
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          A Body in the Trunk

        

        
        
          A Myrtle Clover Cozy Mystery, Volume 12

        

        
        
          Elizabeth Spann Craig

        

        
          Published by Elizabeth Spann Craig, 2018.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      A BODY IN THE TRUNK

    

    
      First edition. January 9, 2018.

      Copyright © 2018 Elizabeth Spann Craig.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1946227249

    

    
    
      Written by Elizabeth Spann Craig.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

About the Author

This and That

Other Works by the Author:



  	
  	
			 

			
		
In memory of Amma and Mamma. 


      

    

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter One
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MYRTLE AND HER FRIEND Miles sat quietly in Myrtle’s living room. Their taped soap opera, Tomorrow’s Promise, had just finished, but neither of them felt inclined to get up from their seats. And, certainly, there was no real need to get up. It was the end of the day and they’d just eaten popcorn and cheese and crackers for supper while watching their show. There was a pitcher of lemonade handy in case they got thirsty. And there was absolutely nothing pressing to do. Or, actually, anything to do at all.

Myrtle tilted her head to one side. “I hear a lawnmower. I wonder who’s mowing his grass now.”

Miles listened thoughtfully for a minute. “It sounds like someone at Jim’s house.”

“No, it wouldn’t be Jim. Jim’s grass was mowed a couple of days ago. Must be Perry or Tom,” said Myrtle.

Pasha, her feral black cat, gave Myrtle an annoyed look, stretched, gave a tremendous and pointed yawn, and leapt out an open window.

“Even Pasha thinks we’re boring,” said Miles. 

“We are boring! There’s nothing to do in this town. And that makes me feel restless,” said Myrtle.

Miles gave Myrtle a wary look. When Myrtle felt restless, disaster frequently followed. 

“Maybe I should cook something for supper,” said Myrtle.

Now Miles looked even more wary, as if this was the anticipated disaster. “We just ate a ton of popcorn. Besides, it’s summer. It’s not exactly the best time of year to turn on the oven. You’ve got some perfectly ripe tomatoes in your backyard. You should simply make a tomato sandwich for supper.”

“I’m out of mayo,” said Myrtle, looking dissatisfied. “It’s no good eating a tomato sandwich without mayonnaise.”

“I’ll bring some over,” said Miles quickly. The last thing that Miles wanted was for Myrtle to try to cook dinner and invite him to be her guest. Or, rather, victim. 

Myrtle’s eyes narrowed. “What kind of mayo do you have?”

“Hellman’s. It’s excellent with tomato sandwiches,” said Miles.

Myrtle snorted. “Well, I can tell you lived in Atlanta for far too many years. You can’t eat a tomato sandwich without Duke’s Mayonnaise. For heaven’s sake, everybody knows that.” 

“I didn’t realize I was speaking with a tomato sandwich connoisseur,” said Miles a bit coldly. 

Myrtle ignored him. “You know, I have an idea for an activity tomorrow. We can go donate those old clothes and things that I’m giving away.”

“Big thrills in Bradley, North Carolina,” said Miles dryly. “A visit to Goodwill.” 

“There are worse ways to spend a day.” Myrtle was sounding cross now. “Think about the soap opera we just watched with Edwardo stuck in a car trunk. That would be a rough day. Perhaps you should have stayed in Atlanta if you wanted entertainment.”

“At least I’m adjusting to life in Bradley better than our new neighbor,” said Miles. “He has this tortured look on his face whenever I see him.”

“Hm. That’s the one in the old Terry house, right? Is it just him, or his wife too?” asked Myrtle.

“His name is Neil. And yes, he is married. Let’s see. What was her name?” asked Miles. Then his face brightened. “Clara.”

“Hopefully he’ll settle in as time goes on. Now, back to the Goodwill trip. I think we should go ahead and load the car now,” said Myrtle. 

“Since you don’t own a car, I presume you mean that you want me to load my car,” said Miles. “But since I didn’t park here, I’d rather not do that until tomorrow.”

“But you did park here, remember? We ran an errand before we came back here.”

Miles said, “Oh, that’s right. I’d somehow forgotten the scintillating trip to the drugstore to pick up my allergy medicine before coming here.” He sighed and slowly stood up. “All right. Where are the clothes and things?” 

“Oh, I can help you, Miles. I simply didn’t want to do it all myself.” Myrtle stood up and stretched to her full, nearly-six-foot height. “It’s all in my room.”

“Myrtle, you won’t be able to carry things and hold your cane at the same time.” Miles looked pointedly at the cane propped on the chair next to Myrtle.

“I can walk without the cane. You know that! It’s practically just a fashion accessory.”

Miles sighed again and followed Myrtle. They carried out several bags and boxes to Miles’s car. 

“Where did all this stuff come from, anyway?” asked Miles, panting a bit by the third trip. “I don’t remember your having an extensive wardrobe that needed to be culled.”

“Red offered to bring things out of the attic,” said Myrtle with a nonchalant shrug. She and her son, Red, had a sometimes-combative relationship and it wasn’t easy to directly praise him. “There was stuff up there from thirty years ago. I either can’t wear it now or I shouldn’t wear it now. One’s couture choices in your fifties can be rather different than your choices in your eighties. It’s amazing how many women don’t seem to realize that.”

Miles raised his eyebrows. “That was very helpful of Red to clear out your attic for you. Is that perhaps the reason why the gnomes in your front yard suddenly ended up back in the shed?”

Whenever Red drove Myrtle especially crazy, she pulled out her large and ever-growing collection of garden gnomes. Red had no fondness for the gnomes and, seeing as how he lived across the street, displaying them helped Myrtle demonstrate that Red had annoyed her. 

“It was more to give the poor gnomes a reprieve. With Red’s obstreperous behavior lately, the little guys were spending far too much time in the front yard. And sunlight can be so damaging, you know.” 

Miles’s phone rang in a shrill, high-pitched tone and he jumped. “I must change that ringtone. It scares me to death.”

“Who is it?” asked Myrtle with curiosity. “One of your lady friends?”

“I don’t have any lady friends. As you well-know,” said Miles stiffly.

“That’s right—you just have a gaggle of admirers,” said Myrtle. She watched as he glanced at his phone and made a face. “It’s Georgia.”

Myrtle smiled at him. “Isn’t that nice? You’ve always had something of a fascination with Georgia.”

“Only because she reminds me so much of someone I was in Vietnam with. And get any thoughts of romance out of your head. Georgia is very likely calling me on book club business,” said Miles with a sigh as he shoved his phone back into his pocket. 

“Why on earth is that?” 

Miles said, “They appear to be having trouble understanding this month’s selection.”

Myrtle blinked. “Trouble with The Mayor of Casterbridge? Why on earth would they struggle with that book? It’s straightforward enough.” 

“Apparently not. And, since it was my choice for the month, they seem to think they should call me to ask me questions about it.”

Myrtle snorted. “I can’t believe it. There’s nothing challenging about Thomas Hardy. If they want a real challenge, they should pick up some William Faulkner. They’d really struggle through that. Or James Joyce. I suspect it’s all just a ploy to talk with you on the phone.”

“They said the book’s language is archaic,” said Miles with a shrug.

“Archaic? For heaven’s sake. It’s practically modern fiction,” said Myrtle, shaking her head.

“I doubt that 1886 technically qualifies as modern,” remarked Miles dryly.

Myrtle was about to engage in a spirited rebuttal of that point when she stopped talking and peered down the street. “Isn’t that the woman we were just talking about? Didn’t you decide her name was Clara?”

Miles put the remaining bags into his car. “Clara. It looks as if she needs some help.”

Clara did appear in dire need of help. She was hurrying down the street toward them, wearing a worried expression on her face. 

Myrtle muttered, “I’d better grab my cane.”

“I thought it was a mere fashion accessory,” said Miles.

“It also makes an excellent weapon. Perhaps there are intruders that we need to eliminate, Miles.” She hurried off and was back in less than a minute and just when Clara finally reached Myrtle’s house.

“Hi, I’m Clara,” said the woman in a rush. She was a somewhat plump woman with blonde hair with roots showing. 

“I’m Myrtle,” said Myrtle. “And I think you’ve met Miles.”

Clara nodded a greeting at Miles and then quickly said, “Have you seen Neil? My husband? He hasn’t gotten back from work yet.”

Miles glanced at his watch. “Maybe he got held up at the office? It really isn’t very late—only seven o’clock.”

Clara shook her head impatiently. “The problem is that he was quite insistent that he was coming home earlier today. He’s not answering his cell phone either, and he always has his phone with him.”

Miles seemed inclined to offer another excuse for the errant husband, but Myrtle broke in. “We’ll help you look for him. Miles can drive us.”

Miles shot a look at Myrtle. 

Clara managed to give them both an anxious smile. “That would be great. I’m too keyed up to drive anywhere. Neil was driving a blue sedan. He was wearing a light-blue button-down shirt and a suit. I know you probably only met him a couple of times—he’s thin and a little short. In his mid-forties, like me.”

Miles added, “And he has a goatee, doesn’t he?”

“That’s right,” said Clara as she opened the door to the back seat of Miles’s car.

“It’ll be better if you sit in the front,” said Myrtle. “It should be easier for you to spot him that way.”

Clara hesitated, looking at Myrtle’s cane and Myrtle’s white hair.

“I’ll be perfectly fine in the back seat,” said Myrtle, a bit imperiously. She didn’t like her age to be viewed as an infirmity. 

Miles started driving. “Where does Neil work again?” 

“He’s the branch manager at the bank. Not the one downtown; the one that’s on the way out of town,” said Clara. 

It started to rain and Miles looked even tenser than he did already. “Rain,” he said grimly, as if Myrtle and Clara couldn’t see it for themselves.

“This car appears to be all-weather,” said Myrtle. “And I’m sure that you can drive in rain just as easily.”

Fortunately, for Miles’s nerves, the rain stopped not long after it started. He drove even more cautiously than usual as the sky grew darker. There was no sign of Neil’s sedan.

When they reached the factory that was near the bank, Miles slowed down. There were more employees of the factory than there was parking so both sides of the road were packed with parallel parked vehicles. 

“Maybe you should stop the car, Miles,” said Myrtle. “We need to really look at these cars. Unless Neil’s car really stands out, Clara.” 

Clara hesitated. “Well, it’s a nice car. Pretty expensive, I mean.” 

Miles obediently stopped the car and peered around him. “I don’t know how we’re going to pick his car out of all of these. And I’m not so sure about stopping in the middle of the road.”

“Don’t be silly, Miles. No one is anywhere around and the shift isn’t over at the factory,” said Myrtle.

“Thank heaven for small favors,” muttered Miles. 

Myrtle said, “Oh, there! Is that it? A car that’s missing a tire. Neil must have had a flat and gone to get help.”

It wasn’t just any blue sedan, noted Myrtle. She didn’t know much about cars, but she knew this was a very expensive car. A luxury sedan. 

Clara frowned. “But why wouldn’t he answer my calls? Why didn’t he use his phone to call for help? And why couldn’t he just change the tire, himself?”

Miles cleared his throat and said, “In my experience, these cell phones have all sorts of issues. Sometimes the battery runs out really quickly. Maybe it was simply a dead phone. And maybe he didn’t want to get his suit dirty by changing a tire.”

Clara persisted. “But why didn’t we pass him on the way into town? Wouldn’t he have walked there to find a mechanic?” 

Myrtle said, “Perhaps we should take a look at the car.”

Miles turned around and gave Myrtle a worried glance. Maybe he was starting to get that same ominous feeling that Myrtle had. 

Miles drove a short distance away, cautiously parallel parking between two other cars. Then Myrtle and Miles got out of the car.

“I’m going to try to call him again,” said Clara. “Maybe he was working on the car when I tried reaching him and the phone was left in the car.”

As Myrtle and Miles approached the sedan, they could hear a cell phone ringing. They glanced at each other and then peered into the front seat. There was a phone sitting in a cup holder, ringing merrily. 

“Look,” said Myrtle, walking around to the other side of the car. “There’s a tire iron here and the flat tire.”

Miles said with a frown, “That’s odd. He struck me as the kind of man who could easily handle a flat tire. He clearly started changing it—suit or not. Why didn’t he finish the job?” 

Myrtle said quietly, “Miles, you know what we need to do? We need to look in the trunk.”

Miles recoiled. “I don’t think that’s necessary. You’re only thinking that because we saw a body in someone’s trunk on the soap opera today. This is real life.”

Myrtle opened the driver’s side door and popped the trunk lid. “Then I suppose we should prove me wrong.”

Miles took a deep breath and he and Myrtle walked around to the trunk. Myrtle took a couple of tissues from her large pocketbook and carefully slid the latch and pulled open the trunk. 

They looked in the trunk and then looked at each other. Then Myrtle pushed the trunk closed again. 
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Chapter Two
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MYRTLE AND MILES LOOKED at each other again.

“Is something wrong?” asked Clara, her quivering voice behind them. She appeared to be still unsuccessfully trying to call her husband.

“Just a minute,” said Myrtle in her firm schoolteacher voice. Under her breath she said to Miles, “Okay. You give Clara the news and I’ll call Red.” Having a son who was the police chief could be annoying, but it was occasionally helpful. 

“Me?” Miles looked anxious. “I don’t think this is my forte.”

“Do you think it’s mine? All the women in town think you’re so charming, Miles. I promise you she’ll take the news better from you.” Myrtle gave him a tiny shove.

As Miles ministered to the ever-more-distraught Clara, Myrtle made a quick check around the car for any clues. Red was decidedly unhelpful when it came to sharing information about his cases, which required Myrtle to do a little snooping. There were no footprints and nothing outside the car aside from the tire iron and flat. 

Glancing back, she saw that Miles and Clara weren’t looking her way. She very quickly grabbed the two tissues again and lifted the trunk lid gingerly. She peered at Neil Albert’s body for any signs that there might have been a struggle of some kind: torn clothing, defensive wounds on Neil’s hands. But all she saw was a bit of oil or grease on him. It appeared that Neil was either taken by surprise, or trusted his assailant enough to keep his back toward him. She put the trunk back down and, using the same tissues, opened the driver’s door and picked up Neil’s cell phone. He had quite a few text messages. Myrtle pulled her cell phone out of her pocketbook and took a picture of both his messages and his recent calls. Fortunately, Neil appeared to have been very organized about labeling his contact list. 

Finally, Myrtle dialed Red’s number.

Red answered the phone in a weary voice, as if expecting his mother had been up to some sort of shenanigans. “Mama? What’s up?”

Myrtle glanced over at Clara and walked a little farther away. She said in a low voice, “Murder, that’s what.”

There was a brief pause at the other end and Red said, “I’m hoping you’ve just been dipping into the cooking sherry. Murder?”

“That’s right,” hissed Myrtle. “And there’s no sherry in sight, cooking or otherwise. Our new neighbor, Neil, is dead in his own trunk. There’s a tire iron on the side of the road that looks as if it might be the murder weapon. Miles is trying to comfort Neil’s wife, Clara.” As if on cue, Clara’s wails grew louder. “And I don’t think it’s going well.”

Red’s voice was grim now. “Heading over. Where are y’all?”

“On the way out of town, near the factory and bank branch.” Myrtle hung up and turned reluctantly to face Miles and Clara. 

Clara brushed by her, determined to make sure that her husband was indeed deceased. Seconds later, she turned away, looking pale and shaken, and swayed slightly as she walked past Miles.

Miles gave Myrtle a desperate look as he assisted Clara back to his car. Myrtle slowly followed them. She never knew what to do around tears. Then Clara gave a tremendous sniff and Myrtle, glad to have found a chore, dug around in her pocketbook for her packet of tissues. She thrust them at Clara. 

Clara gratefully took them and blew her nose in earnest. She seemed to quiet down a little with Myrtle’s presence there. 

“I’m very sorry about Neil,” said Myrtle, peering carefully at Clara to ascertain that she wasn’t about to dissolve into tears again.

Clara, fortunately, seemed to have gotten a handle on her emotions. “I am, too,” she said quietly. Her voice was very tired. 

Myrtle said slowly, “Do you have any idea what might have happened to him? That is, do you know of anyone who was having an argument with him? Any sort of disagreement?”

Clara shook her head. “We’re new in town. I wouldn’t have thought Neil would have had the time to make any enemies. We haven’t really even been here long enough to make any friends.”

Miles asked, “How long has it been since you’ve moved here? I was trying to remember and couldn’t quite figure it out. Were you here last Christmas?”

“We were. We’ve actually been here for about a year. But most of our time has been spent getting the house updated and trying to get used to a new town. I feel as if we haven’t really settled in,” said Clara.

Myrtle said, “You said that you didn’t think you’d been here long enough for Neil to make enemies. Did he usually make enemies?”

Clara shifted uneasily in Miles’s car. “I shouldn’t have said that. Not with Neil ... you know.” She choked up a little.

Myrtle said firmly, “I think that Neil would want us to find out who did this to him, don’t you? And asking uncomfortable questions is the way to start.” 

Clara took a deep, steadying breath. “Neil could make enemies. I mean, enemies, is kind of an exaggeration. He could rub people the wrong way, let’s put it that way. He wasn’t a very tall man and sometimes I feel like he was trying to make up for it with an aggressive personality. A Napoleon complex, right?”

“What was it like being married to him?” asked Myrtle. She was aware that she was pushing Clara, but had the feeling that Red was going to make an appearance at any time. And Red could be ridiculously sensitive about Myrtle questioning his suspects. Myrtle was quite sure that Clara was a suspect. The spouses were always the ones who were most likely to have done it. 

Clara paused and now Myrtle had the impression that she was thinking through her response and being cagey. “You work for the newspaper, don’t you?” asked Clara in a somewhat accusatory tone.

“Me?” asked Myrtle in her most innocent, frail, old lady voice. “Why, I merely write the helpful hints column.” 

Miles rolled his eyes in exasperation and Myrtle amended her statement. “That is, unless my editor throws me a story, which he does every now and again.” 

Clara seemed appeased. “Neil could drive me a little crazy. They say opposites attract and I guess that’s what happened with Neil and me. He was very smart and had a very smart mouth, too. He was driven where I am more laid back. Except he wasn’t so much driven to do stuff around the house or to do yardwork, and that’s what we argued over most of the time.” She paused and looked pained. “Now our yard is going to look even worse! Who’s going to do the yardwork now?” 

Miles asked, “There are people you can hire. That is, if you think you have the financial stability.” His gaze wandered back to the expensive sedan.

“Oh, we do. Money isn’t so much the problem. But you see, for Neil it was a point of pride. He thought it was his job as man of the house to mow the grass. He should have outsourced that years ago, but he always put it off.” Clara sighed. 

Myrtle heard a car’s engine approaching in the distance and impatiently tried to wrestle the conversation back to the murder at hand. “It’s hard to get yardmen in this town, but I do have a connection. I’ll talk with you about it tomorrow when things have settled down. By the way, I was wondering where you were when you realized that Neil wasn’t home.” 

Clara’s face clouded in confusion and Myrtle continued, “That is, did you stay at home all afternoon? Were you out running errands? That’s something that my son is sure to ask you when he arrives.”

“I was at home. I was folding laundry and making supper. For two.” Clara’s voice was numb and she gave a shiver as if it were chilly out instead of blazing hot. 

“And there’s no one you can think of who might have been angry enough with Neil to do this?” pressed Myrtle as a car pulled quickly up beside them. 

Clara hesitated. “Well, I suppose our neighbor hasn’t been too happy with Neil. Over the state of our yard and everything—you know. But I can’t imagine he’d want to kill him over it. And then Neil mentioned the other day that he actually recognized someone here from a long time ago.” She shrugged. “That seemed sort of random. Who could we possibly know here?”

A car door slammed and Myrtle quickly asked, “Did he say where he saw this person?” 

“Coming out of the high school, I think he said,” answered Clara.

Myrtle nodded and then, for Red’s benefit, said, “I’ll be sure to talk to you tomorrow about my yardman. Everything will be okay, dear.” 

Red looked at her through narrowed eyes as if he was pretty sure that she hadn’t been talking to Clara about yardwork. But since Clara was there, he didn’t say anything to Myrtle. Wearing a pair of gloves, he carefully opened the trunk and looked inside. 

After a couple of minutes, he returned to them. “Miz Albert? You all right? Need me to call a medic over or anything?”

Clara shook her head and took a deep breath as if steeling herself.   

“All right. I’m going to help you get through this. First, let me ask you a few questions.” Red gave his mother a pointed look and Myrtle and Miles walked down the road a ways to leave Red alone to talk to Clara. 

Miles looked relieved to get away. “That was very unpleasant.”

Myrtle said, “It was indeed. For Neil, at any rate.”

Miles raised his eyebrows. “You don’t think Clara was sufficiently upset over the death of her husband?”

“She certainly seemed upset. But things aren’t always what they seem. Did you notice that she spoke of Neil in the past tense when we were looking for his car? That was a little premature,” said Myrtle. 

They stopped walking and looked back toward the car. Red was talking with Clara and making notes from time to time on a notepad.

“Maybe it was a simple grammatical slip,” said Miles with a shrug. 

“Maybe,” said Myrtle. “But you know that the spouse is always the main suspect.”

Miles said, “They made something of an odd couple, didn’t they? She’s a fairly substantial woman and he’s a wisp of a man. And she seemed well aware of his faults. What did you think about Clara pointing at their neighbor as a potential suspect?”

“I thought that it’s a wonder that all of their neighbors weren’t potential suspects, including you and me. Neil wasn’t the greatest at yardwork, that’s for sure. Half of us probably wanted to kill him at one time or another—you and me included,” said Myrtle.

Miles asked, “I saw you scouting around for clues. Did you find anything?” 

“Not too much. It didn’t look as if Neil put up any kind of a fight,” said Myrtle.

“Well, the likelihood that he knew his attacker was pretty high,” said Miles dryly. “We don’t exactly have a problem with wandering bandits here in Bradley.”

“No. But still, you’d think that he would have had some kind of feeling that he was in danger. The killer must have picked up the tire iron at some point. Why didn’t Neil try to fight him or run away or whatever? He was in fairly good shape and a middle-aged man. I’m sure he could have escaped, if he’d tried,” said Myrtle. 

“Not if he was very focused on changing that tire. He might not have been paying a lot of attention to where the tire iron was at any given time. Besides, Clara gave me the impression that Neil thought he could handle everything life had to throw at him. The yard, for instance. Neil was driving a very expensive car and he lived in a very nice home. He should have been able to afford weekly yard help since yards weren’t really his thing,” said Miles.

Myrtle nodded thoughtfully. “True. But he felt he should be able to handle his yard and didn’t want to subcontract the work out. Maybe he had an over-confidence problem.”

“Did you find out anything else?” asked Miles.

“I did manage to take a picture of his most recent text messages and phone calls,” said Myrtle, sounding smug. 

“Who was he communicating with?” asked Miles. “It’s nice to have a good direction to go in, for once. Usually we have to try to figure out who the suspects are.”

Myrtle pulled out her phone and frowned at the picture. “Hm. It’s a little blurry.”

Miles sighed and Myrtle hurried on, “No, no, it’s fine. I can make out the names and dates and all.” She paused again and then said, “How annoying. It looks as if most of them are work messages.”

Miles said, “Well, he did have to work. I guess he didn’t use a separate phone.”

“No, I guess not. Besides his wife, I don’t really see much here that appears to be personal. Pooh. They all say Bank: Tony. Bank: Kate. Bank: Mel.” 

Miles said, “It sounded to me as if he and his wife really hadn’t gotten completely established here yet. Maybe that’s why there aren’t as many friend names.”

“Or maybe there aren’t as many friend names because they didn’t have any friends,” said Myrtle. “I do think we need to check into the neighbor.” She frowned. “I wonder which neighbor it is. They have one on either side.”

“Oh, it has to be Lyle. On the other side is Millicent Simmons. She barely even leaves the house. I don’t know if I’ve ever even heard her speak. She just scurries like a little mouse,” said Miles. 

“I suppose you’re right. Millicent hardly seems the sort to get confrontational with Neil over the state of his yard. Not unless she’d had a mild stroke,” said Myrtle. 

Miles said, “We also need to check into the person that Neil recognized.”

“Right. Whoever that was. It does seem like Clara didn’t pay a whole lot of attention to Neil whenever he spoke. At least she was able to cough up the fact that the person was coming out of the school,” said Myrtle.

Miles rolled his eyes. “It’s not as if there are only one or two people who work there. It’s going to take ages to figure that out. It could even have been a lunch lady in the school cafeteria. And won’t we look a little odd walking around the high school campus?”

“Maybe you will look odd, Miles. I, on the other hand, will be returning to my natural habitat. I taught at that school for a good many years of my life, remember? They’ll be so happy to see me back,” mused Myrtle.

They looked up to see an SUV with the logo for the North Carolina state police, or SBI, pulling over.

“Someone must have been in the area,” said Myrtle. “I hope that I get the chance to see Lieutenant Perkins again. He and I always have such a good time. I need to invite him over to dinner sometime.” 

Miles was about to splutter out a deterrent to Myrtle when Red hurried back over to them. “Okay,” he said grimly, “So the SBI is here to secure and investigate the scene. I’m going to go ahead and drive Clara back home. I know she rode over with y’all.”

“We can take her back home,” said Myrtle, thinking perhaps Clara might have some additional insights that she hadn’t yet realized.

“That won’t be necessary,” said Red sternly. “Besides, you’ll need to talk to the state police and give them your statements.”

Myrtle made a face. “With some random officer?”

“Lieutenant Perkins is on his way,” said Red with a long-suffering sigh. “I know he’s your favorite.”

“The Lieutenant and I understand each other. He treats me as his peer,” said Myrtle with a sniff. 

“His peer? He’s forty years younger than you are!”

“I mean his intellectual peer. He respects my investigating skills,” said Myrtle. “He respects my wisdom. He respects my brain.”

Red frowned. “Speaking of your brain, there’s something I wanted to ask you about. I believe your brain may be malfunctioning.”

“Certainly not!” said Myrtle, giving Red an icy glare.

Miles took a few cautious steps back as if the conversation might grow too heated for him to safely remain where he was standing.

“The mailman accidentally delivered a piece of your mail to my mailbox,” said Red.

Myrtle made a face. “Exactly like the kind of incompetence I’d expect from this particular mailman. I want Alvin back. Surely he must have recovered from his hip surgery by now.”

Red didn’t seem inclined to debate the finer points of Alvin’s recovery. “The point being, Mama, I noticed that one of the envelopes was stamped late notice. I wanted to make sure that there wasn’t anything I ought to know about your finances.”

“Anything you ... why, Red! I can’t believe you. You actually think that I’d pay a bill late? You know how I feel about late payments. The only thing you need to know about my finances is that they’re in perfect order. The very idea!” Myrtle’s eyes were wide and scandalized. 

“Can you explain the late payment notice, then?” asked Red, rubbing his forehead.

“I can explain that sometimes payment processing places are incredibly poor at processing payments. I’ve no doubt that whoever sent me that notice will be calling and begging my forgiveness,” said Myrtle.

Red raised an eyebrow, skeptically.

“At any rate, I haven’t seen this mystery bill of which you speak. You placed it in my mailbox?” snapped Myrtle.

“No, I went ahead and paid it. Because ... water. You kind of need to have a water supply, Mama. And if you need me to take over the payment of any other bill, you know where to find me. Now I’ve got Clara Albert to take back home,” said Red. He stomped off, leaving a fuming Myrtle behind.

Miles cleared his throat. “Well, at least he’s looking after you.”

“Looking after me? He’s looking to fling me into Greener Pastures retirement home and throw away the key. I never got a bill from the water company. With our new and profoundly amateurish mail carrier, who knows where it got delivered? Perhaps the man even dropped it down the storm drain to torment me,” said Myrtle. She was now in quite a state and appeared to have completely forgotten about the mystery at hand. 

Miles, worried he’d be hearing a long list of Red’s transgressions while waiting for the state police, said, “Back to the murder—who do you think might be the most likely person at the high school for Neil to have recognized?”

Myrtle, fortunately, was rather easily distracted. “The principal is his age. And there are several teachers in their forties. Of course, it wouldn’t have to be someone exactly his age—it could be someone from another age group that he knew.”

“And where were they originally from?” asked Miles. 

“Boston. Couldn’t you tell from the accent?” 

Miles asked, “Do you know anyone from the high school who was from Boston?” 

Myrtle squinted her eyes as she mulled over the staff members. “You know it was a million years ago that I taught there, so I only know these people as acquaintances.”

“You said that they’d be happy to see you back!” 

“Of course they will. I was a legend at the high school. But it’s not as if I’m friends with any of these people. They’re Red’s age. I taught them, for heaven’s sake. Oh, look: Lieutenant Perkins is here. Thank heavens,” said Myrtle.

They watched as Lieutenant Perkins walked over to talk to the state police and observe the scene. He was a tall, wiry man with a close-cut military haircut and a rather grim expression.

“Animated as always,” said Miles dryly.

It was true that Lt. Perkins had the demeanor of a Buckingham Palace guard. As usual, Myrtle felt the need to shake things up. When he finally approached them, Myrtle gave him an enthusiastic hug, which startled him and knocked him slightly off-balance. Miles, more sedately, shook his hand.

“Good to see both of you,” said Lt. Perkins. “It looks like you’re back on the trail again.”

“Indeed we are! And we were simply minding our own business, as usual. Clara Albert came rushing over to talk to us when we were innocently loading the car with a charitable donation. Be sure to relay that information to Red, since he never seems to believe a word I say,” added Myrtle darkly. 

They proceeded to fill Lt. Perkins in. He nodded and occasionally jotted down a note in a small, spiral notebook. At the end of their interview he said, “You two have been most helpful. Mrs. Clover, you always have excellent insights.”

Myrtle preened. “It’s nice to have someone appreciate one’s efforts. You’ll have to come over for supper one night while you’re in town.”

The very slightest wrinkle of anxiety briefly and nearly imperceptibly passed across Lt. Perkins’s brow. Miles said hastily, “Except that Lt. Perkins will likely be very busy with the case.”

Myrtle said, “Pooh. The man has to eat, doesn’t he?” 

Lt. Perkins smiled at her. “You’re absolutely right. I do have to eat. But this time I insist on taking you out to dinner. I’ve impinged on your hospitality in the past, and wouldn’t dream of doing so again.” 

Myrtle said, “What a wonderful idea!”

“What’s the best place to go out in Bradley?” asked Lt. Perkins.

Miles said, “Unfortunately, there aren’t an abundance of choices.”

“There really aren’t,” said Myrtle, giving Miles a quelling look, “but there is an excellent diner. Bo’s Diner has been around forever and has a variety of different menu choices.”

“Perfect. I’ll get back to you later on that. We could invite Red,” said Lt. Perkins.

Myrtle paused. “We could invite Red, but would we have as much fun?” Red would spend the entire dinner trying to prevent Myrtle from finding out information. 

Lt. Perkins smiled. “I’ll leave the inviting up to you. Red, Miles, nobody—whomever you like. Now I’d better return to work. See you soon.”

He walked away and Miles said, “It’s dark now and a bit of a drive. We need to start heading back. Besides, I think the shift will be ending at the factory and we won’t want to be stuck in that traffic.” 

A few minutes later as he drove toward Myrtle’s house, Miles said, “What’s on the agenda for tomorrow?”

“We’ll start with the irritated neighbor. Since we’re usually the irritated neighbors, we should start with what we know best,” said Myrtle. “So, early tomorrow?”

Miles said dryly, “Are we sure that Lyle Solomon will want to see us early? With his rumored hotheadedness, perhaps it would be better if we interviewed him after he’s had coffee and breakfast.”

Myrtle said impatiently, “Lyle must be a morning person. All gardeners are morning people. They want to start in their yards before it gets too hot outside.”

“Yes, but our definition of morning might be different from his,” said Miles tightly. “Especially considering that your insomnia means you’re sometimes up for the day at three a.m.”

“And you think I’d go see Lyle at three a.m.? Such nonsense, Miles. I’d never do such a thing. Unless I saw their lights on, anyway,” said Myrtle. “But don’t worry. We’ll go mid-morning.” 
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Chapter Three
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MYRTLE WAS AWAKE BRIGHT and early the next morning. She dressed, drank coffee, did the crossword, tidied up the house, and then looked at the clock. It was only 6:30 a.m. After her conversation with Miles, Myrtle had the feeling that it would be considered too early to pay a visit to Lyle Solomon. 

She’d woken up certain that Lyle must be the annoyed neighbor that Clara had alluded to. He was the kind of man who believed that his yard had to be a masterpiece. Myrtle would frequently see him bearing scissors—yes, household scissors, not pruners—and making tiny little adjustments to his already-perfect landscape, one clip at a time. If Myrtle had to guess, she’d surmise that Lyle might even be upset over the condition of her yard. 

She snapped her fingers. Her yard. That reminded her. Red’s abominable behavior yesterday evening with the late notice had to be punished. She picked up the phone and then hesitated. Still 6:30 a.m. But her yardman, Dusty, owned his own business. Didn’t such people get up early to earn their livings? Working the soil and whatnot? Having talked herself into it, Myrtle dialed Dusty’s number. 

“Somebody die?” howled Dusty into the phone. 

“Actually, yes, but that’s not what I’m calling about,” said Myrtle. “I need you to come by today and drag out the gnomes for me. Red is abhorrent.”

“What does his stomach problems got to do with gnomes?” grumbled Dusty. “And why yer buggin’ people in the middle of the night?”

“This? This isn’t the middle of the night, I can promise you. I’m well-acquainted with the middle of the night and I can assure you that this isn’t it. And Red does not have a stomach problem, he has a personality problem. Dusty, I thought you’d be plying your trade by this time of the day—making sure that you finished your day’s labor before the heat really rolled in,” said Myrtle briskly.

“Miz Myrtle, it’s eighty degrees and it’s still dark out!” 

