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By Elizabeth Spann Craig
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Chapter One
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Myrtle’s ancient yardman opened up the back door, not bothering to wipe his boots on the mat, and trampled through the kitchen and living room all the way to Myrtle’s front door.

Dusty was completely incompetent as a yardman, but this degree of sloppiness was a stretch, even for him. His wife, Puddin, was equally appalled. She was resentfully slapping a dust rag at Myrtle’s coffee table when she stopped and stared at the red mud tracking in behind her husband. “Hey!” she shouted. “I ain’t cleaning that up, Dusty! You get back here! You can clean up yer own messes.” 

Dusty was reaching for the door handle when Myrtle bellowed, “Your shoes, Dusty! And, you haven’t finished the backyard yet! It still looks like a jungle back there.”

Dusty glared at Myrtle, and gave a mumbling mutter in response.

“I wish you wouldn’t use tobacco products on the job, Dusty. For one thing, it means you’ll die and then I’ll have to find myself yet another sorry yardman. For another, I can’t hear a word you say. It sounded like you said ‘dead body,’ for heaven’s sake.”

He scowled at her before carefully pushing the wad of chewing tobacco to the side with his tongue. “Dead body! In yer backyard. Getting Red.”

Dusty yanked open Myrtle’s front door and started loping across her gnome-filled front yard toward Red’s house. Red was Myrtle’s son, neighbor, and chief of police of the small town of Bradley, North Carolina. He was insufferable when it came to getting into Myrtle’s personal business and he wasn’t at all fond of Myrtle’s hobby of crime fighting. 

Considering Dusty would have reported the crime in mere seconds, Myrtle had to act fast if she were to investigate this murder in her own backyard before being pushed out of the way. 

Puddin was crossing herself, although Myrtle knew her to be a lifelong Baptist. Her white face was especially pasty after the shock of the body outside. She also seemed to be muttering something under her breath—possibly a strange variation of the Lord’s Prayer. She saw that Myrtle was on her way out to the body and hissed to her, “Close his eyes up, Miz Myrtle!”

“Why should I do that? I can’t interfere with the body, Puddin. Red will have my head on a silver platter if I do,” said Myrtle.

“If you don’t close them eyes, he’ll find somebody to take with him on his journey to the afterlife!”

“Puddin, I’m done with your nonsense today. I swear; I never know what foolishness is going to come out of your mouth next. Tell you what. Just for today, you can pour yourself a small drink from my fridge. That should help pull you together enough to finish my dusting. I’ve got stuff to do, okay?” Then Myrtle quickly popped into her backyard.

There, right in front of her azalea bushes and near her birdfeeder was the body. He looked to be a young man. Well, he was probably thirty-five or thirty-six. Was that considered young? It certainly seemed like it to octogenarian Myrtle. He was handsome in sort of a cheap-looking way, aside from the fact that part of his head was bashed in, which clearly was what put him in this predicament of being dead in Myrtle’s bushes. 

Most vexingly, about a yard away from the young/youngish man, one of her favorite gnomes lay on his side with a chipped base. It was the Viking gnome with a fierce expression and a sword and who mysteriously held a pipe. Myrtle was certain that the Vikings didn’t smoke. But, the gnome had a lot of personality. Of course, now it was a murder weapon and would probably be taken away and studied. A bad day for the Viking gnome. She frowned. On closer inspection, it looked like the side the gnome had landed on might be cracked and broken. She sighed.

Were there any clues? She saw no footprints but Dusty’s. It looked as though her bushes had been trampled through. Had the murderer hid in the bushes, jumped out, and walloped the victim on the head? 

Who on earth was this man? 

On the plus side, he appeared to be scaring off the squirrels that kept raiding Myrtle’s feeder.

She jumped as a deep voice called out, “What have you done now, Mama?”

Red. She sniffed. “Not a blessed thing. Although you’d think that I wouldn’t find bodies in my backyard, with the chief of police living across the street. What’s the world coming to?”

Red studied the body. “This guy seems vaguely familiar looking. Can’t place him, though.” He sighed. “So what’s your relationship with him, Mama? He cheat you at Bingo? Call you Sugar? I know how you hate being called Sugar.”

“It’s inappropriate and disrespectful...disgraceful, really...for people to call senior citizens by pet names. And no, I don’t know who this fellow is,” said Myrtle. 

“Looks like your gnome took him out,” said Red, nodding at the Viking. “Sure you didn’t have a grudge against the guy?”

“If I did, I sure wouldn’t have used my Viking to kill him. Nor broken it. He’s one of my favorites,” said Myrtle. “Isn’t he one of yours?”

Red said stiffly, “I try not to look at your gnomes, Mama.” 

The garden gnomes made their appearance in Myrtle’s front and back yards when Red had done something to drive Myrtle up the wall. This was well known to all in the town of Bradley. Since he disliked the gnomes so much, and lived so close to Myrtle, dragging out a hundred of them was well worth the effort and always made her point perfectly clear. This time the gnomes were occupying her yard because of Red’s insistence that she consider using a walker. There was no need for a walker. Myrtle’s cane worked perfectly. 

“Do you have any idea how long he’s been lying here?” asked Red, crouching down on his knees and peering at the body.

The fact that she hadn’t seen any of the drama when it took place in her backyard was giving Myrtle heartburn. “I didn’t notice him. Dusty was the one who found him.” It pained her to admit this.

“Do you think he might have been out in your yard since last night, even?” asked Red. 

Myrtle reconstructed the evening. “Well, I was out in the backyard, feeding Pasha, right after it got dark. Maybe around nine o’clock. I don’t recollect seeing a body there then. But Pasha was acting funny. Hissing at shadows, fur up on her back, that kind of thing.”

“Considering Pasha is a feral animal, I’m guessing you didn’t put too much stock in that behavior,” said Red dryly.

“She’s a lovely cat, Red, but yes, sometimes she turns into a wild thing. I blame it on the moon cycles.”

“If that’s what you want to blame it on, Mama. Does the cat have all its shots? It looks like it wants to attack people all the time.”

“Her shots are completely current,” said Myrtle. She frowned. “Can we get back to the body? Have you contacted the state police about this?”

“I put a call out while I was walking over. Didn’t tell them the body was in my mother’s own yard.” Red ran a hand through the red hair that gave him his nickname. It seemed to be getting whiter each time Myrtle saw him. He tried to get back on track with his questioning. “So you didn’t see him on the ground when you fed Pasha.”

“But the cat was acting oddly then,” stressed Myrtle.

Red ignored her interjection. “And you didn’t notice him out the window when you got up this morning. How about the middle of the night? Did you have your usual insomnia last night?”

She had. She’d felt as if it was time to get up for the day in the middle of the night. And she’d gone for a walk down the street. Not that she was going to tell Red that. A stroll at two a.m. would likely mean a renewed campaign for the dreaded walker.

