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By Elizabeth Spann Craig
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Prologue 
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Parke Stockard wouldn’t have ended up popped-over-the-head dead if she hadn’t been bent on making mischief that morning. To be fair, though, she couldn’t have known she’d messed with the wrong person this time—one who solved their Parke Stockard plight by leaving her dead at the church altar. 

Waking up in her pink satin sheets that morning, she’d mulled over some malevolence. While brushing her hair model-quality blonde hair, she’d concocted even more nastiness. And, when driving her Champaign-colored BMW convertible to church, she made the fateful phone call that started the day on its slippery slope. 

If Parke had—for once—rejected her baser instincts, she’d still be happily dreaming up devilment this very day. If she’d only listened to the good Parke buried deep in the nether regions of her murky conscience. Or had second thoughts and remembered she was on her way to church. But she didn’t and the stage was set for murder in the sanctuary.

Early-morning summer light peeked through stained glass windows, its gentle light illuminating the flower arrangement on the altar.  The withering glare Parke leveled at it should have vaporized the intrepid bouquet on the spot. Unscathed by her fury, the black-eyed Susans and daisies sassily defied her. 

Parke vowed to do something about Kitty. Scavenging the roadsides for the altar arrangements was not going to work. Good Lord, next she’d be sticking Queen Anne’s lace in Mason jars with chickweed filler. Dumping the weedy bouquet in a trash bag, Parke pulled out roses from her canvas tote and rapidly positioned them in a heavy crystal vase. 

Intent on fixing the immediate crisis of the unsuitable arrangement and the long-term problem of the locals’ ignorance, Parke didn’t notice the sanctuary doors open. A harsh voice caught her attention. 

“You!” Parke said scornfully. And then she picked the last fight of her life—thirty minutes later, pretty Parke Stockard was dead... 
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Several days earlier:

It was a warm, but not yet muggy, 7:00 a.m. on what would become a blistering summer day. Sensible, elderly citizens of Bradley, North Carolina, were contentedly puttering about before the heat took a turn into truly oppressive territory. They plucked tomatoes off their backyard vines for lunch, refilled feeders for cardinals and bluebirds, wrestled with the complexities of the daily crossword, or munched leisurely bowls of Grape Nuts under humming screened-porch fans. Myrtle Clover could not be included among this placid part of the populace. An early-morning phone call had fired her up into a froth. Parke Stockard. 

An unwelcome glimpse of herself in a shiny, copper kitchen pot revealed an Einstein-like image scowling back at her. She patted down her wispy poof of hair into a semblance of order and squinted at the rooster clock hanging on her kitchen wall. No, it wasn’t too early to call Elaine. Myrtle’s toddler grandson functioned admirably as Elaine’s alarm clock. What did it matter that he preferred watching the Teletubbies at 5:30 a.m.? In his baby head, everyone should be eager to watch Laa-laa wrangle her big, yellow ball from Dipsy’s clutches. 

Elaine answered the phone with a weary hello. The early mornings must be hitting her pretty hard. Her voice was gravelly like she’d swallowed half of Jack’s sandbox.

“Parke Stockard is bad news, Elaine. Bad news. The whole town is riled up about her. And let me tell you what she’s done to me.”

Elaine was, really, trying to listen to her mother-in-law. Ordinarily, multi-tasking was her forte. But, with the cordless phone crunched between her ear and her shoulder as she cleaned up Cheerios her son had cheerfully tossed onto the linoleum, she couldn’t fully focus on the phone call. “Um. Really?” Elaine stretched to reach the crumbs on the other side of the chair and felt much older than thirty-six. 

Myrtle paused for effect. This effect would have been more imposing if Elaine had been able to see Myrtle draw her octogenarian but sturdy frame to its full six feet. “She just finagled more space for her Bradley Bugle column.”

Elaine pulled the pepper shaker out of Jack’s chubby two-year old fist, prompting a howl of protest. She winced at the noise. “Why is that a problem for you?”