“You call this dark? The sun is coming up, Dusty. Never mind—clearly, I can’t get any sense out of you at this point. Not that I get very much sense from you at any point. When you’ve finally woken up and are taking on your day, come on over. And bring your Puddin with you; my house is a disaster and she hasn’t been by to clean for weeks,” said Myrtle.

Puddin was clearly listening in because there was a verbal explosion in the background. 

“Her back is thrown,” said Dusty, apparently obediently parroting what his wife was telling him. 

“I have an excellent remedy for thrown backs. It’s called stretching. And, as a matter of fact, I have a few tasks here at the house where stretching is required. See you both soon.” And Myrtle hung up.

As usual, talking to Dusty and Puddin put her in a terrible mood. She decided that she’d walk it off. Exercise was good for stress, after all. And who knew? Perhaps Miles had risen early and was ready to have some coffee with her. She could use another cup.

Myrtle was busily mulling over the day ahead as she grabbed her cane and locked the door behind her. The fact that she was so lost in thought could be the reason why Pasha startled her so badly when she rubbed against her. 

Realizing it was Pasha, Myrtle bent to rub the cat. “Darling Pasha. You never sleep in, do you? Always so industrious.” 

Myrtle gave a circumspect glance around to make sure that the industrious Pasha hadn’t decided to bestow her with a gift. Sometimes the cat decided to give Myrtle thank-you gifts in the form of dead animals. Fortunately, Myrtle spotted no such love offerings.

She set off down the street. Dusty was wrong—the sun was most certainly up. Although, from the look of things on her street, the sun was the only thing that was up. Myrtle wasn’t even worried about passing Erma Sherman’s house, knowing that her neighborly nemesis was still snoozing. 

There were no lights on at Miles’s house, but to her delight she saw that Lyle Solomon was indeed up, farther down the street. Not only, in fact, was he up, he was already at work in his yard. He had a pair of hedge trimmers and was carefully cutting his already-perfect bushes. Myrtle frowned. Neighbors who were perfectionists in their yards were every bit as annoying as neighbors who let their yards go.

Myrtle decided it was time for a little visit with Lyle. She walked up the slope of his driveway, leaning just a bit on her cane for support. Lyle didn’t raise his head, so Myrtle gave a pointed cough. He jumped, frowning, before realizing it was Myrtle. He put down the hedge trimmers. 

“Miss Myrtle! You’re out early today, aren’t you?” asked Lyle. He was in his late-thirties with blond hair. He was the only person Myrtle knew who wore white to do yardwork. But he was so scrupulous with his pruning, digging, and pulling that he likely never got a bit of dirt on his clothes. 

Myrtle said, “Oh, I don’t think it’s that early. I’ve been up for hours. I’m not much of a sleeper, you know.”

Lyle appeared to be trying to maintain polite interest. But his gaze kept returning to his hedge trimmers. 

Myrtle said quickly, before she lost his attention completely, “Of course, yesterday’s event probably had a lot to do with my sleeplessness. Wasn’t it awful?” 

Lyle’s expression was completely blank. “I must have missed the news. What happened?”

“Your neighbor? Neil? He was murdered yesterday evening.” Myrtle watched him closely for a reaction. Red had apparently not been by yet to interview him. Or, perhaps, Clara had neglected to mention to Red or the state police that Neil was at odds with his neighbor. 

Lyle’s face turned a blotchy red and his eyes grew big. “My neighbor? This one, you mean?” 

“Yes, your neighbor Neil. Next-door. He’s dead.”

Lyle put down the hedge trimmers. Myrtle now had his full attention. “What do the police think happened?”

“Well, they’re trying to figure it out. They’ll want to know who might have had some disagreements with Neil, or other motives.” Honestly, it was as if the man had never watched a cop show on television. 

Lyle’s face was worried. “That’s not good. Truth be told, I didn’t get along that well with the man, myself.”

“Didn’t you?” asked Myrtle in an innocent voice. 

“No. His yard was an embarrassment to everyone on the street. He didn’t mow the grass until it was knee-high, and he never, ever edged his grass. The few times he did mow, he never blew out his driveway or the sidewalk—he just left the clippings right where they fell,” said Lyle, warming to his subject.

This was all true. Myrtle had trod over the clippings quite a few times during her walks. 

“I did approach him a couple of times. You know, just to recommend a good yard service. Or even to recommend a bad yard service. Like the guy who does your yard, Miss Myrtle,” said Lyle.

Myrtle bristled a little. Only she could complain about Dusty—she didn’t like it when other people pointed out his shortcomings. 

“Well, he’s the only yardman in town who is willing to cut around my gnomes,” said Myrtle. “Considering the circumstances, I think he does a pretty good job.” It irked her to praise Dusty, but it irked her more to hear Lyle speak poorly of him.

“The gnomes.” Lyle’s face had sudden gotten very tense, as if the gnomes gave him unmentionable stress. “Thank heaven they’re not in your yard. Did you give them away?” His voice was hopeful.

“Certainly not,” snapped Myrtle. “In fact, the gnomes are going right back in my yard just as soon as Dusty can drag them out there. But back to the murder. Where were you yesterday evening?”

Lyle’s gaze was cautious. “Yesterday? I was different places. Evening stretches over a lot of time. What time are you talking about?”

“Around the time that the sun was setting,” said Myrtle.

Lyle stared up at the sky as if it might give him the answer to Myrtle’s question. “I guess at that point, I was still wrapping up a nature walk. Did you know that I give those? Quite a few people sign up for them at the community center. We’ll park by the duck pond and walk around it. Then we’ll head through the trail in the park. It’s a nice little walk. Sometimes I’ll take my birding stuff with me—I like to birdwatch and get others started on the hobby.” He looked at the house next door through squinting eyes. “Was he murdered at home?”

“No, he was on his way back from work,” said Myrtle. Lyle appeared to be a very smart suspect. He was successfully acting as if he didn’t know all the details of the crime. “So you weren’t around. And you think that Neil could be a difficult person to get along with.”

“Well, I don’t really know that. I mean, yes, in my own dealings with him. He was stubborn. Looking at his car and his house, he seemed to have plenty of money. Why didn’t he just hire somebody to take care of his yard for him? I was at the point of approaching the homeowner association about his yard, to see if they could put some pressure on him.”

Myrtle frowned. “Interesting. Because there is no homeowner association.”

“Isn’t there?” Lyle sighed. “Small towns. I was at the point, though, that I would have started a homeowner association just to deal with Neil’s yard.”

“Do you know of anyone else who had issues with Neil?” asked Myrtle.

“With his yard?” Lyle snorted. “Probably everybody on this street.”

“No, I mean, in general. Were there other arguments, other grievances?” asked Myrtle.

“Oh, sure. I mean, I’m assuming there were, based on Neil’s general personality. But I do know of one person in particular who argued frequently with him. His wife, Clara.” Lyle’s eyes opened wide. “You should have heard some of their screaming matches. Those two weren’t exactly lovebirds. I bet the cops will be asking her where she was when he was killed.”

Myrtle frowned. “They argued? Just every once in a while? Or just recently?” 

“All the time. They were real humdingers of arguments, too—I could hear them throwing dishes and stuff. And our houses aren’t even really that close together,” said Lyle. He shifted a little on his feet as if he were uncomfortable talking about Neil and Clara.

“Did you ever think of calling the police? Ever think that one of them was taking it too far?” asked Myrtle.

“I thought about calling Red, sure. But the fact of the matter is that it happened pretty much every night. I didn’t have the time to keep calling Red and Red wouldn’t have had the time to go out every night to handle their domestic disputes. Besides, every morning, they seemed just as right as rain,” said Lyle.

“What? They weren’t angry at each other?” asked Myrtle.

“Nope. He’d get in his fancy car and Clara would send him off to the bank with a lunch and a kiss.” Lyle shrugged. “I figured they just had one of those weird marriages. I wonder what she’s going to do now that he’s gone.”

“Does she work?” asked Myrtle.

Lyle shook his head. “Not unless she works from home. But she sure doesn’t work outside of the house. Honestly, I don’t see a lot of her. She’s clearly not a yard person, either.” Lyle looked wistfully over at their yard as if wishing Clara would suddenly transform into a gardener. “It’s really such a great yard. It’s a pity they don’t do anything with it.” 

Now he glanced back over at his own, pristine lawn with analytical eyes. “Well, it was good talking to you, Miss M. I guess I’d better start taming this beast of a yard.”

“See you soon.” This yard was a kitten, if it were a beast at all. He’d tamed it into compliance ages ago. 

Myrtle walked away, thinking about Lyle and yards. Surely Miles must be up by now; it was practically the middle of the day. She was so focused on Miles and his house that she completely missed the fact that her ghastly neighbor, Erma, was now apparently awake and insidiously heading toward her. 

“Boo!” came a cackling laugh and Myrtle stumbled, regaining control by thrusting her cane out.

When Myrtle saw that it was Erma, she nearly used the cane on her neighbor.

“Oops!” said Erma, grinning. With her prominent front teeth, she bore the unfortunate resemblance to a donkey. “Forgot that I shouldn’t surprise you—easy to forget that you’re about a hundred years old.”

Myrtle gave her a cold stare. “I’m nowhere close to being a hundred years old, and you know it.”

“Heading over to see Miles?” asked Erma, eyes gleaming with curiosity. 

This, as usual, put Myrtle in a bit of a pickle. She did want to visit Miles. But Erma always ascribed some sort of romantic ulterior motive to Myrtle’s visits with Miles. She’d be sure to spread the story of their ‘assignation’ all over the small town of Bradley. 

Today, she decided to grit her teeth and bare it. “As a matter of fact, I am. I have some business to discuss with him.”

Now Erma was even more curious. “Business? Of the sleuthing variety? I meant to ask you about that. I saw your boy out this morning and it sure looked like he was on a case.”

Her ‘boy’ was in his forties. Myrtle decided that some light prevarication was in order. The last thing she wanted was Erma in her business. And Erma was fascinated by her sleuthing. 

“I don’t really know very much yet, Erma. I’m still in my information-gathering stage,” said Myrtle grandly. 

Erma slumped a little, disappointed. Then she said, “Sayyy. Does this have anything to do with our neighbor?”

Myrtle sighed. She would love to ignore this and quickly move on to Miles’s house. But the sad fact of the matter was that Erma was nosy. And nosy people had information. Plus, there was the fact that Erma had far too much time on her hands. All of her time was spent doing nosy Erma things.

“What do you mean?” asked Myrtle, still trying to play dumb.

“You know—Nile. Or Neil. Whatever his name is. The bad neighbor,” said Erma. 

Myrtle raised her eyebrows. Naturally Erma didn’t have the foresight to realize that she was the bad neighbor. She waited, knowing that Erma would interrupt her anyway, if she tried to speak.

“I saw his wife looking panicky yesterday. Then my phone rang, so I had to go answer it,” said Erma, sounding put out at the timing of the phone call. “But I did see that Neil (Nile?) didn’t come home last night.”

Myrtle opened her mouth to comment on that and Erma, as expected, cut her off. “And I know he didn’t park in the garage either, because nobody could park in that garage! It’s like an episode of Hoarders in there, or something. Stuff stacked up to the ceiling.” Erma gestured in order to illustrate the extent of the problem, nearly toppling over in the process.

Myrtle weighed this. It appeared that Erma, clueless though she was, might indeed have morsels of information. She’d obviously kept the Albert home under her usual avid surveillance. Myrtle slowly offered, “You’re right. Neil didn’t come home last night. Nor will he be coming home tonight.”

“Affair?” asked Erma, spitting out the word in a spray that Myrtle quickly backed away from.

“Murder,” answered Myrtle. 

Erma gaped at her, mouth ajar. “His wife?”

“We don’t know who. We have to find out,” said Myrtle. 

Erma pursed her lips in a thoughtful way. “Was he found in his car?”

Myrtle, unwilling to part with information, hedged, “What makes you think that?”

“Because the car isn’t there! Red took it, didn’t he? To examine it for evidence?” Erma was practically bouncing, she was so excited. Myrtle was certain that Erma was going to immediately go forth and spread the news to any willing or unwilling recipient. 

“There’s a lot that we have to find out,” said Myrtle in a repressive voice. “Now, if you’ll excuse me?”

“Tell Miles hi for me!” said Erma with a nauseating giggle. 
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Chapter Four
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MYRTLE, AFRAID OF SOMEHOW being forced to spend even more time with Erma, pounded frantically on Miles’s door, punching the doorbell a couple of times for good measure. When there was no immediate response, she rapped with her cane on his front window.

Miles finally appeared, his terrified visage peering blearily through the front window. His hair was tousled, stubble peppered his chin, and he wore plaid pajamas. There was every evidence that he had just awoken from the deepest of slumbers. 

Miles pushed the door open in a panic. “What is it? A fire? What’s happened?”

“Erma happened,” hissed Myrtle, pushing her way inside Miles’s house as Erma gave them both a jaunty wave. 

“For heaven’s sake. I thought you had some sort of awful family emergency or that there was a terrorist attack or something.” Miles’s voice, still early-morning rusty, was now very annoyed. He stomped off in the direction of his bedroom and returned wearing a navy robe with white piping and matching slippers. 

“There was an emergency. I was having a conversation with Erma. And ... really? Terrorists in Bradley, North Carolina? Population 1500?” asked Myrtle.

“I’d just woken up,” said Miles stiffly. After a moment he said, “You can usually handle Erma better than that.”

“It was too early in the morning to navigate an Erma encounter,” said Myrtle. She walked into Miles’s kitchen and started whipping up a pot of coffee. “I’m suddenly starving, too. Must be my near-death experience with our nasty neighbor. Hungry?”

Miles’s irritation was only gradually lessening. “I’m not hungry when I first wake up.”

Myrtle said, “Interesting.” She proceeded to scramble eggs and microwave a few slices of bacon. As the eggs were cooking, she glanced behind her at the miffed Miles. In a placating tone she said, “I talked to Lyle.”

“I thought we were going to see him together,” said Miles. “At a more reasonable hour of the way.”

Myrtle shrugged, carefully scooping the eggs onto a plate with the bacon. “It was unplanned. I was walking over here to see you. Lyle was already up and working in his yard, believe it or not. That man’s obsessed.”

Miles nodded. “He’s one of those guys who’s out there all the time. He thinks the yard is some sort of extension of himself. Maybe he’s a frustrated landscaper.”

“Or maybe his wife drives him crazy and he takes refuge outside,” said Myrtle. “At any rate, we don’t really need to scrutinize his motives for being outside all the time. We need to figure out if he was so incensed by Neil’s disregard for his lawn that he decided to get rid of him.”

“Seems extreme,” said Miles. He fixed himself a cup of coffee from the pot that Myrtle had made. “And what if the yard didn’t improve upon Neil’s demise? Clara didn’t really seem like a gardener to me.”

“That’s right. He might have assumed that Clara would hire a yardman. Problem solved.” Myrtle looked at her watch. “I wonder how long it will take for Dusty to finally lumber over to my house to drag my gnomes out. I’ll need to hop over and talk to him before he scrambles back out of there. Maybe he and I can go over to Clara’s house together.” 

“Dusty’s hardly a problem-solver,” said Miles, taking a large sip of coffee. 

“He could actually help to solve this particular problem. He’s probably the only available yardman in town. You know how we have a terrible shortage here in Bradley,” said Myrtle.

“There’s always Tiny,” said Miles.

“Tiny does a much better job. Tiny shows up on time. Tiny sends invoices. Tiny actually cares about his job. That’s why Tiny has zero availability. No, it has to be Dusty. He should be heading to my house shortly. With any luck, he has his reluctant Puddin in tow.”

Miles made a face. He was never convinced that Myrtle’s house looked cleaner when Puddin left than it had before Puddin arrived. He tried to refocus. “Back to Lyle Solomon. Where was he when poor Neil was being stuffed into his own trunk?” 

“Remember how Lyle gives those nature walks for folks at the senior center or at schools or whatever? He claims that he was giving a walk yesterday evening,” said Myrtle, finishing off a slice of bacon. 

Miles said, “In that rainstorm? That seems unlikely. I can’t imagine the seniors of Bradley, North Carolina, loving nature so much that they decided to go ahead and get completely soaked.”

“True. I’m trying to think who might have been on one of those walks who might be able to tell us what happened.” Myrtle took a thoughtful sip of coffee. “Do you think Tippy does those?”

“I’m not sure I can completely picture Tippy, in her designer clothes, heading off into the woods with Lyle. And I’m fairly certain that Tippy doesn’t classify herself as a senior,” said Miles.

“Pooh. She’s every bit as much of a senior as you are, Miles. It’s so tiresome when people won’t own up to their age,” said Myrtle. 

“That may be, but I’d be the last person to suggest that she’s a senior,” said Miles with a shudder. 

“The person doesn’t have to be a senior. I think other people go on his walks. It’s only that most of them are seniors.” Myrtle frowned. “I wonder if even Elaine and Jack go on those sometimes. I want to say that Elaine has mentioned nature walks to me. I’ll call her up later and ask her. Sometimes it’s good to get a preschooler’s energy depleted late in the afternoon.”

Miles said, “I’d think that Jack would likely scare away any bit of nature that was out there.”

“There would be running,” said Myrtle with a nod. “But there would be a sleepy Jack at the end of it.” She cocked her head to one side. “By the sound of it, I think that Dusty is on the way.” 

They listened for a second to the sound of a very loud engine, squeaky brakes, and assorted other noises. It was definitely Dusty’s dilapidated truck.

“That’s him, all right,” said Myrtle. “Want to come over with me? I’m probably going to show up over at Clara’s with Dusty in tow.”

“No thanks,” said Miles, raising his hands. “I want no responsibility for saddling Clara with Dusty. Besides, I’ll have to shower and dress.”

“I’ll check in with you after I go to Clara’s. Remember, we still need to go to the Goodwill.”

Myrtle heard Miles groaning as she walked out the door.

Dusty was in a decidedly bad mood. He’d brought his wife, Puddin, who was in an actively hostile mood. 

“Excellent!” said Myrtle, clapping her hands together. “Dusty, you get started with the gnomes. I want some especially thick coverage on the lawn today. Let’s shoot for 90% of the yard covered.”

Dusty, a wiry figure in stained khakis and a frayed button-down shirt, stared gloomily at the yard. “Won’t be able to mow.”

“No, but you do such a good job with your weed trimmer around the gnomes that no one will ever notice. But you do make a good point. Why don’t you mow the grass short before taking the gnomes out? That won’t take you long, especially with that new mower of yours. Besides, I have some good news for you. I’ve found you a new client!” said Myrtle.

Dusty did perk up a bit at this. “That so?” he asked, although in a somewhat suspicious voice. 

“Yes. It’s Clara Albert from down the street. She’s in need of a yardman and I thought I’d walk down there with you after you’re done here,” said Myrtle.

Puddin growled, “That yard’s a mess. It’ll be a tough job, Dusty.” She pushed a lank strand of blonde hair out of her small eyes. 

Myrtle rolled her eyes. “It’s going to be a tough job once. After that, it’ll simply need some maintenance every week. Surely, you can handle that.” She gave Puddin a hard look. “As long as properties are maintained every week, it takes a lot less time and trouble to handle them.”

Puddin said crossly, “Wish you’d speak plain English.”

“I’m saying that if you cleaned at my house once a week like you were supposed to, you’d find that it takes a fraction of the time to finish with the house. And it would take a lot less effort and elbow grease on your part.”

“Can’t help my back being thrown,” muttered Puddin.

“If your back threw as much as you say it does, it should play professional football,” said Myrtle. “Come on in and I’ll show you what I need done.”

A couple of hours later, a surly Puddin and a sweaty Dusty were finished with their jobs. They invaded Myrtle’s kitchen in search of lemonade. “Think Miz Albert needs a housekeeper?” asked Puddin. She leveled Myrtle’s house with a resentful look as if she couldn’t wait to leave it behind for a new client.

“She didn’t say anything about that,” said Myrtle briskly. “And she’s in mourning, so I don’t want to saddle her with a difficult employee.”

“Mourning?” Puddin’s pasty face brightened with nosiness. “Who died?” She took a loud slurp of her lemonade. 

“Mr. Albert did. Only last night,” said Myrtle.

Puddin snorted. “Sure she’s in mourning? Or is she throwin’ parties over there? She weren’t no fan of Mr. Albert.”

“How do you know that?” asked Myrtle.

“One of my cousins heard ‘em squabblin’. Said it was epic.” Puddin seemed in awe of an epic squabble. She and Dusty, despite their other issues, had a fairly placid relationship. 

This was the second time Myrtle had heard that Neil and Clara had a volatile marriage. She was mulling this over when she glanced out her kitchen window into her back yard. She said, “Dusty! I said to cut it short, not kill the grass! You’ve scalped it!”

Dusty shrugged and said in his laconic voice, “Don’t matter in the front. All them gnomes cover it up. Still tryin’ to get used to the new mower. At least yer yard won’t have to be cut for a while. That way I can help yer friend out.” 

Myrtle closed her eyes briefly. It was like dealing with particularly obtuse children. She said through gritted teeth, “We should head over there, Dusty.”

“I’ll just wait here,” said Puddin, eyeing Myrtle’s sofa. 

Clara answered the door right away. While she didn’t appear to be throwing the party that Puddin swore she’d be, she didn’t seem particularly upset this morning, either. 

“Clara, this is my yardman, Dusty. He says that he has the time to take care of your yard for you, if you’d like to hire him,” said Myrtle. She didn’t mention how difficult it was to get Dusty over to one’s house. It was always either too hot, too cold, too wet, or too dry. But no matter how infrequent Dusty’s visits were and how poor his mowing, the yard would definitely improve over its current state. 

Clara beamed at Myrtle and Dusty. “That’s wonderful. When can you start?” 

Dusty squinted as he looked at Clara’s overgrown lawn. “Better get started now,” he said with a sigh. “Might lose my mower in all that grass if I start next week.” 

Clara said, “That would be wonderful!” She looked at Myrtle. “Would you like to come inside for a few minutes?” 

“Only just a few. I know you must have so much to do.” Myrtle followed Clara inside the large home. It was tastefully decorated and, considering the condition of the yard, scrupulously tidy. “Actually, is there anything that I can help you do? Prepare for the funeral, go through clothes, write an obituary? You’d made it sound as if you really didn’t know many people in Bradley.” 

“I don’t,” said Clara with a sigh. “But I don’t think I really need that much help. It might sound bad, but I’m not that sentimental of a person. I won’t have a problem getting rid of Neil’s things. And, since we probably wouldn’t have anyone attend a funeral, I’m planning on just having Neil cremated.”

Myrtle decided that the residents of Bradley would find this a bizarre choice. They were too fond of entering grieving families’ homes bearing potluck suppers. Then she said carefully, “You should do whatever makes life easier for you right now. It must be a tremendous adjustment. And I’m sure you’re wanting to just put all this behind you.”

Clara met Myrtle’s gaze. She sighed. “There are no secrets in small towns, are there? It might sound as if Neil and I didn’t get along very well. But that was just the way we communicated with each other. It might sound harsh to outsiders, but we cared for each other.”

Myrtle said, “I’m sure you did. And, as I mentioned, it must be such a big change to have to deal with.” She paused. “This may be pushing you before you’re ready, but Miles and I are actually going to the Goodwill later today. We’d be happy to take a load, if you’d like. At least that will save you one trip, although I know you must have quite a few to make.”

Myrtle gasped as Clara flung her arms around her neck. “Would you? That’s so kind of you. As a matter of fact, I already do have a load to go. Just a small one, though—I wouldn’t want you to have to struggle with a lot of stuff.”

“It would be no struggle at all,” said Myrtle, gently disengaging herself from Clara with a smile. “Dusty will load it in Miles’s car for me. It’s our pleasure. We’ll just drive over to the Goodwill and they’ll help us unload it there. Send as much as you like.” 

Ten minutes later, Dusty spotted Myrtle waving at him. He stopped mowing and stomped over to the large pile of men’s clothing on Clara’s front porch. Clara had already given Myrtle a grateful hug and retreated to Neil’s closet, the better to weed out more unwanted items.

“Whut’s this?” asked Dusty with a scowl. 

“These are some things that I need you to carry over to Miles’s house. He and I are going to Goodwill.” Since Dusty still frowned, Myrtle continued, “We’re helping Mrs. Albert, Dusty.”

“These are him’s old clothes?” Now Dusty had a speculative look in his eyes. “Nice ones, too. Mebbe I could wear ‘em.”

“Well, I don’t think Mrs. Albert intended her front porch to be transformed into a changing room. Besides, Neil was very small. There is no way on earth those clothes would fit you, believe me. Now, if you don’t mind?”

Dusty clearly did mind, but he stomped down the street with the load of clothing. Myrtle stooped to pick up items that had fallen behind him every once in a while. He walked up Miles’s driveway and up to his front door. 

“No, no, I don’t have time to deal with Miles right now. Let’s just leave the things next to his car. I need to go back home and check on Puddin. Besides, if we interrupt Miles right now, he might not be ready to go to the Goodwill when it’s time. He can be poky when he gets ready in the mornings. Now you head on back and finish up Mrs. Albert’s yard,” said Myrtle.

Dusty rolled his eyes and gave Myrtle a salute. Myrtle ignored him, hurrying on back home. She never liked to really leave Puddin unsupervised. She might get into her cooking sherry or eat all of Myrtle’s food. 

When Myrtle rushed through her front door, sure enough, Puddin was sprawled out on Myrtle’s sofa. Tomorrow’s Promise was playing on the television and Puddin was on her phone. 

“Puddin!” hollered Myrtle, covering up her eyes, then her ears, then her eyes. “Turn that off! I can’t watch Tomorrow’s Promise now or I’ll have spoilers for when I watch the tape later!”

Puddin made a face and reached for the remote. “Gotta go, Bitty. Miz Myrtle is pitchin’ a fit.”

“I’m not pitching a fit, I’m simply trying to preserve my ignorance about the upcoming soap opera episode,” said Myrtle in a grating voice.

Puddin glanced around. “Where’s Dusty?” 

“He still has work to do. He’ll be along shortly.” Myrtle frowned at the telltale crumbs on her sofa. She gritted her teeth. “Glad you helped yourself to something to eat.”

Puddin missed the sarcasm completely. “Those brownies were good. Where’d you git ‘em from?”

“I might have cooked them,” said Myrtle coldly.

“Or might not have,” said Puddin knowingly.

“The Piggly Wiggly had them,” conceded Myrtle. “But I could just as well have made them.”

Puddin looked to be on the point of debating this point, but then decided to change tack. “Cousin Bitty had some information for me,” she said. There was a cunning look on her face as if she was thinking about holding this information for ransom in Piggly Wiggly brownies. 

That plan was quickly decided against when Myrtle leveled a stern look at Puddin. 

Puddin rolled her eyes and said, “She said that she saw that Neil? The dead guy? Kissin’ somebody who wasn’t his wife.”
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Chapter Five
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MYRTLE FROWNED. “REALLY? Clara Albert said that they didn’t really know anybody in town.”

“He sure knows her,” said Puddin. 

“Who is this ‘her’? Did Bitty know that? And why on earth do you have so many cousins?”

Puddin proceeded to detail a complex family tree, involving far too many children in all its many branches. Myrtle’s head started pounding. 

“Never mind,” said Myrtle. “Just tell me who the woman was while I get some aspirin.” She walked into the kitchen.

Puddin drawled loudly from the living room, “Name is Adelaide. Don’t reckon I know any Adelaides, but maybe you do.” 

Myrtle nodded slowly. “I do. At least, I taught her a long time ago. I think she’s also a teacher, now. Adelaide Pound. Teaches at the high school.” She took the aspirin and brought the glass of water with her back into the living room.

“Well then,” said Puddin, clapping her hands together in a self-satisfied manner as if the case was solved right then and there. 

“As a matter of fact, Neil told Clara that he’d recognized someone at the high school from the past,” said Myrtle in a thoughtful voice.

Puddin nodded, as if this was more irrefutable evidence that the mystery was solved.

“Except that it doesn’t make all that much sense. Why would Neil have recognized Adelaide Pound? Adelaide has spent her entire life here in Bradley. She sure wouldn’t have been part of his former life in Boston or anything.” 

Puddin deliberated. “Maybe he just told his wife he saw somebody from Boston. As a cover, you know?”

“You mean in case she spotted him at the high school? That a former friend there would explain his presence there? It’s possible.” Myrtle shrugged. “Clearly some more investigating is in order. But at least I have a new lead.”

“Yer welcome,” said Puddin with a bob of her head. 

“Now clean up the crumbs. Dusty should be done before long.” Myrtle’s phone started ringing and she hurried into the kitchen to answer it.

Myrtle heard a gritty voice on the other end and smiled. “Wanda! It’s good to hear from you.” 

Puddin made a face at Myrtle. She wasn’t as fond of Wanda as Myrtle was. Myrtle made a sweeping motion with her hand and Puddin turned the soap opera back on for its final minutes. 

It was also good to know that Wanda apparently had electricity. That wasn’t always the case. Wanda lived with her brother, Crazy Dan, in a hubcap-covered shack off the old rural highway. They survived by peddling live bait, fortunes, peanuts, and by Wanda’s gig at the local newspaper as the horoscope writer. Her horoscopes were such a hit that the editor, Sloan, had given Wanda a cell phone so that she could call them in. Wanda delivered her horoscopes via Myrtle since Wanda was functionally illiterate. There was also the fact that Wanda didn’t have a computer to type them on and her handwriting was atrocious. 

“Do you have some horoscopes for me?” asked Myrtle, glancing around for a notebook and a pen. 

“No, I want to get in on that Goodwill trip you and Miles are takin’.” Wanda’s voice croaked across the line. “I ken give you horoscopes when yer here.”

“How did you ....?” Myrtle stopped. It was clear how Wanda knew about their trip to Goodwill—she was a psychic, after all. She continued, “Is there something exciting going on at the Goodwill that I don’t know about, Wanda? Is that why you want to go?”

“Don’t want to go with you. Want to give you stuff to take,” said Wanda. Despite having quit smoking, her voice was still ruined with decades of abuse. 

Myrtle found it very surprising that Wanda would have things to give away. She seemed much more likely to be on the recipient end of things than the donor side. Was she giving away some of the hubcaps off the house? Parts of one of the vehicles up on cinderblocks in their yard? “That’s very thoughtful and generous of you, Wanda. I’ll let Miles know that we need to swing by and pick up your things.”

“Tryin’ to declutter,” rasped Wanda. “Pretty tough since Dan is somethin’ of a hoarder.”

Dan was something, all right. Myrtle just hadn’t yet put her finger on what that something was. “I’m sure it is. But you know you’ll feel so much better when you have a little bit more room to stretch out over there. My place isn’t very big either, and I really have to stay on top of what’s here. If I bring something in, then something else needs to go out.”

Wanda appeared to be pondering this statement with a lot more thought than Myrtle had intended. “Something in, something out,” she muttered. 

“That’s right. Okay, well, I’ll get Miles going and we’ll be over there soon.” Myrtle hung up the phone. She hoped that Dusty would be done with the mowing soon since she wasn’t of a mind to let Puddin hang out at her house alone any longer. Who knows what she might find to eat next? 

Twenty-five minutes later, Miles was driving Myrtle down the old rural highway to Crazy Dan and Wanda’s house.

Miles said in a gloomy tone, “I thought the car was packed with just your stuff for the Goodwill. Next thing I know, Dusty is loading Clara Albert’s things into the trunk. Now we’re picking up Wanda’s castoffs?”

“Oh, don’t whine. There’s plenty of room,” said Myrtle.

“Plenty of room if you don’t mind holding junk on your lap. And I’ve been racking my brain, trying to figure out what Wanda might have to give away,” said Miles with a slight shudder.

“They have plenty of things over at that house! Crazy Dan has junk stacked all over the floor in heaps!” 

“Yes, but is it the kind of stuff the Goodwill will welcome with open arms? I seem to recall lots of laundry that needed mending and broken crystal balls. Hardly things you’ll find at even the most wretched of Goodwill stores,” said Miles. 

Myrtle said, “The point is, Miles, that Wanda is making improvements in her life. Think of all the progress she’s made. She has a regular job, for one.”

“If writing horoscopes can be considered gainful employment.”

“It certainly is! She’s a newspaper employee and her work is very popular with the town. What’s more, she’s finally stopped smoking,” said Myrtle.

“Although everything in the house still smells strongly of smoke,” added Miles. 

“You’re quite the pessimist today, Miles. Focus on the positives: the job, quitting smoking, and cleaning up. These are good changes,” said Myrtle. She turned slightly in her seat. “What’s this in the backseat?”

Miles colored a little. “It’s really nothing. I had this houseplant that I didn’t really have a good spot for. I thought maybe, if Wanda was cleaning up, that she might want something purely decorative in her house for once.”

Myrtle smiled. “I knew you have a soft spot for your cousin, no matter what you say.”

Miles flinched, as usual, when Myrtle reminded him that, by a strange fluke, he and Wanda and Crazy Dan were related. 

Miles pulled into Wanda and Crazy Dan’s driveway.

“Even the yard looks better,” said Myrtle, critically surveying the expanse of red dirt. “There are still five or six cars up on cinderblocks, but the car parts aren’t scattered everywhere. And they’ve gotten rid of the used tires in the yard.” She frowned. “Wait. Is there someone sitting in that car?”

“Which one?” 

“The rusted one on the cinderblocks,” said Myrtle.

“Which rusted one on the cinderblocks?”

“There!” said Myrtle, pointing. “For heaven’s sake.”

And, indeed, a scraggly man with a mangy beard and a grizzled head jumped out of the door-less vehicle to peer at them. Crazy Dan scowled when he saw Myrtle and Miles. “Were hopin’ you wanted peanuts or bait,” he growled.

“What are you doing out here?” asked Myrtle. 