“I was awake last night so I should have heard something. Well, I guess there was a pretty long period of time when I decided to take a hot shower. Sometimes I like to do that to loosen up my muscles and clear my sinuses with the steam. Then after that, I was awake until three. I didn’t see anything, though,” said Myrtle.

There was a discreet, gentlemanly cough behind them and Red and Myrtle turned to see Myrtle’s neighbor, Miles. He looked from the body on the ground back to Red and Myrtle and gave an uncertain smile. “Is there some kind of trouble?”

Red sighed. “I’m just trying to ascertain if Mama finally flipped her lid and killed somebody just to have a crime to investigate. I’m not sure what lengths she’ll go to in order to prevent boredom.”

Myrtle gave him a repressive look. “I’d do no such thing.” She turned to Miles. “Dusty found a body in my yard this morning. We’re trying to figure out who he is, when he died and who was responsible.”

“If Dusty and Puddin are here with all this going on, that might explain why Puddin is in your front yard muttering to Pasha and holding a cross up in front of her,” said Miles dryly. “While swigging sherry, I might add.”

“Oh, Puddin thinks Pasha is a witch. Always utter foolishness from Puddin, you know,” said Myrtle. “I’d go rescue Pasha, but she can stand up for herself.” Pasha was ferocious if she didn’t like you.

Miles shivered. Pasha didn’t particularly like him, either. 

Red said, “You don’t have any idea who this fellow is, do you, Miles? And did you notice anything strange last night?”

Miles walked closer, stepping gingerly on the grass as if to avoid tampering with clues. He stopped, leaned in, and then stood up straight. He turned back to Red and Myrtle. “That,” he said, removing his steel-framed glasses and wiping them, “is my cousin Charles.”
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Chapter Two
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They stared at him.

“Your cousin Charles is dead in my yard?” asked Myrtle. “How—well, how careless of you, Miles!”

“He’s not my responsibility,” protested Miles. “I haven’t seen him in years, as a matter of fact. And he’s a grown man, for heaven’s sake. I haven’t the foggiest idea why he might be dead in your yard. I didn’t see or hear anything last night. I turned in fairly early last night and even put my earplugs in, because Pasha was wailing at one point and acting peculiar. But that’s not really out of the ordinary.” 

They all looked quietly out on the scene in front of them for a moment. Myrtle’s yard was filled with gnomes, feeders, and colorful azaleas—and a body blocking the path that led down the wooded hill to her small dock on the lake.

“I didn’t even know you had a Cousin Charles,” said Myrtle.

Miles put his glasses back on and looked at the body thoughtfully. “He’s not the sort of cousin that you claim.”

“Any ideas about why he might be dead in Mama’s backyard?” asked Red. “I’d love to have some theories by the time the state police get over here. Particularly since my mother is involved.”

“I’m no more involved than Dusty!” said Myrtle. “I just happened to host the dead body. Dusty actually discovered it. And good luck getting any sense out of him.”

Miles cleared his throat. “If I had to guess, I’d imagine that he was here trying to get money out of me. Just a guess.”

Myrtle was impressed that Miles had ventured into the realm of the imagination enough to come up with a possible scenario. “That’s so fanciful of you, Miles.”

Red was jotting down notes. “So this Charles—did he usually take on a lot of debt then?”

“I don’t know about his debts, but I do know that he’s one of those people who is terminally in a hole. He grew up here in Bradley, but he’s been gone since he graduated from high school, I think. I’m not real sure he’s ever kept down a job for more than a month at a time, but his mother always made allowances for it in the same breath she mentioned it: ‘Oh, Charles can’t ever find a job that lets him really show off his talents.’ If Charles had any talents, they had to be related to procrastination and deviousness,” said Miles.

“His mother?” asked Myrtle. “Do you have an aunt around here too? Really, Miles! Any other relatives I should know about?” She glanced around her as if Miles’s kin might start popping out from behind gnomes or falling from the sky. “A crazed granny in the attic, with a spinning wheel perhaps?”

Red rolled his eyes. “I wouldn’t be talking about crazy grannies if I were you, Mama. Besides, you’re the one with all the relatives. You’re related to most of the town. Probably related to Cousin Charles yourself.”

“Well, that’s typical when you live in a small town. People intermarry,” said Myrtle.

“I do have an aunt nearby, but she doesn’t live in Bradley. She’s over in Simonton,” said Miles.

“Oh, so she lives far away, then. Like ten whole minutes from here,” said Myrtle. “And aren’t you a bit long in the tooth to have aunts wandering around? She must be hundreds of years old.”

“This aunt is actually younger than I am,” said Miles stiffly.

“How positively Gothic!” said Myrtle.

“Mama, give it up. So Miles, are you in contact with her often?” asked Red.

“Not so much. Actually, she’s a rather unpleasant person to be around. I did check in with her when I moved to Bradley, but other than that, I’ve only talked to her on the phone a few times.” Miles sighed. “I guess I’ll have to get in touch with her about this.” He didn’t sound like he was looking forward to the meeting.

Myrtle was still stuck on the fact that Miles had hidden facets to his life. “I thought you just moved here from Atlanta because this is such a retirement magnet with the lake and everything.” Bradley, North Carolina, population fifteen-hundred, wasn’t really a magnet of any kind. But there was a nice little lake, which tended to draw a nice-sized retirement-age populace to the town.

“That was part of it. But the reason I was so familiar with the area was because I had family here,” said Miles. “My uncle and aunt lived here until my uncle died and my aunt moved to Creighton.”

Myrtle’s back door slammed and Dusty moseyed up to them in his unhurried way. He studied Charles. “It’s a body, all right,” he said, apparently looking for someone to agree with him.

Red said, “You haven’t seen this guy around town have you, Dusty?”

Dusty squinted at the body. “Yeah, seen him fightin’ at the poker game.” He nodded at Red. “You seen him too.”

Red frowned and moved closer to the body, studying it. “Well, I’ll be doggoned. That’s the guy in the fight I broke up last weekend.”

“As I said,not the kind of cousin you claim,” said Miles.

Red was trying to remember the incident. “He was fighting with Lee Woosley. I didn’t even take their names down or anything, but I told them to knock it off or I was going to have to lock them up for the night. They sort of slunk off, as I recall. I didn’t recognize Charles and he said he was visiting.” He looked at the body again. “Well, I’ll be.”

Dusty announced to Myrtle, “I’m taking Puddin back home now. She asked if you’d closed the man’s eyelids.”

“You will not be taking Puddin back home now! You haven’t finished mowing or weed-eating my yard yet, Dusty. And I’m sure Puddin hasn’t done squat since you found this body,” said Myrtle.