“Because now my helpful hints column is being cut by half! Sloan Jones, the editor, called me this morning first thing to let me know. Coward. Probably hoping I’d still be snoozing in bed and he’d get my answering machine. This town needs my helpful hints a lot more than the crud Parke Stockard spews on paper. That pointless ‘Posing Prettily with Parke’ column. Wretched woman.” She paused as Jack’s howling reached her ears. “Are you besieged? Is Jack making that racket? What are you doing to my darling grandson?”

Elaine jogged towards the back of the house, the darling grandson in hot pursuit. Taking refuge in the master bedroom, she yanked the door shut, locking it quickly. She brushed her black bob out of her eyes with a yellow latex-gloved hand.  Elaine hoped Jack, now flinging his small body angrily against the door, would soon discover that the Teletubbies perma-played on the den TV. Looking down, she discovered she still clutched the pepper shaker. She set it down on a dresser and plucked off the latex gloves. “Nothing. He...it’s time for his nap as soon as I get off the phone with you. He got up at 4:30 for some reason today and so it’s already naptime.” She cut off her own hysterical laugh. Elaine was a morning person, but in no way interpreted 4:30 as qualifying as morning.

“Uh...,” Elaine rounded up her scattered thoughts. “I think her column is called ‘Lovely Living with Parke’, Myrtle. Why would Sloan cut your articles? Everyone raves about them.”

Myrtle plopped down at her living room desk and opened a computer file, glaring at the copy. “So my column has been kind of wacky the last couple of weeks. But you wouldn’t believe the tips people mailed in to me. I made do with that tip about Ivory soap under fitted sheets relieving leg cramps.” Myrtle snorted.

“And the tip about stopping nosebleeds,” Elaine helpfully reminded Myrtle. She noticed with relief that the screaming had trailed off and prayed his little feet were plodding off to the den. 

“Oh right. That old wives’ tale about dropping a set of cold keys down the neck of the afflicted.” Myrtle morosely read the offending article off the computer screen.

“Sloan thinks I’m dabbling in the occult. But they weren’t my tips, after all.” 

Elaine cautiously opened the bedroom door and peeked down the hall. No demented toddlers lurking there, only their sullen, teenaged French exchange student, stumbling sleepily out of the guest bedroom. Elaine apologized in rusty French for Jack’s eruption during Jean-Marc’s quality sleep time. Unfortunately for Elaine, her French apology translated as, “I’m happy Jack is a sunny goat.” Her foreign guest’s inexplicable eye-roll mystified Elaine. 

Myrtle added some more sugar to her coffee cup. “Sloan has a crush on Parke, too.”

“Well, she’s a beautiful woman.”

“With hard eyes. Hard, beady little eyes. And that face that just screams WASP. Her nose is pointy enough to pop a balloon. Parke is pushy, bossy, and hateful to everybody.”

“She’s slender.”

“Bony,” answered Myrtle.

“And she’s in great shape. She must exercise every day.”

“She power walks. She pumps her arms way up and down like a chicken.”

“It’s supposed to be a great alternative to jogging, Myrtle.”

“Well, she looks like she’s trying to hightail it to the nearest bathroom.”

“Silly or not, it obviously works for her. She’s very fit,” said Elaine wistfully. 

“And I’m not sure I’m buying this portrayal of Parke Stockard as evil incarnate. For one thing, she spends a heck of a lot of money to renovate the church. Word is she’s funding a new education wing for the Sunday School.”

Myrtle snorted. “A desperate and ultimately futile plot to save her immortal soul. Take it from someone who’s vastly old and immensely wise that Parke Stockard qualifies as truly wicked. She enjoys getting people’s goats.”

The hurricane of howling and thumping against the bedroom door resumed. Elaine wasn’t following Myrtle’s sudden livestock references and was trying to determine if Parke Stockard was still the subject of the conversation without revealing that she’d not been listening attentively the last few sentences. 

Myrtle obsessed over minutiae in her life. But so did Elaine, whose ponderous problem for the week was Jack’s sudden ability to remove lids from sippy cups. Elaine thought it safest to pick up on the last thread of the conversation that she could remember. “Sloan wouldn’t cut your column because of a crush, Myrtle.”