“Can’t be in there with Wander cleanin’,” said Crazy Dan. “She’s drivin’ me nuts.” And with that, he jumped back up into the car as Myrtle and Miles made their way to the front door.

Wanda answered the door right away. Her lined and sallow face lit up when she saw the houseplant that Miles carried. “Nice of you,” she muttered in her gravelly voice. She took the plant from Miles with great care, carrying it as if it were a carton of eggs. They followed her into the dim light of the shack. 

When Myrtle’s eyes finally adjusted to the darkness after the bright sun outside, she saw that Wanda had certainly been doing some cleaning. She knew this because she could actually see the tops of tables and other surfaces. And it appeared that Wanda did indeed have a kitchen counter. She watched as Wanda gently placed the houseplant on the counter, standing back to admire it there. The psychic then frowned at the dirty window that was rationing out only a small bit of sunshine onto the plant. She pulled open a cabinet under the kitchen sink (the door was hanging on by a single hinge) and rummaged around until she rose with an ancient bottle of window cleaner. She scrubbed at the glass until more sun settled on the plant.

In the meantime, Miles was glancing worriedly around. Wanda, always a good hostess, would inevitably invite them to sit down. Myrtle had decided that Miles was, besides being a raging hypochondriac, a bit OCD about cleanliness. There was always heaps of hand sanitizer slathered on following visits with Wanda. Miles spotted a folding chair in the corner and looked relieved now that he had picked his spot in which to settle.

“Won’t you sit down?” asked Wanda politely. 

Miles dropped promptly into the folding chair before Myrtle could claim it. 

“An’ won’t you have a beverage?” asked Wanda, peering into her decrepit refrigerator. 

“No thank you!” answered Miles with alacrity. 

Myrtle rolled her eyes at him. “I’ll have a glass of water,” she said. Myrtle considered any exposure to bacteria as a way to inoculate herself against illness. 

Wanda dug out a glass from another cabinet, peering critically at it in the sudden sunbeam. She quickly rinsed it out in the sink, dried it with a dish towel that had seen better days, and filled it with water. 

“Ice machine’s broke,” she said, handing the glass to Myrtle. 

Myrtle took a long sip of the lukewarm water. “Delicious!” she proclaimed.

Miles looked a little green. 

Wanda peered thoughtfully at Myrtle. “You better git on that story for the paper.”

“You mean a story about the murder? Of course, I’m getting on it. I was the one who found the body. Naturally, I’m the one who’s writing the story for the newspaper,” said Myrtle with an edge in her voice.

Wanda shook her head slowly. “Naw. Sloan plans to write it.”

“What!? Sloan can barely write his way out of a paper bag. He needs to stick to the Good Neighbors column or who got the biggest fish at the local tournament. The murder is my story,” said Myrtle.

Miles cleared his throat, still sitting very still on his folding chair so as not to brush up against anything that might contaminate him. “Wanda, how did you know about the murder? And about Sloan’s plans?” 

Myrtle rolled her eyes. “Don’t even bother to answer that, Wanda. Miles can’t seem to wrap his head around psychic visions.” 

Wanda ignored this. She looked intently at Myrtle. “Yer in danger.”

“Naturally. What else is new?” asked Myrtle.

Miles quickly asked, “But I’m not in danger this time, am I? Because I was in danger last time and that wasn’t much fun.”

“Actually, it was a nice change of pace,” said Myrtle with a sniff. “It was about time that my sidekick encountered the same jeopardy that I’m exposed to in the course of an investigation.” 

Wanda croaked, “Yer not as much in danger, Miles. But still keep an eye open. Stuff happens.”

Miles, predictably, began brooding over this. Suddenly, he gave a piercing shriek.

A chicken had brushed against him in the dim light. It squawked in dismay at the shriek, wings flapping. 

“City boy,” said Myrtle.

Wanda sighed and shooed the creature out the rickety door. “C’mon, Sheree. Yer not supposed to be in here.” She looked back at her guests, who were still both a bit startled at the intrusion of wildlife in their visit. Wanda shrugged. “Them chickens is hard to control.”

“Are you doing a little farming now?” asked Miles, glancing around him as if barnyard animals of various types might leap out at him at any moment, mooing, clucking, and neighing. 

“Just enough to get some eggs and corn and stuff. Tryin’ to eat better,” said Wanda. 

As usual, Wanda wasn’t exactly the picture of health. But a closer inspection by Myrtle revealed that she was healthier-looking than she’d been in the past. The nicotine yellow on her skin and teeth was less evident. And she seemed to have a bit more glow. Even the psychic’s black and white hair seemed a little shinier. 

“Do you have any advice for me?” asked Myrtle. “In terms of keeping out of danger?”

Wanda squinted at her. Then she said, “Don’t be too nice.”

Miles snorted. “That shouldn’t be a problem.”

Myrtle glared at him. She turned back to Wanda. “That does sound doable. Although, as usual, I don’t really understand what you’re getting at. And I don’t suppose you have any additional information that will help me.”

Wanda shook her head. 

Myrtle said, “All right then. How about horoscopes and Goodwill donations? I figured that, since I was here, it would be a good time to give Sloan the horoscopes for the next week.”

Wanda nodded and closed her eyes, making her look more cadaverous than ever. “Okay. Jim Farley better not plant winter veggies this year. And Suzanne needs to get her flu shot, fer sure.”

“Wait, wait. Let me get my notebook out of my pocketbook,” said Myrtle, grappling with the many and varied contents of her purse. “All right—keep on going.”

And Wanda did, giving the most specific horoscopes that could be found anywhere in the world. It was this reason that made her column such a tremendous success.

“Well, at least we have another week’s worth,” said Myrtle, snapping her notebook shut. She glanced over at Wanda, who now looked very drained and tired. “Once we’re gone, why don’t you put your feet up for a while?”

Wanda nodded, wearily. She pointed to few trash bags across the room. “Them’s the things.”

Miles stood up and walked cautiously over to where the bags were. He lifted them experimentally, and then had to put much more force into hefting them up. “You must have really found a lot to donate,” he said, gasping a little with the effort of hauling them to the door. 

Wanda looked pleased. “Good to get rid of the stuff.”

Miles didn’t ask what the donations were, nor did he open the bags to find out. He struggled with them to the car and then shoved one bag in, shutting the door with some difficulty. The remaining bags he gingerly put in the front seat. The sounds of Crazy Dan’s loud snoring from the car on cinderblocks carried across the yard.

Wanda waved to them as they left. Myrtle waved back and saw the psychic mouth the words be careful. 
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Chapter Six
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“WELL, THAT WAS DISTURBING,” said Miles as he and Myrtle drove to the Goodwill.

“Oh, Wanda gives those dire predictions every time I see her,” said Myrtle, waving a hand dismissively.

“No, I mean that chicken.” Miles was gripping the steering wheel tightly as if the wayward fowl might somehow pop up at him out of his backseat to terrorize him further.

“It’s very brave of you not to have slathered on hand sanitizer as soon as we got to the car. I know that’s usually what you do. I was envisioning you putting hand sanitizer on your pants where the chicken brushed against you,” said Myrtle. “You know. As a sort of sterilizing method.”

“Don’t think I wouldn’t have. I happen to be out of hand sanitizer. By the time I’d remembered, we were already at Wanda’s house,” said Miles. “This day hasn’t gone exactly as planned.”

“Look on the bright side—at least we squeezed all the stuff in the car.” Myrtle was indeed holding some garbage bags on her lap, but it had all managed to go in one trip. “And I found out some more information, even though it did come from a fairly unreliable source.”

Myrtle had filled Miles in on the way to Wanda’s house. He said, “It’s only Puddin who’s unreliable. Her cousin might not be.”

“Anyone with a name like Bitty has the propensity for unreliability,” said Myrtle with a sniff. 

“Do you know anything about this Adelaide? Are we going to be able to talk with her?” asked Miles.

“Of course we are. I’m a correspondent for the Bradley Bugle. I need to do interviews. Adelaide is a busy woman, so we’ll need to beard the lion in her den.”

“And her den is the local high school?” asked Miles with a sigh. “Why does it seem as if all roads lead to the high school? And—could she be the person that Neil recognized?”

“We’ll have to make a trip over to the school. I looked Adelaide up online and read that she coaches basketball there. We’ll go to a game—I know those are open to the public. Otherwise, it can be a bit tricky to get into a school these days, if you’re simply wanting to talk to a teacher. And, no—I don’t think that’s who Neil recognized from Boston. I taught Adelaide, myself. As far as I’m aware, she’s been here in Bradley for her entire life,” said Myrtle. “Although Puddin’s theory was that Neil told his wife that he’d seen someone he knew from Boston as a cover, in case he spent additional time at the school.” 

Miles grimaced. “We’ll have to go to a basketball game? But that’s likely to be very loud. And involve sitting on bleachers. I’m not sure how long you or I will be able to do something like that. Besides, Wanda said that ‘stuff happens’ and that I should stay alert.”

“Don’t be silly. We’re stronger than we look and I doubt that Wanda was referring to the hazards of bleacher-sitting. Besides, it’s the perfect opportunity to talk to Adelaide,” said Myrtle. She pulled out her phone. “According to the school’s website, the game is early, too—at 4:00. She must coach the junior varsity—they’re usually the earlier games.”

Miles pulled into the Goodwill and up to the drive-through where donations were accepted. For the next few minutes, they assisted one of the workers in unloading the car. 

They were on their way back to Myrtle’s house when Miles’s phone rang. 

Myrtle picked it up and glanced at it. “It’s Tippy Chambers. I didn’t realize that you two were on such friendly terms, Miles.” 

“Hardly. She’ll be wanting to ask something about my book club selection,” said Miles, sounding stressed. “I don’t want to take the call while I’m driving.”

“Most definitely not! You pay attention to the road. You’re carrying precious cargo,” said Myrtle. “I’ll handle Tippy.” She answered the phone. “Tippy? This is Myrtle. Miles is driving—is there something that I can help you with?” 

Tippy’s cultured Southern drawl came through the phone. “Hi, Myrtle! I simply wanted to ask Miles a question about the book. Something confused me and I thought I should get it straightened out before trying to read any more. Is Newson really the father of Elizabeth-Jane? And ... I thought he was dead! Isn’t he dead? Did I miss something?”

Miles glanced over at Myrtle and shook his head. 

Myrtle said, “It’s a book with plenty of twists and turns and surprises, Tippy. I don’t want to spoil it for you.”

Tippy’s disappointed voice indicated that a spoiler was precisely what she wanted. “I see. It’s just that I think I might have missed something. I was skimming a little.”

“This probably isn’t the best book to skim,” said Myrtle. “But we’ll be discussing it soon, anyway. You’re on the right track.” She crossed her fingers at the fib. The last thing she wanted to do right now, though, was to prematurely discuss the book. Their book club always did so much better when they were reading beach books. 

Tippy now, perhaps suspecting that her reading acumen was in question, quickly decided to change the subject. “I understand that you were part of that awful business last night. Are you all right?” 

“You mean the murder? Yes, Miles and I are fine. Although it was quite startling. You’ll see my full write-up of it in the paper when my story is published tomorrow,” said Myrtle. 

Tippy said, “It’s very sad that none of us had the opportunity of getting closer to Neil and Clara. They were new neighbors and yet they didn’t seem very connected in the community. Although you might have had a different experience since you lived on their street.”

“No, I didn’t really know them, either. Nor did Miles. I had the impression that they preferred it that way. Some people like keeping to themselves.”

Tippy said, “I’d tried to invite Clara Albert to book club. I told her that it was a very lively, congenial group and that we had thoughtful discussions on literature.”

In other words, Tippy flat-out lied to Clara. “Well, I’m sure she appreciated the invitation,” said Myrtle.

“I also invited her to be part of the League, church circle, Women of the Church, garden club, and the patrons of the art museum,” added Tippy thoughtfully.

So Tippy had tried dragging Clara kicking and screaming into Bradley society—such as it was. Clara had all the appearance of money and education, which would make her the perfect target for Tippy’s efforts to socialize her. Although sometimes Tippy chose more unusual targets.

“Speaking of the church, I mentioned your name yesterday in a committee I was in. I thought you’d be marvelous as our Vacation Bible School chair for next summer. Especially with all your experience teaching,” said Tippy.

Tippy was just about as bad as Red when it came to signing Myrtle up for things that she didn’t want to be signed up for. Myrtle gritted her teeth and responded as politely as she could, “Unfortunately, I must decline that invitation, Tippy. Much as I would love to, I don’t think that my health would permit it.”

Miles, driving next to her, raised his eyebrows. He’d seen her do lots of lifting and carrying of Goodwill donations and he hadn’t seen any apparent signs of failing health.

“Well, I am sorry to hear that, Myrtle. Should I put you on the prayer list?” asked Tippy.

“No, no—that won’t be necessary. There’s nothing specific, you understand. Just a general malaise.”

Here Miles rolled his eyes. 

Tippy said, “Let me know if you start feeling better. There’s nothing that’s better for one’s constitution than being a helpful hand to others. Which is why it makes me sad that I didn’t try harder to connect with the Alberts.” 

Tippy sounded genuinely nonplussed. Myrtle said, “You did more than enough, Tippy. Clara certainly knew who to call if she wanted more involvement in the town. And who knows—maybe, with Neil gone, she’ll finally be ready to take you up on your invitation.”

Tippy’s voice was brighter on the other end of the line. “That’s true. Thank you, Myrtle. I just hate that the only time I saw Neil interacting in town was during an argument with another citizen. I feel that Bradley simply wasn’t welcoming enough for the Alberts.”

Myrtle’s ears pricked up. “An argument?” She tried to sound more dismayed than nosy. “How absolutely dreadful. When was this?” 

“Goodness, it was only a week ago. Although it’s been so busy that it seems more like months. Neil was outside the bank when I was there running an errand. He was the manager there, I believe? Anyway, he and Tarleton Fleming were having a tremendous altercation. They were both so focused on yelling at each other that neither of them even noticed my walking into the bank. And that’s so unusual. I normally get such a warm welcome at the bank,” said Tippy.

Wealthy people ordinarily did. Myrtle said, “What a pity. Did you happen to overhear any part of their argument? It’s so hard to imagine Tarleton quarreling with anyone. He’s usually so mild-mannered.” 

“Naturally, I wasn’t trying to listen in. I was merely passing by, on bank business. But they were yelling so loudly that I couldn’t help but overhear. Tarleton was very indignant that he had helped Neil find a job and that Neil ended up usurping his job,” said Tippy.

“Did he? Isn’t Tarleton still working at the bank, maybe just in another capacity? As a lending officer, maybe?” asked Myrtle. This was, if it were true, a bit shocking. Tarleton Fleming was practically synonymous with the bank. 

“I don’t believe he is. It’s very sad.” Tippy added quickly, “I’d better run, Myrtle. See you at book club.” 

Myrtle hung up and put Miles’s phone into the cup holder between them. 

Miles said, “It sounds like a very productive conversation. You got some information and were able to successfully deflect Tippy from saddling you with a tremendous volunteer opportunity. What was she saying about Tarleton?” 

“She said that he and Neil were having a heated argument in front of the bank—to the degree that Tippy wasn’t even greeted. And we know that Tippy is usually gushed over wherever she goes in town, considering how much money she has,” said Myrtle thoughtfully.

Miles pulled up into Myrtle’s driveway and they sat there. 

Myrtle asked, “Have you been in the bank recently?” 

“No. I usually just use the ATM or the drive-through window,” said Miles.

“Tippy was saying that Tarleton no longer was the branch manager,” said Myrtle, frowning.

Miles blinked at her. “Surely Tippy is wrong. Tarleton’s entire life is that bank. I can’t even think of the bank without thinking of him in there. He always comes over to have a word with me whenever I’m in there.”

“Which doesn’t sound as if it’s very often,” said Myrtle. “I don’t go inside the bank often, either. Half the time I just give checks to Elaine to have cashed, since I don’t have a car.”

“What would Tarleton and Neil have been arguing about? Tarleton hardly seems the type to be having some sort of tussle outside the bank,” said Miles.

“Apparently, Tarleton helped Neil get his job at the bank and then Neil ended up taking over his position. At least, that’s what Tippy said she overheard. Who knows?” said Myrtle.

“What’s our next move?” asked Miles. “It sounds as if we need to wait until later for the basketball game. And I’d be happy putting off the basketball game indefinitely. Should we run by Tarleton’s house?”

“No, I think my first task is a little visit with Sloan,” said Myrtle darkly. “I want to know exactly what he means by trying to take over my story.”

“You don’t know that. You’re simply going off what Wanda said,” said Miles.

Myrtle said, “Miles, how many times has Wanda been wrong about anything?” 

Miles squinted in thought, searching his memory. He finally said slowly, “I suppose you’re right. She has an uncanny way of getting things right.”

“Exactly. I need to give Sloan these horoscopes, anyway. While I’m there, I may as well establish my claim on my story.”

“You’re going over there?” asked Miles. “In person?”

“Naturally. You know how I have the ability to intimidate Sloan just by being in the same room with him,” said Myrtle.

“That’s because you were his teacher decades ago,” said Miles.

“Yes. His favorite teacher.”

“I don’t somehow recall Sloan saying you were his favorite. He appears to be extraordinarily terrified of you whenever you’re around,” said Miles.

“That’s just because he wasn’t the best student in the world. How he ended up being a newspaper editor, I’ve simply no idea. I take my red pen out sometimes and correct the paper and mail it to Sloan,” said Myrtle.

“I’m sure he appreciates the feedback,” said Miles dryly. 

“Of course. Everyone wants to improve, don’t they?” asked Myrtle. 

“I suppose. All right, back to Sloan. Do you want me to drop you off over there instead of here? Save yourself the walk? We’ve already had a pretty vigorous workout with the Goodwill items,” said Miles.

“Why don’t you come with me? We can go to Bo’s Diner afterward. Then we can plan our next move,” said Myrtle.

“Bo’s Diner? But aren’t we going there with Lieutenant Perkins soon?” asked Miles with a frown as he pulled out of Myrtle’s driveway and headed to the newspaper office. 

“That doesn’t mean we can’t go there today. Who’s to stop us?” 

“My heart,” said Miles. “It’s not exactly health food over there. Remember Wanda saying that ‘stuff happened?’ I need to be careful.”

“I don’t think that Wanda was referring to the hazards of fast food or bleacher-sitting I’ve been eating at Bo’s Diner for forty years and I can promise you that my heart is in the best condition it’s ever been in. I love their pimento cheese slaw dogs,” said Myrtle.

Miles looked a little green. 

“There are always salads, Miles. You know this. Although I certainly don’t consider salads to be the specialty of the diner. Look—there’s a parking place right in the front of the newspaper! Pull in!”

Miles, his set jaw indicating that he’d had enough of bossy passengers for the day, pulled into the spot. “I could wait for you in the car,” he said. 

“Oh, come on in. Sloan has always liked you. He’ll appreciate your saying hi,” said Myrtle, pulling herself out of the car. 

Miles followed her through the old, battered wooden door into the darkness of the newsroom. Myrtle waited a few seconds for her eyes to adjust. She heard Sloan’s startled voice and the pained squeak of his rolling chair. “Miss Myrtle! Am I glad to see you!”

She saw a heavy man wearing a button-down shirt that fairly strained over his girth. His necktie was open at the top. His broad and ever-expanding forehead was dotted with sweat, whether from the still heat of the room or from Myrtle’s presence or a combination of both. Sloan glanced behind her and greeted Miles, too. 

This stopped Myrtle in her tracks. She’d seen plenty of reactions from Sloan in the past: joy and relief at seeing her was never among them. He even looked to be on the verge of giving Myrtle an enthusiastic hug, but she carefully sidestepped it. “Everything okay, Miss Myrtle?” he asked.

“That was what I was actually here to ask you. I heard some talk that you were writing the story about Neil Albert’s murder.”

Sloan’s broad face was now definitely perspiring. Added to that was a red flush that was creeping up from his neck. 

“Only for a short while, Miss Myrtle, did I even consider writing it. Of course, I hadn’t realized the close connection that you had with the story. An eyewitness account would be better than my slant on it, naturally,” he said.

Myrtle said, “Hm. That’s certainly correct, but usually you don’t reach that conclusion by yourself. Not without a little persuading on my part. What’s different this time, Sloan?”

Sloan shifted on his feet. “This time the difference is that I’m a little too close to the story. I’ve heard a rumor about Neil and Adelaide.”

Miles said with a sigh, “I’ll never get used to living in a small town.”

“You heard about them? From whom?” asked Myrtle with narrowed eyes.

“Good question.” Sloan looked up at the ceiling as if the answer to Myrtle’s question might be written in its water-stained surface. “Let’s see. You know, I don’t think I did hear about it. I think I picked up on it, myself, with a little detective work. Adelaide works here now; I’m not sure whether you knew that or not, Miss Myrtle.”

“I have seen the odd byline from her from time to time, yes.” Not that Adelaide was much of a writer, but then neither was Sloan.

Myrtle watched in fascination as Sloan turned redder and redder. “I used to go to school with Adelaide. I guess you remember that, Miss Myrtle.”

“Yes, considering that I taught you both.” Myrtle paused and then said impatiently, “Well, spit it out, Sloan! What is it that you’re trying to tell me? For heaven’s sake. Miles and I need to go to lunch.” 
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SLOAN SAID IN A FAST mumble, “I like Adelaide. I’d like to date her or something. I knew she needed some extra work because she was saying that teaching didn’t pay very well, so I offered her a small, paying job here. Asking her out while she was working for me isn’t appropriate, I know. I was trying to figure out what to do when I overheard her tell Forsythia Thomas that she was seeing someone. You know how nosy Forsythia is.”

Miles said sympathetically, “That must have stung.”

“It did,” said Sloan with a quick nod. “And then it stung more when I saw her out later in Neil Albert’s car.” 

“Well, I hope you’ve crossed her off your list of likely love interests. Anyone who dates married men isn’t a good candidate,” said Myrtle. She tilted her head to one side. “Although you bring up an interesting point. I could help find you a date.”

Miles groaned and gave Sloan a sympathetic look.

Sloan’s eyes opened wide. “No, Miss Myrtle. That is, I’m sure I’ll find someone nice to go out with. On my own, without help.”

“Not at the rate you’re going, Sloan. In fact, this is the first time I’ve even heard you profess interest in dating for a long while,” said Myrtle with a frown.

“There’s only so much rejection one guy can take before he needs a break from it,” said Sloan with a shrug. 

“What kind of person are you looking for?” asked Myrtle. “I hope you’re not lowering your standards.”

Miles looked fervently at the door as if planning to bolt from the newsroom. 

“I don’t really know,” said Sloan. “Mostly? I think I just want a friend. Somebody to go to a baseball game with or to see a movie with. A friend.”

“But a friend who’s a woman,” said Myrtle.

“Exactly.” Now Sloan was looking wistfully at the door, too.

Myrtle said, “Okay. Let me mull that over for a bit. Bradley has a limited number of possibilities, after all. Perhaps we need to widen the net to surrounding towns. But now, moving back to my newspaper article, I’m supposing that you want me to write it because it will look like revenge if you had to write about Adelaide killing Neil Albert?”

Sloan’s red face now turned pale. “Gosh, you don’t think that Adelaide actually did it, do you? Why would she do that? She clearly liked the guy.”

“Why wouldn’t she do it? Maybe she was upset that he wasn’t divorcing his wife to marry her. Maybe they had an argument and she lost control. Who knows why she might have done it? There are other people who might have done it, too, and it’s very early in the investigation. Be assured that I will write a careful, thoughtful, insightful piece, as I always do.”

Sloan said in a rush, “Of course, Miss Myrtle. But if you could keep from telling Red about the story? You know how he hates it when you write crime-related articles.”

“Believe me, I don’t tell Red everything I know. I know how to keep secrets,” said Myrtle. She was turning to leave, but then turned back around again. “Since you’re out and about a lot, have you heard anything about Tarleton Fleming?”

“Like the fact that he’s out of a job?” asked Sloan, raising his eyebrows.

“What do you know about that?” asked Myrtle. 

“Only that he was in the pub a few nights ago, spilling his guts out about how miserable his life was right now.” Sloan, apparently fearing that Myrtle’s delicate sensibilities might be offended said, “You know that sometimes I go to a pub after work. Just for one drink.”

Myrtle knew that Sloan frequently went to the pub after work. For a lot more than one drink. She’d seen him walking the short walk from the pub to his house on numerous occasions. “Your pub habits aren’t my concern, Sloan. But I’m sorry to hear about Tarleton.”

“Yes, he was upset about it. Spent his whole life at the bank, you know. He was furious,” said Sloan.

“Did he mention who he was so upset with?” asked Miles.

“Sure didn’t. Just was very steamed up,” said Sloan.

Myrtle said, “Thanks for the information, Sloan. I’ll get back to you with the story later today. And, before I forget, I have Wanda’s horoscopes for you. You might be interested in one of them.”

Sloan said eagerly, “I’m interested in all of them. Her horoscopes are a hot commodity for the newspaper. My subscription rates have skyrocketed because of them.” 

He took the piece of paper from Myrtle and quickly scanned it. Once again, a flush spread up from his neck to his forehead.

Myrtle knew he’d found Wanda’s message for him: Love is on its way.

Miles drove the short distance to the diner. “What did the horoscope say? I must have been on the lookout for more chickens and not listening by that point in our visit.”

“Love is on its way,” said Myrtle.

“That doesn’t really sound like Wanda’s diction,” said Miles.

“My whole job is to clean up Wanda’s diction,” said Myrtle. “Without changing the substance of her predictions. No, Wanda’s message was more like: look out fer love. There is always tidying to be done with Wanda’s column.” 

“And you’ve decided to insert yourself in Sloan’s love life,” said Miles.

“How conniving you make me sound, Miles! I’m simply trying to help my former student. Which should be easy enough—he’s set the bar rather low, simply looking for a friend,” said Myrtle.

Miles said, “He’s just being realistic. After all, Sloan isn’t exactly the local heartthrob.”

“Perhaps. But he does have other good qualities,” said Myrtle. “I don’t think setting someone up with him would be that much of a hard sell.”

Miles parked and they walked inside the crowded diner, past the old men in baseball caps who sat in front every morning drinking coffee and cutting up. An old bell jangled as they opened the door. 

“Oh good,” said Myrtle. “It’s crowded, but I don’t think we’ll have to wait to be seated. There’s a booth right over there.”

Sure enough, a waitress with ‘Jen’ on her nametag hurried over to seat them. “Know what you want, hon?” she asked.

It was a good guess, since Myrtle was such a regular that she had no need to study the menu. “A pimento cheese slaw dog, please. With fries.”

Miles actually studied the menu thoughtfully. “A veggie plate, please.”

“Three or four veggies?” asked Jen, pen hovering over her order pad. 

“Go for it, Miles. You only live once,” said Myrtle.

“Four. The peach slices, rice and gravy, corn pudding, and fried okra.”

Jen rushed off to get their orders in and Miles said, “I have the feeling that my order isn’t as healthy as it could be. It might even have more calories than your pimento cheese slaw dog.”

“Well, not if you count my fries. At least it will taste good. At this point in my life, I’m trying to avoid bland food. If I’m eating, the stuff should taste good,” said Myrtle. She glanced across the room and started waving at someone. “It’s Elaine! With Jack.”

Elaine walked up to them with a smile and with Myrtle’s grandson, Jack, in tow. Despite spending much of her day on the floor with a preschooler, she looked remarkably tidy in appearance with her smooth, black bob of hair, white Capri pants, and crisp blue top. Jack, who was a very busy nearly-three-year-old, was wearing brown overalls and a big smile. He handed a toy truck to Myrtle.

Myrtle drove it on the table for a minute, making impressive truck noises, before handing it back to him. “Won’t you sit with us?” she asked Elaine. “I think we took the last free table.”

“Thanks, but we’re just here to pick up our takeout. They’re not quite finished, so I’ll hang out here until it’s ready,” said Elaine. “I meant to call you to see how you and Miles were after your traumatic day. Red said you were fine.”

Myrtle made a face. “How would Red know? Never mind, Elaine. We’re fine, aren’t we Miles?” 

Miles nodded. “Myrtle and I have become quite accustomed to discovering dead bodies. It’s not at all traumatic for us now.”

Jen brought their food and Myrtle handed a French fry to Jack, who grinned at her again. “Fry,” said the little boy in a whisper.

Myrtle said, still smiling back at her grandson, “But I’m glad to see you, Elaine, because I did have a question for you. Are you and Jack still going on those nature walks from time to time?” 

Elaine said, “Oh, yes. And I’m getting lots of inspiration for my yard during those walks. Did Red tell you that I’ve taken up gardening? Well, I guess I’ve always done some gardening and dabbled in garden club and that kind of thing. But now I’m really trying to do some real landscaping.”

Myrtle and Miles exchanged a quick, wary look. Elaine had a multitude of hobbies and none of them ever went according to plan. 

“I even had some landscaping ideas for your yard, Myrtle, if you wanted to let me have a go at it,” said Elaine eagerly.

Myrtle figured that Elaine couldn’t make the yard worse than it already was, considering it was under Dusty’s tender ministrations. “That sounds lovely, dear. But what I wanted to ask is if you were on a nature walk yesterday, specifically.” 

Elaine said, “Jack and I were, actually. Lyle was supposed to go over identifying poisonous plants and I wanted to make sure that I could recognize poison ivy and poison oak and sumac. The whole thing was going to be a challenge because I had Jack with me; I wasn’t sure how I was going to get close enough to really study the poison ivy without getting Jack covered with it. Then I thought, ‘Oh! I’ll just use my cell phone to zoom in and take pictures. Then I’ll have the photos to refer to later.’”

Miles said, “And the nature walk went as planned?” He speared several bits of fried okra on his fork. 

Elaine shook her head. “No, as a matter of fact, it didn’t. We’d just gotten going when it started pouring down rain.”

Myrtle and Miles looked at each other. It was the same rainstorm they experienced when they were driving Clara to look for Neil.

Myrtle said, “I suppose the rest of the walk was canceled?”

“Rescheduled. I persuaded Lyle to cover the poisonous plants another time, since I really wanted a primer,” said Elaine. “It was a shame. Jack really needed a good walk yesterday, too.”

“What do you think of Lyle Solomon?” asked Myrtle. She gave Jack another French fry and watched him gobble it up.

Elaine shrugged. “He seems very knowledgeable. But he’s a little weird, too. I get the impression that caring for his yard is a tremendous part of his life. He really didn’t want to have to cancel because of the rain, but everyone was leaving.”

Myrtle said archly, “So if Lyle were using the nature walk as an alibi for Neil Albert’s death, then the alibi is no good.”

Elaine looked startled and didn’t notice Jack taking a fistful of Myrtle’s French fries and stuffing them into his mouth. “What? No. Why would Lyle want to kill Neil?”

“Why would he give a false alibi?” asked Myrtle with a shrug. 

“And a pretty gutsy one at that,” said Miles. “Lying when the police chief’s own wife could negate his alibi.”

Elaine said, “Obviously he didn’t want anybody to think that he might have done it. But I still don’t understand why he would do it. This is a guy who only cares about nature and spending time in it. He doesn’t really seem like the violent type.”

“Have you ever paid attention to Neil’s yard?” asked Myrtle, raising her eyebrows. 

Elaine frowned in thought. “Well ... not especially. I’m usually so distracted when I drive down our street. Jack always seems to become ravenous as soon as he’s in the car. I’m ordinarily fishing around for a bag of Cheerios or something, instead of studying the state of people’s yards. But I think I’ve noticed that Neil’s yard isn’t exactly manicured. Is that what you’re getting at?” 

“Precisely!” said Myrtle, thumping her hand emphatically on the table. When Jack looked at her in amazement at the sound she made, she gave him the remainder of her French fries as reparation. 

“Why would that offend Lyle?” asked Elaine. “He’s not the yard police.”

“You may not know this, but Lyle Solomon lives directly next door to Neil,” said Miles helpfully. 

“Ohhh,” said Elaine. She paused, and then nodded. “I see. Well, in that case, I hate to be the one who completely ruins Lyle’s alibi, but he was not on a nature walk yesterday. At least, not with any of his group. Perhaps he took a solo walk?” 

A woman at the register called out, “Clover? Order ready to go!”

“That’s us!” said Elaine. “Let’s go take it home, Jack. Aren’t you hungry?” She gazed at her son in bafflement.

Jack shook his head. Myrtle winked at him.

Thirty minutes later, Myrtle and Miles were quite full, themselves. Myrtle had decided to order the peach cobbler to make up for the fact that she’d not eaten any French fries. “So, have we decided?” demanded Myrtle.

Miles started up the car. “Decided what?”

“Where we’re heading off to next. Are we going to follow up with Lyle and ask why he lied about where he was last night? Will we scrounge up Tarleton and find out more about his public squabble with Neil over his job?” asked Myrtle. “Should we check back in with Clara and see how Dusty did with her lawn and if she’s remembered anything else that could be helpful?” 

Miles said, “How about none of the above? That so-called healthy lunch did me in. I feel a nap coming on.”

“We can’t nap while there’s a murder to solve!”

“All right then, why don’t we go back to your house and watch Tomorrow’s Promise while I digest my food and try staying awake?” said Miles. “I don’t think I’ll be good for anything until I’ve rested for a little while.”

“I suppose so,” said Myrtle.

They settled into Myrtle’s living room, Myrtle in her comfy armchair and Miles looking very drowsy on the sofa. They were just hearing Arlena tell Rohan that she didn’t love him when the doorbell rang. 

Myrtle frowned. “Guests during Tomorrow’s Promise? Must not be someone who knows me very well.” 

She walked to the door and peeked out the side window. She turned to give Miles a startled look and then quickly opened the door. “Tarleton Fleming! What a pleasure to see you! Please come inside. I was just thinking the other day that it’s been a long while since I’ve seen you.” 