“Think you’d rather have me take her home,” said Dusty. “She’s talking about scattering your fireplace ashes around for protection from spirits.”

“What? That’s not even a real superstition....that’s something Puddin just made up.” Puddin and Dusty would do anything to get out of work. Once they left Myrtle’s house, she’d have the dickens of a time getting them to come back and finish the job they started. She hurried to the house before Puddin dumped ashes all over the place. Really, it was like dealing with very slow and magically-minded children.

Red was explaining to Dusty why he couldn’t disturb the body before the state police came and Dusty was arguing back that Charles was looking for somebody to take with him. It all made Myrtle’s head hurt.

Puddin was already in the fireplace when Myrtle bellowed, “Stop! Stop it, Puddin! Unless you want to clean up every single bit of ash, get out of the fireplace.” 

Puddin looked sullenly at her, but there was a hint of genuine fear in her face. “Always something dangerous going on here. This place is hexed.”

“Hexed by poor housekeeping and slothfulness, maybe. Puddin, you haven’t even finished up the little bit of work you started! What about my kitchen? You said you’d clean my floor in there,” said Myrtle.

“I’m not cleaning with them evil spirits around,” said Puddin, giving a defiant bob of her head.

Myrtle muttered darkly under her breath. “I’m getting too old to clean my floors and do heavy cleaning, Puddin.”

Red walked in from the backyard. “But not too old to chase criminals down?”

“Crime fighting never means I have to stoop down. Cleaning baseboards and scrubbing bathrooms means stooping,” said Myrtle.

Puddin was collecting her cleaning supplies. And some of Myrtle’s. “That furniture polish is mine, Puddin.”

“Ain’t neither! I brought it from home,” said Puddin.

“Brought it from home because you took it from me last time,” said Myrtle. Puddin was supposed to use her own supplies, but it never ended up that way.

Puddin put the polish back, resentfully, then made a jab at Myrtle that she knew would get at her, “By the way, your neighbor is out there. Erma.” She looked gleeful at Myrtle’s dismay.

Myrtle stomped over to the window to peer out. Sure enough, her donkey-faced, nosy neighbor was standing in her yard, gaping at her front door. “What’s keeping her from ringing my doorbell?” mused Myrtle.

“That witch. It’s on your front porch. Evil spirits,” intoned Puddin, taking a detour into the occult again.

“Pasha?” This was one reason why Myrtle loved that cat so much. “The darling.”

“Need you to move it,” said Puddin, holding her cleaning bucket with both hands. “I can’t leave while it’s out there.”

And Erma couldn’t come in with Pasha out there. It sounded like Pasha needed to stay put.

Red said in his authoritative voice, “You can’t go anywhere, Puddin. I’ve got to take Dusty’s statement. The state police might want to question him, too.”

“What!” Puddin looked alarmed. “I need to go home. How long will that all take?”

“By the time they get a unit over here, it might be almost an hour,” said Red. “But they’re on their way.”

“I’ll miss my show!” said Puddin.

“Might as well clean while you’re here,” said Myrtle with satisfaction. So, Puddin’s urgent desire to escape Myrtle’s house had all been due to her soap opera after all. 

Myrtle’s phone started ringing and she peered out the window again. “Erma’s gone in, so that call is probably from her.” She looked at the ringing phone distastefully. “Puddin, if you’re not going to clean, you can at least answer the phone for me. There’s sure to be plenty of calls once the state police cars and forensics truck show up.”

Puddin glared at the phone. 

“And try to be gracious,” said Myrtle.

Puddin slouched over to the phone and picked up the receiver while drawing herself up as tall and proper as her short, dumpy stature could manage. “Miz Myrtle’s residence.” She listened for a second, and then rolled her eyes at Myrtle, slumping again. It was apparently Erma, as Myrtle had figured. She could hear the nasal voice from where she stood. “Miz Myrtle is busy right now. That’s right. There’s a dead man in the backyard. Yep.” She held the phone away from her head and squawking could be heard from yards away. “Got to go,” said Puddin and she unceremoniously dropped the phone back on the receiver as the squawking continued. 

It immediately started ringing again and Myrtle walked over, lifted up the receiver, hung up, then took it off the hook. “That should stop all those busybodies.” 

Of course it didn’t. By the time the state police and the forensic team had gone over her backyard with a fine-toothed comb and questioned her hapless yardman, the entire town of Bradley was buzzing about Myrtle Clover’s dead body. And half the town was standing in either Miles’s or Erma’s yard to view the proceedings. 

Myrtle was pleased as punch that her house was a temporary command center for an investigation. Usually she was shooed away from crime scenes. This time the crime scene surrounded her. From what she could gather in snatches of conversation, the body had been in her yard since late last night—after dark, for sure. Miles’s Cousin Charles had indeed been killed by a blow to the head from her Viking gnome. And there didn’t seem to be any real physical evidence that indicated who the killer was. 

Red said, “Dusty and Puddin, we’re all done talking with y’all. You’re free to head home.” 

Puddin quickly picked up her cleaning bucket again and she and Dusty moved out of the house quicker than Myrtle had ever seen them move before. She watched them through the window as they left and noticed her boss at the small local newspaper, Sloan Jones, taking pictures of them as they left. Dusty looked as grouchy as ever, but Puddin managed a simpering pose as she clutched her bucket. 

Neighbors appeared to be asking them questions and she saw Puddin put the bucket down and enjoy her few minutes in the limelight. From Myrtle’s interpretation of the pantomime, it appeared that her story centered around Pasha the Witch and evil spirits. Her audience watched with wide-eyed rapture until Dusty yanked her by the arm and they climbed into their aging truck. 

The police finally finished up. Myrtle’s interview had been woefully short since she’d seen and heard nothing. Miles’s hadn’t been much better, since he could only identify the victim and give a very vague background on him. He hadn’t seen or heard anything, either. “Do I need to visit my aunt and tell her the news?” he asked in a rather stressed voice.

“No, I think it would be better if the police took that on,” said Red with a sigh. “We’ll want to talk to her about Charles and why he was in town, her last conversation with him—-that kind of thing. But thanks.”

Miles looked relieved. “Wonderful. I mean—oh, good. Yes. Well, I can delay talking to my aunt a while then. Although I suppose I’ll have to give some kind of funeral lunch or family reception or something like that. The family plot is here in Bradley.” 

Myrtle’s wheels were spinning. “I know what a drain that would be on you, Miles. Especially since you’re not fond of your family.”

“I didn’t say I wasn’t fond of all of them....”

“So I’d be happy to host a reception here. At my house. Near the spot where Cousin Charles spent his final minutes,” said Myrtle, looking reverent.
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Red was taken aback. “A reception? With...food?”

“Of course with food! This is the South, Red. People want food when they’re grieving. People expect food when they’re grieving,” said Myrtle.

