Gathering recalls life of sharing 

Killing of Zelpha Turner is still under investigation.
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Her house was always full of birds. 

That’s how Zelpha Turner’s granddaughter remembers the many weekends spent with the gentle country woman who raised cockatiels and who, until the grandchild was 14, rocked her to sleep at night in her arms. 

Every Friday afternoon, Holli Turner stepped off a school bus to see her grandmother in her parents’ driveway, waiting to drive her to the small farmhouse down a gravel road off Route VV. The visits continued until the granddaughter neared the end of high school. 

"I would literally count the hours to tell myself how much longer I had until it was time to go home. I hated to go home," Turner said last night during a visitation for her grandmother at Memorial Funeral Home. 

Her grandmother’s house is tucked behind a row of trees at the top of a gently sloping hill of grass that leads to a small lake. Along with many homemade porcelain dolls and the cockatiels, Zelpha Turner’s house was home over the years to a menagerie of small pets young Holli delighted in feeding and cradling, including gerbils, hermit crabs, Toby the dog and the granddaughter’s cat, Chanelle. 

On Monday, Holli Turner, 25, discovered her grandmother’s body on the living room floor where they’d spent many weekends crocheting, making dolls and piecing together dresses. 

The 77-year-old woman’s killing remained unsolved last night, with no one charged in her strangulation. Services are scheduled for 1 p.m. today at the funeral home. 

People who attended the visitation remembered Zelpha Turner as a soft-spoken but direct woman. 

The house is still filled with her treasured handicrafts. An example stood next to her coffin last night: a toddler-like doll with dark-brown hair and a simple, white dress, reminiscent of a christening gown. 

Holli Turner laughed softly as she recalled how much trouble her grandmother went through to sew dresses for her. 

"She always complained about me being built funny," the young woman said. "She ended up using three different patterns, cutting them up and piecing them together to get a dress to fit me right." 

The grandmother didn’t have a lasting effect just on her family. For more than 20 years, Holli Turner said, her grandmother worked as a psychiatric aide at Mid-Missouri Mental Health Center, caring for the disturbed, the addicted and society’s neediest. 

"I remember she went to Wal-Mart about four or five years ago, and a man walked up to her, a former patient at" the center, "and he thanked her for her help," she said. 

Cletie Warren worked with Turner for 20 years at the mental health center. "She had that quiet voice, but she had so much power," Warren said. "If she told you something, it was like it came from a supervisor." 

The two often ate lunch together and talked about their families. They watched over the patients as a team. 

"Whatever we had to do, we just put our hands together and did it," Warren said. "It was strict at Mid-Mo, but that’s what I liked about it. It was a well-oiled machine where everybody was honest." 

One self-described strict supervisor was Flo Van Wagner, who said she worked with Turner for five years. Though they worked together as employee and boss, Van Wagner often went to visit Turner’s rural home, bringing along her mentally disabled son. He learned to fish from Turner’s husband, Howard Turner, who has since died, on the couple’s small lake. 

"She knew I had it hard, watching over him all of the time," Van Wagner said. "So she’d just take over, and it was OK. She was so good with him." 

Then again, she said, Turner was good with a lot of people. 

"She would gently ask the patients questions whenever they were really disturbed about something," Van Wagner said. "She was just a really good listener. She wasn’t a well-educated woman, but she probably knew a side of life that many of us didn’t." 
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