A graying man with faded good looks stepped inside. His shoulders were stooped as if he carried the weight of the world on them, and his face seemed to reflect the same. As usual, he wore good quality clothing that had seen better days, but which were scrupulously preserved and cleaned. 

“Miss Myrtle! It’s so good to see you.” He peered across the room and saw Miles quickly rising to his feet. “And Mr. Bradford? Good to see you, too.”

“Yes, Miles and I were just watching our favorite soap opera,” said Myrtle.

“And call me Miles, please,” said Miles. He added in a splutter, “I wouldn’t ordinarily watch a soap opera, but there is this one particular storyline that has me hooked.”

Myrtle rolled her eyes at him. “Whatever.” Then she took Tarleton by the arm and led him over to the sofa. “Won’t you have a seat? Maybe I can have the opportunity to get you hooked on a soap opera?” 

Tarleton smiled at her. “I’d love that, but I really can’t today. I just wanted a few minutes of your time and then I’ll get out of your hair.” He hesitated. “This is very hard for me. Perhaps it’s good that both of you are here so that I won’t have to repeat myself at Miles’s house—I’m sure I’d have ended up there. You see, I’ve found myself unemployed.”

Myrtle saw the effort with which it took him to say the words and hurriedly interjected, “I’ve just found out about that. I’m so sorry. It sounded like it all must have been very unfair?” 

The last bit was definitely a question and she wondered if Tarleton would answer it. He appeared very reluctant to talk about the bank. Actually, he appeared very reluctant to talk, at all. He seemed generally embarrassed.

Tarleton nodded. “Yes, although we all know that life isn’t fair. At least, we know it by the time we’ve reached our ages. I’d arranged for a job for a new neighbor of ours—you probably know him. Neil Albert.”

Myrtle said, “Yes. Although I suppose we should say, under the circumstances, that we knew him. You’ve heard about his tragic death yesterday?” 

Tarleton flushed. “I have. I heard about it right away because I was visiting with someone else and they knew about it. It’s the small-town information network.”

Miles said glumly, “The gossip here is faster than the internet.”

Myrtle shot him a repressive look. “So you were visiting someone last night? When it happened?” 

Tarleton shifted a bit. “No. I heard about it first thing this morning, when word was just breaking. Last night I was out driving. I needed to de-stress, so I took to the car and went for a ride in the country.”

“And did that help?” asked Miles curiously. “I always think driving is fairly stressful.”

Myrtle gave him another repressive look. 

“It did, but only for a short while. That’s when I decided that I needed to be proactive instead of wallowing around in my unhappiness. Which is why I’m here,” said Tarleton.

He seemed to be on the verge of changing the subject, which was the last thing that Myrtle wanted. She said, “I’m shocked about the bank. Positively shocked. Whenever I thought of the bank, I thought of you.”

She was now shocked to see tears welling in Tarleton’s eyes. Myrtle, who had a horror of seeing people cry, quickly rummaged around for the tissues in her purse. 
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Chapter Eight
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FORTUNATELY, WHEN SHE’D handed the tissues to Tarleton, he appeared to have collected himself.

“Yes, it was a shock for me too, especially how it all played out. As I mentioned, I found our new neighbor a job with the bank. With his previous banking experience in Boston, it was only too easy to do so. But then, higher up the chain in the bank, they decided to make some changes. Neil is ... was ... quite a salesman. He could sell all sorts of bank products. I’d always felt that my role at the bank was more to be a friendly face—the community face of the bank,” said Tarleton in a gruff voice. He struggled again to maintain control and stop the imminent flow of tears.

Miles asked, “Do you have any leads in terms of a new job? Or, considering the circumstances, can’t you get your old job back? Now the bank needs a manager again.” 

Tarleton shook his head. “I was so upset when I was fired that I burned a few bridges. I had no idea there would be a vacancy in the position so soon. I’ve also heard from my old coworkers that the bank is planning to hire from without. Finding another banking job would be tough. There simply aren’t a lot of high-level jobs available. Plus, there’s the fact that I’ve lived in Bradley all my life. I’m not wanting to move away and start a new life at a different bank at sixty years of age. That’s why I’m here today, Miss Myrtle. I’ve decided that I’m going to scale back my lifestyle and try to do a variety of different things to make my living here.”

Myrtle frowned. She’d always thought that Tarleton had a relatively modest lifestyle. Scaling back was going to be tough. “What types of things are you looking to do?” 

“Well, I was talking to Red and he mentioned that maybe you had some things around the house that I might be able to help you with. Small repairs and whatnot. Errands. Maybe even some mowing or yardwork,” said Tarleton. 

Myrtle said, “Well, not that I wouldn’t want to outsource my yard to someone else, but I already have a yardman. I will admit that Red isn’t great about coming over and fixing all the little things that need to be fixed here. That’s probably why he mentioned it. I do have a small list of things I’d like done. Some are repairs, for instance, the spigot handle outside is broken, and I have a towel rack that’s about to come off the wall at any instant. I’d also like a couple of pictures hung. Oh, and I think it’s about time for the smoke detector batteries to be replaced.”

Tarleton was looking more cheerful now. “That would be wonderful. How about errands? Red said that you don’t drive.”

Myrtle said, “Red would say that. I don’t have a car, but I can drive. I’ll keep you in mind if I need something.” She paused. “I suppose Red also mentioned that I’m not made of money as a retired schoolteacher? I’m not sure what your going rate is.”

Tarleton cleared his throat, looking uncomfortable about talking about money. This from a man who’d been a banker his entire life. “Red mentioned something about his subsidizing anything you wanted to have done. Considering, he said, he wasn’t having to do the work, himself.”

“That makes sense,” said Myrtle. “Well, good. Would you like to start tomorrow?” 

Tarleton flushed and said earnestly, “If there’s something that I can fix and stay out of both of your way, I’d be happy to get started right now. I have a tool chest in the car.”

Myrtle asked, “I’m sure that must have been expensive—getting a set of tools.”

“Oh, no ma’am. I’ve had these tools all my adult life. I was always fiddling with things at my house, when I wasn’t busy at the bank,” said Tarleton. “My father was quite the handyman, and I grew up helping him fix things.”

“I’d no idea you were so handy. All right, I’ll come up with a list. We’ll leave the living room out of the list so that Miles and I can watch our soap,” said Myrtle.

Miles colored at this, which was the desired effect. 

“I’ll go get my things, then,” said Tarleton.

“Before you get started, I did have one more question for you,” said Myrtle. “I know that Neil must, understandably, not be your favorite subject, but I was wondering if you knew of anyone who might have wanted to kill him.”

Tarleton blinked at her and then said, “Oh, that’s right—you write for the newspaper. But you won’t use my name?” His voice was anxious. “I’d rather not get on anyone’s bad side right now, considering that I need to ask people for work.”

“I never reveal my sources when they’re off-the-record,” said Myrtle with a sniff. 

Tarleton nodded, as if he hadn’t really expected any less from Myrtle. “All right, then. Let’s just say that I’ve noticed a couple of odd things about Neil. As I mentioned, I took him under my wing when he arrived in Bradley; I found him a bank job and I introduced him around town. While I was introducing him, I noticed that he did a double-take when he saw Holt Kelly. And Holt didn’t look all too pleased to see Neil, either.”

“Really?” Myrtle’s eyes gleamed with interest. 

Miles frowned. “Holt Kelly? I don’t think I know him.”

“He’s at the high school,” said Myrtle. “He’s the principal there, as a matter of fact.”

“That’s right. And when I asked Neil about it, he acted like he didn’t know Holt at all—that he simply reminded him of someone else. But I knew differently because Holt had clearly recognized him, too. I don’t know what’s happened between them, but there’s definitely something there,” said Tarleton. “And there’s one other thing, since you’re letting me be confidential.”

“What’s that?” asked Myrtle.

“When Neil and I were working at the bank together, we had just closed up for the night and were heading for the parking lot. There was someone by Neil’s car, waiting for him,” said Tarleton slowly.

“And who was this person?” asked Myrtle.

“Adelaide Pound. Although Neil didn’t look pleased to see her. Actually, he looked very annoyed.”

Miles asked, “Did she appear to be there for bank business?” 

“No. It seemed completely personal. It appeared to me that the two of them were having some sort of ... relationship,” said Tarleton. He made a face. “That sounds awful for me to say. I don’t like to gossip. But that’s the truth of it.” 

Myrtle said, “Thanks for letting us know, Tarleton. I’ll jot down a little list for you, since Red has you on retainer.” 

He smiled a relieved smile at her. “That would be wonderful. Thanks so much.”

Tarleton walked out to get his tools and Myrtle said, “Now let’s turn our show back on, or else we’ll be completely lost.” 

Miles seemed uneasy. “It’s not the end of the world if I don’t watch it. I could go on home.”

Myrtle said, “Don’t be so self-conscious! Tarleton Fleming has enough on his mind to fret over your television viewing habits. And you know how soap operas are: if we miss the next half-hour, babies might have grown into five-year-olds and Malena might have gotten married and divorced seven or eight times. We have to keep up!”

So Myrtle and Miles ended up being caught back up into their show again while Tarleton did a couple of small jobs in the back of Myrtle’s house. 

The show ended and Myrtle and Miles chatted for a few minutes longer. Tarleton resurfaced from the back. “I’ve taken care of everything on your list, Miss Myrtle.”

She followed him back and she said, “You’ve done very good work, too. I’d expect nothing less from you, though. I’ll be sure to brainstorm more projects for you to help with.”

“I appreciate that,” said Tarleton warmly. “Take care, Miss Myrtle. You too, Miles.” He took his leave.

Miles said, “Not that I don’t like Tarleton, but aren’t you a bit worried about having a suspect in your house?” 

“Not when the suspect is Tarleton. I’ve known him his entire life. Besides, I think I can take him, Miles.” She looked at her watch. “Are you about ready to head over to the basketball game, so that we can talk to Adelaide and find out what’s going on?” 

“I don’t think I’m going to ever really be ready to head over to the basketball game. And, as a matter of fact, I’d really rather not go today. It looks like rain outside,” said Miles.

Myrtle paused and then said, “You do realize that the basketball game is played indoors, don’t you?” 

“Of course I do. But we’ll still get wet on the way, both in and out. We’d probably have to stand outside to buy tickets, too. Plus, this has already been a long day. You could always go, yourself, though.”

Myrtle made a face. “This might be an occasion where it would be nice to have my sidekick with me, especially during the game. Somehow I can’t fancy myself sitting in the bleachers by myself at a high school basketball game.” 

“Unimaginable,” agreed Miles. “I’ll check online and see if they’re playing a home game tomorrow.”

Fortunately, a quick check determined that there would be a home basketball game the very next day and at the same time. 

Myrtle walked Miles out. “All right, then, I’ll see you tomorrow. And I’ll hold off on any investigating until then, too.” 

That late-afternoon and evening passed rather uneventfully for Myrtle, after her previous busyness. She wrote the story for Sloan and emailed it over to him. Then she ended up calling him to make sure he’d received the email and that the article would make it into the paper the following day. 

Myrtle actually enjoyed a sound night’s sleep, despite all the things on her mind. That is, she enjoyed a sound night’s sleep until the sound of a cat crying woke her up.

“Pasha!” she’d gasped. Throwing on her robe and slippers, she hurried to the front door and flung it open.

There she saw a very self-satisfied Pasha with some sort of dead rodent at her feet. Myrtle sighed. “I wish you had more conventional ways of giving tokens of your affection, Pasha. Some cats purr and rub against their owners or sit in their laps. You do some of that, and I wish you’d do more. Anything but dead chipmunks.”

Myrtle wondered if Pasha’s gift was something that could be added to Tarleton’s list of things to do, but then decided that might be considered rude. She walked back in, carefully closing the door behind her, and walked into the backyard for a shovel. When she returned, Pasha’s present, and Pasha herself, were gone. Pasha was clearly exasperated by Myrtle’s inappropriate reaction to the present.

Myrtle picked up the newspaper and scanned the front page. Sure enough, there was her story. She smiled to herself. 

She spent the next few hours waiting for the rest of Bradley to wake up. Myrtle worked on her crossword puzzle, which she was able to complete in thirty minutes. Then she had a large breakfast of scrambled eggs and sausage links, complete with a bowl of grits. Although sometimes other meals could be tricky, Myrtle had mastered the art of making breakfast. 

After checking her emails, she glanced at the clock again and sighed. Still too early for the stores to be open or for people to really be about. That was annoying. She liked it when she got emails praising her articles in the newspaper.

Myrtle was startled by the doorbell, having decided that no one in town was awake. She peeked through the window beside her front door and smiled when she saw Elaine and Jack there. Jack was pulling a red wagon that was full of various plants and even a couple of small shrubs. 

She opened the door and said, “Look who’s here! Good morning!”

Jack gave her a hug around her legs and seemed on the point of pulling the wagon full of plants right into Myrtle’s living room until Elaine stopped him. “These are outside plants, remember, Jack?” She smiled at Myrtle. “I figured it wasn’t too early to come by. Jack decided to have an early start this morning.”

“Well, whenever he does, he’s welcome to come over and play with his Nana. Jack and I have a lot in common,” she said. “The early bird gets the worm, doesn’t he, Jack?” 

Elaine said, “I thought I’d go ahead and get started in your yard before it gets too hot out.”

Myrtle still had that uneasy feeling that she always had whenever Elaine embarked on a new hobby. They never really ended well. But Elaine was a member of garden club. With any luck, this would go better than the other disastrous hobbies had.

“That sounds wonderful, Elaine. Although I know there are a lot of gnomes out there to work around, plus the fact that the ground is probably soggy from the rain we had last night,” said Myrtle.

“Oh, that’s all right. The gnomes will keep Jack and me company out there. He loves them.” Elaine paused. “Remind me again what the gnomes are a result of?” 

Myrtle said, making a face, “Red wants to take over my bill paying. He thinks I’m not paying my bills on time—there was simply some sort of mix-up or misdelivered mail that kept one bill from getting paid.”

“It would be nice if Red would take over our bill paying,” said Elaine with a sigh. “I’m the one in charge of that. Well, if it makes you feel better, he hasn’t said anything to me about it. Maybe he’s forgotten, what with the case and all.” 

“Speaking of the case, have you heard anything from Red about the investigation? Any insights?” 

Elaine said ruefully, “I believe that Red thinks I’m a mole. He’s keeping this investigation pretty quiet because he knows I tell you all sorts of things.”

“Hm. That’s a pity. Well, I guess I’ll just have to pump Lieutenant Perkins for information when I have my meal with him,” said Myrtle a little grandly. 

“Perkins? I didn’t know y’all had plans. Is he ... easy to talk to?” asked Elaine. “He always seems sort of stern and quiet to me.”

“He’s both of those things, but once you get to know him, he loosens up a little bit. Or, at least, I hope that’s true. It’s nice to get little snippets of information and you’d think that would be the least Red and Perkins could do for me, considering all the cases I’ve solved for them,” said Myrtle in an irritated tone.

Elaine said, “You know, there is one thing. I heard Red on the phone and he said something about running by to see Holt Kelly. I thought that was sort of weird. The high school principal has something to do with Neil Albert? Neil didn’t even have children. But it was definitely to do with the murder and not some separate issue.”

Myrtle said, “Believe it or not, I’d already found out that Holt might somehow be connected with Neil, but it’s good to have it verified.”

Jack was getting restless and Myrtle stooped down. “Would you like to see if we can find some cookies in my kitchen?” She glanced up at Elaine. “Is that all right? It’s never too early for cookies, is it?” 

“Never. I’d like one myself, if you find them,” said Elaine with a grin. Once they’d had a cookie break, Elaine and Jack set out into Myrtle’s yard. 
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Chapter Nine
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AT THREE O’CLOCK, MYRTLE called Miles on the phone. 

Miles said in a resigned voice, “I suppose you’re ready to head over to the high school for the basketball game, right? I have the feeling that we’re going to be scouting out Holt Kelly as well as Adelaide.”

“That’s right. But what’s more, I think I need to escape my house,” said Myrtle. “Elaine has been over here working in my yard. She has very strange landscaping ideas. Jack has a lot more talent at planting than Elaine does, and a lot more sense about where to plant things. She has one perennial smack-dab in the middle of the front yard next to a shrub she stuck there. It’s not a bed, it’s not a border—it’s just this lone plant sitting sadly by itself. She said something about ‘visual interest.’”

“Maybe it’s her idea of art? Some sort of artistic yard statement?” asked Miles in a doubtful tone. 

“Who knows? I think she just wanted to plant something right in the middle of my gnomes. They’re so many of them in the yard right now that Elaine must have shoved two or three aside to make room.”

“It’s sort of sad, isn’t it? Elaine always tries so hard,” said Miles. “There must be something that she’s good at.” 

“Must there be? I think she’s run the gamut of hobbies. But enough of this. We need to head over to the high school,” said Myrtle.

“But the game is at four o’clock. I’d rather not be there a minute early,” said Miles. “I’ve been obsessing over the fact that we’ll be on bleachers. My back will probably go into shock at sitting on something without a back to it for that long.” 

Myrtle said, “Then you’ll be happy to know that the one good thing that came out of Elaine’s visit, besides the opportunity to be with my darling, brilliant grandson, was the fact that she brought over two stadium seats. She and Red like to see games sometimes.”

“I suppose that will make it bearable,” said Miles. 

“And if we go there early, maybe we’ll have a chance to speak with Adelaide or Holt, or both of them.”

Miles’s voice was resigned. “If that’s what we need to do.” 

They arrived at the high school a little too early. There was no one manning the ticket booth yet. Miles made grumbling noises and they resumed sitting in the car.

Finally, there were signs of life over in the ticket booth. They bought their tickets and walked inside where there was a school security guard with a wand to check them for weapons. When the guard spotted Myrtle and Miles, he simply waved them through without putting them through security or even checking Myrtle’s bag.

Myrtle said—huffily—as she and Miles walked away, “I feel rather insulted. I could be a very dangerous person.”

“You are a very dangerous person,” agreed Miles. “You just happen to look very innocuous. Apparently, I do, too.”

“It’s ageism,” said Myrtle. “I’ve a mind to go back there and demand that my purse be checked for weapons.”

“For heaven’s sake, Myrtle. Let’s just get through this game without any problems, all right?” said Miles.

They walked into the gym. It was like every high school gym in America: shiny wood floor, scoreboards on either end, rows and rows of uncomfortable bleachers. The junior varsity basketball team was practicing on the floor and the cheerleaders were filing in and taking their places in the stands since there was no room on the floor for them. 

They carefully made their way up the steps into the stands and set up their stadium seats. Once they were finally settled, Myrtle said, “I feel like I’ve stepped back in time to my teaching days. Of course, they’ve renovated the gymnasium since then, but I still feel like I’m here for a pep rally.”

Miles said, “I don’t really have happy memories of high school gyms. I wasn’t the most athletic of students.”

“I suppose not, since you ended up an accountant. They rarely move from their desks,” said Myrtle.

“Engineer,” said Miles coolly. “I was an engineer.” 

“Whatever,” said Myrtle. She paused for a second. “I wonder if they’ve set up their concession stand yet.”

“Concession stand? At a high school game?” 

“Certainly! That’s how the booster club makes all its money. They’ll have candy bars and popcorn and soft drinks and things,” said Myrtle. 

“Sounds healthy,” said Miles morosely. 

“You can eat a little junk food. Remember how the healthy food at Bo’s Diner made you feel sick yesterday?” 

Miles said, “That’s because the healthy food was either fried, drowned in sugar, or covered in gravy or bacon.”

“But at its core, it was healthy. I felt fine, and I had hot dogs,” said Myrtle.

Miles sighed. “What would you like at the concession stand?” 

“Popcorn.”

Miles carefully walked back down the bleachers and disappeared out the gymnasium door. Myrtle trained her eyes on the basketball court where Adelaide Pound was coaching the girls’ basketball team. 

After a few minutes, Adelaide called out to two girls, “My captains can take over the rest of the practice.” 

Myrtle watched as Adelaide walked over to where Myrtle was sitting. “Mrs. Clover! It’s such a pleasure to see you.”

Adelaide was an athletic looking middle-aged woman with black hair pulled back in a ponytail and blue eyes smiling at her.

Myrtle started to stand, but Adelaide quickly stopped her. “Don’t worry about standing up—those metal bleachers are too unsteady. I don’t know how you climbed up them to begin with.”

“I was just telling my friend, Miles—oh, here’s Miles now.” 

Miles was carefully scaling the bleachers holding a drink, a plate with two slices of pizza, and popcorn.

Myrtle said, “That’s a feast, Miles!”

“Apparently, concession stands at high schools now have pizza, hot dogs, and hamburgers. I thought we might get hungry,” said Miles.

Myrtle introduced Miles and Adelaide.

Adelaide said, “Well, it sure is a pleasure. Mrs. Clover was one of my favorite teachers. Whenever I run across you in town, I never really have the chance to say hi. Did you decide to take in some basketball today, just for something different?” 

“I have to admit that part of it is the thrill of being back on the campus. I spent so many years here!” Myrtle smiled at her. “But there is an underlying reason that I’m here today.”

Adelaide snapped her fingers. “Wait a minute. I think I remember reading a story of yours in the paper this morning.” Now she looked just the slightest bit wary. 

Myrtle looked pleased that her story had been read, but also wanted to dispel Adelaide’s concerns. “Oh, just a small story. As a favor to Sloan at the paper. You must know how things at the paper go—you write stories there, yourself. My article was nothing very exciting.”

Adelaide snorted and said, “You’ll forgive me, Mrs. Clover. From what I remember about your writing ability, there are no small, unexciting stories from you. You can’t downplay your reporting. So, even though I’m a little nervous about it, what can I help you with before I get back to the team?” 

Myrtle glanced over at the scoreboard, which appeared to have a countdown to the start of the game. “You always were very direct. All right, I’ll spit it right out, but I want to let you know that it makes me uncomfortable.” She lowered her voice, which was difficult to do and still be heard in the noisy gym. “There is some talk that you had a relationship with Neil Albert. The deceased person in the article you read this morning.”

Almost as if on cue, Adelaide’s blue eyes filled with tears. She blinked fiercely until they went away. “Sorry. It still hurts hearing his name. And you’re not the one to have something to feel uncomfortable about—it’s me. I never thought I’d be in a relationship with a married man. That was something that was always against my personal code of ethics.” She blew out a sigh. “But somehow, I couldn’t help myself with Neil.”

Myrtle asked, “And he felt the same way?” 

Adelaide gave a hard laugh. “I’d like to tell myself that, especially now. It would be so easy to just say that he still had warm feelings for me, up to the point of his death. But it’s not true. Neil came to his senses, I guess. Or else, he realized that, in a small town, word would get around very quickly to his wife. I don’t think he ever planned on leaving her for me ... certainly not by the end of our relationship.”

Miles asked delicately, “So it did end?” 

“In a manner of speaking. That’s to say that Neil considered it to be over. I was still trying to get back together with him. I was more into him than he was into me,” she finished sadly. 

Myrtle glanced back at the scoreboard and hurriedly asked, “Where were you a couple of evenings ago? When Neil died?”

“I was sitting in the bank parking lot when Neil left. I did that a lot. This might sound kind of crazy, but it was my way of feeling like we were still together,” said Adelaide. 

“You just sat there? You didn’t try to speak with him?” asked Miles. 

“Oh, I tried speaking with him, too. But most of the time, he just shut me out. So I started bringing supper along with me. It was almost like we were having dinner together since we were in close proximity and I was eating.” She shook her head. “Like I said, this sounds kind of crazy. Especially when I put it into words.” 

Myrtle decided not to address the craziness of Adelaide’s parking lot picnics. “And you were sitting in the parking lot when Neil died?” 

Hearing his name again made Adelaide blink rapidly once more. She said, “I was. I picked up some fast food on the way from the school. He looked like he had something on his mind—he really barely looked at me. That hurt worse than the times he’d get angry that I was there. It was almost as though he had gotten used to my being there and no longer registered my presence one way or another.”

Miles interjected, “Or maybe whatever he had on his mind was serious. Maybe he was so distracted that he barely even noticed the parking lot at all. And it sounds as though you weren’t there every day.”

Adelaide gave him a grateful look. “No, not every day.”

Myrtle said, “So you didn’t follow him? When you did this?” 

Adelaide shook her head. “And risk upsetting his wife? No. Neil was pretty routine-driven. When he left work, he was heading home.”

“You didn’t see his car on the side of the road on your own way home?” asked Miles.

Adelaide sighed. “No. I live in the opposite direction. I wish I had. I’ve been tormenting myself over it. If I’d passed by Neil while he was having car trouble, maybe he wouldn’t be dead right now. I wouldn’t have left him. I’d have called for help.”

Myrtle said, “It’s never good to ask ourselves those types of questions, Adelaide.”

Adelaide glanced back again at her team and Myrtle added quickly, “Who do you think might be responsible for Neil’s death? Do you know of anyone who wasn’t getting along with him? Heard of any arguments or disagreements?” 

Adelaide nodded. “As a matter of fact, I have. I was having some sandwiches outside the bank last week when my boss pulled into the parking lot.” She winced. “At first, I thought he was there to give me a hard time for being there—that maybe Neil had complained about my hanging out, waiting for him. Harassment, or something.”

Which it certainly was. Myrtle said, “This is Holt Kelly? Your principal?” 

Adelaide gave another quick look around to make sure that the man wasn’t there and lurking over her shoulder. She gave another nod. “That’s right. But it turned out that he wasn’t there to see me, at all. He was there to talk to Neil.”

Miles asked, “Could you hear any of their conversation?” 

“I was a little worried that Mr. Kelly would see me there, but I managed to roll my car window down enough to hear some of it. I wouldn’t necessarily call it a conversation; it was more of a yelling match,” said Adelaide. 

“What did you hear?” asked Myrtle.

“Mr. Kelly was saying something about money,” said Adelaide with a shrug. “But I only heard the tail-end of it all. Sorry I can’t be more helpful.” She paused. “Do you really think that Mr. Kelly could have something to do with Neil’s death? But why?” 

Myrtle said, “I’m not sure. Did you ever get the impression from Neil that he knew your boss? That he was acquainted with him?”

Adelaide said, “No, although I’m sure he probably felt as if he knew him. I’d talk about Mr. Kelly all the time. You know how teachers talk about their principals.” 

The scoreboard made a startlingly loud buzzing sound and Adelaide grimaced. “That’s my cue. It was good talking to you, Mrs. Clover. Mr. Bradford.” 

And she bounded down the bleachers in a surefooted way that made Myrtle very jealous. 
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Chapter Ten
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ALTHOUGH MYRTLE WOULD have been happy to stay for the entire basketball game, Miles was ready to leave at halftime.

“We talked with Adelaide. The principal apparently isn’t going to watch the game. And it’s very, very loud in here,” said Miles.

It was true. Between the scoreboard buzzer indicating the many fouls, the buzzer to mark the quarters, the admirably ear-piercing cheerleading, and the squeaking of the players’ shoes on the wooden floor, the noise was deafening. Myrtle, however, had been thinking too hard to really take very much notice. 

“I suppose we could leave. Although the team is doing very well,” said Myrtle grudgingly.

“That’s another reason to leave. The girls are doing so well that there’s not even the element of suspense. I doubt the other team will be able to scrape together fifty points in the second half, especially since they haven’t been able to score a single time,” said Miles. He stood up and carefully folded up his stadium seat, putting it on his shoulder. 

Myrtle did the same. “This is the point in a game when I usually start pulling for the other team. The poor kids.” She started hanging the seat on her shoulder and then handed it to Miles, instead. He sighed and slung it on his shoulder. 

Back in Miles’s car a few minutes later, Miles said, “So, back home? The game and talking to Adelaide were the big things we were supposed to knock out and those are done.”

“Yes. But swing by the Piggly Wiggly for a minute on the way home. I want some tomato soup for supper and I’m sure I’m out,” said Myrtle.

Soon they were walking the aisles in the Piggly Wiggly. Myrtle hadn’t gotten a cart, but Miles insisted on getting one. “We’ve done this before,” he said. “You’ll say that we don’t need a grocery cart because we’re only getting one thing. But before you know it, you’ll remember all the different things that you need at the store. I’ll be holding them and dropping them sporadically all through the aisles like some demented version of Hansel and Gretel.”

Myrtle arched her brows. “As I recall, some of those times involved you remembering that you’d run out of coffee or milk.” 

Miles carefully took a wet-wipe out of a bottle that the store provided by the carts and solicitously wiped the cart handle clean of any intrepid germs.

Myrtle sighed at the delay. Then she squinted, peering ahead. “Oh look,” she said in her stage whisper, “there’s your favorite person. Georgia Simpson.”

Miles blanched a bit. “Oh no. This is why I avoided her call earlier. I don’t think I can handle running into another book club member. Especially Georgia. She’s liable to beat me up because she didn’t like the story.”

“Just because she’s upset, it doesn’t mean that she’s going to become violent in the Piggly Wiggly,” said Myrtle. “She’s not that tough.”

“What do you mean, not that tough? She’s covered with tattoos, has big hair that never moves, and she draws her own eyebrows on. Her eyebrows always reflect her mood.” Miles studied her. “She doesn’t appear to be in a happy one, Myrtle.” 

“Don’t be silly. I know you’ve always had a crush on Georgia. Let’s go up and talk to her.”

Miles said, “We should just leave her alone. She’s entirely engrossed in checking out the various boxed meals.”

“Georgia?” called Myrtle, giving Miles a look at the same time.

Georgia Simpson wheeled around and grinned at them. “Well, now, lookie here! Just the man I wanted to see.” She glanced at Myrtle and said, “And hi to you, too, Myrtle.”

Miles’s face was completely awash with anxiety. “Me? What did you need to see me about, Georgia?” 

“It’s about book club. And that book you got us to read.” Georgia’s face was thunderous and Myrtle guessed that she must be upset about the selection, but then she realized that was Georgia’s ‘thinking’ expression. Georgia muttered, “What was the name of that book, anyway?” 

Miles cleared his throat. “The Mayor of Casterbridge,” he squeaked.

“That’s it! The very one.” Georgia stuck out her hand and said, “Just wanted to thank you in person for recommending it.”

Miles’s jaw dropped and he absently shook Georgia’s hand. “You mean to say that you liked it?”

“Liked it? I loved it. It’s been a while since I’ve read something like that. You know ... a psychological thriller,” said Georgia.

Myrtle frowned. “A psychological thriller? We’re referring to the same book, aren’t we?” 

Miles gave her a hard look. He said in a genuine voice, “Thank you, Georgia. I really appreciate that. As a matter of fact, I was worried about what your reaction to it might be. I’ve been hearing from a lot of book club members that they’re having trouble understanding the story.”

Georgia gave a belly laugh that boomed through the aisles of the Piggly Wiggly. “Isn’t that a shame? Thought those ladies were smarter than that. Least, that’s how they always act. That they’re smarter.”

“Well, I’m glad there will be someone there who can offer some insight into the story during the discussion,” said Miles. 

He’d been leaning on the grocery cart and it suddenly set into motion, nearly casting him on the floor in the process. Georgia caught the errant cart with one hand and in a smooth gesture, shoved it right back over until it was in its original spot. 

Myrtle rolled her eyes and decided a change of subject was needed. “Georgia, what do you think about Neil Albert’s death?”

Georgia’s penciled-in eyebrows now looked positively ferocious. “I thought it was a tragedy! Hope Red finds the guy who did it and strings him up. Or, if Red wants to sling the murderer my way, I’ll be happy to be the one to dole out the punishment. Neil was a good guy. I saw him in the bank every week when I went in to cash my checks. Always had a nice word to say.”

“You never saw Neil arguing with anyone or anything like that?” asked Myrtle.

“Not a bit! He was as nice as they come. Funeral’s tomorrow—did you know?” asked Georgia. “Eleven o’clock in the morning at Grace Hill cemetery.”

“No, I sure didn’t. How did you find out?” asked Myrtle in consternation. She worked for the paper and this was her story. How was it that Georgia Simpson had information that she didn’t? 

“Word of mouth. Think the widow isn’t wanting a big deal made out of it,” said Georgia.

“She clearly doesn’t know how Southern funerals operate,” said Miles dryly. 

Georgia said, “She’ll find out when a hundred casseroles land on her doorstep.” She glanced at her Mickey Mouse watch. “Good seeing you both. Guess I’ll see you at the meeting,” said Georgia. 

As Myrtle and Miles finished filling the cart (since Myrtle had indeed thought of more items that she needed), Miles said thoughtfully, “Maybe the upcoming book club meeting won’t be the disaster I thought it was going to be. If Georgia Simpson can understand the book, surely others will, too.”

“I’m not at all sure that Georgia did understand the book,” said Myrtle with a sniff. “Psychological thriller, indeed!”

“At any rate, let’s just let her talk when the discussion starts. Otherwise, it’ll be the Myrtle and Miles show. Then everyone will start complaining about how you and I pick books that are too challenging.” 

“That group would find Dr. Seuss challenging,” said Myrtle. “All right. So after we finish up here, we’re done for the day. But pick me up for the funeral tomorrow.” 

“Sounds like another fun day,” said Miles morosely. “And here I was wondering what could possibly improve on a day of high school basketball and a trip to the Piggly Wiggly.”

“At least it’s better than figuring out who’s mowing their grass and making trips to Goodwill,” said Myrtle.

The next morning, Myrtle worked on another story for the paper—this time more of a background article on Neil. She made a note to herself to visit Clara again for a quote. Then she glanced at the clock. It was still early, but she might as well go ahead and get dressed for Neil’s funeral. 

Myrtle reached into her closet and rummaged around. She saw a dark sweater, a dark blouse, a dark pair of pants. Where was her black funeral dress? 

The phone rang and she picked up. “Yes?” she barked.

It was Miles. “Uh-oh. In a bad mood?”