“They don’t expect the kind of food you cook, Mama.” Red and Miles exchanged grim looks. 

“I think they’ll be delighted,” said Myrtle. She frowned. “Are you trying to be ugly about my cooking again?”

“I’m just saying that, unless you want a whole bunch more dead bodies on your property, I’d consider getting your reception catered,” said Red. “Okay, that’s it for me. Miles, I’ll be getting back in touch with you soon I’m sure. I better head over to the station and fill out paperwork.” He headed to the front door.

Myrtle said quickly, “Better watch out. Erma has left her lair and it looked like she wanted to pester somebody.”

Red peered out the front window at the sea of gnomes. “You know, Mama, you’re not exactly a prize for a neighbor either.”

“I certainly am!”

“I’m your neighbor, so I think I’m well-qualified to give an opinion on your adequacy in that regard,” said Red.

“Miles, back me up,” said Myrtle.

But Miles looked like he was suffering a nightmarish flashback of some kind. Myrtle trusted it had nothing to do with her worthiness as a neighbor. 

Red said, “At any rate, it looks like Erma has given up and gone back inside.”

“Pasha is such a good cat,” said Myrtle, pleased.

“If you say so,” said Red. “And Mama, I’m not sure what’s going on with the murder in your backyard, but please make sure to keep your doors locked. We just don’t know what we’re dealing with right now. And for heaven’s sake, don’t play detective. All I need is for you to stick your nose into the middle of this stuff and muck up my investigation.” He walked out the front door and strode down the front walkway.

Myrtle hurried after him, thumping the walkway with her cane. “I don’t make a habit of mucking up investigations,” said Myrtle, making her voice as frigid as she possibly could. “As you know, I solve the mysteries. I help you out.”

Red shook his head. “Maybe you’ve been lucky, Mama. Maybe you’ve stumbled into stuff by accident. Regardless, you need to keep out of it this time. You only just finished getting over that really dangerous virus, followed by an infection.”

“What dangerous virus? You mean the sniffles?” Myrtle gave what she hoped was a careless, scoffing laugh. “It takes more than a drippy nose to take me down, Red.”

“It was more than a drippy nose. It got into your chest, as you well know, and you ended up with bronchitis.”

“Just a little cough,” said Myrtle. This was all starting to make her feel grouchy. 

“Just a little cough, or another reminder that you’re in your late-eighties? You’re no spring chicken, you know. Leave the investigating to the pros.”

It was lovely being told she was too old to do things.

Red’s toddler son, Jack, bolted out of their house and saw the lawnmower that Dusty was packing up into his dilapidated truck. Jack was currently fascinated by anything with an engine. “I mow!” he half-commanded, half-begged his father, pointing at the beat-up mower. 

Red picked up Jack and gave him a hug. “Can’t do it, buddy,” he said, swinging the boy around and putting him back down again. “You’re too little to mow the grass. But I’d love for you to help me out in another ten years.”

Red hurried inside the house. Myrtle looked wryly at Jack. “So I’m too old and you’re too young.”

Jack furrowed his brow and pointed again at the mower. 

“Lucky for you, I’ve figured out the cure for these types of insults and rejections.” Myrtle fished in her dress pocket. “Chocolate.” 

They beamed at each other. Myrtle broke the chocolate bar in half and Jack put a big chunk in his mouth, then gave her a chocolaty grin.

“Now I need you to run inside, little man. I’ve got some stuff to do at my house.” Myrtle watched him run safely back inside and headed home.

Miles was making motions like he wanted to leave. “Have a seat, Miles,” said Myrtle. “After all, that must have been a huge shock for you.”

Miles sighed with resignation and obediently took a seat but said, “Not particularly. I can’t make myself feel even very concerned about it.”

He settled into Myrtle’s cushy sofa. Myrtle sat opposite him in an upright armchair and leaned forward. “Okay. Now, let’s hear all about Cousin Charles.”

Miles blinked at her from behind his glasses. “As I told the police, I really don’t....” 

“And I don’t want that vague story you gave the cops, either. I want the dirt on the guy who ended up pushing up daisies in my backyard.”

Miles sighed. “I don’t have any dirt, Myrtle. I don’t even know the man. I didn’t want to, either. He was many years younger than me, obviously and always sounded somewhat unsavory, no matter how my aunt bragged about him.”

“Unsavory. Now we’re getting somewhere! What qualities made him unsavory?” asked Myrtle.

“Oh, I don’t know. Sometimes one of my other cousins would email me and dish on Charles. Things she’d heard. Apparently he’d struggled with substance abuse, for one,” said Miles.

“So he was a druggie. Good. That’s something solid we can work with. What else?” asked Myrtle.

“Maybe not a druggie. Maybe an alcoholic. I’m not really sure. At any rate, if there were any hint from my aunt about Charles’s issues, she’d quickly blame them on a vast government conspiracy of some kind. She always made excuses for her son. I just tuned her out,” said Miles.

“Mmm. Okay. Well, people do desperate things to get their next fix, right?  Even if that’s a bottle of whiskey. So, let’s move on. Who do you think wanted to kill him?” asked Myrtle.

“Well, I don’t really know that. Since I didn’t know him.” Miles frowned at Myrtle.

“Let me rephrase that. Who wanted to kill him...besides you?” asked Myrtle.

“What? I didn’t want to kill Cousin Charles! I said I didn’t even know him,” said Miles, looking as excitable as it was possible for him to look.

“Except that he wanted to take money from you. I believe you to be fairly tight-fisted when it comes to money. You want to spend it all on good scotch and collector-editions of Hemingway. Not to support your clingy, drug-using cousin,” said Myrtle.

“I certainly am not! Not like that, I mean. And I have no idea why my cousin was nearby...I’m only guessing that he was trying to find me to ask for money.” Miles glared at her. “It could be that he was trying to break into your house and look for money or something to sell on the street. In that case, maybe you killed him with the gnome, in self-defense. Or, to have something to do. We all know how bored you get and how much you like investigating mysteries.”

Myrtle spluttered trying to formulate a response and Miles stood up, smoothing out imaginary wrinkles from his carefully pressed trousers. “And now I really must be going. I’ll need to talk with my family about this tragic death.” He stood to leave in a huff. 

Myrtle looked thoughtfully at him. It was funny how death had such interesting effects on people. “Oh, Miles, have a seat. I need about forty-five good minutes to just relax and gather my thoughts.”

Miles brightened. “Are you proposing that we watch our show?”

“I sure am. Tomorrow’s Promise just finished taping for today. We can eat some graham crackers and peanut butter and watch our soap,” said Myrtle with satisfaction.

“Just as long as you remember that you’re not to tell anyone that I have a soap. You got me hooked on it, that’s all.”