“And Parke’s become the Bugle’s biggest advertiser, which apparently obligates Sloan to be her slave for life. Some free press. Just because she’s an all-powerful developer and realtor. He thinks she’s a big-shot since she used to write a society column in New York. Who cares?” Myrtle’s gusty sigh cannoned through the phone line, making Elaine cringe and pull the receiver off her ear. “That column kept me busy.”

Elaine said hastily, “Well now you’ll have your church work keeping you busy, won’t you?” All Red needed was his octogenarian mother getting bored again. 

Myrtle’s voice was steely. “What church work is that?”

“The Altar Guild and Women of the Church. Red mentioned it this morning.”

There was a pregnant pause before Myrtle said, “I didn’t sign up for Altar Guild. And certainly not for Women of the Church. Bunch of old biddies. Did Red sign me up?”

Elaine would have recognized the danger signs in her mother-in-law’s tone if Jack hadn’t continued his noisy vigil outside her bedroom door. “Hmm.”

Myrtle fumed. “Parke Stockard was the best candidate for Bradley, North Carolina’s ‘Most Likely to be Murdered.’ But Red may have beaten her out.”

––––––––
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JOSH TUCKER WATCHED as his boss at the Bradley Bugle, Sloan Jones, slammed his telephone down. “Good God,” groaned Sloan, clutching his head. “Deliver me from conversations with Myrtle Clover.”

“Still griping about her column getting cut?”

“Well, it’s not like I cut it out. I just reduced it. It was getting pretty weird, anyway, with all the nosebleed tips lately.”

“What’s behind cutting my piece in the last edition? It wasn’t weird at all,” said Josh.

“Sorry about that,” Sloan said, “Fine writing, as usual. Had to squeeze in Parke’s column, though. Her full-page weekly ad took our bookkeeping out of the red. Thank God she pays in advance.” 

Josh’s perfunctory smile disappeared in the deep lines in his face. Sloan went on, “And she’s not a bad writer, either. Imagine—two former New York writers on the Bugle staff!” 

Josh lifted a beefy hand and smoothed it over his high forehead. There were times he missed New York. He’d expected his hometown to change while he was gone, but hadn’t noticed any changes at all. Chili dogs were still 99 cents at Bo’s Diner. The Bradley Library hadn’t circulated any new titles since 1985 and Miss Hudgins still shushed the patrons. The Bradley Bugle still considered bridge games and golden anniversaries major local news stories. His mother still fussed over him and brought him watery chicken noodle soup whenever he sniffled. Thomas Wolfe had obviously never visited Bradley, North Carolina, if he thought you could never go home again. 

“Parke sure gives the Bugle some pizzazz.”  Sloan dreamily reflected on Parke Stockard’s finer qualities, basking again in the radiant smile she’d blindsided him with early that morning. Sloan had carefully combed over his wispy hair today. This task involved locating his comb— a major undertaking, considering it had been misplaced for weeks.

Josh flushed. Parke’s expensive floral perfume still cloyingly invaded the newsroom, lingering in his nostrils and firing up his migraines. The scent conjured up Parke’s condescending smiles. “Just as long as the copy cutting stops there. We’ve made an award-winning newspaper, Sloan. The Bradley Bugle is starting to get some real attention from the public...and not just the town of Bradley. We don’t need her interference.” 

Sloan smiled fondly at the large, pedestalled trophy of an oversized plumed pen that sat in a place of honor on his paper-congested desk. “Yes, we’ve done well, haven’t we?” Sloan beamed at Josh. His jowly face fell when Josh remained grim. Sloan pulled at his shirt collar. “Space is at a premium, you know. Parke’s ad revenue is helping us out a lot, but we’re not on a New York Times budget. Or even a Charlotte Observer budget. Or even a—“

“Point taken. But there’s got to be something else you can cut back on. Rita’s recipes?”

“I’d get reader hate mail.”

“The horoscopes Maisy Perry makes up?”

“Josh, there’re people who plan their whole day around those things. There’ll be pandemonium in the streets if Maisy doesn’t give them some guidance.”

“Well then, the ‘Good Neighbors’ column. If somebody wants to trade their grandma’s punch bowl for a few heirloom tomato plants, the Bugle doesn’t have to get in the middle of it, does it?”