“Just frustrated. I can’t seem to put my hands on my funeral dress. You know the one.”

Miles said, “Indeed I do. It’s attended many a Bradley funeral. Does it matter? Just put on slacks and a nice top. The town of Bradley isn’t going to shut down because you aren’t wearing your funeral dress.”

“I’m going to find it,” said Myrtle through gritted teeth.

“All right. I’ll be over there at 10:30.”

Myrtle said, “Let’s make it 10:15. Once I find the dress, I’ll practically be ready to go.”

After she hung up the phone, Myrtle proceeded to take her bedroom apart. Since the room was very tidy, this took some doing. Finally, she found the dress; it had somehow gotten lodged between her mattress and the bed’s footboard. Myrtle held it up, shaking her head. 

In the process of ironing the dress, she discovered that it had a large spot on it. That last funeral had been the one with the tables upon tables of food. She tried to get the spot out with a warm washcloth, but it wasn’t going anywhere. Finally, she gave up and put on black slacks, a gray top, and a grim expression.

When the doorbell rang at 10:15, Myrtle hollered from her bedroom, “Door’s open!” When she heard Miles come in, she called, “I’m just finishing up. Come on in.” 

Miles peered through her bedroom door to see Myrtle attempting to subdue her poof of white hair that was standing up like Einstein’s. He glanced around. “You neglected to tell me on the phone that your house had been ransacked by a band of robbers.” 

“Don’t be silly. I told you I was going to find the funeral dress, and I did. It just wasn’t in any shape to be worn. Maybe after the funeral you can take me by the store and I can buy a new one.” Myrtle followed Miles out to his car.

“Considering the way they’re dropping like flies around here, that might not be a bad idea,” said Miles, pulling out of Myrtle’s driveway. “We spend entirely too much time at the cemetery.”

“I don’t know. It’s a pleasant enough place. There are some beautiful oak trees there. Peace and quiet, too.” 

“Oh, it’s quiet, all right,” said Miles.

“Just the same, I think I’d rather just visit. I wouldn’t want to live there,” said Myrtle with a smirk. 

Miles drove through the gates of Grace Hill cemetery, past moss-covered tombstones, down the winding road covered by a canopy of oaks. 

“Is that the service there?” he asked, sounding startled. “I thought that Clara was trying to keep the funeral on the down-low because she didn’t want a crowd.”

“Yes, well, try and keep the good people of Bradley away from a funeral, especially on a quiet Saturday. This qualifies as entertainment,” said Myrtle. “Go ahead and find a place to park.”

“Half the town is here,” muttered Miles.

“Which may explain Holt Kelly’s presence,” said Myrtle, pressing up against her window to see better. 

“Oh good. I was worried we were going to have to make another visit to the high school in order to talk to him. Think we can grab him and ask him a few questions before he leaves?” asked Miles. 

“You better believe it. Although I think he might be a tricky one. He’s not exactly the type of person who talks a lot. And I don’t know how he’ll act when being questioned. He might just zip his lips,” said Myrtle with a frown. “I’ll have to approach him a little differently. Maybe I shouldn’t use the journalism excuse.” 

“However you want to do it. As long as it doesn’t involve basketball games,” said Miles fervently. “My back is still hurting from yesterday.”

“How on earth could it be hurting? We were in stadium seats.”

“Tell my back that,” said Miles. 

They approached the mourners. Clara was blinking in amazement at the number of people in attendance. 

“There are no seats left,” said Miles with a sigh.

“I have a feeling that this service is going to be short and sweet,” said Myrtle.

It was. There was a brief meditation by the minister and a Bible verse. A soloist sang the 23rd Psalm. Then the minister gave a short benediction.

There was a swarm around Clara, who was the only one in the receiving line. If Neil had had a mother, father, or siblings, they didn’t appear to be in attendance. 

Myrtle leaned in and said, “Take a look at Sloan.”

Her editor appeared to be trying very hard to have a friendly conversation with Adelaide. Adelaide, on the other hand, was standing in the very back and looked as if she were trying to be completely inconspicuous. Considering her relationship with Neil, that was understandable. Sloan, however, hadn’t gotten the memo. He was perspiring, whether from the heat or nervousness, and blushing furiously. Adelaide didn’t look as though she was picking up her end of the conversation.

“I don’t think Adelaide is necessarily a good pick for Sloan,” murmured Miles. “She’s pretty far out of his league. Plus the fact that she’s hung up on a dead guy.”

Myrtle said, “But Sloan is a nice guy. And there is that horoscope of Wanda’s to consider. Maybe she’ll change her mind and decide to date someone single, for a change. But I’m still sure that I can find someone better for him.”

Miles said in alarm, “Uh-oh. It looks like Holt is making a run for it! Catch him! I don’t want to go to any more games.”

As Myrtle turned to look for Holt, she turned right into Erma Sherman. 

“Myrtle! Just the person I wanted to see,” she said. 

Myrtle shoved Erma into Miles. “Here! Talk to Miles!” and half-jogged after Holt. 

Eventually, she caught up to him. She was gasping for breath by then and Holt reached out to hold one arm and she leaned heavily on her cane with the other.

“Miss Myrtle? Are you all right?” he asked in concern. He was a balding, pudgy man with black framed glasses. His brown eyes were wide with alarm.

Myrtle decided to play it for all it was worth. “Oh, the heat. All those ... people,” she spat out in a pitiful voice. 

“Here, let’s find somewhere to sit down. Maybe away from everybody, if you can walk that far.” 

Still panting from her slow jog, Myrtle nodded, wordlessly. Holt gently led her over to a stone bench some distance away from everyone. 

“There now. Although we really should get you some water.” Holt’s face still had the alarmed look of someone who might have a medical emergency on their hands. 

“I think I’ll be all right. Thanks, Holt.” Myrtle caught her breath and said, “How are things going at the high school?”

Holt gave a small laugh. “Does anything ever change at the high school? I’m thinking that you’d find that very little has changed since your retirement from there.”

“That’s good, because I was thinking about coming back,” said Myrtle, managing a completely serious expression.
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Chapter Eleven
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HOLT GAPED AT HER. “To work?” 

“Maybe. At any rate, you may see me over there from time to time. I’d sign into the office, of course,” said Myrtle. That should explain any visits to see Adelaide or Holt.

Holt was stammering now. “When I said there weren’t any changes, I really meant that the kids haven’t changed. We do have a lot more technology now. SmartBoards and that kind of thing.”

Myrtle waved a dismissive hand. “Pooh on that. Oh, I’m fine with technology, if it comes to that. I’m on social media, you know. But I have the feeling that if I could teach Shakespeare on a blackboard, I can teach it any way.” 

Myrtle studied Holt carefully to see if he was still knocked off-balance by their conversation. His defenses did still seem to be down, so she quickly said, “Isn’t it awful about Neil Albert? I couldn’t believe it. Where were you when it happened?”

As she’d hoped, Holt didn’t seem to be following her very closely. He gave her a bemused frown, still likely thinking about an octogenarian teacher for his fifteen-year-olds. “Ah, yes. When it happened? You mean, when Neil was ... killed?” 

“That’s right,” said Myrtle.

“Oh. Well, it was after school from what I understand. I always go directly home to my wife. That’s where I would have been,” said Holt. The barest bit of wariness was starting to emerge in his eyes.

“I wanted to ask you, because it seemed such a strange coincidence. Someone saw you and Neil having quite an argument. It was at the bank, apparently, and very recently—right before Neil’s death. I heard that you and Neil actually knew each other,” said Myrtle. 

Holt frowned now. “I wouldn’t have said that we were friends.”

“But you knew each other,” pressed Myrtle. 

Holt gazed off into the distance. “We did.”

Myrtle said, “That’s unusual, from what I hear. My understanding from his wife is that Neil and she hadn’t gotten close to anyone in Bradley. They just hadn’t been interested in making friends, apparently. They kept to themselves and didn’t really forge any acquaintances.”

Holt said, “That’s very likely true. But I didn’t know him here. I knew him from Boston, long ago. And, even though it was long ago, I’m sorry that he’s dead. That’s why I’m here today—to pay respects.”

Myrtle said, “And the argument? Friends do argue.”

“As I mentioned,” said Holt, “we really weren’t friends. Not anymore, anyway. We were having an argument because I wanted to borrow some money from the bank. Neil wasn’t approving the bank loan. I have a tendency to get frustrated sometimes. It’s like I hold back any show of temper during the day so that I can be as patient as possible with the students and staff, but then the temper spills out after school is done for the day. I was simply irritated about not getting the loan, that’s all.”

Myrtle said, “What was the loan for?” 

“I want to make some improvements to the house. Nothing major. But I can’t do it without a loan,” said Holt, shrugging.

Myrtle had the feeling that he was holding something back. At the same time, she was realizing that she’d been able to get a decent amount of information from the notoriously tight-lipped Holt. Her announcement that she planned to come out of retirement must have shocked him enough to make him lose his usual reserve. She decided that she’d better not push it.

She was about to thank him for coming to her rescue when Holt, looking across the cemetery where mourners were now leaving, said, “There’s one guy who could be responsible for Neil’s death.”

Myrtle followed his gaze. “Tarleton?”

Holt nodded. “I heard him arguing with Neil in the grocery store recently. He felt like Neil cheated him out of a job.”

“Did he?” asked Myrtle. “Was he sneaky like that? I really didn’t know Neil and no one else seemed to, either.”

Holt considered this. “He could be. Neil might have been hired by Tarleton and then immediately started complaining about Tarleton to the higher ups. I could see him doing that. And, of course, Neil was a very hard worker and a great salesman. He could have replaced Tarleton because he was more productive than he was and because he was bringing in more money. It’s all about the money at the bank.”

Holt stood up and said, “Miss Myrtle, it’s been good talking to you. Do you think you can walk back to your car? I’m happy to escort you there.”

Myrtle saw that Miles, finally free from the despicable Erma, was hurrying their way. “I appreciate that, Holt, and all that you’ve done. I’ll be all right, though. I came here with my friend and he’s here now.” 

Holt introduced himself to Miles and then made his goodbyes.

Myrtle called after him, “And don’t be surprised if you see me in the halls at the school soon!”

Holt turned, gave her an uncertain smile, and lifted his hand in a wave. 

Miles said, “You gave him a heads-up that you were planning on spending time at the high school interviewing Adelaide and him? I thought you were trying to keep him from being defensive and quiet?”

“I was trying to keep him from being defensive and quiet. I told him I was coming out of retirement and returning to the classroom,” said Myrtle.

Miles stared at her, blinking. Then he burst into laughter.

“It’s not that funny. I was a great English teacher. I taught for thirty years. He should be falling all over himself to pull me out of retirement,” said Myrtle with a sniff. 

“Was he?” asked Miles, gently wiping tears of laughter from his eyes.

“He was merely surprised,” said Myrtle. “And he seemed to question my ability to learn classroom technology. For heaven’s sake! I’m online and on social media all the time. Sometimes people act as though seniors can’t do things that they’re way too qualified to do. It gives me half a mind to submit an application over there.”

“That’ll give him something to worry over,” said Miles. “Well, did you find out anything?” 

“He admitted that he knew Neil back in Boston. But I think he was lying about the argument he had with Neil. He claimed that it had something to do with being denied for a bank loan.” 

“What was the loan for?” asked Miles.

“Holt said he was making improvements to his house, but I could tell he wasn’t giving the whole truth,” said Myrtle. “And he said that he heard Tarleton arguing with Neil in the grocery store.”

“We already knew that Tarleton and Neil weren’t getting along. I suppose more corroboration isn’t a bad thing, though,” said Miles. He stood up from the bench where he’d been sitting next to Myrtle. “Ready to go?”

“I guess so. As long as there isn’t a chance that I might run into Erma Sherman again,” said Myrtle with a shudder. 

“I’ve already seen her file out to the parking lot, so we should be safe. Believe me, I’d do anything to avoid an additional Erma encounter today,” said Miles as they walked toward his car.

“What was her health care complaint of the day today?” asked Myrtle. “Tooth decay?”

“Bunions,” said Miles succinctly. They both shuddered. 

The next morning, Myrtle was solving her crossword puzzle when there was a tap at her door. She peered out, and then opened the door to Miles and Pasha. Miles was attempting to stand as far away from Pasha as possible and the cat was quickly closing the distance between them and winding in and out of his legs lovingly.

“You’re up early,” said Myrtle. 

“I’ve been up since three o’clock,” said Miles grimly as he followed her inside. Pasha bounding alongside him.

“Really? Me too. You should have walked over for a coffee.” They walked into the kitchen and Miles fixed himself a mug of coffee and sat down at the kitchen table. Myrtle opened a can of cat food and put it on a paper plate, watching as Pasha hungrily dove in. 

“Say, what’s going on at Lyle’s house?” he asked. 

“Lyle Solomon’s? I don’t know of anything. Why, what did you see?” asked Myrtle, joining him at the table.

“A bunch of police cars,” said Miles with a shrug. “And I didn’t see him or his wife outside.”

“Police cars? I swear, if Red has already solved this case then I’m going to be extremely aggravated with him,” said Myrtle hotly.

“Why not call him and see what’s up?” asked Miles. “He’s the one with all the info.”

“He’s not the only one with all the info. I have friends in high places,” said Myrtle. She picked up her phone. Pasha, who’d made quick work of her can of cat food, jumped onto Myrtle’s lap.

“Lieutenant Perkins? This is Myrtle Clover. I’m well, how are you? Is this a bad time?” she winked at Miles. 

“What?” This time her voice was sharper. “Really?” She paused and then, when there was no other information that seemed to be forthcoming, she said, “I was really calling to follow-up on our diner dinner. Otherwise, you know I’m going to really have to insist that I have you over at my house for supper.”

There appeared to be a spate of sudden dialogue on Lt. Perkins’s side. After a minute Myrtle said, “Late lunch instead? Today? One-thirty would be fine. See you then.” 

Myrtle hung up and looked at Miles. “Lyle Solomon is dead.” 

“What?” 

“That’s right. His poor wife apparently found him this morning,” said Myrtle. She frowned. “He wasn’t giving out much information, but I guess that’s because there were other cops around him.” 

“There was probably Red around him,” said Miles. “Wow. So was this a heart attack? Too much yardwork?”

“Lt. Perkins called his death ‘suspicious.’ It sounds to me as if he was murdered,” said Myrtle slowly. She rubbed Pasha, and the cat bumped her head under Myrtle’s chin. 

“Why on earth would someone kill Lyle? Mr. Nature Walk didn’t seem like a very likely murder victim.” 

“I don’t know. But I know one thing. I’m going to call Elaine and see what I can find out from her,” said Myrtle. 

The doorbell rang and Myrtle said, “This place is Grand Central Station this morning. I’ve never been so popular.”

Pasha, who wasn’t fond of hearing the doorbell, jumped down from Myrtle’s lap. 

She peeked out and saw Elaine and Jack there. Myrtle pulled open the door.

“We’re here to water and fertilize!” said Elaine in a happy voice. Jack held up a red watering can. “Hi Miles!” she called to Miles in the kitchen.

Pasha watched Jack warily from behind Myrtle’s sofa. The preschooler’s actions were just unpredictable enough for Pasha and Jack not to be very close friends. 

Myrtle gave Jack a hug and said to Elaine, “You’re just the person I wanted to see.”

“Is that because of the yard?” asked Elaine. “What do you think of it?” 

Miles gave something that sounded between a giggle and a cough. 

Myrtle said carefully, “I think the flowers and shrubs are very nice. Very artistically placed.”

“I thought they were cute, scattered among the gnomes,” said Elaine with a relieved grin. “I’ll just need to help you out with the watering until the flowers are really established. But what was it that you wanted to see me about if it wasn’t the yard?” 

“Lyle Solomon,” said Myrtle. 

“Yes?” 

Myrtle said, “Did Red say anything about him this morning?” 

“Red? No, but he had a call and had to get up early. Why?”

Myrtle said, “He’s apparently been murdered.”

“Murdered?” asked Elaine. The tone of her voice made Jack look up at his mother in concern and she absently ruffled his hair. In a quieter tone, she said, “But who on earth would do such a thing? He was completely harmless. All he cared about was his yard and nature.” 

“I’m guessing it must have been Neil’s murderer. He must have thought that Lyle knew something to implicate him,” said Myrtle with a shrug. 

“Wow. That’s just ... wow. It really makes you realize how precious life is. Lyle is the reason I’ve become so interested in gardening,” said Elaine, shaking her head.

It appeared that Lyle was to blame for lots of things, decided Myrtle. 

After Elaine and Jack headed outside to water, Miles looked at Myrtle. “What’s our plan of attack for today?”

“Well, I really need more information before I can do anything else. I was hoping that Elaine would know more than she did. I’ll have to pump Perkins for information over lunch, I guess,” said Myrtle.

Miles said, “I’m coming with you, aren’t I?”

Myrtle tilted her head to one side in a considering fashion. “All right, I suppose so. Two sets of ears are better than one. In the meantime, we need to consider our neighborly responsibility toward Sally Solomon. Especially since her husband just perished under suspicious circumstances.”

Miles raised his eyebrows. “So we’re going to inflict ourselves on Sally this morning?”

“Not immediately. Especially not with the police swarming everywhere. And we wouldn’t want to go empty-handed. That wouldn’t be right,” said Myrtle.

Miles gave Myrtle a stern look. “I hope you’re not suggesting that we bring her food.”

“Of course I’m suggesting that we bring her food. This is the South, remember? Death cannot be endured without heaping helpings of food,” said Myrtle. 

Miles said, “Since we’re short on time before our lunch with Perkins, there are ready-made meals in the Piggly Wiggly deli section. They’re quite good. I have them on Thursdays since Thursdays are the nights I don’t cook for myself.”

Myrtle blinked at him. “I hadn’t somehow realized how deeply you’d fallen into routine.”

Pasha, curled up in a sunbeam, lifted her head to give Miles a disdainful look.

“Remember? I was telling you that I’d gotten bored,” said Miles.

“Maybe if you shifted things around a little bit and did something wild? Like cooked on Thursdays and didn’t cook on Saturdays? That might help with the monotony. But back to what we were talking about. I think bringing meatloaf from the Piggly Wiggly isn’t exactly sending the right message to poor, grieving Sally Solomon,” said Myrtle.

“They have more than just meatloaf,” said Miles.

“I’m making something, and that’s that. Just let me take inventory of what I have in my kitchen and I’ll come up with something magnificent and meaningful from us.”

“From you,” said Miles. “I don’t want any association with this meal.”

Myrtle ignored him. “Maybe I’ll do something different this time. Not the same old casserole.”

“Something different would be good,” agreed Miles.

Myrtle opened her freezer and peered inside. Then she opened her cabinets. 

“I have frozen broccoli,” muttered Myrtle.

“I don’t think Sally would want to snack on frozen broccoli,” observed Miles in a helpful tone.

“Of course not! I’m thinking about a creamy broccoli soup. I seem to have all the ingredients,” said Myrtle. She reached for a recipe book that was nearly as old as she was and pondered its charred and spotted pages. “Here it is. Hmm. No cream cheese. Well, I’ll just skip it.”

Miles said, “It’s time for me to be getting home. I’m going to do a little work around the house.”

Myrtle said absently, “Fine. I’ll cook this and call you when it’s over and we can go over there.” She frowned. “Speaking of work around the house, I think I was supposed to contact Tarleton and give him some more work. That outside spigot still needs to be replaced. And there’s a closet door that closes itself—quite annoying. I suppose its hinge needs to be tightened or something.”

“I wouldn’t try to call him and cook at the same time,” said Miles. His voice was stern.

“He doesn’t need to come by while I’m not here, anyway, and we’ll be leaving in an hour. The soup won’t take long. Hurry up and get your stuff done at home,” said Myrtle, making shooing motions at him. 

“I’ll wait for you to call me,” said Miles, walking toward the door.

“No waiting necessary! Just come back in an hour,” said Myrtle.

As Miles walked out the door, he heard Myrtle rummaging around in her pots and pans with a great deal of banging. Pasha bolted out the door behind him. He hurried away. 
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Chapter Twelve
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AN HOUR LATER, MILES returned. He gave a cautious tap on the door. 

“Come on in!” hollered Myrtle from deep in her house.

Miles opened the door and cautiously sniffed. He relaxed. There was no acrid smell of burning, which was a good sign.

“Everything all right?” he asked as he headed for the kitchen. 

He glanced around wordlessly. There was spilled milk, several used mixing bowls and other containers, and an assortment of spoons and forks on the floor and counter. Shredded carrots were orange accents scattered about everywhere. Additionally, there were muddy footprints all over the place. 

Myrtle was glowing with perspiration and looked cross. “This soup was a pain. And I kept dropping things. Call Puddin, would you, and ask her to come out here? I don’t have the time or patience to clean this stuff up—I just want it gone.”

Miles nodded and tentatively approached the mess. He picked up the nearly-empty milk container that was sitting on the kitchen table and peered at it. “Myrtle, this milk is expired.”

She glared at him. “The ‘best by’ date is just a suggestion. It’s the store’s way of forcing you to go back in as often as possible. A scam!” 

He delicately smelled the container. “It’s sour. Did you use this milk in the soup recipe?”

“Naturally—that’s why it’s not in the fridge. And it’s perfectly fine, Miles. It’s an essential part of the recipe. It will simply give the soup a distinctive taste.” Myrtle spoke between gritted teeth.

“No argument there,” said Miles with a sigh. He cautiously approached the pot on the stove and peered inside. “It looks very thin, Myrtle. Did you add flour to it?” 

Myrtle hesitated. “Good question. There was a lot going on during the middle of the recipe. Elaine and Jack finished in the yard and talked to me for a few minutes. Jack was so excited to help Elaine water the plants, but he apparently spent some unsupervised time jumping in a mud puddle and tracked it all through the house.”

Miles looked around. “Well, I don’t see any flour on the floor. There seems to be a sampling of all the other ingredients on the floor.”

Myrtle scowled at the floor as if it were responsible for her kitchen malfunction. “Then I’ll go ahead and add some now.” 

“But the soup isn’t even steaming now!” said Miles

Miles gaped as she grabbed the flour from the cabinet and scooped out what looked like a half cup, vigorously stirring it into the lukewarm liquid. “There. Now, let’s go. I don’t want to mess around anymore. We need to make our lunch with Lt. Perkins at one-thirty.”

“Hold on. I still need to call Puddin for you. Unless you want to talk to her?” asked Miles.

“I don’t have the patience for any of her foolishness today,” growled Myrtle. “She’s sure to say that her back is thrown or some such nonsense as soon as you ask her to come by.”

Miles dialed Puddin’s number, which Myrtle had up on the fridge. He cleared his throat.

Puddin answered, a suspicious note in her voice. “Hullo. Who’s this?”

“Puddin, it’s Miles Bradford. Listen, Myrtle would like you to come over and help her out with cleaning her kitchen—not the rest of the house, just the kitchen. There was some ... ah ... spilling going on in here.” 

Puddin said, “Be right over, Mr. Miles.” And she hung up.

Miles looked at Myrtle and shrugged. “She’s coming over.”

Myrtle’s eyes narrowed. “That somehow makes me even more irritated. She apparently responds better to a male voice than a female one. How irritating.”

“Well, at least she’s going to take care of it.” He glanced around. “Do any of these many containers have a purpose? To transport the soup in, perhaps?”

“Just pick one of them. There was an avalanche in the container cabinet and those were the ones that fell out,” said Myrtle. 

Miles picked a container and carefully spooned some of the now-gloppy mixture into it. He put the container in a bag. He looked at the soup as if he would like to put a warning label on it. 

“Let’s go,” said Myrtle impatiently.

“Are we driving down there?”

Myrtle said, “I think it would take us just as long to drive as to walk. Let’s just walk it.”

They were nearly there when Miles said, “Now remember, this is a grieving widow, Myrtle. We shouldn’t be giving her the third degree or anything. She may not really want to talk about what happened to Lyle. She may just want us to leave the soup and go on our way.”

Myrtle said, “I’m not really wanting to press her about what specifically happened to Lyle.”

Miles raised his eyebrows. “Really?”

“No. That would be in poor taste.” Myrtle sniffed.

“That’s never stopped you before,” said Miles.

“Well, this time I have an alternate source for information. We’re having lunch with Lt. Perkins, remember? I’m more interested in finding out if she has any idea who might be behind Lyle’s death. I want to know the who and not so much the how,” said Myrtle.

Miles peered ahead of them. “It looks like you’ll have the chance. The police have vacated. A good thing, since I wasn’t looking forward to explaining to Red or Lt. Perkins why you and I were questioning their victim’s widow.”

“You keep throwing widow around as if it’s this horribly tragic thing. For all we know, Sally may be a merry widow. We don’t know anything about her relationship with Lyle. After all, Lyle could be a bit prickly. Think about how he blew up at Neil over an un-mowed lawn.” She looked around as they walked past Clara Albert’s driveway. “Speaking of, it looks as if Dusty did a nice job. I think he did a better job on Clara’s yard than he does on mine. How annoying.” 

Miles said, “Dusty probably just wanted to do a good job to convince Clara to continue employing him.”

They reached Sally’s driveway and walked up. When they reached the front door and Myrtle rang the doorbell, Miles thrust the bag of soup at her. “Here. It’s your soup. You should be the one to give it to her.”

“We could say it’s from both of us. Otherwise, it looks a little odd that you had to accompany me here,” said Myrtle.

“I want no responsibility for that soup.” Miles’s voice was stern. “I was simply carrying it for you since you walk with a cane. That’s our excuse for my presence here. Although I doubt she’ll think twice about it.” 

Sally Solomon, when she opened the door, didn’t appear to be thinking much of anything. Her eyes were red as if she’d been crying and her shoulder-length blonde hair was mussed. Her cotton top had coffee stains on it as if the police had kept thrusting coffee at her to try and get her through it all. She gave them a faint smile when she saw them. “Hi, Miss Myrtle. Hi Miles.” 

Myrtle said, “We heard the news this morning and are so sorry. We brought you some broccoli soup.”

Miles interjected hurriedly, “Myrtle made it. It’s from Myrtle, actually. I merely carried it here.”

Myrtle glared at him and Sally said, “How kind of you Myrtle. And Miles, for lugging it. Please come inside. And excuse the mess.”

Myrtle and Miles followed Sally inside. But there was no mess. Myrtle dreamed of her house being this neat and tidy. The floor was spotless. Dust wouldn’t have dared to settle on any of the surfaces. Apparently, Lyle liked the inside of the house being just as tidy as the outside. 

Sally motioned wordlessly to them to sit down and they sat next to each other on a leather sofa. She put the soup in the kitchen and then joined them in the living room, sitting in an armchair. She shook her head and gave them a tight smile. “Can you believe it? Lyle! Who would want to hurt Lyle?”

Myrtle leaned forward on the sofa. “That’s exactly what we were interested in finding out. Do you know who would want to hurt Lyle? It seems sort of incredible.”

Sally said, “It wasn’t like he was mugged or anything. There was no attempted robbery. Nothing was taken. So ... do you think it had something to do with Neil’s death? Is some lunatic trying to eliminate all of the neighbors on Magnolia Lane?” 

Miles said carefully, “I think that’s extremely unlikely. But I think it’s more likely that Neil’s death and Lyle’s death are related.”

Sally looked baffled. “They didn’t even like each other. Neil’s yard was always such a disaster area and it drove Lyle crazy. They weren’t friends. It’s not as if Neil would have told Lyle anything that would have made the killer want to get rid of him.”

Myrtle said, “I spoke to Lyle about Neil’s death. He didn’t think that he really knew anything—at least, nothing that was really incriminating against anyone.”

Sally asked, “Did he mention the fact that Neil and Clara argued a lot?”

Myrtle nodded. “He sure did. He said that they yelled at each other and threw things.”

“The spouse is always the most likely suspect, right? Isn’t that what Red says?” asked Clara. She glared out the living room window at the house next door. She gave a short laugh. “I guess it’s good that I had such a good alibi. I was with a church group at the crack of dawn this morning, helping feed breakfast at the soup kitchen in Lenoir.”

“That will definitely deflect attention from you. And I’m sure Clara is considered a suspect. But, at the same time, she’d have had to really hurry, if she were the murderer. Let’s say Neil called her right after he realized he had a flat tire. Clara would have had to speed over to him in the car, kill him, go home, and then run outside in alarm and notify Miles and me that she was worried about her husband.”

Sally looked dubious, but nodded. “But couldn’t she still have done it?”

“She certainly could have. But it’s not as if the case is totally wrapped up. There’s no definitive proof that Clara is responsible. There were other people who had issues with Neil,” said Myrtle.

“Like Lyle?” asked Sally with a sigh. “You know, he just couldn’t get Neil out of his mind. Lyle would drive past Neil’s house and all he could think about was how terrible the yard looked and how he wanted the homeowner’s association to put some pressure on Neil about it.”

“Except there isn’t a homeowner’s association. Lyle and I talked about that, actually,” said Myrtle.

Miles said, “Some people would think that having their neighbor’s yard in such a state simply makes their own yard look better in comparison.”

Sally said, “Yes, except with all the work that Lyle put into it, his yard looked better in comparison to everyone’s yard.” 

Myrtle said, “Did Lyle say anything to you about Neil’s death? Who might be responsible or the circumstances of his death? Maybe he remembered something about Neil? Really, just anything.” 

Sally hesitated. “He did say something. Lyle saw Neil. Probably right before Neil died, which made it even worse. Lyle had been on a nature walk and it started raining, so everyone had to go home. He realized that he needed to go by the ATM and get cash out, so he drove to the bank. On the way home, he saw Neil’s car.” She made a face. “Besides Neil’s yard, Neil’s car was something else Lyle hated. He thought he was being very ostentatious about it. Nobody really drives luxury cars in Bradley.”

Miles said dryly, “Neil probably didn’t get the memo on that.”

“No. It was unreasonable of Lyle, but that’s how he saw it,” said Sally.

Myrtle said in an impatient voice, “So Lyle saw Neil’s disabled car?” 

“Yes. He saw the car, saw the flat tire, and saw Neil, wearing a baseball hat and holding a tire iron, crouching by the car,” said Sally. 

Miles said slowly, “And Lyle didn’t stop to help Neil with the tire.”

Sally shook her head. “He said he was sure that Neil had it covered. He was laughing because it was raining and Neil was out there trying to change his tire.”

“Did his attitude change after he found out that Neil had been murdered out there?” asked Myrtle.

“It did. I think he felt bad about not stopping to help him. After all, the murderer wouldn’t have tried anything with two men out there. But in another sense, his problem with Neil as a neighbor was taken care of. The yard looks so much better now than it did the whole time the Alberts lived there,” said Sally. She sighed. “I cared for Lyle, I really did. But the truth is that he also could be difficult to live with. I loved him, but I wasn’t in love with him anymore.” She gave a short laugh. “I can’t believe I’m telling you this.”

“Grief takes many different forms,” said Myrtle. “And you’ve gone through quite a shock, as well. Lyle’s death was unexpected.” 

Sally nodded. “We just didn’t have as much in common. For one thing, I wasn’t as much a fan of the great outdoors as Lyle was. Whenever I went outdoors, somehow the mosquitoes always seemed to zero in on me and they never bothered Lyle. And I get sunburned almost immediately and even if I’m wearing sunscreen. Then there’s the fact that I spend a lot of time volunteering at the church and Lyle really didn’t have much of a church background.” 

Myrtle said carefully, “Lyle told me that he was at the nature walk when Neil was murdered. But you’ve confirmed that the walk had to be canceled because of weather. Do you have any idea why he didn’t tell me the truth?”

Sally sighed. “I’m sure it must be because he didn’t want anyone to suspect that he could have had something to do with it. After all, everyone knew that he was angry with Neil over the state of Neil’s yard.”

The doorbell rang and they all jumped. Myrtle stood up. “I bet it’s the ladies from the church. I’ll get the door.” 

Sure enough, there were several different ladies there, all wearing sympathetic expressions and bearing casseroles. One of them was Tippy. Her eyebrows raised and she frowned when she saw Myrtle was the one opening the door. Just as quickly, the frown vanished and Tippy smiled at her.

“Good morning, Myrtle! How nice of you to come by and help Sally,” said Tippy.

Myrtle stepped aside and the ladies bustled in to the living room. They hugged Sally and all said a few words to her. Then Tippy said, “Sally, I’ll make some room in the fridge and freezer for food. There will be quite a bit coming.”

Sally said, her eyes a little misty, “Everyone’s being so kind. Myrtle brought me some soup.”

Tippy’s eyes narrowed. “Miles did? Or Myrtle?”

Miles hastily interjected, “Myrtle. It’s Myrtle’s soup.” He seemed to be trying to convey some sort of cryptic message to Tippy with his gaze. 

Tippy said briskly, “I’ll make sure it’s labeled properly. Everything must be carefully labeled, naturally, for clarity’s sake. Miles, if you could help me for a second in the kitchen? Just to identify the container in question.” 

Myrtle frowned. Tippy’s tone suggested that she was going to label the soup with a skull and crossbones. 

She glanced around. It certainly looked as if the church ladies had set up camp. One had out a notebook and a pen and was helping Sally write Lyle’s obituary. Another was pulling out her phone and said to Sally, “Since Lyle would want his yard perfect and I know he was about to mow, I’m going to have my yardman come by and take care of it today. I insist! And it’s absolutely my pleasure!” 

Miles surfaced from the kitchen and Myrtle cleared her throat. “Sally, it looks as if you’ve got some great helpers here. Miles and I are going to have to run.”

Sally waved to her and said in a sincere voice, “Thanks so much, Myrtle. For the soup, and for lending an ear.” 

Myrtle and Miles walked outside and down the sidewalk. “The church ladies were conducting an almost military-precision operation in there.”