“They’re very addicting shows,” said Myrtle, knowingly.

“Didn’t it scare you? Finding a body in your yard like that?” asked Red’s wife, Elaine. That afternoon, Myrtle walked across their quiet street to Red’s house to visit with her daughter-in-law and grandson. Toddler Jack played on the floor making truck noises and pushing toy cars around on the floor.

Myrtle shook her head. “Not a bit. But I didn’t find the body, technically. Dusty did.”

Elaine reached out and absently pulled a toy car out of Jack’s mouth. “Oh, that must have been interesting. Dusty’s always scowling when I see him. Did he even look surprised when he found the body? Worried? Upset?”

“Of course not. He was as ornery as anything. He acted more concerned that body removal was somehow in the yardman job description. Kept fussing that it wasn’t fair that there was a body out there when he already had to weed-whack around all the gnomes. You know.” Myrtle rolled her eyes.

“Was Puddin with him when he found the body?” asked Elaine.

“No. But you should have known the answer to that question already. If Puddin had found the body, you’d have heard her screaming from all the way over here,” said Myrtle. Jack stood up and handed her a very wet toy police car and Myrtle gingerly picked it up and made vroom, vroom noises.

“You know, I always thought that Bradley was such a peaceful little town,” said Elaine thoughtfully. “It’s got the tree-lined, quiet streets, the quaint shops. No national chains anywhere. A beautiful lake. And here we are with bodies fairly littering the city all the time.”

“It’s peaceful, Elaine, I promise. Other towns have a whole lot more crime than this. You know the kinds of cases that Red is usually working on,” said Myrtle.

Elaine nodded. “There’s Mrs. Hatter, who always calls about the kids who trespass in her yard and cut her clothesline. Nuisance calls from the Smiths because their neighbors always play loud music next door and it drives them crazy.”

“And don’t forget his big task as chief of police,” said Myrtle. “Putting up the town of Bradley’s Christmas decorations each November.”

“For Red, that’s the hardest part of his job,” said Elaine with a laugh. “He’s convinced some miscreant sneaks into the Town Hall each summer and maliciously tangles up all the lights.”

They chuckled over this, and Jack, watching them, chuckled too. Myrtle reached over to squeeze the boy in a hug

Elaine said, “But it’s not all sunshine and roses, Myrtle. Red had an incident just the other day and I was with him.”

“Did he now?” asked Myrtle absently as Jack clutched at her leg and drove a toy car up her easy-care navy slacks. 

“Yes.” Elaine stood up and moved across the room to a desk that was fairly overflowing with paper. She started shuffling through the stacks. Myrtle winced as she watched her. Elaine must have a new hobby. Elaine took on new hobbies with determination and poured much of her considerable energy into the pursuit, exhausting everyone around her. Sadly, she’d yet to hit on something that she was truly gifted in doing. 

Elaine stopped pawing through the pile of papers, and abruptly turned and looked at Myrtle with an enthusiastic expression that Myrtle knew well. “Did you know that I’ve taken up photography?” she asked with excitement lacing her voice. 

Photography. Excellent! No being subjected to painstakingly created and horrid watercolors or oils. No mysterious-looking sculptures or indecipherable charcoal sketches. “No, you didn’t tell me you’d taken up photography. Are you enjoying it?”

“It’s fantastic,” said Elaine, searching through the pile again while Jack toddled over to drive his car on her foot. “I love the feeling that I’m looking at the world through a lens. It makes me closer to the world and farther away at the same time.” 

Was she any good, though? Or was this going to be another one of those endeavors where Red and Myrtle gave insincere but well-meant praise on disastrous projects? She had that old familiar feeling of trepidation.

“Now I’m just starting out,” said Elaine, turning around with some pictures in her hand, “so these will be a little blurry.”

Great.

“But ordinarily I’m shooting still-life kinds of compositions, so this action shot was new for me. It’s just to prove that we do have stuff going on in Bradley after all,” said Elaine. She handed the pictures to Myrtle.

There was Cousin Charles in a vibrant pre-murdered state, in the act of punching Lee Woosley in the face at a poker game. 

Elaine said regretfully, “If it didn’t have that bit of my finger in the corner, it would be even better. I was so excited at having something really exciting to shoot that I forgot how to handle the camera.”

Myrtle pulled the picture aside and put it on the end table next to her chair. She slowly cycled through the rest of the pictures. There were quite a few of Jack that she thought were absolutely darling but probably weren’t exactly photographic masterpieces. There were a few of downtown Bradley with close-ups of the old Coca Cola sign on Bo’s Diner. Pictures of the American flags flanking the tree-lined main street. And then there were some midrange shots of gatherings. Some old ladies gossiping at the farmer’s market, some old men cutting up outside the gas station. 

And—there was another shot of Cousin Charles. This time he wasn’t fighting but appeared to be having a deep and meaningful conversation with Myrtle’s dentist. She spotted that red hair right off the bat. She frowned. Did Cousin Charles have bad teeth? Why was he being so serious? 

“So—what do you think?” asked Elaine, looking anxious. 

“I think Cousin Charles was a troublemaker,” said Myrtle with conviction.

“I mean...what do you think about the pictures? Do I have any talent, do you think? And—who’s Cousin Charles? Don’t tell me you have even more relatives.” It seemed as though having potentially more Clover in-laws made Elaine uncomfortable.

“I think your pictures are very interesting,” said Myrtle truthfully. “Particularly the subject matter. Yes, I think you have a real knack for composition.”

Elaine breathed out. “Good. Because, I wanted to ask Red for a better camera. He said he didn’t want to shell out a bunch of money unless it looked like I might stick with this hobby.”

Unlike her other hobbies.

“Cousin Charles, since you asked, is the victim. Didn’t I mention that? He’s not my cousin—he’s Miles’s. And you’ve got two pictures of him,” said Myrtle.

“Really? That’s great! When I show Red, maybe it’ll bring him onboard with my photography. You know how he always regards my hobbies with suspicion,” said Elaine.

And rightfully so. “Do you mind if I make a copy of these pictures before you show Red? For my own records?” asked Myrtle.

Elaine looked puzzled, then smiled. “Oh, I see. You’re investigating again.”

“I’ve got to clear Miles’s name, of course. Miles has been a good friend,” said Myrtle nobly. 

“Does Red know? He gets pretty upset when you start nosing around his cases,” said Elaine.

“I didn’t mention my plans to him, no. If you could keep it on the down-low, I’d appreciate it, Elaine. It’s none of Red’s business, anyway,” said Myrtle.

Elaine grinned at her. “Technically, as police chief, it is his business. But don’t worry, I won’t say anything.” She copied the pictures on her printer and handed them to Myrtle. 

“You know, Elaine, I bet Sloan Jones could use a freelance photographer for the paper. Maybe you can help him out by snapping some pictures and sending them over,” said Myrtle.