Sloan stared blankly at him. He’d no idea Josh Tucker had gotten so completely out of touch with Bradley reality during his time in New York. “Now you’re just talking crazy. If I don’t broker deals between folks trying to trade their National Geographic collection for a collection of Reader’s Digest condensed books, I’ll be strung up in the streets. My 75-year-old neighbor, Miss Sissy? She’d be out there booing my butt every time I took my trash out. She’s the number one fan of ‘Good Neighbors.’”

“We’re back to Parke then.” 

Sloan missed the dark undertone in Josh’s voice. “And like I told you, Parke is single-handedly financing the dinky amount of copy we do have. No, it’s got to be your articles and Miss Myrtle’s tips. You’re winning us awards,” added Sloan hastily, “but you can be edited down a little. Miss Myrtle’s column is new enough that her readers aren’t totally rabid fans yet.”

Josh crouched back over his article to signal the end of the conversation. He wasn’t going to play second fiddle to Parke Stockard in the newsroom—he didn’t care how much ad copy she bought. 

––––––––
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TANNER HAYES SPLUTTERED wordlessly, perspiration standing in beads on his high forehead. The fact that his usually ruddy face was ashen and that he dramatically clutched his chest would have alerted insightful observers to his sudden, vicious heart attack. But Parke Stockard, for all her beauty, money, and shrewdness, wasn’t particularly perceptive. Or compassionate. She thought only that his round, balding head, buggy eyes, and strangled utterances reminded her of a toad. 

She lazily batted a buzzing fly his way with a manicured hand, curious to see if a long tongue would slurp it up. When it didn’t, she bored with her flight of fancy and returned to the business at hand.

“Your house,” she repeated loudly. Was the old man deaf or just stupid? “You need to sell it to me. Let me know when you’re ready to sign on. You’ll be amazed how much your property will be worth when we level your house and build three in its place. And really—your home is completely outdated.” She waved her slender arm dismissively towards the old Colonial. “You won’t have a hope of selling it when you or your wife goes to a nursing home. Which,” she pointed out, “could be any day now.” She gave him a hard look, spun on her heel, and walked briskly to her car.

As Parke zipped down the road in her sporty car, she angled the rearview mirror down to apply more red lipstick. This explains why she never saw Tanner Hayes lying on his cement driveway, still clutching his chest, or his wife, Althea, hurrying down the long drive to her husband’s side. 

It was a short drive to her own home. It was an old farmhouse with a wrap-around porch. At least, it was until she’d razed it. Now it was a fabulous Mediterranean-style villa named Shangri-La with real stucco, a tiled roof, and an in-law suite in the basement. The in-law suite was sort of a dungeon, but it hardly mattered since Parke had divorced the pesky husband and equally irritating in-laws.

She began to wonder, however, if she should put her son Cecil in the dungeon suite. Perhaps under lock and key. She wasn’t sure where all the money she funneled him was going, but if the unsavory tattooed friend with the odd piercings was any indication, Cecil was once again heading down the wrong road. It would be nice to avoid rehab this time. Parke wondered if they even had rehab centers in the South.

She was just pulling the massive wooden front door shut behind her when she heard Cecil’s voice echoing through the granite-floored foyer from the balcony above. She whipped off her Chanel sunglasses, ready for battle. What would it be this time? $25,000? $40,000? Bracing herself, she put a tanned hand where she imagined her heart might be. Her son thought she looked as if she was about to recite the Pledge of Allegiance. 

“Yes, Cecil,” she asked in a faux faint voice. It was a faded enough tone to give Cecil pause. 

“Mother, I need a little money.” His mind raced, calculating how little he could get away with asking. 

“Yes, Cecil?” She sank dramatically into a Chippendale chair, rummaging in her bag for her checkbook. 

“Just...” he stopped. “Just....five thousand.”

Parke stopped short. Five thousand? Five thousand what? Surely not dollars. There had to be a catch. Five thousand pounds? Five thousand rubies? She wasn’t going to give him a chance to revise it. She snatched the checkbook and a pen out of the bag and scribbled out a check, chipping a lacquered nail in the process. She slapped it wordlessly on a marble-topped table in the foyer and swept out of the room. Cecil thoughtfully watched as her high heels tapped out of the foyer. He hoped his free-loading days weren’t drawing to a close. 