Myrtle shrugged. “They’ve had enough practice. They’ll help Sally polish her silver so she won’t feel embarrassed when she has visitors. They’ll host her out-of-town family members in their homes. They’ll make sure that Sally has everything she needs for the next few weeks. Everything but Lyle, that is.” Her eyes opened wide. “I have an idea. Do you know who she’d probably get along with? Sloan?”

“Sloan Jones?” Miles face was skeptical. “But Sloan can be so awkward.”

“Sloan’s problem is that he’s out of practice with dating.” Myrtle thumped her cane on the sidewalk as she walked. 

“Has he ever been in practice?” asked Miles doubtfully. 

“Regardless, it’s very likely a good match,” said Myrtle. “And Sloan really just wants someone to go to the movies and out to dinner with. That might really serve as a distraction for Sally through the grieving process.” 

“But Sloan is so messy and Sally’s house was so tidy.” Miles was not sold on the compatibility factor. 

“I have one word for you. Wanda.” Myrtle gave him a triumphant look.

“But that horoscope could be regarding anyone. Wanda is notoriously unspecific in her predictions. She told you not to be nice, for example. That hardly suffices as a specific warning that could actually help you avoid the danger she states you’re in.” 

“That’s not how the sight works,” said Myrtle. But she sounded distracted. “You know, I was thinking that we could just hop in the car and wait for Lt. Perkins at Bo’s Diner. But I have the feeling that I really should check on Puddin before we do. Giving Puddin free rein in my house is a disturbing idea.”

“How did she even get in?” asked Miles.

“Oh, I have a key hidden in a particular gnome. From time to time I need Puddin to come by when I’m not there. But I really like to limit those times since Puddin abuses them dreadfully. It did come in useful today, when I have a busy day,” said Myrtle. 

They walked in to see Red in Myrtle’s kitchen and Puddin on Myrtle’s computer. They both jumped as Myrtle walked in with her hands on her hips and her schoolteacher voice used with its best effectiveness. “What’s going on here?”
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Chapter Thirteen
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RED LOOKED GUILTY FOR about half a second and then he put his own hands on his hips. “I came over because I wanted to talk with you.”

“Well, clearly!” snapped Myrtle. Then she turned to Puddin. “What are you doing on my computer?” 

“Just looking somethin’ up,” said Puddin, resentfully.

“Clearly, again, since you have Google pulled up. What is it that you’re looking up? And why are you doing it on paid time?” asked Myrtle. 

Puddin opened her eyes wide and gestured circumspectly toward Red. Myrtle took this to mean that Puddin didn’t want to say anything in front of Red. 

“Miles, you get some sense out of Puddin. I’m going to go out the front door with my son, since he’s on his way out,” said Myrtle between gritted teeth.

Red frowned. “I’m actually not on my way out.”

“Yes, you are. Because Miles and I have a lunch date and we need you to be brief,” said Myrtle. She stomped out her front door and Red followed her.

“Now what is it?” growled Myrtle as the front door closed behind them. 

Red glanced around him. “Wow, between Dusty’s mowing, the gnomes, and Elaine’s gardening, your yard is a wreck. Elaine tried, of course.”

“Yes, bless her heart.”

“And the kitchen is a disaster,” said Red, studying his mother out of the corners of his eyes. “Plus the fact that while I was in there, I noticed that you desperately need a new kitchen fire extinguisher—the one you have is vastly expired. What were you cooking in there? Were you making something for someone?” 

“Soup for Sally Solomon. As is the custom here. A custom you’re very familiar with,” said Myrtle. 

“I just wasn’t aware that the custom extended to destroying your kitchen in the process,” drawled Red.

“Which is exactly the reason why Puddin is here. Although, as usual, she’s being completely useless. Instead, she’s been piddling around on my computer—and likely watching my TV, too. Now why are you here? I’m sure you weren’t over to perform a kitchen inspection,” said Myrtle. 

Red leveled a serious look at her. “I understand that you’ve been threatening to come out of retirement.”

Myrtle sniffed. “That’s not a threat, that’s a promise.”

Red put his hand to the side of his head as if to stop a pounding headache. “Mama, what’s going on? First off, your bills weren’t paid.”

“Bill, singular. And I’ve already explained that the late bill had to do with the unprofessionalism of our mail carrier.”

“And now you’re talking about going back to work? You’re in your eighties, Mama. You think you can handle a classroom of unruly teens?” demanded Red.

“I handled them with a good deal of expertise for decades. Sloan Jones still trembles when I walk into a room,” said Myrtle.

Red sighed. “I’m just trying to figure out how this all adds up. Late payments, wanting to go back to teaching. Are you having financial problems? Because, if so, I can’t see where your money is going. Definitely not into your wardrobe or cars or shoes or anything. Or am I going to open your bedroom door and discover you’ve been ordering things off the internet and hoarding them in there?”

“Certainly not! And for your information, I’m just as poor as usual—no more and no less!”

Red continued, “Because you know that I’m happy to help you out. I can even take over your bill paying, like I mentioned. Happy to do it.”

“I’m sure you would be, but no thanks. I don’t need you in my business and I don’t need an accountant. I’m perfectly capable of handling my own affairs,” said Myrtle, glaring at him.

“All right, all right. But let’s talk about the work thing again,” said Red.

“Just go on back to investigating the case, Red. I know you must be swamped right now,” said Myrtle.

“I was wondering why you weren’t plying me with questions about poor Lyle. Clearly you already know about his death. Considering you were cooking up a storm in your kitchen, and all,” said Red.

“I’m not plying you with questions because I’m about to enjoy a nice, relaxing and information-filled lunch with Lieutenant Perkins from the SBI, himself,” said Myrtle, enjoying the vexed look on Red’s face. “And now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll finish up figuring out Puddin’s nonsense and be on my way.”

Myrtle turned around, stomped into the house and closed the front door with an excessive amount of force. She walked up to Miles and Puddin, who was still on Myrtle’s computer.

“Were you about to make any sense out of Puddin’s foolishness, Miles?” asked Myrtle.

“As a matter of fact, Puddin made something of a discovery,” said Miles, pushing his glasses up his nose.

Puddin gave Myrtle a smug look. 

“And this discovery is?” asked Myrtle impatiently.

Puddin said, “You might not know, but I clean for Mr. Holt sometimes.”

Myrtle raised her eyebrows. “I’m very surprised to hear this. I assumed he had higher standards.” 

Puddin shrugged. “Sometimes his wife works and she needs an extra hand. Hard to find somebody who just comes out every once and a while. Anyway, I heard him talkin’ over there. On the phone.”

Myrtle glanced at her watch. “Miles, can you possibly expedite the telling of this tale?” 

Miles cleared his throat. “Well . . . okay. Puddin, stop me if I go wrong. Puddin was aware that Holt is one of our suspects for Neil’s murder. Apparently, she’d seen Red leaving Holt’s house when she was on her way in to clean. There was a phone call from a political pollster of some sort. Holt stopped the pollster, saying that he couldn’t vote. Puddin wondered if a previous felony of some sort was the cause.”

Puddin nodded her head over at the computer. “So I started Googlin’ him. Nothin’ on the first page of results. Nothin’ on the second. Nothin’ on ....”

“I’ve got the picture, Puddin. Where was there a result?” 

“It was on page six or seven or eight. Guess no one ever dug that deep. Has a mugshot and everything.” Puddin’s eyes gleamed with malice.

Myrtle said, “But I thought ex-felons could vote after a certain number of years.”

Miles said, “They can. But they must re-register. Maybe Holt hasn’t gotten around to it yet.” 

Myrtle walked over to peer more closely at the computer. The mugshot showed a younger Holt, and a different name, but it was definitely him. “Drug trafficking,” mused Myrtle. “That sounds serious.”

Puddin shrugged as if it were no big deal. “Same as dealin’ drugs. Just a fancy name for it.”

Miles said, “Holt could have been in possession of a good deal of drugs and the police decided that he intended on selling them. That’s a felony.”

Myrtle said, “So he moved from Boston and settled in Bradley with a different name. But the school would have done a background check on him. And why on earth would he choose to go into education?” 

Puddin gave Myrtle a triumphant look. “Once I started Googlin’ his old name, all kinds of stuff came up. He was a principal back then. And you can get a new identity—there’s people that sell those.”

“But his references? Surely the school would have wanted references from his old school!”

“Faked,” said Puddin with another shrug. 

“Well, this is all very discouraging,” said Myrtle. “We have a high school principal who is a former criminal.”

Miles said, “Maybe the school will want you to come back to work there—as an interim principal.”

Myrtle made a face. “Never in a million years would I take them up on it. Administration is terrible.” She sighed. “We should tell Red about this. The school will want to fire him, and Holt, or whoever he is, has certainly committed crimes if he bought a fake identity. But I want to wait until I can get some more information from Holt. He might not be Neil’s murderer, after all.”

Miles said, “Maybe not, but he sure has a motive. Neil recognized him from his old life in Boston. Maybe Neil was blackmailing Holt in exchange for his silence.” 

“That could be why Holt was overheard asking Neil about money. Instead of Holt asking Neil for money for a home renovation, he might have been offering him money to keep Neil quiet,” said Myrtle. She glanced at the clock. “All right, now we really do have to go. Puddin, off my computer and back on kitchen clean-up duty.”

As Miles drove them to Bo’s Diner, he said, “Why was Red so upset?”

“When is Red not upset?” asked Myrtle. She rolled her eyes. “He heard about my so-called plans to return to teaching. It freaked him out. He thinks I’m having financial difficulties.”

“Now we’ve been talking about it so much that I’m almost thinking it’s true,” said Miles.

“I’m too fond of my retirement to ever go back to teaching. Instead of lunches with state policemen at Bo’s Diner, I’d be eating in a school cafeteria or eating from a bag in my classroom. No thanks,” said Myrtle.

“I have the feeling that you’re keeping Red up at night,” said Miles. 

“Let him wonder,” said Myrtle.

They parked and walked into the diner. Lieutenant Perkins, always punctual, was already in a booth and politely stood to greet them as they came in, speaking in his formal, measured way. They ordered food (Miles followed Myrtle’s lead and ordered hot dogs this time) and then Myrtle said, “This is such a treat. Usually whenever we’re having a conversation, something unspeakable has happened. Of course, now something unspeakable has happened, but at least we’re not at the scene of the crime like we usually are.”

Perkins tilted his head to one side and gave Myrtle a considering look. “Doing some sleuthing?”

“Oh, not so much. But news travels fast here in Bradley, remember? And Lyle Solomon lives right on our street,” said Myrtle.

Perkins said, “You know that it’s a murder investigation. I’m not in the position to divulge any information surrounding the case.”

“Yes, yes, I know. You always remind me of one of those Buckingham Palace guards. You give absolutely nothing away.” She sighed and then a crafty look came into her eyes. “Let me ask you something. If I were to give you some useful information, could you share some useful information, in turn?”

“How useful?” asked Perkins, a touch of suspicion in his voice.

Miles said, “If it’s what I think she’s going to share with you, it’s very useful info. Although I’m a bit surprised she’s planning on sharing it.” 

Myrtle said, “Hopefully, it will be worth my while. I was able to find out that Holt Kelly isn’t who he says he is.”

Perkins’s brows drew together in a frown. “In what way? He’s the principal at the high school, is he not?”

“Oh, in that instance, yes. He’s the principal. But he shouldn’t be the principal. I discovered, or, rather, my usually-inept housekeeper did, that he was convicted of a felony under a different name while in Boston,” said Myrtle.

Perkins’s eyes narrowed. “But the school would have run a background check.”

“Apparently, according to my worldly housekeeper, backgrounds can be faked,” said Myrtle with a shrug. 

Perkins said, “So he was originally from Boston.”

Miles said, “And Neil was originally from Boston.”

“And Holt, or whoever he is, would have been desperate to conceal his secret. Who knows, maybe his wife doesn’t even know about the felony. He met her while he was living here,” said Myrtle. 

“Interesting information indeed,” said Perkins thoughtfully.

“Now it’s your turn. Hand it over,” said Myrtle.

Perkins shook his head. “You’ll need to ask me some questions. I’m not just going to start blabbing everything related to the case. And I did have a question for both of you, first. Since Lyle is a neighbor, did either of you see or hear anything?” 

“No. Which makes me very annoyed,” said Myrtle. 

Miles shook his head. “Nothing. Did the murder take place at Lyle’s home?” 

Their food arrived and Perkins waited until the waitress had placed everyone’s hotdogs and fries down. Then he said slowly, “His body was actually discovered by a fisherman at the park.”

“At the park? That early in the morning?” asked Myrtle.

Perkins had a teasing look in his eye. “You don’t really think that anything after dawn is early, do you? I know you’re the local insomniac.”

“Maybe so, but I wouldn’t go to the park that early,” said Myrtle.

“According to his wife, Mr. Solomon always went to the park that early in order to clear debris from the paths and fill bird feeders. He volunteered his time there before heading to his regular job,” said Perkins.

“How was he killed?” Miles carefully wiped ketchup off his fingers with his napkin. 

Perkins said, “He was hit over the head with a large stick.”

“A stick? That doesn’t sound like a very effective weapon,” said Myrtle.

“This stick was more like a small tree trunk,” said Perkins. 

Myrtle spoke absently as she drowned her French fries in ketchup, “In old TV shows, the weapon would always be something like an ornamental dagger of some sort.”

Perkins shrugged with an apologetic smile at the inadequacy of the murder weapon. 

Myrtle said, “All right, how about alibis? What’s the scoop there? Have you discovered that anyone wasn’t where they said they were for either Neil’s or Lyle’s murders?”

“Lyle Solomon’s alibi fell through, but under the circumstances, it really doesn’t matter,” said Perkins.

Myrtle asked, “Anyone else?” 

Perkins finished off the last of his French fries. “Holt Kelly’s alibi fell through. At least, when we spoke to his wife, she didn’t seem to realize that she was his alibi and very innocently told us that she had been off at the church bingo supper when she was supposed to be home with Holt.”

“The plot thickens,” said Miles. 

Myrtle said sternly to Perkins, “Is there anything else we should know? No? Then let’s have a lovely conversation and catch up.”

And they did. 
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Chapter Fourteen
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AFTER THEY FINISHED their lunch and made their goodbyes with Perkins (who had been visibly more relaxed and even a bit fun after Myrtle stopped asking about the case), Myrtle and Miles headed into the parking lot. 

“Where to now?” asked Miles. 

“I’m thinking that I should check in with Sloan at the paper. Since he tried to tread on my territory with the first murder, I’m wondering if he’ll try the same thing with the second,” said Myrtle. She started walking in the direction of the Bradley Bugle. 

“Plus, you want to play matchmaker,” said Miles, rolling his eyes as he followed her. 

“I wouldn’t dream of matchmaking. Sally hasn’t even had a funeral service for Lyle yet. However, I’d simply like to point out what a nice person Sally is. Plant a seed in his mind, you know,” said Myrtle. 

Sloan was the lone inhabitant of the newsroom, making his way through the piles of paper and photographs in the dim light like a mole. He glanced up in surprise as light from outdoors came streaming through the door with Myrtle and Miles. “Oh, hi,” he said, flustered as he usually was when in Myrtle’s presence. He smoothed what little bit of hair he had down and straightened his rumpled shirt. “Miss Myrtle—it’s good to see you.”

“Hi, Sloan,” she said. “I just wanted to make sure we were on the same page with the coverage of Lyle Solomon’s death. It’s part of my Neil Albert story, since the deaths are clearly connected.”

“Are they? I just found out about Lyle’s death a couple of hours ago. I figured they were probably related, considering that Bradley couldn’t have two random murders in one week’s time. Sure, that’s your story. Of course.” Sloan seemed very eager to please.

Myrtle thought that he seemed a little too eager to please. “Once again, I’m surprised that you’re so happy to relinquish a crime story to me. Ordinarily, you worry about what Red will say.”

Sloan flushed. “That’s true. But you know how much a newspaper relies on good working relationships and tips from local cops. Plus, Red can be pretty persuasive when he wants to be. But no, he came by to see me about the story, as a matter of fact.” Sloan’s broad face wrinkled in concern. “He wanted to see if I could throw a couple of extra stories your way. Something about you having money troubles?” Sloan’s voice was apologetic.

Myrtle gritted her teeth. “That’s a fabrication of Red’s. He added two plus two and came up with twenty. But never mind. I want the story, after all; it doesn’t really matter how I acquire it.” She paused. “Although it’s a rather terrible story, isn’t it? Poor Lyle. And poor Sally.”

“Have you talked to her? Sally, I mean?” asked Sloan with a lilt of curiosity in his voice.

Miles gave Myrtle a hard look.

Myrtle said, “As a matter of fact, Miles and I went over there this morning to deliver some broccoli soup to Sally.”

Miles interjected hurriedly, “It was Myrtle’s concoction, actually. I had nothing to do with it.”

Sloan frowned, looking even more concerned. “Homemade?”

Miles said, “Tippy was also there helping out and she made sure to label it.”

Myrtle waved her hand in annoyance. “Tippy acts as if she knows everything. Labeling the food so that Sally can send thank-yous? As if I need a thank-you note later. Sally has more important things to do than to carefully write notes to everyone who provided her with a meal.”

Sloan and Miles exchanged a cryptic look and then Sloan quickly nodded. “I’m sure she does. Is she holding up all right?” 

“Actually, she’s holding up extremely well. She isn’t as broken up as you’d think—I got the impression that she and Lyle had grown apart somewhat during the course of their marriage. I believe she’s ready to move on. And she’s just such a nice woman,” said Myrtle with great emphasis.

To her credit, Sloan now looked rather interested. “She is, isn’t she?” 

“She certainly is.” Myrtle saw Miles looking at her sharply and said, “Well, I suppose that’s it. I’ll email a story to you later today.” 

They walked back out into the blinding sunlight and Miles said, “You know that Sally might not have a whit of interest in Sloan Jones.”

“Sloan has many loveable qualities,” said Myrtle. “And I can be very persuasive. I’ll have to point out all of Sloan’s attributes to Sally when we see her next.”

“Where are we heading now?” asked Miles. 

“I think we should head to the high school. After our lunch with Perkins, all roads seemed to lead to Holt, didn’t they?” 

Miles unlocked his car. “I’m sure he’ll be so excited to see us.”

Myrtle said, “Well, school is out for the day already. He might as well talk with us, right? It’s school business, after all.” 

“Oh, is this a job interview, then?” asked Miles.

“However I can best get the man to talk. As I’ve said before, he’s not much for conversation. If I get him started with job-related stuff, then maybe I can more easily work my way into the murders.” Myrtle put on her seatbelt with a decisive click.

Several minutes later, they found that the high school parking lot was still fairly busy. “I thought school was out for the day,” said Miles.

“Yes, but then you also have clubs that meet after school, and athletics, too. You remember, don’t you?” 

“My last real involvement with high school was a lot longer ago than yours was.” Miles pulled into a parking space.

They walked into the school’s front office and a few minutes later were sitting with Holt in his modest office. He had pictures of his wife and his dog hanging up, and the walls were lined with books and magazines. It didn’t look like the office of a drug dealer, but then, Myrtle supposed that was the whole point. 

Holt awkwardly leaned back in his chair and observed them. “What can I help you with today, Mrs. Clover?” His expression indicated that he was very much afraid he knew what she’d come to see him about.

“I wanted to follow up again on being a teacher at your school,” said Myrtle with a sweet smile. “As we were discussing at Neil’s funeral service.”

Holt shuffled papers around on his desk. “There’s the matter of your teaching certificate. I’m sure you’ll need to have it renewed. You could start out as a substitute teacher and make sure that you still enjoy teaching. Then we could look at having you on full-time.” He glanced at Miles. “Are you also interested in teaching?”

Miles shook his head vehemently. “Not in the slightest.” 

Myrtle said, “Miles is here in a sort of chauffeur capacity.”

Holt raised his eyebrows. “You don’t drive anymore, Mrs. Clover?” 

“Of course I still drive. I simply don’t own a vehicle anymore.”

Holt fidgeted with his papers again. “How will you get to school and back every day? There’s no public transportation in Bradley.”

“Oh, Miles will drive me. He doesn’t have anything important going on,” said Myrtle blithely. 

Miles gave a grim smile. 

“All right, then. How about if you consider starting as a substitute and fill out the online application when you’re ready. You do go online?” asked Holt.

Myrtle’s eyes were cold and her voice was haughty, “Every single day.”

“Perfect. Glad that you’re so computer savvy. That’s going to be very necessary in the modern-day classroom,” said Holt. He started to rise to his feet, but Myrtle raised a hand to stop him. He dropped back in his seat, reluctantly. 

“Did you hear the news about Lyle Solomon?” asked Myrtle.

Holt didn’t even try to summon an interested expression. He stared blankly at her and shook his head. 

“He was murdered this morning,” said Myrtle. 

Holt drew in a quick breath. “Murdered?” 

“That’s right. Such a terrible thing. My son is staying so busy these days. Now he’s having to go around and ask everywhere where they were around dawn this morning,” said Myrtle. She gave Holt a pointed, questioning look.

“That is bad news. Of course, I was here at school. School starts and ends early here. Our late bell is 7:15 a.m. You do know that, Mrs. Clover? It’s quite early.” Holt’s voice was eager as if he’d possibly found a way out of his hiring conundrum.

“I don’t sleep,” said Myrtle in a self-satisfied tone. “That’s an absolute perfect time for me.”

Holt’s mouth curved down into its usual dissatisfied expression. 

Miles asked, “Do you have any idea who might have been upset with Lyle? Who might have wanted to kill him?” 

Holt frowned at his papers and said without looking up, “I’m not a neighbor of Lyle’s, as you are, but I did overhear Lyle and Clara Albert arguing in the grocery store parking lot a day or so ago. Over dog mess, I believe. Someone’s dog was crossing the line into the other’s yard. I can’t remember whose.” He finally looked up at them. “And I nearly forgot. When I was on my way over to school, I saw Clara’s car over at the park.”

“You’re sure it was her car?” asked Myrtle.

“Absolutely. I always wondered why Clara was driving some old heap of a car when Neil was behind the wheel of a brand-new luxury car. It made their relationship seem very inequitable,” said Holt, pursing his lips. 

Myrtle nodded. “Well, I suppose we should be leaving. You’ll have plenty of things to do before leaving for the day.”

Holt smoothly rose to his feet and reached out his hand. “And do let me know what you decide about substitute teaching, Mrs. Clover.”

“Yes. And I’ll be sure to fill out an application. I know there must be a stringent background check process. It’s so important to carefully screen staff that will be spending time with our young people, isn’t it?” 

Myrtle gave Holt a sweet smile as his eyes narrowed. Hold answered, “Yes. It’s very important. Not that I think you’ll have any problems with a background check, Mrs. Clover.”

She smiled again and they made their goodbyes. As they walked out to Miles’s car, he said, “I thought you suddenly were going to bring up his fake identity.”

“No, I just wanted to keep him guessing. Knock him off-balance a little. I’m glad that he’s not going to be principal anymore. Lieutenant Perkins will be taking care of that soon, I’m sure,” said Myrtle. “So, what did you think about our conversation with Holt?” 

Miles carefully backed up out of the parking space. “I think that he doesn’t want you teaching at his high school.”

“Yes, yes, but aside from that! For heaven’s sake Miles, you weren’t daydreaming again, were you?” asked Myrtle.

“I heard everything he said. The dog mess, Clara’s old car. It made me realize once again how very involved everyone in Bradley is with everyone else’s business,” said Miles.

“Yes, but did you notice what he said about Clara’s car?” 

“That it was at the park this morning,” said Miles with a shrug.

“But we didn’t tell Holt that Lyle was found at the park,” said Myrtle triumphantly. 

Miles blinked. “Didn’t we?” 

“No. And he acted as though he was hearing the news of Lyle’s death for the first time when we were telling him about it.” 

Miles said slowly, “So you think that Holt is responsible for Lyle’s death? And trying to implicate someone else?” 

“I think he’s definitely trying to implicate someone else. But he might not be involved in the murder. Regardless, he knew about it, one way or another. Either someone else had already given him the details, or else he knew about it because he’s the killer,” said Myrtle.

Miles said, “He certainly seems to be the most likely candidate, considering his background, the fact that Neil might have threatened to expose him, and the way he knew about the location of Lyle’s murder.” He paused. “Where am I driving, by the way?” 

“Let’s follow up with Clara. Everyone knows that the spouse is always the most likely murderer. Neil wasn’t the most pleasant of people and Clara had to put up with him all of the time,” said Myrtle. “She could have murdered her husband, driven back home, waited a few minutes, and then come running down the street to find us.”

Miles said, “We’ve heard that they argued a lot. But it’s a long way from arguing to murder, surely.”

“Who knows? Then we have the fury of a woman scorned,” said Myrtle.

“Adelaide Pound,” said Miles, nodding. “She wasn’t happy about Neil not keeping his promise to leave his wife for her. Camping out in the parking lot outside your ex-boyfriend’s bank reflects poor decision-making. But would that poor decision-making extend to murder?” 

“You’re looking at Neil’s death the wrong way, Miles. You’re looking at it as though you were the murderer. Everything you do is very planned out. But this is a murder that has every appearance of spontaneity. Neil had a flat tire—that could happen to anyone at any time. Someone passed by, saw him outside his car, and thought it was a good time to try and talk with him. There are quite a few people who would have wanted a word with him.”

Miles said, “Adelaide, Holt, and Tarleton, to name a few.”

“That’s right. Adelaide, to convince him of their mutual love; Holt, to persuade Neil to keep quiet about the Boston prison time; and Tarleton, to ask for a job.” Myrtle counted the suspects off on her fingers. “They’d have parked somewhere in that row of cars outside the factory, killed Neil, and hopped back in their cars to take off. Undetected.” 

“But you just said that we’re going to Clara’s house. Clara lived with Neil and could have had a word with him at any time,” said Miles.

“Maybe she was out running an errand, stopped when she saw Neil with the flat, started arguing with him as per usual, and then spontaneously killed him when the argument escalated. It was still a spontaneous murder,” said Myrtle. 

They drove to Clara’s house and saw her out in the yard, planting flowers by her mailbox. She smiled and waved when she saw them, getting up and dusting herself off as Miles parked on the curb and he and Myrtle got out of the car. 

“Just wanted to check in with you and see how you were doing,” said Myrtle in a solicitous voice. “Can I help you with anything?”

Clara smiled at her and said quickly, “No, you’ve already done enough with the soup.”

Miles made a strangled noise and then started coughing to cover it up. Myrtle glared at him and said, “Well, if there’s anything you think of. I worried that you might have had bad flashbacks with all the police cars next door.”

Clara looked solemn. “Yes, that was a disturbing way to wake up this morning. They didn’t have their sirens on or anything, but the police officers were talking to each other. And poor Sally.” 

“So you were sleeping in this morning?” asked Myrtle.

“I actually took a sleeping pill last night to help knock me out. Since Neil’s death, I’ve not been sleeping well. And I’m not one to nap,” said Clara, grimacing. 

Myrtle smiled at her. “Well, you have the right friends for that. Miles and I are both notorious insomniacs. We frequently have middle-of-the-night visits and drink coffee or play cards or watch TV. Feel free to join us at any time.”

Miles’s smile was fainter and less-welcoming. He looked as if he didn’t particularly want to hang out with murder suspects in the wee hours of the morning. He was likely considering Wanda’s warning about ‘stuff happens.’ 

“But that’s funny that you said you were sleeping in,” said Myrtle thoughtfully. “Someone I was speaking with said they were sure that they’d seen you at the park this morning.” 

Clara flushed and suddenly became very interested in her spade. “Oh. I forget what a small town we live in. All right, let me amend my statement. I slept remarkably well, but the sleeping pill did wear off around four o’clock, considering that I’d taken it at eight o’clock the night before. I took a drive with Amber.”

“Amber?” asked Myrtle blankly. 

“My dog,” said Clara with a smile. She reached into the gardening tote on the ground next to her and picked up a very small, very sleepy Pomeranian. It blinked at them and then proceeded to fall asleep again as Clara placed her back in her bag. 

“I thought Amber could use a walk before it got hot. I took her to the park and then came back home and crawled back into the bed again. I was able to sleep some more until I heard the police practically outside of my window,” said Clara. 

Myrtle asked, “And you and Amber had a good walk?” 

Clara shook her head. “Not so much. We started out just fine, but then she saw, heard, or smelled something and she would not stop barking. It wasn’t mere barking, either; Amber was howling. For a dog this size, that’s something else.”

“Did you see anything, yourself?” asked Miles. 

“No. To be honest with you, I just followed my gut instinct and left, drove home, and climbed back in the bed. Amber is usually such a laid-back, sweet dog. Seeing her act that way made the hair on the back of my neck stand up.” Clara gave a shiver.
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Chapter Fifteen
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MYRTLE AND MILES EXCHANGED a glance. Myrtle said, “You see, Lyle was murdered at the park this morning. He apparently went out there early in the mornings to fill the feeders and clear the paths. Maybe Amber was picking up on something.” 

Clara’s eyes opened wide. “Then she’s a little heroine for getting me out of there! In the park with a killer? Ugh.” She hesitated and then sighed. “That does make me sound really insensitive. Poor Lyle. I was sorry to hear that he was dead. And poor Sally, too. I know what she’s going through now. I’ll have to go over and visit.”

“You were on good terms with Lyle?” asked Myrtle.

“I wouldn’t have said that we were best friends or anything, but we never had a problem with each other. And it was easier to be civil once Neil died. The argument was between the men, really,” said Clara.

“Did you ever engage in an argument with Lyle over dog mess?” asked Myrtle, tilting her head to one side. 

“What? Who is doing all this gossiping? Or, in this case, lying. I never argued with anyone over dog mess. And I didn’t kill Lyle, if that’s something else that people are saying.” Clara was now looking really annoyed. 

Miles said in a comforting voice, “No one has said anything about you killing Lyle.”

Myrtle said, “Do you have any ideas who might have wanted to murder him?” 

Clara shrugged, clearly done with their conversation and wanting to return to her gardening. “No idea. He was probably just someone who knew too much.” 

Myrtle frowned. “It seems like I wanted to ask you something else, but I can’t remember what it was.”

Miles said, “It’s just as well, because we really should be going. You wanted to check and see if Puddin had finished cleaning, right?” 

Myrtle nodded and Clara said, “That’s your cleaning lady? I was thinking I might want one now. Could you give me her name and number?”

“Oh, I wouldn’t dream of inflicting Puddin on you,” said Myrtle. “You should ask someone like Tippy who she uses. I’m just stuck with Puddin. She’s in my price range and I’ve employed her too long.” 

“Well, I certainly like the job your Dusty has done in the yard,” said Clara beaming. “Thanks for sending him my way. He came by to check and see how I liked his mowing and if I needed to be on his schedule next week. We chatted a little. He’s really very witty, once you get to know him. Such a delight!”

Myrtle was too stunned by the accolades for Dusty to do anything other than nod. 

They made their goodbyes and drove back to Myrtle’s house. Myrtle said, “The only reason she liked Dusty’s yardwork is because her own yard was so awful. And are we sure it was Dusty who stopped by? He has a schedule? I very much doubt that. And if he was witty and a delight, perhaps he’s been dipping into the cooking sherry. My yard is a complete disaster. Despite the fact that Dusty scalped my yard because he still isn’t used to the new mower, the rain made my grass grow like a weed. Now it needs to be cut again and I have no hope of being able to get him out to my house. Between his mowing, the grass growing between the gnomes, and Elaine’s pitiful attempts at landscaping, my yard is doomed. It’s just as well that Lyle Solomon isn’t around anymore. I’m sure I’d be on his hit list.”

Miles said, “At least it’s mowed regularly. I think tall grass is the only thing that Lyle really had a problem with.” His phone started ringing from the center console of the car. “Can you grab that, Myrtle?” 

Myrtle gave him a droll look and answered, “Miles Bradford’s answering service. Myrtle speaking.” She paused. “Oh, hi, Blanche.”

Miles rolled his eyes, which alarmed Myrtle, since he was pulling into her driveway and needed not to hit her house. She waved a hand at him. 

“A question about The Mayor of Casterbridge? What’s your question?” asked Myrtle. 

Miles parked the car in Myrtle’s driveway and dropped his head into his hands. 

“I see. Well, the meeting is tomorrow, isn’t it? Unless I’ve completely gotten my days messed up. Why don’t you bring that up as a point of discussion tomorrow, in case the rest of the group has questions about the same thing? That’s right. I’ll see you then.” Myrtle hung up. “What is wrong with these people?” 

“I don’t know. That’s the last time I pick anything even remotely challenging,” said Miles. 

“But it’s not challenging. It’s not difficult reading,” said Myrtle, fishing her key from her large pocketbook. 

“Others apparently disagree. Maybe next time I can figure out something somewhat literary that can be understood by our club,” said Miles morosely as he followed Myrtle into her house. 

“Maybe The Old Man and the Sea? Most people read that in middle school so it certainly shouldn’t be a challenge. And you won’t have to pick for a while, after all. It’s my pick for next month. But don’t worry, I’ll choose a different book in case you want to do Hemingway,” said Myrtle. She walked into the kitchen and started making a bowl of microwave popcorn as Miles turned on her television to find the recording of their soap opera. 

“I think the only person besides Georgia who hasn’t asked a bunch of questions about the book is Erma,” mused Miles. 

“That’s rather depressing. I prefer my enemies to be stupider than that,” said Myrtle.

“Thinking about contentious relationships, how does your kitchen look? Did Puddin manage to clear away the mess from the soup?” asked Miles. 

Myrtle glanced around her kitchen and shrugged. “She did a fair-to-middling job,” said Myrtle. “I wouldn’t give this cleaning an A, but at least most of the stuff is cleaned up.” 

The phone rang and Myrtle picked it up. “Hello?” 

“Hi,” croaked a ruined voice on the other end.