“Do you really think so?” asked Elaine, squinting doubtfully. “Are they that good?”

Unfortunately, they weren’t. But it was a small town. “You’ll only get better, Elaine. And think about it—you’re frequently out and about with Jack, so you’re practically designed to be a photo correspondent. I’ll mention it to Sloan.” Myrtle had a helpful hints column in the paper. It was the kind of paper that was heavy on gossip, crosswords, astrology, and want ads. 

“I’m not sure,” said Elaine, watching Jack now crashing the cars into each other in what was probably a cry for help before he ended up taking a nap. “What kinds of pictures do you think Sloan needs?”

“You know the kinds of stories the Bradley Bugle focuses on. A human interest piece on Mrs. Flotman’s prize-winning tomatoes. The new hot dog shop opening up downtown. An Eagle Scout ceremony. The Bradley High School football game. The types of migrating birds at your bird feeder. So-and-so’s new baby. You’ll be perfect,” said Myrtle. “And maybe you’ll even end up taking some more pictures that tie into this case.”

Elaine chuckled. “I see. So you’re wanting to review these pictures.”

Myrtle shrugged. “Maybe I can even give you some tips. Not that I know much about photography, but maybe I can think of some places for you to go to get different types of shots.” She said thoughtfully, “Like Cousin Charles’s funeral.”

“Myrtle! I can’t just go around taking pictures at a private funeral. Sloan doesn’t put that kind of stuff in the newspaper—it would be an invasion of privacy. And grief.”

“I’m not saying that anyone has to actually see you taking them, Elaine. Maybe you can just use your zoom lens and take some from inside your car. We can study them later on. It could be good practice, taking long distance shots,” said Myrtle. 

“Maybe. When is the funeral?” 

Myrtle said, “I’m not exactly sure. I guess they’ll have to do an autopsy on the body first before they release him to the family. I’d think it would be a few days away.” She paused. “I’m going to be giving the reception for the family after the funeral.”

Elaine’s eyes opened wide. “You are? At your house?”

“I thought it would be a good idea. Who knows—maybe Charles’s killer will be in attendance and I can pick up some clues,” said Myrtle.

“You’re planning on serving food?” Elaine’s voice sounded strained.

Myrtle gave a frustrated sigh. “Why does everyone keep asking me that? Of course I’m serving food. It’s a Southern funeral. People will be expecting ham biscuits, cucumber sandwiches, pimento cheese, and fried chicken. They’ll want to feel comforted, for heaven’s sake.” 

Elaine gave a quick nod, looking away. “Well, let me know when they set a date and time and I’ll come. I’m happy to bring some food, too, to help you out.”

“Thanks.” Myrtle leaned on her cane and stood up. “I probably should be getting home now. If I’m going to be hosting this thing, I need to call Dusty and Puddin and convince them to come back. Knowing those two, they probably consider themselves done for the week.” She peered out Elaine’s front window. 

“Is the coast clear?” asked Elaine dryly.

“No signs of Erma Sherman, although that doesn’t mean she’s not spying on your house and waiting for me to walk out your door. Nosy woman,” said Myrtle in irritation.

If Elaine thought that was the pot calling the kettle black, she wisely gave no indication of it. 
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Unfortunately, Erma was lying in wait for her. She must have had that long nose of hers pressed up against the window, watching for Myrtle to come out. Myrtle’s cane was only halfway out Elaine’s door when Erma came galloping out of her house. Myrtle groaned. 

For years, she’d come up with a range of polite excuses to be on her way instead of engaging in conversation with her next-door neighbor. She’d say that she had a pot boiling or that she was expecting an important phone call. Erma was one of those rare people who were completely oblivious to polite excuses. She kept right on bulldozing through a monologue of the confusing dream she’d had the night before or the rash she couldn’t seem to get rid of. Erma wasn’t the type who even picked up on rudeness. 

“Myrtle!” said Erma, grabbing her arm and pulling her along to her house. “Come with me and sit down for a while. You must be in shock from finding a body in your backyard. I was in shock one time. It does funny things to you. Makes you feel like you can’t breathe, makes your chest hurt. Makes you go numb....”

“Aren’t those the symptoms of a heart attack?” asked Myrtle irritably. “If you’re feeling any of those now, you should get over to the emergency room.”

“No, this was from a long time ago. When I won the sweepstakes. Not the really big prize, but it was a lot of money. A lot! And I was in shock, that’s what the doctor said.” 

Myrtle pulled her arm away. “I can’t talk now, Erma—I’ve got to make some phone calls. To Puddin and Dusty, for one.”

“Those two! I don’t know why you put up with them.” Erma gawked in horror at Myrtle’s yard, which admittedly did look pretty horrible with the half-mowed grass and the weeds sticking up around all the gnomes’ heels. “If my yard looked like that, then I’d be firing my yardman right away. And Puddin....” Her voice trailed off as she became uncharacteristically speechless.

Myrtle said, “Yes, well, if I got rid of them I wouldn’t be able to find anyone else, would I? You know how Bradley is. The only other yardman around here is so booked up that he can only mow every other week at all of his customer’s houses. Same with the housekeepers—all the good ones are booked solid. Puddin is a disgrace, but at least she’s available to work.” Most of the time.

“Whatever. What I really wanted to tell you, Myrtle, is that I know who is behind this! I was awake last night around ten or eleven and kept hearing noises and seeing things. That awful cat of yours was making so much racket that I turned on my oscillating fan to drown out the sound so I could sleep. Now that I know about the murder, though, everything is clear to me.” Erma smirked at Myrtle in a secretive, smug way.

“Who’s the killer then, Erma? Who did it?” asked Myrtle.

Erma leaned close enough into Myrtle that she could smell the onions on her breath. She whispered, “It was Miles. I know it for a fact. Miles killed the man in your backyard. You should watch out for him—he’s a very dangerous man. He lives close. The victim was related to him and reportedly wanted his money. And Pasha hates him. Yes, it was Miles. He’s a killer.”

Myrtle snorted. “I’ll take that under advisement, Erma.” She walked away from her as quickly as she could, cane thumping on the ground as she went. 

“It’s true,” she yodeled from behind Myrtle. “I have clues! And I’m telling Red about them!”

“You do that,” hollered Myrtle as she hurried away. Madness. She was always surrounded by complete and utter madness. 

She closed the door behind her and locked it—not because Red had told her to, but because she was scared spitless that crazy Erma Sherman would come barreling through the door to tell her all her clues and theories about Miles being a killer. Miles. On the bright side, though, if she blabbed coyly to enough people that she knew who the murderer was and that she had clues, then she, herself might end up as a body in the backyard.