––––––––
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BENTON CHAMBERS PUFFED a cigar (a habit cultivated because he thought that’s what Southern politicians were supposed to do). After flicking off the long row of ash, he set the cigar down on a heavy ashtray and pulled open his desk drawer for his flask of Jim Beam and a glass. His pudgy fingers clamped around the flask as he poured the brown liquid into the glass and downed it eagerly, wiping a few stray drops off his bloated features with the back of his wrist. 

Benton had thought his re-election to the city council would be a cakewalk. Running on the “preserving Bradley’s history” platform was a guaranteed winner since everyone was furious about the Stockard woman sticking McMansions on small lots. Everybody in town was railing against her and his win looked like a sure thing.

Benton stared morosely at his drink, then laid it down and picked up the cigar again. He’d thought serving on the city council would be an easy job. How hard could it be to govern a small Southern town with a quaint and vibrant downtown, a pretty lake, and a healthy tourism industry? If only he’d known. He hadn’t counted on Parke coming after him, pressuring him. He thought they’d had a totally different arrangement. Who knew someone so beautiful could be so toxic? Blackmailing harpy.  And now he was stuck—if he suddenly changed platforms, he’d look like a fool at best and would lose the election at worst. How could he get Parke Stockard to stop talking? He’d put in the time, shook the hands, shot the bull. He had the pretty wife, the friends with beach houses. He’d be a monkey’s uncle if that pretty Yankee was going to take him down just when he’d made it big. His cell phone bleated and he ignored its ring after seeing his wife’s number on the display. He smoked and thought while the air turned blue.

––––––––
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THE METHODIST MINISTER, Nathaniel Gluck, summoned all his Christian patience to deal with the early-morning visitor in his church office. Kitty’s hair was pulled up in a bun, but in her agitation, some hair had come loose, giving her a most disheveled look.  Seminary covered weddings, funerals, and board meetings. He was quite sure there’d been no mention of hysterical church ladies with mascara rivers running down their faces. 

Kitty sopped up her misery with two brand-new boxes of Kleenex and now Nathaniel rummaged desperately through his desk for a travel pack he knew was hiding in there. Kitty trumpeted into the last remaining tissue and Nathaniel fumbled frantically through the drawer until his long fingers grasped the travel pack. He feared Kitty might soon be in need of a hug and the gangling man felt ill-equipped to handle the puddling mess she’d become. 

What had Kitty been talking about before the floodgates opened? “So summing up your concerns, Kitty?” 

“Parke is mean. Parke is bossy. Parke tells me they do it better in New York. Parke hates my flower arrangements. Parke says my chicken casseroles make her puke.”

“I understand.” Nathanial cut off her litany of loathing and affected a spiritual glow he hoped would transfer to his wretched visitor. She opened her mouth again and he sighed. The glow hadn’t worked. He’d have to resort to prayer. 

“And her Cecil got my Brian into drugs. Now Brian’s at reform school and Parke’s son is living high on the hog. It’s not fair.” Kitty swabbed her face with one of the travel tissues, succeeding only in smearing the mascara across her cheeks. “Since Parke moved here, everything has changed. My church work is just as important to me as breathing. You know that. The only time I feel good about myself is when I’m arranging flowers on the altar, or cutting up communion bread. I don’t get that feeling at home with Tiny.”

Nathaniel repressed a shudder at her husband’s name. Tiny was the massive, Neanderthal-like redneck who mowed the church lawn. Yes, she needed to escape her home life as much as possible. But it presented him with quite a dilemma. 

Kitty’s face puckered up and a few fat tears squeezed out. “She’s the prettiest woman in Bradley. But Mama always said ‘Pretty is as pretty does.’ Parke Stockard would be revolting if she looked like she acts.” She heaved a hiccupping sigh and gave a malicious smile at the enticing thought of a disfigured Parke. 