“Wanda!” said Myrtle, a smile on her face. “What a surprise. Is it time for more horoscopes? I suppose it must be.” She dug in a kitchen drawer for a notepad and pencil. 

Wanda said, “Georgia Simpson will go broke if she don’t stop buyin’ angels.”

Myrtle’s pencil paused. “All right. I’ll have to finesse that a little bit. I don’t think Sloan will want us putting people’s dire financial conditions in his paper. But I know she searches far and wide for angels for her collection.”

Wanda was moving on, not concerned over publicizing individual finances whatsoever. “Sloan should be bold with his love life,” she intoned. 

Myrtle duly wrote it down, along with the rest. When Wanda reached the end of her list, she said, “Got one for Miles, too.”

“Well, he’s here. Want to deliver it in person?” asked Myrtle, looking at Miles with raised eyebrows.

Miles shook his head, scowling. 

“Naw. Just tell ‘im not to pick Old Man and the Sea fer his next pick. Won’t go over well.”

“How odd and interesting. The mysteries of book club will never cease. You wouldn’t have any suggestions for me would you? I’m picking the next month’s selection,” said Myrtle. 

“The Outsiders,” said Wanda’s growling voice. 

“Got it. Well, that makes sense. Miles and I always feel like outsiders there and that book can also be taught in middle school so book club should be able to manage. Oh, and do you have any updates on Miles needing to keep an eye open? He’s about to drive me crazy by thinking everything is a hazard to his health.”

“He avoided the trouble headin’ his way. He kin relax,” said Wanda.

“Excellent. Anything else?” asked Myrtle.

“Yer in danger,” said Wanda.

“Yes, thank you. I received that message during our last visit. And I haven’t been especially nice—I’ve just been myself,” said Myrtle. 

“And listen to Red,” said Wanda.

Myrtle stopped cold. 

“You should listen to him,” insisted Wanda.

“Wanda, that statement is entirely too broad. We should attach a start and end date to this prediction of yours. The last thing I want to do is start listening to my son,” said Myrtle. “If I went along with everything he said, the next thing I know I’ll be standing in the lunch line at Greener Pastures waiting for my fish sticks and green peas.” 

“Start listenin’ now. End when it’s over,” croaked Wanda. She paused. “That is all.” And she hung up.

Miles said, “I’m scared to ask.”

Myrtle pulled the popcorn out of the microwave. “You should ditch Hemingway for Hinton.”

“The Outsiders? Really?” 

Myrtle shrugged. “It’s still in the literary realm and apparently will mean fewer phone calls from the book club. At least, I suppose it would. Who knows? I’m simply passing along what Wanda told me to tell you. Oh, and your ‘stuff happens’ window has closed. It’s expired, or something. You can resume being completely careless about your general health and safety.”

Miles, despite his doubtful attitude toward Wanda’s predictions, looked extremely relieved. Then he politely asked, “And you? I’m guessing she reminded you that you were in terrible danger again?” 

Myrtle said, “Naturally. That’s her standard prediction. Although she also told me something deeply troubling.”

“To go visit Erma Sherman?” asked Miles.

“Even worse than that, as hard as it may be to imagine. She said for me to listen to Red.” Myrtle frowned.

Miles raised his eyebrows. “Listen to Red? But that flies in the face of everything you believe in.”

“Exactly. Combining that with the ‘don’t be nice’ warning, and I don’t really know what to think.” 

Miles said thoughtfully, “I’m trying to piece together when you might have been nice lately, and I’m coming up blank.”

“Thanks.” Myrtle made a face at him.

“Although I suppose that trying to set Sloan and Sally up on a date might qualify as being nice,” said Miles. 

“If this is your way of trying to stop me from matchmaking, you can forget it. Those two should at least explore the idea of having a relationship. No, I think it must be something else.”

Myrtle put the popcorn in a large bowl and Miles walked into the kitchen to pour them iced tea. They brought everything into the living room, settled into their usual spots, and Miles hit ‘play.’ 

The doorbell rang and Myrtle sighed. “This is typical. Whenever we want to watch Tomorrow’s Promise there seems to be an interruption.” 

She pushed up from her armchair and strode to the front door, yanking it open. “Hi, Tarleton. Did I forget that you were coming by today?”

Miles hastily switched off the recording, being somewhat sensitive about watching the soap opera around Tarleton. 

Tarleton walked in, respectfully taking off his baseball cap. He still hadn’t seemed to get the hang of workman clothing. He wore a pair of elderly khaki pants and a somewhat-faded button-down shirt. “No, you haven’t forgotten anything. But I was next door and thought I’d pop over. Red seemed to think that you might want me to run to the store and buy you a new kitchen fire extinguisher? Would you like me to do that?” 

Miles gave a gasping laugh that finished in a cough. Myrtle glared at him.

“That’s very kind of you, Tarleton. As much as I would not like you to get me a fire extinguisher, I realize that Red will not stop in his quest to replace mine. Plus, I’m trying to listen to Red for reasons too complicated to get into. But I hate you to have to go all the way to the store for just the one thing,” said Myrtle.

Tarleton smiled and said, “Oh, it won’t be just the one thing. Red also gave me a list of things for himself, too. Seems he’s so busy that he doesn’t have time to run his own errands.”

Myrtle nodded and looked at him closely as she said, “He’s been busy, all right. Since you were next door at Erma’s—my sympathy, by the way—you’re probably aware of Lyle Solomon’s passing.”

Tarleton looked solemn. “I did hear the news. Ms. Sherman was quite alarmed about losing another neighbor.”

Miles groaned. “She’s probably going to try to spend more time with the neighbors she has left.”

“Apparently, Lyle would head out to the park very early in the morning to fill feeders and whatnot. You weren’t there that early this morning, were you? I thought perhaps you were someone who liked a walk first thing,” said Myrtle. 

Tarleton chuckled. “As a matter of fact, I’ve always thought of myself as a morning person ... or, at least as someone who could handle early mornings. But this morning, I think the stress of losing my job finally got to me and I slept in.” 

“Did you know Lyle?” asked Miles. 

“I did. I only knew him as a bank customer, but I’m sad to see him go. He found out that he and I share an interest in vegetable gardening and since then he’d always talk gardening with me,” said Tarleton. 

“Do you have any idea who might be responsible for such a thing?” asked Myrtle. 

Tarleton looked thoughtful. “I suppose it must be connected with Neil Albert’s murder, since I can’t imagine that there would be two murderers in Bradley. In that case, I imagine that Lyle must have seen or heard or known something about the murderer.”

“And you don’t have any idea who this person might be?” pressed Myrtle. 

Tarleton said, “I can only make guesses. And what I know seems a lot like gossip.”

Miles said, “Myrtle and I are very discreet.” 

Tarleton said, “It’s just Adelaide Pound.” 

Myrtle sighed. She’d thought Tarleton had something new to tell them. “Yes, you’d told us about her. That she seemed to annoy Neil when she met him outside the bank in the parking lot. That maybe their relationship was on the rocks.”

“Yes. But I didn’t mention what happened the next day that she waited for him in the parking lot. This time, I could tell that Neil meant business. He had his shoulders squared and looked like he was really going to tell Adelaide off in no uncertain terms,” said Tarleton.

“And did he?” asked Myrtle.

“He never had the chance. Adelaide ... well, she sort of exploded. She was screaming and yelling and pitching a real hissy fit.” Tarleton shook his head. “She has a real temper. Plus, she’s a stalker. The more I think about it, the more I think she could somehow be involved.”

“But do you see her killing Lyle in the park?” asked Miles doubtfully.

“I don’t think she’ll stop at anything to get what she wants,” said Tarleton. He paused and then gave a small laugh. “Wow. We got serious really quick, didn’t we? Whew! I’m going to go get that fire extinguisher and let you two watch your soap in peace.” 

“It’s not really our soap,” muttered Miles. 

Tarleton waved to them. “See you soon.” And he left. 
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Chapter Sixteen
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MYRTLE SAID, “I NEVER would have thought that Adelaide had such a short fuse.”

“I never would have thought that Tarleton Fleming would catch me watching Tomorrow’s Promise twice,” said Miles. “Please let’s not have it on when he returns with the fire extinguisher.”

“It seems like a lot of people chose this morning to sleep in,” said Myrtle. “First Clara, now Tarleton? That’s sort of odd, isn’t it?” 

“It only seems odd to people who don’t sleep,” said Miles. 

“All right, let’s go ahead and watch the soap before some other interruption happens. Our popcorn is already cold, too. Pooh.” Myrtle picked up a few offending kernels from the bowl.

“I don’t think popcorn has to be served hot,” said Miles. “They sell it already-popped at the store in bags.”

“For lazy people,” said Myrtle. “Because everyone knows that popcorn is better hot.” She paused. “I wonder what would happen if I put it back into the microwave for a few seconds.”

“Let’s not find out,” said Miles.

They settled down with their cold popcorn and drinks as Tomorrow’s Promise started its dramatic intro music. Minutes later, Veronica was just telling Tristan that she was carrying his baby and not Stefano’s when the show suddenly cut off.

“What on earth is happening!” demanded Myrtle. “Miles, did you hit a button on the remote?”

“The remote is on the table. It looks as if something else was recorded, instead,” said Miles. 

“What is this nonsense? Some sort of inane talk show?” Myrtle was enraged.

“Maybe you got distracted when you were setting up the recording and accidentally overrode the soap for this talk show,” offered Miles.

“Certainly not! I know how to work my remote and my recording system. This is not my error.” Myrtle’s eyes narrowed. “I’ll bet this has something to do with that Puddin. Puddin has been spending entirely too much unsupervised time in my house.” 

“Well, in the meantime, let’s turn the TV off. The last thing I want is for Tarleton to add sleazy talk shows to the list of my favorite programs,” said Miles morosely. He reached for the remote.

“I’m going to call that Puddin and give her a piece of my mind,” fumed Myrtle, picking up the phone receiver.

Dusty picked up the phone. “Too hot to mow!” he bellowed in the phone.

“Don’t be ridiculous. You wouldn’t be mowing, you’d be weed-trimming around the gnomes. And, I’m technically calling for Puddin, I do need you to come back out today,” said Myrtle.

“She done cleaned for you a lot lately,” said Dusty. “Yer house gotta be clean. An’ I mowed real short last time fer you. Shouldn’t need mowin’!”

“It’s as clean as a Puddin-style cleaning makes it. Which means it’s halfway done. And our recent rains have made my grass grow up along the sides of my gnomes. So, yes, I do need you to come out again. It shouldn’t take very long. And put Puddin on the phone. There was something else that I needed to talk with her about,” said Myrtle.

A moment later a sullen-sounding Puddin was on the phone. “Yeah?” 

“Puddin, I suspect that in your unsupervised time here, you’ve been messing with my program recording. You’ve overridden my Tomorrow’s Promise for some sort of tacky talk show.”

Puddin said, “Haven’t touched it! You musta hit the wrong button or somethin’.” 

“I know how to work my electronics and I can promise you that I didn’t hit any wrong buttons!”

“Sometimes you’re distracted,” said Puddin in a considering voice. “Mighta not realized you done it.”

There was a knock on the door and Miles let Tarleton in. He waved the fire extinguisher at her and smiled. 

“Puddin, I’m sure you’re behind this. And now Miles and I don’t know what happened with Veronica and Tristan. I have too much going on to put up with this foolishness!”

“Whatcha got goin’ on?” asked Puddin nosily.

“As a matter of fact, I’m working on an important story for the paper. Plus, I have book club tomorrow morning at ten. And I need my relaxation time. So, in future, leave my remotes alone!” She hung up the phone. “That Puddin.” 

Tarleton said, “I’ll just run this back to the kitchen, Miss Myrtle.”

“Thanks, Tarleton,” said Myrtle absently as he headed, whistling, to the back.

Miles said, “I probably should be going. We’re not going anywhere else today, are we?”

“Not unless you want to go to another high school basketball game.”

“I think I’ll pass. My back isn’t up to it,” said Miles. He walked to the front door, Myrtle following him. “By the way, you know that the book club meeting tomorrow is at nine, don’t you?” 

“Nine? We never have book club that early.”

“Not ordinarily, but everyone voted on having a special breakfast book club, remember? People are bringing over breakfast casseroles and fruit and stuff,” said Miles. 

“Are they? It’s all quite distressing. I like it better when I know exactly what to expect and when book club is the same as always,” said Myrtle, wearing a thunderous frown. “Now I’ll have to go to the store and cook something.”

Miles raised his hands up. “No. No, you don’t. There is plenty of food on the way. Whenever we have food at book club there are always way too many leftovers.”

“That’s because book club is full of a lot of dainty women who nibble. I feel as if I’m surrounded by a bunch of rabbits. But I have to bring something, Miles. Everyone else is and it will look as if I didn’t get the memo.”

“You clearly didn’t get the memo. Please don’t worry about bringing anything.” Miles was practically wringing his hands at this point. 

“All right, all right,” muttered Myrtle. She watched as he walked out and then walked into the kitchen.

Tarleton was carefully opening the box the fire extinguisher was in.

“You could really just leave that, if you wanted to,” said Myrtle. “I don’t think it’s going to come into any immediate use.”

Tarleton gave her an apologetic wince. “Unfortunately, Red asked me to get it out of the box and find an appropriate spot in your kitchen for it.” 

“That Red,” said Myrtle, fuming. Then she remembered Wanda’s admonition to listen to Red. “I suppose that’s fine, then.” She paused. “How is it all going, by the way? Finding odd jobs and all?” 

Tarleton shrugged a shoulder and gave her a small smile. “It’s harder than I thought. Sometimes people don’t really have a list of things for me to do. Or they will have a list, but it’s disorganized and growing and I’ll have to keep running off to the hardware store to get more things.”

“You should charge for your time and gas,” said Myrtle. “That’ll stop them from being so disorganized about it. Red’s been paying you, right?”

“Yes, thanks. Is it okay if I put the extinguisher right next to the stove?” he asked.

“Right next to the stove? What about over in the corner by the pantry?” asked Myrtle. “Or on the other wall, next to the fridge?”

Tarleton gave that apologetic look again. “Red specifically said the stove.”

Myrtle sighed. “All right then. Although he’s really getting on my nerves now. He acts as if I’m creating conflagrations every time I cook.” She glanced at the clock. “I’d better run—I have a story to write for the paper.” 

“You’re covering the murders, aren’t you?” asked Tarleton. “How is it going?” Then he frowned. “You wouldn’t put what I said in there about Adelaide Pound, would you?” 

“Uncorroborated stories? No, that’s slander. I can’t put any of the bits and pieces I know in there, only the facts so far. Which makes for very short stories,” said Myrtle.

“What other things have you found out?” asked Tarleton curiously.

“Oh, you know. People with secrets. People who didn’t divulge that they’d passed by Neil on the side of the road. People with obsessions. Just day to day life in Bradley,” said Myrtle. “But I think it’s all coming together. I’m starting to get the big picture. You know, I could use a quote from you for the article. That might liven things up a little and not make the story so dry.”

Tarleton rubbed the back of his neck and shook his head. “I don’t know. Right now, I’m trying to scrape by with my handyman business. I wouldn’t want people to think that I’m nosy or anything.”

“That would be impossible, since I’m the nosy one and I’m writing the story. Any blatant nosiness will automatically be attributed to me,” said Myrtle.

“Okay, then. How about: These are tragic murders and my thoughts are with the families of Neil and Lyle. I have faith in Red Clover to solve the case and put the perpetrators behind bars.” Tarleton smiled hopefully at Myrtle. “Will that work?”

“Well, Red will sure love it,” said Myrtle dryly. 

“Red is the one giving me most of my employment leads right now,” pointed out Tarleton. “As a matter of fact, I’d better head over to his house and drop off the stuff I picked up for him at the hardware store.”

“See you later, then,” said Myrtle. She was already thinking about her article and as soon as Tarleton left, she walked straight for her computer. 

Myrtle had finished her story and was on the point of emailing it when the phone rang. It was Sally Solomon. 

“Sally! Good to hear from you. Is there anything that I can do for you?” asked Myrtle.

Sally gave a small laugh. “Actually, there is something that you could do for me. Let me do something for you.”

Myrtle blinked. “What was that again?” 

“Oh, I think my problem is that I haven’t gotten out of this house. And the house is full of Lyle memories, both good and bad. There’s been no real reason to leave home since everyone has brought food. But I think I need to get out,” said Sally.

“You’ve called the right person,” said Myrtle. “Restless is my middle name. Why don’t you pop over here for a change of pace?” 

“I’ll do that for a few minutes, but I meant what I said about helping you out. I think running errands for you might help distract me. You don’t drive anymore, do you?” 

“I drive, but I don’t have a car. I’m sure there’s something I’ll need you to do—why not just run on over?” asked Myrtle.

She set the phone down and frowned. With Tarleton running errands for her and doing things around the house, she felt like there wasn’t much of anything to be done. Then she snapped her fingers and walked back over to her computer, printing the article. 

There was a light tap at her door and Myrtle opened it to see Sally there. “Sally, it’s so good to see you.”

Sally looked carefully made-up, but a little tired. She smiled at Myrtle. “Good to see you, too. Thanks for this. I just feel so restless in the house and no one else was letting me do anything.”

“You know the church ladies,” said Myrtle. “They’ll run your errands, help you clean up, walk your dog, and feed you until you can’t even get up out of your chair.”

“Which is really wonderful of them,” said Sally quickly. “I have a feeling that I’m grieving just a little bit differently than what they’re used to. Maybe because Lyle and I were already leading fairly separate lives.”

Myrtle nodded. “Completely understandable. And if you’re wanting to get out of the house, I do have an errand for you. I’ve written an article for the Bradley Bugle and I was wondering if you could run it down to Sloan Jones. Ordinarily I’d simply email it to Sloan, but this is an important story and Sloan isn’t great about checking his emails.” Myrtle crossed her fingers behind her back. As a matter of fact, Sloan was quite the obsessive checker of emails. “You know Sloan, don’t you?” 

“He and I actually went to school together,” said Sally.

“That’s right! I didn’t teach you, I don’t think, but I taught Sloan more than once. He’s a very nice man, isn’t he?” Myrtle’s voice was innocent. 

Sally looked thoughtful. “He is nice, as a matter of fact.”

“Maybe he’ll have time for you two to catch up on old times,” said Myrtle. She hesitated and then added, “And, if you’d like, you could come to book club tomorrow. You’d run into some of the church ladies there, but they certainly won’t be hounding you to put your feet up when you’re not even in your own home. It’s at Miles’s house tomorrow.”

Sally said, “But I haven’t read the book.”

“I have the feeling that you won’t be the only one who didn’t tackle The Mayor of Casterbridge,” said Myrtle. “And don’t worry—usually the book club picks are more along the lines of Stephanie’s Wish or something like that. Anyway, it’s at an unusual time, too, because it’s a special breakfast book club. Nine o’clock. Will that be too early for you?” 

“I’m a morning person, so that’s perfect,” said Sally. “I’ll try to make it.” 

“Perfect! Now here’s the story. Oh, and Wanda’s horoscopes, too. Thank you, Sally.”

As Sally walked out, Myrtle beamed. That had been easy enough. Now she’d just warn Sloan so that he wouldn’t mess up the whole thing by being confused about getting a hard copy of the story.

“Sloan?” she asked in a peremptory voice when he answered his phone. “Sloan, it’s Myrtle Clover. Listen, Sally Solomon is going to be running by there any second now with my story for tomorrow and Wanda’s horoscopes. She’s very restless and looking to get out of the house, so I decided to make up an errand for her instead of emailing you the stories.”

There was a lot of squeaking on the other end as if Sloan had quickly stood up from his beleaguered desk chair. “Oh, okay. Gotcha.”

“You might want to tuck your shirt tails in,” suggested Myrtle.

Sloan’s voice was startled. “How did you ...?” 

“Just a wild guess,” said Myrtle dryly. “I do pop by there sometimes. Anyway, maybe you could find a way to distract Sally for a while. Take her out for an early supper? Go for coffee? Show her around the newsroom? She’s really at loose ends and is such a nice person.” 

“Show her around the newsroom?” repeated Sloan in a distracted voice. Now the sounds of fast food bags and other trash being crinkled and tossed away were on the other end of the line. 

“Bye, Sloan,” said Myrtle. She hung up, feeling even more pleased with herself. Who knew? Maybe Sloan would get so distracted with Sally that he’d end up giving Myrtle even more stories to write and Myrtle could abandon her helpful hints column for good. 

Myrtle decided to explore her kitchen and see what she could possibly bring to the breakfast book club tomorrow. Surely there had to be something in there. She couldn’t be the only person to arrive with nothing to eat. But after a careful inventory, she realized that she had exactly three eggs, 2 slices of bacon, a handful of pitiful-looking grapes, and two frozen waffles. 

For a moment, she considered calling Sally to ask her for help with a genuine errand this time. But she really wanted Sally and Sloan to make some sort of connection so she decided against it. Miles had made every indication that he was done for the day, and besides, he would once again try to convince Myrtle that she shouldn’t bring anything to eat at all to book club. She decided to take a short walk to the store and choose something that she could easily carry in one hand while her other hand grasped her cane. 

As soon as she walked down the sidewalk, Erma Sherman drove up next to her, with her usual, leering grin. “Need a ride somewhere, Myrtle?”
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Chapter Seventeen
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MYRTLE SUPPRESSED A shudder with some difficulty and gave Erma a grimacing smile. “No thanks. I want the exercise. It’s good to take a walk and clear my head, too.” There was a brush up against her leg and she glanced down with a smile to see Pasha rubbing up against her. “Besides, I think Pasha wants to stroll with me.” 

Erma gazed in horror at Pasha. She’d had many bad run-ins with the feral black cat. Pasha seemed to sense Erma was allergic to her and chased her relentlessly. 

Myrtle recapped, since Erma didn’t seem to be leaving, “So I’ll just stretch my legs and walk along with Pasha for company.” 

Erma’s eyes grew wide. “You’ll want company with you, for sure, especially with all the murder on our street. If something happened to you on your walk, I’d never forgive myself. And what would Red say? You don’t need the exercise that badly. Of course, I would love to walk, but I’m having this problem with my bunions.”

Myrtle raised a hand and closed her eyes. “Enough with that. And you’re quite wrong, Erma. There have been no murders on our street. The murders all took place elsewhere. It just happens that the two victims were our neighbors.” 

Erma shrugged. “Whatever. It’s still our street. But if you want to take risks, go ahead. I guess you’re trying to add adventure to your life or something. See you at book club tomorrow.” She drove off. 

Myrtle winced at the thought of enduring Erma’s presence two days in a row. Perhaps her bunions would somehow make it impossible for her to attend. 

Pasha strode beside Myrtle as they wended their way to the Piggly Wiggly grocery store. A few people in cars waved at Myrtle as the confident cat and the equally-confident octogenarian walked briskly down the sidewalk. 

When Myrtle reached the store, she looked down regretfully at Pasha. “I’m afraid this is the end of the line for you, Pasha. These silly people don’t allow animals in their store.”

Pasha’s expression seemed to say more fool them. She curled up against the brick wall of the store where she could keep a wary eye on the grocery carts and glare at customers as they came in. She would wait for Myrtle to come back out again for a return stroll home. 

Myrtle walked into the store. “Breakfast,” she muttered. “Suppose I should head for the dairy section.”

“Everything okay, Mrs. Clover?” asked a voice behind her. 

Myrtle turned to see Adelaide standing in the produce section. She smiled. “Yes, except that I have an early book club meeting tomorrow and forgot I was supposed to bring some sort of breakfast item.”

Adelaide said, “I have to bring breakfast stuff for school functions sometimes, in the staff room. I just bring their muffins. They’re good and there is even a variety pack if you can’t decide between banana nut muffins or blueberry muffins.”

Myrtle beamed at her. “What an excellent idea! And easy to transport, too.” She paused. Miles had had such a reaction to the thought of going back to a basketball game that perhaps Myrtle should simply question Adelaide here in the grocery store. 

“I suppose you’ve heard the news about poor Lyle?” asked Myrtle. “I swear, I don’t know what this town is coming to.” 

Adelaide looked solemn. “Yes, I did hear. Do you think that it’s a different murderer than the one who killed Neil?” 

Myrtle noticed that Adelaide seemed to more easily mention Neil’s name this time around. Perhaps her heart was starting to recover. “Oh, I don’t think so, do you? Hard to imagine two unrelated murders in the tiny hamlet of Bradley. I know you’re driving around early to go to school—did you see anything suspicious?” 

Adelaide thought for a moment. “I did see Clara Albert over at the park. There are people who are frequently at the park that early in the day, Lyle being one of them, but Clara isn’t usually there. I heard Lyle was found in the park—is that right?”

“Yes, I’m afraid so. My story will be in the paper tomorrow morning with more information on his life and death. When you say you saw Clara, was there anything specifically that you saw her doing? Was she looking furtive or was she simply out there in exercise gear?” 

“Clara was there with her little dog and seemed totally distracted by her—putting her on her leash, getting out poop bags, that kind of thing,” said Adelaide. “You don’t think that she had something to do with Lyle’s death, do you? Like maybe she thought that Lyle was responsible for her husband’s death and she wanted to get revenge?” 

“I’m not sure. Although I think it would be a little strange to bring a dog along when you’re planning on murdering someone,” said Myrtle, frowning.

“Maybe it was a spur of the moment thing,” said Adelaide. “Maybe she didn’t plan on it and didn’t even think about the possibility that Lyle would even be there. Then she ran into him on the trail when she was walking Amber and they argued over Neil. It could have been completely spontaneous. Besides, I’ve heard Clara trash-talking Lyle before. Not nearly as much as Neil did, but she always made fun of Lyle. Apparently, he’d be so careful with his pruning that he’d be out in the yard working on a single flowering bush for hours.” 

Myrtle could see that Adelaide had something of a sidekick brain. Or, at least, that she liked working out puzzles. “Clara is definitely a possibility,” said Myrtle. “By the way, when you spotted Clara’s car, did you see your principal’s car, as well? Or did you see him on the road?” 

“Mr. Kelly? I usually end up following him or vice versa since we leave our houses at about the same time. But not this time. He was parked over at the park.”

“Parked? But wasn’t he at the school soon after you arrived there?” asked Myrtle.

Adelaide slowly shook her head. “No. He came in late, which was pretty unusual. He has a reserved spot, you know. And the principal parking place was empty until after first block was finished. My room looks out on the parking lot. But surely you’re not saying that Mr. Kelly was somehow involved in Lyle’s death.” 

Myrtle said, “Oh, you just never know. I’m just trying to figure out where everyone was when Lyle died, that’s all.” She paused. “Do you have any ideas on who it could be? Besides Clara, that is?” 

“Well, I guess the spouse is always the main suspect. So, Sally?” 

Myrtle said, “Except that Sally’s alibi checked out and she’s not considered a suspect. Anyone else?” 

Adelaide said wryly, “Well, with all the time I spent hovering in the bank parking lot, I can say that Tarleton’s nose was definitely out of joint with being laid off.”

“Yes, I’ve heard quite a bit about that,” said Myrtle.

“It wasn’t like he just asked the one time for his job back. He kept going over there to talk to Neil about it. I guess he was desperate. Tarleton was practically stalking him.”

Which was exactly what Tarleton had said about Adelaide. 

The next morning, Myrtle got ready for book club. Pasha had stared at her through her kitchen window until Myrtle opened it up and gave her a can of tuna. Myrtle carefully took the store-bought muffins and transferred them onto a plate. Since the muffins looked a little too perfect, she pulled off bits of some of them to give them a more authentic homemade look. Pleased by her handiwork, she picked up her cane and carried the book and the muffins in a bag on her other arm. 

She knocked on Miles’s door. He peered out with an anxious expression on his face, then relaxed when he saw Myrtle. “You startled me. I had the horrible feeling that the book club was showing up here early,” he said. Then he frowned. “What’s that you’re carrying?” 

“Just a few breakfast goodies I’m contributing,” said Myrtle.

“I thought you didn’t have any ingredients to make anything,” said Miles, his voice rising in consternation. 

“For heaven’s sake, Miles! You look as if you’re about to have a coronary event of some kind. I walked over to the grocery store last evening and picked up some muffins. And, I might add, talked to Adelaide, too.”

Miles took her muffins and set them on a table in his living room alongside plates of doughnuts and bagels. “Find out anything?” 

“Only that Holt Kelly wasn’t at the high school at his usual time,” said Myrtle. “And that Neil wasn’t the only Albert who didn’t like Lyle. Clara wasn’t a fan, either. She also said that Tarleton was practically stalking Neil, trying to get rehired by the bank.”

Miles nodded. “So she shifted the focus off herself by throwing suspicion on everybody else.”

“Exactly. I did think it was interesting that she would have used the word stalker to describe Tarleton,” said Myrtle. She adjusted the plates on the table so that her muffins were in the foreground.

“It takes one to know one, I guess,” said Miles. “Can we talk about this later? I’m trying to get ready for the club meeting now.”

Myrtle looked around. The living room was spotless. The pillows were perfectly plumped up on the sofa and chairs. The area rug on the hardwood floor was at a right angle to the furniture. The baseboards gleamed. The picture frames were smudge-free. Dust wouldn’t have dared grace the shiny wood surfaces. 

“How could you possibly get readier than you are right now?” demanded Myrtle. “You’re already going to give everyone a complex about the cleanliness of their own houses.”

Miles levied a stern look her way. “I’m just trying to regain some semblance of control over this book club meeting, that’s all. It’s because of the situation. I have a feeling that I’m about to be pilloried by everyone over the selection of The Mayor of Casterbridge. Perhaps they’ll show up at my house with pitchforks and torches. And I’ll be trying to appeal to their kinder, gentler selves by escorting them toward the doughnuts and the muffins. This meeting has disaster written all over it.”

“You’re being completely melodramatic, as usual. The only thing that’s terrible that’s going to happen at this book club meeting is that Erma Sherman is going to be here unless she’s been totally overcome by one of her more disgusting ailments. You know how these book club women are around you,” said Myrtle, rolling her eyes.

Miles frowned at her. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said coldly.

“Yes, you do. They all dress up whenever they know you’re attending. They bat their eyes at you. They bring their very best homemade goodies in case the way to your heart is, indeed, through your stomach. They ask you to open jars for them and ooh and ahh over your questionable strength,” said Myrtle. “You’re in no danger from pitchfork-toting club members.”

“But they’ve been calling me on the phone several times a day. They’ve been horribly confused by the book and have demanded guidance from me as to its most basic passages.” Miles eyed a picture on the wall and reached out to carefully straighten it.

“All a ploy to talk with you on the phone, Miles. You’re the most eligible bachelor in Bradley, at least for women of a particular age. A retired architect ....”

“Engineer,” said Miles.

“With enough income to do whatever you want to do. A man who reads, remarkable in its own right. And the icing on the cake is the fact that you still drive a car,” said Myrtle.

“As you’ve mentioned many times before,” said Miles.

“Only because you seem uninformed as to the tremendous asset driving is,” said Myrtle. “It makes you irresistible. You can still run by the grocery store for a forgotten carton of milk or a loaf of bread. That’s an amazing quality for senior men.” 

Miles spent the next thirty minutes tediously plucking specks of dust off lampshades and window blinds while Myrtle taste-tested the assembled food. 

When Miles’s doorbell rang, he blanched. 

Myrtle swept by him, imperiously. “I’ll get this, Miles. In fact, how about if I’m on door duty altogether so that you can pour beverages?”

The book club, as Myrtle had predicted, was dressed to kill, despite the nine o’clock start time. They were also fully made-up and not a hair was out of place. The only exceptions were Erma, who only really cared about herself and never made much of an effort to look better, and Georgia Simpson, who always seemed to shoot for continuity in her appearance, instead of perfection. 

The food was completely over-the-top as everyone sought to outdo everyone else’s breakfast efforts. There were apricot Danishes, potato and kale frittatas, and elaborate breakfast bakes. Since all of the women avoided all but the daintiest of tidbits, Myrtle heaped a plate full of food and settled down in a corner to eat to her heart’s content. She needed fortification if she was going to have to defend The Mayor of Casterbridge and push The Outsiders to the group.

Miles accosted her before the discussion started. “Remember,” he said under his breath, “the idea is to acknowledge every question as thoughtful. We’ll consider every contribution to the discussion as valuable. We want to keep things easy and pleasant so they’ll all be amenable to our next book choice.”

Myrtle said, “I know the plan, Miles. At least you must realize you’re not going to be burned at the stake by this group.”

He turned and several of the book club ladies smiled preeningly at him.

“I suppose you’re right,” he said. “Maybe we’ll survive this meeting, after all.” 

The door opened and Myrtle’s eyebrows rose. “Looks like Sally Solomon made it.”

For a few minutes, everyone’s attention was diverted from Miles to Sally as they greeted her. Then Tippy called the meeting to order and handed over the proceedings to Miles to lead the discussion. 

Miles stood in front of the group and cleared his throat. “Thanks to everyone for coming today. I hope you’ll continue to get more of this great food as the meeting goes on. And now, let’s start talking about The Mayor of Casterbridge. I hope everyone enjoyed the book.”

Everyone glanced uncomfortably at each other. Then Blanche Clark, covered with jewelry and designer clothing as usual, spoke. “So that bull in the story.”

Miles nodded. “The one that chases Lucetta and Elizabeth-Jane?”

“Sure. That one. Was that supposed to be some kind of like, metaphorical bull?” asked Blanche. 

Miles stared at Myrtle and Myrtle said, “No, Blanche. It was a real bull.” She struggled to keep a note of pleasantry in her voice. 

Blanche seemed determined to persist in her foolishness. “I thought the bull was maybe an analogy.”

Myrtle gave her a sweet smile. “An analogy compares two things.”

“Oh.” Blanche frowned. “Hm. I lost my train of thought.”

Erma said, “Wasn’t the bull there just to let Henchard show off?”