Myrtle walked to her small desk and pulled out a notebook and pencil. She was going to need to talk to suspects and she needed to ascertain whom these suspects might be. She tapped the pencil against the notebook. There was Lee Woosley, for one...the guy who’d been fighting with Charles at a poker game just the other night. Could he have killed him out of rage? But why would he have followed him over to Myrtle’s house to kill him? 

And there was Hugh Bass—Myrtle’s dentist. Elaine’s picture of Charles and Hugh together had been pretty interesting. Dr. Bass wasn’t a particularly grim man, but he’d sure looked serious in that picture. Charles’s face had been telling, too—he had a very knowing expression. There’d also been a touch of unholy glee present on his features. 

So she definitely wanted to talk to those two. And neither one sounded particularly likely to go to the funeral to pay his respects. Myrtle reached out for the phone. 

“Yes, I’d like to make an appointment please, Pam. For a cleaning, if I could. I’m sure I’m probably due for one. What? That long ago? Tomorrow morning will be fine, if you can fit me in. This is with Dr. Bass, right? I don’t want to see anyone else. You still don’t have any other doctors in the practice, right? Okay, thanks.” At least she could have a chance to talk to Dr. Bass by himself. If she could get rid of the hygienist, that is.

Lee Woosley. Hmm. Well, she wasn’t prepared to start playing poker in order to hang out with Lee for a while. What on earth did the man do for a living? She tapped the pencil against the paper as she thought. Didn’t he do repairs of some kind? That’s right—he was a handyman. She glanced around her living room. There had to be something that needed to be repaired around here. The problem was that Red was always messing in her business and popping over with his toolbox to fix things. But that meant that he’d know what still needed fixing.

She hesitated, then picked up the phone again. 

Red answered, sounding hurried. There were voices in the background that had an official edge to them. “Mama? Hey, what’s going on? I’ve got the state police here, talking over the case.” 

“In your tiny office? Shouldn’t y’all meet out somewhere or something?” asked Myrtle.

“It’s not exactly a conversation to have at the ice cream parlor, Mama. Or Bo’s Diner. What’s up?”

“Do you know, offhand, what kinds of repairs I need to make to my house? You know—the honey-do type stuff?” asked Myrtle.

“Why do you have to know this right now? I’ve been asking you to take care of that stuff for ages or to make me a list so that I could help you with it. Is there a problem at your house?” Myrtle could tell by his voice that he was getting worked up. He always thought her house was some kind of deathtrap. If he had his way, she’d have been at Greener Pastures retirement home for the last couple of decades.

“No, no problem. I’m just trying to be proactive,” said Myrtle.

Now Red sounded suspicious. “Proactive? About repairs in your house? This is Myrtle Clover that I’m on the phone with, right?” 

“Don’t be so sassy, Red. Now think. What repairs are needed at my house that you know of?”

“There’s the towel rack in the hall bathroom for one—it’s coming off the wall.”

“Okay,” said Myrtle, jotting that down on her notepad.

“And your tub needs to be caulked,” said Red.

“All right.”

“Your garbage disposal doesn’t really work—I think it may need replacing,” said Red.

“Hmm.” 

“The light in your closet has some sort of short or something in it that needs to be checked out. I don’t want you stumbling in your closet in the dark,” said Red.

“Fine,” said Myrtle in a tight voice, starting to feel irritated.

“The planter on the back wall of your house pulled off the wall and needs to be put back up,” said Red helpfully.

“I think that’s probably enough.”

“A grab bar in your tub would be very useful, Mama. And I don’t really know where to get started with your dock. One day it’s just going to come loose from its moorings and start floating away on the lake with the boat still attached.” 

Myrtle fumed, tapping the pencil on the paper again.

“The toilet paper holder in the hall bath is also trying to come off the wall,” said Red. “Oh, and you could use a door stop on your backdoor—your backdoor keeps hitting your kitchen counter whenever it swings open too far.”

“Enough!” said Myrtle. This would cost her a mint. “Good luck with your case,” she said and hung up. For heaven’s sake.

Myrtle walked back over to her desk and woke up her computer. She typed in Lee Woosley’s name into the local business listing page and pulled up his phone number. 

“Lee?” she said, minutes later. “This is Myrtle Clover.”

“Mrs. Clover?” Lee had apparently been napping and her name was enough to startle him out of his sleep. “Wow, I haven’t talked to you since English class about thirty years ago.”

“Yes. Well. Hope you’re doing well.” Myrtle was a retired English teacher and was used to former students being bumfuddled in her presence. “Listen, I was hoping you could help me out with some projects I need to get taken care of around my house.” 

“Oh, I see. You have some home repair projects that you need help with,” said Lee, sounding relieved.

“That’s right.”

Lee laughed ruefully. “I kind of had a flashback there for a moment. Thought you were going to ask me to come in for extra tutoring in English or something. You know how that wasn’t my subject.”

Had he had a subject he was good at? Myrtle doubted it.

“Want me to come out tomorrow?” asked Lee.

Myrtle started to agree, but remembered she’d just set up that dental appointment for the next day. Since she hadn’t made it over there for a while, who knew how long it would take? “Maybe the next day will be better, Lee.”

“What kind of stuff do you need done, Mrs. Clover?” asked Lee.

She glanced at the list she’d made from the talk with Red. There was no way she was going to get him to do all these things when she really just wanted to talk to him about Charles. “Nothing too exciting. I have a towel rack and a toilet paper holder that are pulling away from the wall and a tub that needs caulking,” said Myrtle. “Oh and there’s a planter that I’d really like hung back up to the side of my house. It pulled off and I can’t get it to stay back on.”

They arranged a time for a couple of days out and Myrtle hung up, feeling pleased with herself. This was coming along nicely. At this rate, she’d know who the killer was before Red had even started questioning suspects.

After all the excitement of a body in the yard and all the activity that followed it, Myrtle decided to put her feet up for a little while. Most of the time she really didn’t feel her eighty-odd years, but when she did it was always her feet that gave her away.

Her insomnia from the night before had apparently had more of an impact on her than she thought. A few minutes after she’d started her recording of her soap opera, Tomorrow’s Promise, she dropped off to sleep. Later, this would irritate her because she wouldn’t know where exactly she’d left off and would need to find the spot.

The sound of her doorbell usually would make her jump into life but this time the sound didn’t jar her into awareness because she thought she must be hearing it on the television. By the time she realized it actually was her own doorbell, her caller had taken to rapping on the door. “Coming!” she called loudly, reaching down to fumble for her cane. The cane developed a mind of its own and scooted away from Myrtle under the coffee table. “Shoot! Hold your horses, I’m coming!” 

She finally got to the door and peeped out to make sure there wasn’t a maniacal killer on her doorstep. It was only Sloan Jones, her editor at the local newspaper and another former student of hers. He was ordinarily a little intimidated by his former teacher but had lately gotten more comfortable in Myrtle’s presence.

