined hands over her head as if a winning boxer.

“Don’t get too excited,” Gus informed his girlfriend in a somber tone. “The only reason you’re getting let in is because we were afraid you might end up in the memory care unit. Once there, it’s hard to escape. Trust me, I know. Crow needs to be eaten before we can even talk trip details.”

In a room measuring less than a hundred and fifty square feet, even a private conversation became a little more public than a person might prefer. Herman heaved himself up again, knowing refreshments were in order. Not that he wanted to make anything, but he felt obliged after slamming the door and all. “Coffee, anyone?”

“None for me,” Lola answered. “I haven’t been sleeping all that well lately.”

“Guilty conscience,” Eunice inserted, but after doing so slapped a hand over her mouth. “Oops!”

Gus groaned. “That brings me to the basic problem. She never knows when not to talk.”

“Amen to that,” Lola said and reached for a cane. It took some wiggling but she maneuvered herself off the couch and over to the kitchen table where she took a seat. “I figured we might as well sit at a table if we’re drinking and planning.”

“Good deal,” Eunice commented as she slid into a chair. “I’ll take a cappuccino.”

“Huh…” Herman turned from lifting mugs out of the cabinet. “No fancy coffees here. Regular or decaf are your choices. I can even mix those two together. What will it be?”

“Decaf, I guess.” Eunice pulled out a small notebook from her pocket and flipped it open.

“Gus, you want anything?” Herman inquired as he filled up the glass carafe.

“Hmm…” His eyebrows knitted together as he pondered the inquiry. “What were my choices again?”

“Seriously?” Herman crossed his arms and stared down at his friend. Too often he ended up playing straight man to his cut-up of a friend.

“Oh, I know. Just joking, you know. I’ll take a green tea.”

“Not one of your options,” Herman pointed out, almost certain he had walked into one of Gus’ gags.

His friend reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a teabag. “Not even if I brought my own?” He pressed his palms together and asked in a trembly voice, “Please sir, could you spare a cup of hot water?”

Herman held up his hand and mentally congratulated himself on not being played. “Only if you stop with the theatrics.”

A few minutes later the scent of coffee swirled around the room and Gus had his hands wrapped around his cup of hot tea. A plate of sugar wafers held down the center of the table as Eunice crossed her hands over her heart. “I was there for Elvis’ last concert. It was in Indianapolis. A friend of mine had tickets, but her husband, a boring doofus who never did anything fun, refused to go. She asked me to go instead.” A long sigh sounded before she continued. “Most people didn’t know that Elvis suffered terribly from stage fright. Most of the stuff he did from talking fast, gyrating his hips, to caressing the microphone, he did to distract himself. He picked one girl in the audience and sang just to her. My friend had very good seats and I’d swear he sang just to me.”

Lola snorted but said no more when Eunice raised a finger for quiet.

“It may be hard to believe but I haven’t always been a scrawny old lady who sticks her nose into everybody’s business. I wasn’t even fifty when we attended that concert. Not bad looking either. I definitely made myself up that night and I swear his eyes met mine. A promise was exchanged.” Eunice’s fingers touched her lips and she sniffed.

“What was the promise?” Herman asked.

“He wanted me to come to Graceland,” Eunice said with a sad face. “In all this time, I’ve never made it. I can’t let the King down now, especially since fate has provided the transportation.”

The tea mug clunked on the table, sloshing a little bit of the lightly tinted water. Gus fisted his empty hands. “Should I be jealous of a ghost?”

“No!” Eunice snapped. “Elvis is dead. Should I be jealous of all those beauties you love to watch on The Love Boat? I swear you’ve played that one tape so much it’s thin in places. I bet a few of those gals are even still alive.”

Herman’s eyes widened and his mouth dropped open. “You have a VCR player! I asked around for a VCR player and you never told me you had one.”

Gus sucked in his lips and glanced at Lola, causing her to groan.

“I’ve never seen a man look so guilty.” She reached for her husband’s hand and covered it with her own manicured one. “Gus never lied to you. He just never offered up the fact that he had a VCR because I asked him not to. I know you love Perry Mason and would love to watch your VHS collection, but it’s so much work for me to hook up all the cords while changing from DVD player to the VCR. Besides, you wouldn’t want to deprive your friend of his own shows.”

“You’re right, dear,” Herman cooed, resulting in Eunice’s sticking out her tongue and making a gagging sound. If that didn’t catch everyone’s attention, Eunice brandished her notebook. “We’ve got to get busy. Who knows how many people have put in their applications already? First, we’ll have to figure out a way to convince Twyla to approve my application.”

“Short of telling her you only have a few months to live, and this is your dying wish, you mean?” Lola suggested with arched eyebrows.

“Aha! Good one.” Eunice crowed and slapped her hands together. “We should go with that. Moving on to money…” She glanced down at her notebook. “I’ve squirreled away some funds for such an occasion as this and would be more than willing to loan some funds to anyone who needs assistance at twenty-eight percent interest.”

Sputtering came from Herman, who choked mid-sip on his coffee. He carefully put his cup down and gaped. Finally, he said, “All this time, you’ve had me paying for everything the senior sleuths did from gas to meals, and you had money?”

Holding out her hands to forestall any more accusations, Eunice quipped, “How do you think I saved so much money? The first rule of saving money, according to Warren Buffet, is to let other people pay for stuff.”

“Not sure he ever said that,” Herman grumbled. “What I will
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