Myrtle said, “To a degree, but there was more to it than that.”

Miles gave Myrtle a worried look. 

Georgia, who’d been shaking her head as Blanche and Erma spoke, said, “Look, y’all. The bull is a symbol. It stands for the stuff in our life that might wreck us or wreck our lives, if we let it.”

Miles and Myrtle blinked. Despite how well Georgia claimed to have ‘gotten’ the book, they never would have guessed that she’d end up understanding it as well as she had. Despite the fact that she persisted in calling it a psychological thriller.

And so it went. The book club members continued offering their convoluted and peculiar impressions of the story while Myrtle did her best to wrestle them back on track. 

Finally, the discussion was finished. Miles, who had dots of perspiration at his temples, gratefully handed the floor back to Tippy. 
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Chapter Eighteen
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“NOW IT’S TIME FOR THE next month’s selection to be revealed,” said Tippy. “And then the meeting will be adjourned. It’s Myrtle’s turn to pick.”

There was a nervous murmuring in the room. 

Myrtle stood up. “I’d originally thought we’d focus on one of my favorite books, The Sound and the Fury, by my beloved Faulkner.”

The murmuring escalated into a horrified pitch.

“But, after second thoughts and the urgings of my adviser, I’ve decided to pick The Outsiders,” said Myrtle.

Tippy beamed at her. “What a marvelous idea, Myrtle. I think most of us have actually even read the book.”

Although the meeting was officially adjourned, the book club members now started to eat in earnest, as if the rigor of the literary discussions had made them ravenous. 

Myrtle walked up to Sally and said, “Thanks again for delivering that story yesterday for me. How were things at the newspaper office? And Sloan?”

Sally laughed. “I don’t know how Sloan finds anything in that office. He put your story on top of a huge stack of paper. I was surprised to see it in the Bugle this morning! I thought it might have been lost in the piles.”

Myrtle said quickly, “Yes, it’s a disaster in there. But I think that’s where Sloan gets all his sloppiness out. I’ve been at his house before and it was neat as a pin, believe it or not.” She crossed her fingers behind her back at the untruth. Sloan’s house had been many things, but ‘neat as a pin’ it certainly wasn’t. “He’s such a nice fellow, don’t you think?”

Sally colored a bit. “He is. It was good to catch up with him.” She hesitated. “He asked if I wanted to meet him for lunch tomorrow.”

“Excellent!” said Myrtle, beaming.

“I think he just wanted to continue our conversation. We were remembering old times from high school. And then, after I accepted, I wondered if maybe he was planning on offering me a job at the paper?” asked Sally. “He’d asked me if I was working and that sort of thing.”

Myrtle said, “Oh, I doubt that. He has a full staff at the paper. In fact, he likely has too many paid employees. No, I’m quite sure he intended the lunch to be personal. He’d mentioned to me recently that he’d love having someone to go to lunch or dinner with, or to go to the movies.” 

Tippy swept up and Myrtle glared at her. Matchmakers didn’t have it easy, that was for sure. 

Tippy said, “I just wanted to check in with you, Sally, and see how you were doing, dear. Is there anything that you need? I’m running errands as soon as we leave here—is there anything I can do for you? Grocery? Post office? Drugstore?”

“No, thanks, everything is going well. It was wonderful to come to your book club meeting today—thanks so much for having me,” said Sally. “It was such an interesting discussion.”

Myrtle looked doubtfully at her. “Was it?” 

“Of course it was. It was stimulating,” said Tippy. “And I’m sure we’ll all enjoy The Outsiders next month, and I hope that you’ll join us then, Sally.”

“I’ll try to,” said Sally a little shyly. “Right now, I have lots of time on my hands, but who knows what the next month will be like.”

Tippy said kindly, “I have the feeling when the investigation is over and the perpetrator is put in jail that things might start looking up for you. It must be very hard to move on, considering the circumstances.”

Tippy, always the lady, was too careful not to directly reference either Lyle or murder. But Sally seemed in the mood to try and talk through her worries.

“You’re right—it is hard to move on. I think that’s because I feel sorry for Lyle. He shouldn’t have died so young ... he still had so many plans. I think about how much he loved the early mornings at the park and how sad it was that someone took advantage of his vulnerability there and killed him.”

Tippy shifted a little uncomfortably at the switch from small talk, but nodded understandingly at her. 

Myrtle was afraid that Tippy was going to gently change the subject and try to distract Sally with other topics. She quickly said, “And it was pointless, wasn’t it? That must be the most frustrating of all. It seems as if his murder made no sense at all. Why kill Lyle Solomon?”

Tippy narrowed her eyes at Myrtle for mentioning Lyle’s name and the words murder and kill. In Tippy’s mind, Myrtle was clearly committing a dire social faux pas. 

Sally was nodding, though. “That’s definitely part of it. Although I know his death wasn’t some random act of violence. It had to do with something he saw, or something he knew. I know it did. That’s the only thing that makes sense.”

“But you don’t really remember what he saw or knew?” asked Myrtle. “Or Lyle didn’t tell you?” 

“I’m not sure he really realized what he saw or knew,” said Sally, sounding frustrated. “All Lyle said was that he saw Neil working on his car when he was driving back home. He was sort of mischievously gleeful over Neil’s fancy car having car trouble. It’s not as if he saw some killer lurking on the edge of the woods, wielding a weapon.”

Tippy said, “It’s hard enough to imagine what happened to poor Neil. He was always such a well-dressed, nicely turned-out man. So impressive when I went into the bank. He remembered details about committees I was on and always followed-up to ask how they were going, or how the little events I was involved in had gone. He looked like the bank. I don’t think I ever saw him look casual.”

Myrtle frowned at Tippy. There was something significant in what she was saying, but Myrtle wasn’t quite sure what it was. 

Tippy, completely oblivious to the fact that she had said anything at all significant, continued chatting, desperately trying to wrangle the conversation away from distressing topics. “Myrtle!” she said quickly with a smile. “What’s this fascinating rumor I’ve been hearing that you’re going back to teaching?” 

Myrtle could tell that Tippy thought this must be an example of Bradley rumors running amok. She could also tell that Tippy thought that Myrtle might not be up to the job. “Oh, the high school has asked me to return for years. They apparently need an experienced teacher in their English department. Usually I just laugh and tell them about the wonders of retirement, but this time, who knows? I think I might have more career years ahead of me.”

Tippy blinked at this. “Isn’t that amazing?” she said to Sally. “Very, very inspiring.” But, lest Myrtle suggest that Tippy return to working, Tippy again rapidly changed the subject to the valuable work that Tippy was doing in Bradley as a volunteer. Before Myrtle could again fall victim to Tippy’s recruiting efforts, Myrtle murmured an excuse and slipped away to find Miles. 

Miles was talking with Blanche, Georgia, and Erma and gave Myrtle a ‘help me’ look as she approached. As she walked up, she could tell that they were still talking about the book and Blanche sounded as if she was still focused on pushing her alternate theory of the bull to anyone who would listen. Georgia, the skeptic, kept belly-laughing and refuting her.

“Miles,” said Myrtle. “Could you show me where the cleaner is in the kitchen? Something spilled.” 

Miles moved away from his conversation with alacrity. “Coming!”

“Thanks for rescuing me,” he muttered as they ran off to the kitchen. “I still don’t understand why they struggled with that book. I simply can’t wrap my head around it. And now my head is starting to hurt. I hope it’s hurting from frustration and not from some germ I’ve picked up at the party,” he added, fretfully.

“Never mind that!” said Myrtle. “Let’s get them all out of here. I feel as if there’s something that I know that’s important, but I can’t figure out what it is. And with all their mindless blather, I can’t think until they’re gone.”

Miles leaned back against the kitchen counter. “What do you want me to do? I can hardly go in there and start throwing them out of my house. It wouldn’t exactly be hospitable.”

“I could tell them that you’ve suddenly become ill,” suggested Myrtle.

Miles shook his head. “That sounds like tempting fate. The last thing I want is to get sick right now, and saying it might make it a step closer to being true.”

“Such magical thinking, Miles! Never mind. I’ll just hide out in the kitchen until they all leave. Maybe I can mull some things over while I’m alone,” said Myrtle. 

She glanced up to see Erma Sherman leering around the kitchen door at her. Myrtle jumped, which made Erma snicker. 

“I should go back to the book club,” said Miles, rushing off ungallantly to leave Myrtle with her nemesis. 

“You and Miles arranging tête-à-têtes in the kitchen? How sweet!” gushed Erma, coming over.

“Hardly. I’d spilled something and Miles dug out the cleaner. What a horrid imagination you have, Erma.” Myrtle didn’t feel in the mood to even attempt pleasantries with Erma. 

“Well, I’m glad I caught up with you. I’m sooo glad you picked The Insiders to read. You know, when I read that book in school, I made an A on the paper that I wrote about it. I bet I still have the paper,” said Erma.

“Sounds likely,” said Myrtle. “Except it’s The Outsiders.”

Erma said, “I knew everything about that book. I still have the paper.”

Keeping a graded high school English paper for decades upon decades sounded like something Erma would do. “Fine, then. Look, Erma, I hate to cut this short, but I think I’ve somehow picked up Miles’s headache. If you could leave me alone with it, I’m sure it would be better,” said Myrtle. She put a hand to her temple as if it was tender.

“I’ll find you some aspirin,” said Erma, rushing off. 

There was nothing worse than Erma in a helpful mood. She wouldn’t leave it alone. A minute later, she returned with two different pills, of two different colors. Myrtle looked at them suspiciously. She had the feeling that Erma might be one of those people who thinks it could be kinder to put someone out of their misery than treat their headache. “What are these, Erma? They don’t match.”

“I found them in my purse. One is an aspirin, one is an ibuprofen. Or acetaminophen. Something.” Erma frowned, trying to piece together the pills’ mysterious identity. 

Myrtle closed her eyes. Maybe Miles was right. Claiming a fake health issue appeared to be bringing on a real one. But she wasn’t taking any suspect medicine, that was for sure.

Erma, ever-oblivious, was prattling on her usual stream of nonsense. “Before I remembered the pills in my purse, I took a little trip to Miles’s bathroom to see if I could find some in there. Do you know, he hardly has any kind of medication in there at all? I must have thirty different old pill bottles in my medicine cabinet.”

“Yes. Well, you’ve been afflicted,” said Myrtle.

“Ha! Haven’t I? I’ve had some of the most awful diseases and stomach bugs and conditions. A medicine cabinet full of pills, I tell you! And while I was back there, I popped my head into Miles’s bedroom, since maybe he had a bottle of aspirin next to his bed. You know how people our age take an aspirin a day? But there wasn’t anything in there. His room was just as neat as a pin! Oh, except his closet door was open ... he must have gotten ready in a rush. And every single piece of clothing of his was on the same color hanger and hung by color! Isn’t that a little on the OCD side? Very, very tidy. His suitcases were stacked inside each other—I couldn’t resist checking. And he had row of hats on the shelf above his shirts, slacks, and suits. Don’t you wish men wore hats these days? Miles would look so elegant in a fedora,” said Erma, clasping her hands in a swooning gesture.

“Men do wear hats. They’re just baseball caps,” said Myrtle through gritted teeth. 

“I bet his linen closet has every towel and sheet perfectly folded. Even his fitted sheet.” Erma frowned, staring off in the direction of Miles’s bedroom. “I wonder where his linen closet is.”

“Look, Erma, enough of this nonsense. I’m heading back home. Tell Miles that I’ll catch up with him later.” Myrtle headed for the kitchen door. But when she saw the number of people still blocking her escape to the front door, she turned around and left out Miles’s back door to cut through his yard and to the sidewalk that way. 

The sun had been covered with clouds and a light breeze picked up as Myrtle walked the short distance home. What was causing Myrtle great consternation was the thought that Erma had actually said something significant. In all her non-stop verbalizing, Erma had said something that Myrtle should pay attention to. That thought was causing the fleeting headache back at Miles’s house to return to a more persistent pounding. 

She was so involved in her thoughts that she didn’t hear her name being called until she was all the way at her front door. She turned and saw Tarleton hurrying up behind her.

“Miss Myrtle!” he said, gasping a little. “I swear, I had no idea that you could move so fast. Now I feel like I need to start heading to the gym. I couldn’t keep up with you.”

Myrtle said, “Oh, don’t be silly. I wasn’t moving that fast. And—did I forget that you were coming by? How did we leave things last time?” She looked at him more closely and said, “And why are you carrying a ladder?”

Tarleton said, “It’s Red, actually. He asked me to come by.”

Myrtle rolled her eyes. “No surprises there.”

“He asked if I could replace your outdoor and indoor lightbulbs,” said Tarleton.

“For heaven’s sake! All of my lightbulbs? You’ll never leave.” Myrtle realized that she was sounding uncharitable, but the whole reason she’d been eager to get back home again was to think. It was going to be hard to think with Tarleton banging around from room to room with his ladder. And she’d learned that he had the irritating habit of whistling as he worked. 

“Not the lightbulbs that you can reach, Miss Myrtle. All the other bulbs. So, any ceiling bulbs and then the exterior bulbs that you have in your motion detectors and whatnot,” explained Tarleton. His brows drew together in concern. “Is that all right? Should I come by another time?” 

“It’s fine, Tarleton,” said Myrtle as she fished her key from her purse. “Come on in.”

Tarleton, unfortunately, seemed to want to start inside and underfoot. Myrtle, feeling somewhat self-conscious about staring off into space to think, decided to sit at her computer and stare at its screen as if lost in thought. Tarleton, however, didn’t seem to realize that she was trying to concentrate as he worked on replacing the bulbs in an elaborate fixture with several bulbs in it. He resumed his cheerful whistling, which Myrtle recognized as My Favorite Things from The Sound of Music.

Myrtle turned to snap at him to be quiet and then stared at him. Tarleton was wearing the same, rather threadbare but semi-dressy clothing that he had previously, but this time something else made her stop still. He wore a baseball hat, as he had the last few times she’d seen him. He looked casual. Unlike Neil, who never looked casual, as Tippy had so helpfully pointed out.

Lyle had reported seeing Neil, wearing a hat, by the broken-down car. What if he’d seen Tarleton, instead? 
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Chapter Nineteen
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TARLETON LOOKED DOWN at Myrtle and his eyes narrowed. “Something wrong, Miss Myrtle?” he asked lightly. His voice sounded strained. 

Myrtle casually reached for her phone and typed a text to Red. Get over here. To Tarleton, she said, “No, I was just remembering something that I need from the store. I’ll get Red to pick it up.”

“But that’s my job, remember, Miss Myrtle?” asked Tarleton. “Odd jobs and errands. No, I don’t think that was it.”

Although he seemed to be keeping his voice deliberately light, Myrtle could hear a raspy strain of stress in it. She could dash out the front door and run down to Miles. She could fling open his front door and announce to book club that Tarleton Fleming—who they’d all trusted at the bank for ages with their money—was Neil’s and Lyle’s killer. And they’d all think she’d lost her mind when she started explaining about hats. About Neil being dressy, Erma’s mad mutterings about Miles’s hats, and the way Lyle thought Neil was wearing a hat that day. She could do it, but she didn’t have a bit of evidence. And Red would likely lock her away in Greener Pastures for good this time. He certainly didn’t need any further encouragement. 

“Who knows what goes through an old lady’s head these days?” asked Myrtle with a laugh and a shrug. “How are those lightbulbs going?” 

Tarleton smiled back. “Oh, they’re coming along. I replaced some of your bulbs with a kind that should last longer.”

Myrtle asked, “Wouldn’t it have been better to have replaced them with a kind that has to be replaced every month? From an employment standpoint, I mean?”

“Probably. But I’ve a feeling there will be plenty of things for me to do around here, anyway.” He descended the ladder carefully and headed toward Myrtle and the front door. “I’ll get the one on the front porch now.” 

Myrtle’s phone chirped at her and she grabbed at it, knocking it to the floor in the process.

Tarleton swiped at it, picking it up and backing away from Myrtle. His face grew red with anger as he read the message on the phone. He typed on her phone. “I think I’ll just tell Red that it was a false alarm—that you’d gotten confused about what day of the week it was and you thought you needed a ride somewhere,” he said smoothly. “I think he’ll believe your confusion, judging from what he’s told me about your bill paying issues.”

Myrtle fumed as he texted. She glanced at her cane. It was across the room. But she knew how to move quickly in her own living room. And she did.

Tarleton glanced up from the phone and threw it down. “Come back here!”

Myrtle didn’t feel the slightest bit inclined to obey him. She made sure to knock over the ladder on the way to the kitchen. Her thought was that she could make it to the back door and slide out that way. Maybe Erma had returned from the book club meeting and could provide some semblance of help. 

Tarleton cursed as he stumbled over the ladder. But he recovered from the fall quicker than Myrtle hoped. Soon he caught up with her in the kitchen, shoving her hard in her back until she slammed up against the counter, glowering at him.

“Don’t be nice,” she growled. “Wanda’s advice. I shouldn’t have given you work to do here.”

Tarleton, quite out of breath, shook his head in exasperation. “Why’d you have to be so nosy? You’re practically the matriarch of this town. Do you think I like having to get rid of you? I’ve known you my whole life.”

Myrtle looked down her nose at him from her still formidable height. “I’m appalled at your lack of business acumen. Attacking an employer isn’t a good way of getting repeat business, Tarleton.” 

“Never mind that! What was it that you figured out?” he hissed. “Who did you tell?” 

Myrtle decided that it would be best to throw the entire book club under the bus instead of singling out Miles in her fabrication. After all, the chances that Tarleton would systematically eliminate every member of book club strained even Myrtle’s imagination. 

“I made an announcement today at book club,” said Myrtle haughtily. “I reported that I had strong suspicions that you were involved and asked if anyone had any other thoughts on you as a suspect.”

Tarleton said, “There’s no way you’d have done something like that! That’s libel!”

Myrtle shrugged and slowly turned her hips a bit against the counter so that Tarleton wouldn’t notice the movement. “I’m old. I don’t follow the rules anymore. So the book club could be stomping through here at any point, seeing your car out front. And, naturally, if you did anything to me, not only would they suspect you, but the chief of police himself would. Red asked you to come by here. Don’t you think you’d be suspect number one if I were to be murdered?” 

Tarleton said, “I’d simply say that I found your body when you didn’t answer the door. That I’d replaced the outdoor lightbulbs first and then got concerned when you didn’t answer when I knocked.” He sighed. “It doesn’t feel right to do this, but let’s face it: you’ve already lived a very long life. Cutting it a little bit short doesn’t really alter anything.” He moved closer to Myrtle, reaching out his hands to grip either side of her neck. 

The back-door’s handle rattled loudly. Tarleton grunted, twisting his head around as the door pushed open to reveal a very startled and guilty-looking Puddin. 

“Yer supposed to be at book club!” Puddin said accusingly. Then Puddin noted Tarleton’s hands around Myrtle’s neck and her eyes grew huge.

As Tarleton gaped at Puddin, his hands still around Myrtle’s throat, Myrtle pivoted, grabbing the fire extinguisher off the counter and swinging it as hard as she could at Tarleton. He crashed to the floor. Wanda was right—it paid to listen to Red. Fire extinguishers were useful.

Puddin had her hands up in the air as if Myrtle had gone wild and might use the fire extinguisher on her next. 

Myrtle said, “Puddin! I never thought I’d be this happy to see you. Tarleton is the killer! Call Red for me.”

“Don’t have no cell phone,” muttered Puddin, stepping back away from Tarleton’s inert frame as if his murderous germs might be catching.

“Just use my house phone, for heaven’s sake! I tried texting Red, but he didn’t come. And help me keep an eye on him in case he regains consciousness,” said Myrtle, panting a bit from the exertion of knocking Tarleton completely out.

“Him’s out cold,” observed Puddin. But she loped over to the phone and started dialing as Myrtle hovered over Tarleton with the fire extinguisher at the ready in case he came to. 

Puddin shook her head a minute later. “Him’s not answerin’,” she said with a shrug.

“Yoo-hoo!” called a voice from Myrtle’s living room.

“Erma! Erma, can you see if Red is home?” called Myrtle, stress dripping from her voice. “I need him here.”

Now Erma’s voice was farther away and more muffled as she looked out the window at the front of the house. “Um ... let’s see. His car is there. Oh yes. He’s outside, Myrtle. Looks to be doing yardwork.” Erma’s voice came closer. “I left the book club meeting when you did and I found my paper! Remember the one I was telling you about? The one on the Insiders where I made the A!” 

“Go get Red!” yelled Myrtle and Puddin in chorus. 
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Chapter Twenty
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MINUTES LATER, RED arrived. He also handily dismissed the extremely-curious Erma. Red rushed in the front door while he talked on the phone with the state police. “Mama?” he called out.

“In the kitchen. With the perp,” Myrtle called back. “He hasn’t woken up yet.”

Red jogged in to see his mother brandishing her new fire extinguisher over Tarleton’s head, Tarleton lying in a heap on her kitchen floor, and Puddin standing sullenly off to the side as if ready to flee at any time.

“Will he wake up?” asked Red. “Have you checked for a pulse?”

“Oh, he’s alive. Although I can’t seem to muster much sympathy for him,” said Myrtle.

“I had Erma call an ambulance,” said Red. “Even though I wasn’t exactly sure what type of emergency I was walking into here.” He paused. “I’m taking it that Tarleton must have done something fairly egregious for you to swing a fire extinguisher at him.” 

“He certainly did. He was planning on killing me with his bare hands and telling you that he found me like this when he came in to change out lightbulbs,” said Myrtle. 

“I saw him tryin’ to kill her. Nasty man,” said Puddin, eyes narrowing as she glared daggers at the unconscious man. 

“A nasty man who shouldn’t have been sent here to do work for me,” pointed out Myrtle.

Red rubbed his forehead with one hand. “Who’d have guessed that Tarleton Fleming would be a two-time murderer? I’d pretty much focused on other suspects and counted him out.”

“Which suspects had you focused on? Perhaps Holt Kelly?” asked Myrtle sweetly. She liked to demonstrate that she was several steps ahead from where her son might think she was. 

“Maybe,” said Red, crossing his arms and frowning at his mother. 

Puddin growled, “Another nasty man.”

“Holt has his issues, for sure. And he definitely doesn’t need to be an administrator in a high school. But he didn’t kill Neil and Lyle,” said Myrtle. 

Red said, “I’m guessing that your sudden professional aspirations had to do with arranging conversations with Holt?”

“They might have,” said Myrtle carelessly. 

“Not nice when folks don’t talk English,” Puddin muttered.

Myrtle gave a long-suffering sigh. “I pretended I wanted to return to teaching so that I could ask Holt Kelly questions.”

Red said, “At any rate, he’s not employed by the high school any longer. What’s more, he’s looking at some jail time. Apparently, he was resuming his bad Boston habits. The state police got word that he was starting back up with drug dealing. We had to bust him late last night since we were worried he planned on having students as customers.”

Myrtle raised her eyebrows. “That might explain why he was spotted at the park around the time of Lyle’s murder. Perhaps he was picking up or distributing contraband.”

Myrtle added, “You might also have thought that Adelaide Pound was a good candidate for the killer. Especially since Tarleton blathered all over town about her and how she was ‘stalking’ Neil Albert.”

Red said, “Well, I have to hand it to him because it was an excellent diversionary tactic.”

“And Clara was likely a major suspect,” said Myrtle.

“The spouse always is. Besides, they didn’t always get along. Not that that automatically leads to murder, of course,” mused Red. 

Tarleton started stirring on the floor and gave a little moan. Puddin yelped and backed farther away from him.

Red’s phone rang and he picked up. After listening for a second, he said, “If you could search Tarleton Fleming’s house? Yes. He tried to kill my mother, an act that was witnessed by my mother’s housekeeper.”

Myrtle said, “Perhaps they should look for a bloodstained shirt.”

Puddin gasped as if the word bloodstained invoked unspeakable horrors.

Red raised his eyebrows and added, “My mother suggests searching for a bloodstained shirt. That’s correct.” 

Red hung up and then said, “So he realized you were on to him, is that right? Surely you didn’t say something to him about it?” His voice was stern.

Myrtle put her hands on her hips. “You think I went right up to the two-time murderer and told him that I knew all about his dastardly deeds? Give me some credit. No, I didn’t say a word. But he realized, just the same.”

“If I ask you how you figured it all out, am I going to get a convoluted answer about soap operas and Miles and all sort of assorted craziness?” demanded Red.

“Certainly not. I simply realized that Tarleton was wearing a hat. It’s been knocked off his head now, of course. Lyle told Sally (and Sally told me) that Neil had been wearing a hat when changing his tire. But, then I went to book club,” said Myrtle. “And that’s when everything started falling into place.” 

Red rolled his eyes. “Assorted craziness it is,” he interjected.

Puddin said reproachfully, “I thought you was still at book club. You said ten o’clock. You bolted from there early.”

“I was wrong—the meeting was at nine o’clock. Anyway, while I was at book club, Tippy mentioned something about Neil always being ‘so elegantly dressed’ or something like that. Typical Tippy remark, but she was right. Neil certainly wouldn’t have been wearing a baseball cap, especially on his way back from the bank. Lyle must have seen Neil’s killer, not Neil, by the side of the road,” said Myrtle.

Red said, “How could Lyle make such a huge mistake? Tarleton is a good deal older than Neil and looks completely different.”

Myrtle said, “I think that Tarleton was mostly obscured by the car. He’d clearly just put Neil into his own trunk and was leaning over. But Lyle must have recognized Tarleton’s outfit later when he saw him out and realized that he’d made a mistake. That he’d seen Tarleton, not Neil.”

“Wouldn’t Lyle have seen Tarleton’s car? Surely that would have been a dead giveaway,” said Red.

“No, because remember where Neil had the flat. He was right over there by the factory and that spilling-over parking lot and the parallel parking on both sides of the road. It’s a wonder that even Neil could find a place to pull over. Tarleton’s car would have simply blended in with all the other cars. Neil stood out only because he was changing the flat,” said Myrtle. 

“And then Tarleton somehow saw that Lyle knew the truth,” said Red. 

“An’ killed him!” said Puddin, scowling viciously at Tarleton, who was now starting to groan. 

Myrtle said, “Lyle most likely saw Tarleton wearing the same clothes that he thought ‘Neil’ was wearing while changing out his flat tire. Tarleton probably hadn’t realized that he’d been spotted by anyone. Maybe he hadn’t even heard the car drive by because he was so absorbed with disposing of Neil’s body.”

Red frowned. “Tarleton seems too bright to just put on the same clothes he wore that evening.”

“But consider the circumstances. Tarleton had fallen on hard times. He wasn’t really in the position to get rid of perfectly good clothing. He probably just washed the clothes and then put them right back on,” said Myrtle. 

Red’s phone rang again and he sighed, pulling it out of his pocket. “Yes? You did? Thank you.” He looked over at his mother. “The state police found a bloodstained shirt and pants in the corner of Tarleton’s closet. Care to fill me in on why you believed they’d be there?”

Myrtle shrugged. “Simple. Tarleton realized that he’d had to kill Lyle because he’d kept the clothes he’d been wearing when he’d murdered Neil. He decided not to take that risk again and just hid the stained clothing. Neil’s murder was spontaneous, but Lyle’s was better-planned. He must have been able to tell by Lyle’s expression that he’d put two-and-two together.”

“Lyle’s expression when?” asked Red. “It couldn’t have been at the park because there was certainly no reason for Tarleton to be there that early other than to murder Lyle.”

“Lyle’s expression whenever,” said Myrtle with an impatient shrug. “It doesn’t really matter. I’d imagine it was sometime the evening before so that Tarleton didn’t give Lyle the chance to share his suspicions. Since everyone knew that Lyle Solomon always visited the park very early in the morning, he waited for him.”

“Like a spider in a web,” said Puddin, shaking her head. Tarleton stirred again, but his eyes remained closed. 

Red said, “These were two very different crimes. Neil’s was spontaneous and vicious and Lyle’s was planned and careful.”

Myrtle said, “There were two different motives. It wasn’t immediately obvious, you know, because Tarleton is a very genial man. But he had a strong motive and was very, very persistent. I’d heard that he asked Neil for a job at the bank several times, at least. Most people would have moved on to something else.”

“He did move on to something else, though, Mama. That’s why he was doing odd jobs for you,” said Red. 

Puddin said scornfully, “Killin’ people you work for don’t make you much money.” 

“Tarleton worked odd jobs to keep his cash flow going, perhaps. But mentally? He hadn’t really accepted his role as handyman. He liked the bank and was an excellent banker. He identified as a banker. When the banking gig was over, he felt a loss of identity and wanted to return to the bank—in any capacity,” said Myrtle. 

Red said, “Meaning that he needed to talk to Neil about a job. Which must have stung.” 

“Exactly. Tarleton had gone out of his way to help Neil and find him a position at the bank. His act of kindness meant that he found himself jobless. And he continued asking Neil for employment. Tarleton met up with him outside the bank and pestered him in the grocery store. And when he saw Neil on the side of the road with car trouble, what better time to ask him? He was stranded, for heaven’s sake. He had a captive audience.”

Puddin said, “An’ he wouldn’t give him a job. Some friend.”

Myrtle nodded. “And Neil, who wasn’t always the most pleasant person, probably wasn’t in the best of moods while he was changing a flat tire in variable weather conditions. He likely gave Tarleton a piece of his mind. Maybe he even put him down.”

Red finished, “And Tarleton picked up the tire iron and clubbed Neil with it.”

Myrtle nodded “He saw red. And then picked Neil’s body up and stuffed it into the trunk of the car so that no passersby would see him with a body.”

Myrtle added, “The next time, it wasn’t fury fueling him, it was self-preservation. Tarleton probably didn’t feel as if Lyle were such a bad guy. He likely wanted to make sure that Lyle never knew what hit him. Maybe he waited until Lyle was completely absorbed in filling a feeder. He simply needed to make sure that Lyle didn’t reveal the fact that Tarleton was there when Neil was murdered. He must have been very nervous that Lyle might say something to his wife before he had the chance to silence him.”

“Maybe he wasn’t. Lyle and Sally weren’t exactly the sorts to confide in each other all the time. They weren’t even the sorts to be spending very much time with each other,” said Red. 

“True. They were more like two completely separate and individual people who happened to be married,” said Myrtle. 

Puddin’s eyes lit up at the gossip. Myrtle gave her a quelling look. 

Red said, “And then, today, Tarleton realized that you knew about the hat, Mama. Or, at least, realized that you’d somehow figured it all out.”

Puddin said smugly, “An’ I saved her.”

“You certainly didn’t,” said Myrtle in a cold voice. 

“Did, too! All because of the talk show,” said Puddin, sounding complacent. “An’ because my TV is broke.”

“Heaven save me from soap operas and talk shows,” muttered Red.

Myrtle said to Puddin, “I’m furious with you, by the way. You overrode Tomorrow’s Promise for your silly talk show and then sneaked over here to watch it while you thought I was at book club!”

“Saved yer life, didn’t I?” said Puddin, shooting Myrtle a sullen look. 

“Yes, you did,” said Red. “Mama, I think you can let Puddin’s little indiscretion slide.”

Puddin narrowed her eyes at him suspiciously, mouthing the word indiscretion as she tried to decipher it. 

“I suppose Puddin helped provide a distraction so that I could wallop Tarleton with the fire extinguisher,” said Myrtle in exasperation. “But no more TV over here!”

Puddin muttered sullenly under her breath.

“Now, Mama, it’s time for you to move out of the way. I hear the state police guys driving up and an ambulance siren in the background. Maybe you can go to Miles’s house for a few minutes. Puddin, too? We’ll get you to sign formal statements as soon as the guys are done in here with Tarleton and making notes on the scene,” said Red.

Myrtle and Puddin headed toward the front door. “Will there be party food?” she asked greedily.

“Plenty of it. Those hens just peck at food when the rooster is around,” said Myrtle.

Puddin scowled, bewildered again by making sense of Myrtle’s conversation.

As they walked down Myrtle’s front walk, Lieutenant Perkins was on his way up, hurrying past a sour-looking Dusty, who was trying to start his weed trimmer. Perkins stopped and looked at Myrtle with concern.

“Another close call?” he asked. “Are you all right?” 

Puddin jumped in. “I saved her.”

Myrtle rolled her eyes. “Never mind that nonsense. I clobbered Tarleton with a fire extinguisher. He hasn’t yet woken up.”

“Well, thanks for putting all the pieces together,” said Lt. Perkins. “Again. Where are you heading now?”

“To Miles’s house. We’ll wait to hear from you and Red there,” said Myrtle.

Dusty’s weed trimmer finally roared to life and Myrtle watched as he, apparently believing Elaine’s landscaping to be strange and impertinent weeds, savagely hacked them apart. She winced. At least Elaine would believe Myrtle when she told her that Dusty’s complete incompetence was at fault. 

As they headed to the sidewalk, Puddin said loudly over the trimmer, “There won’t be no more book talk over there, will there?” 

“Heavens, no. Book club was over a while back. And this group didn’t spend much time discussing The Mayor of Casterbridge, anyway,” said Myrtle with a snort.

Puddin wrinkled her nose. “Haven’t heard of it. Got animals in it?” 

“Well, it has a bull,” said Myrtle. She stopped short, staring ahead of her. “What do you know? All those old biddies are still hanging out at Miles’s house.”

Puddin looked alarmed. “I don’t wanna discuss no book.”

“Oh, they won’t be talking about it. That’s what I was saying—the book discussion, for what it was worth, was over. No, these are women trying to visit with Miles as long as they can,” said Myrtle. As Puddin still balked, she added, “And there’s sure to be lots of leftover food.” She beamed. “And, what’s more? I can regale the group with my tale of heroism.” 

Puddin added, “An’ how I helped.”

They both strode toward Miles house and the houseful of people, eyes gleaming with anticipation at the thought of the audience waiting for them. 
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