Her irritation at the past minute of scrambling must have showed on her face, though. “Uh oh. Did I wake you up, Miss Myrtle?” His big face with its ever-expanding forehead was anxious. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay,” said Myrtle, motioning him in and closing the door behind her. “I hadn’t planned on falling asleep anyway. I’ve got things to do.” 

She sat down on the sofa, but Sloan walked straight through her living room and kitchen to peer out her back window into the backyard. He had his camera with him. “Miss Myrtle,” he said, squinting through his viewfinder and lining up a shot through the window. “Is it okay if I take a few pictures from inside your kitchen and right outside your back door? Of the tragic scene—you know.” 

“To put in the paper? Isn’t that sort of morbid for the Bradley Bugle, Sloan? We’re talking about the kind of newspaper that reports the number of Girl Scout cookies sold by the local troop as a major news story,” said Myrtle.

He turned to look at her. “No, I won’t run the picture. That’s too lurid for us. But I want to be able to accurately describe the scene for my story. It helps me out if I look at a picture while I’m writing it.” He looked back through the viewfinder and took a couple more shots.

“Your story?” Myrtle frowned. “No, this is my story.”

Sloan turned around again. “Red told me you didn’t need to have any more crime stories to work on, Miss Myrtle. He’s worried you’re going to get hurt. You’re supposed to just write your helpful hints column and maybe fill in as a writer for some of the other columns if somebody goes on vacation.”

“Pooh on Red! Sloan, he has no business getting involved in my affairs. No business at all. You’re the editor of the newspaper. Actually, you’re the publisher of the paper. What you say goes. You know I do an excellent job with all the stories I write for the paper—especially those crime stories.”

Sloan shifted his weight uncomfortably. “The problem, Miss Myrtle, is that it’s important that I have a good working relationship with Red—with him being the police chief and all. Sometimes he’ll give me information for stories...you know.”

Myrtle did know. And she didn’t like it. 

“That might well be. But I’ve got the inside scoop, Sloan, and I’m going to keep it to myself unless you give me this story. The body was in my backyard after all, and I had a front row seat for all the investigating. I also have a source with some pictures of the victim in the days preceding his death,” said Myrtle. Never let it be said that she was a pushover. If you wanted something badly enough, you needed to go for it. 

Sloan thoughtfully rubbed his balding head. “Well...okay. I guess it makes sense for you to cover it. I might run a short story on the blog, though, to report on the murder until we get the print edition out. You don’t need to investigate the murder, though. All I need for you to do is to write up the story as it unfolds—I don’t need you to solve the thing.” He followed Myrtle back into her living room and they sat down on her sofa.

“Naturally,” said Myrtle. “I wouldn’t dream of doing such a thing!” Sloan looked vastly relieved. It was interesting how gullible a newspaperman could be.

“I’m going to cover it from a human interest standpoint, too,” said Myrtle. “I’ll talk to some of the people who knew him and get some reactions to his death. Murder is so rare here that everyone is probably in shock and would like to talk it out.”

Sloan said, “Actually, the murder rate in our little hamlet is astonishingly high, Miss Myrtle. I can’t for the life of me figure it out.” He shook his head, then looked at her closer. “A source? You said you had a source with pictures of the victim before he passed?”

“That’s right. Oh, I don’t know if we need to publish those pictures or anything, but it’s nice to have them available. Did you know anything about the victim, by any chance? I don’t think he was in town for very long before he died,” said Myrtle. “I’d like to talk to anybody who might have a connection with him. Just for the human interest side of the piece,” she added in a hurry since Sloan looked suspicious again. He clearly didn’t need to know that she was going to be investigating.

“As a matter of fact, I did see the guy around town. Not that I really knew who he was at the time, but you know how new people stand out. Although he did grow up here, so I guess he wasn’t all that new,” said Sloan.

Sloan was fond of hanging out at the local tavern after work and was likely to have run across Charles more than most people. “Did you have a chance to talk to him? What was he like?”

“He was a pain in the rear end,” said Sloan in a rueful voice. “When I saw him he was either arguing over cards or being a real ugly drunk. And then there’s his little dalliance with Annette Dawson.” He raised his eyebrows at Myrtle.

“A dalliance? I thought the man had just gotten into town. He must move fast,” said Myrtle.

“I don’t think he’d just moved into town, no. I think he’d been here a couple of weeks.”

“That seems pretty recent to me,” said Myrtle, having been in Bradley for over eighty years. 

“I saw him one night when I was at the tavern. Annette Dawson was sitting real close to him at the bar and laughing at every little thing he said. She was still wearing her scrubs from her shift at the county hospital, so I guess that’s why she was out that late,” said Sloan.

Myrtle frowned. “But Annette Dawson is married. She’s been married to Silas Dawson for ages, hasn’t she?”

“Pretty much. For about twenty years, I’d say. She’s a lot older than Charles, too. But she’s still real nice looking.” Sloan looked wistful. His love life had consisted of scattered and unsuccessful dating and a long period where he lived with his mother before the newspaper started showing a modest profit.

Myrtle was thoughtful. “Silas doesn’t strike me as the kind of man who would let his wife carry on a flagrant affair with another man.”

“He’s a tough guy,” said Sloan with a shiver. “He’s real wiry and strong. He wasn’t happy to find his wife with another man.”

“So he did find out?”

“Of course he did, Miss Myrtle. This is Bradley, after all. He found out just days later. I was at the tavern when he came in to take Annette back home with him. He took Charles by surprise and punched him right in the gut.” Sloan put a protective hand over his own substantial gut. “He couldn’t talk or anything. While he was trying to get his breath back, Silas gave him a real piece of his mind and told him to stay away from his wife.”

“I wonder if Silas could have murdered Charles,” said Myrtle. “He must have been furious at being made a fool of.”

“Lots of people are talking about it,” said Sloan.

“Do you think Red knows about it?” asked Myrtle.

“Well, the fight wasn’t reported to the police, so he didn’t find out about it that way. It wasn’t really much of a fight, since it was just a single blow. Besides, Bill—that’s the bartender—he felt sorry for Silas and thought Charles got what was coming to him...so he didn’t call Red. Red might have heard some of the gossip, though.” Sloan gave Myrtle a reproachful look. “I’m giving you all these juicy details and you’re not telling me anything about what happened here this morning.”

And she wasn’t going to tell him much, that’s for sure. It was her story, after all. “Well, Dusty and Puddin were here, doing yard work and cleaning the house.”

“Were they?” Sloan stared doubtfully at the dust on the end table next to the sofa. 

“They didn’t finish doing the yard or cleaning the house because of the body,” said Myrtle with a sigh. “I’ve got
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