No question about it: Kitty was a valuable resource. She plugged away at humdrum church chores that no one volunteered to do. But Parke Stockard had her own good points—deep pockets. Not only did she donate new hymnals, plush carpet, and fresh paint, but she had the skills and drive necessary to energize successful fundraising campaigns. The church could use a fresh approach and some younger faces in the congregation . . . and Parke was channeling lots of money into church coffers. He sighed. 

“Nothing was ever proven, though, was it?” he asked gently. “About Parke’s son introducing your son to drugs? And it’s good to get a dedicated volunteer in God’s house, isn’t it? You were doing so much for us, single-handedly, that I always worried about you. Maybe you could take the higher ground and befriend Parke. She’s just a newcomer looking for her niche, after all. Won’t you prayerfully consider reaching out to her?” 

Kitty looked at him sadly. He winced, guessing she must realize the influence Parke’s money exerted on him. Kitty pulled her battered pocketbook towards her and stood up. “Brian never used drugs. Never. Not until he started hanging out with Parke’s son. Having a new volunteer is one thing—having a dictator is another.” She stomped out of his office, ignoring his entreaties to sit down. Nathaniel wrung his bony hands together. There would be trouble. Of that he was sure.
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A gnome village miraculously mushroomed overnight in Myrtle’s yard while Red slept. Ceramic gnome characters, all engaged in a variety of cute activities, graced her front lawn. Elaine walked past her kitchen window. She blinked. “Oh Lord. Your mom’s called out the gnome patrol, Red. What did you do?”

“What?” Red pushed the curtain aside. He groaned and pressed his hands against his eyes, hoping when he opened them the image of a hundred ceramic gnomes cluttering his mother’s yard across the street would have vanished. He was disappointed.  

“Red, what did you do to your mother?” asked Elaine. Displaying her gigantic gnome collection in her front yard was Myrtle’s favorite way of expressing her displeasure with her son. “It must have taken her all night to drag all those things out of the shed. She could have broken her neck!”

Red turned back around to face the narrowed eyes of his wife, lampooning him with visual darts. “Nothing! I didn’t do...” He stopped. “I signed her up for Women of the Church and Altar Guild.”

“I thought you said that was her idea!”

“She’s bored again, Elaine, and you know that means trouble.”

“She’s won’t be all that bad,” demurred Elaine. 

“She won’t? Remember when she wrote the blistering editorial to the Charlotte Observer?”

“Which one?” asked Elaine.

“That’s what I mean! She goes off half-cocked on some random topic and gets everybody all stirred up.”

“Well, we don’t live in Charlotte anyway. It’s not like people are snickering at us behind our backs at the Piggly Wiggly.” 

“She’s caused plenty of trouble here, too, you know. Remember the uncivil unrest she sparked at Greener Pastures Retirement Home?” demanded Red.

Elaine did. Once when Myrtle visited a friend there, she’d spearheaded a protest against the assigned seating in the dining hall. “At your age you should sit where you please,” she’d sniffed. This spawned hurt feelings from those happy with their seating assignments and indignation from those who wanted to sit where they chose. They had to bring in the Methodist minister to mediate.

Red sighed. “Whenever she has too much time on her hands, she worries over the little things in life.”

Elaine guiltily remembered her hours obsessing on Jack’s sippy cup problem.  

“She’ll meddle in other people’s business—organize sit-ins to protest late garbage pick-up...who knows what she might do with a lot of extra time on her hands? She could use that extra time for the community good.” Red rationalized. 
“Arranging flowers in the sanctuary?”
Red knew he wouldn’t win this one. Plus, Elaine looked like she was working herself up into a real snit—one that might carry over into their chicken pot pie supper that evening. Or their “American Idol” snuggling-up-time on the sofa together. Or even...

“What do you want me to do?” he pleaded, palms held up in supplication. 

“Apologize to your mother. Send those gnomes packing—before people really do snicker at us at the Piggly Wiggly.”

Red picked up the cordless phone, which Elaine quickly pulled from his hand and set back onto the counter. She propelled him to the front door, pushed him out, and went back for a second cup of coffee. She was greeted in the kitchen by their half-asleep French exchange student. Jean-Marc shuffled past the kitchen window, stopped short at the sight of the gnomes, and peered through it again. “Zut alors!” Elaine wordlessly poured him a large cup of coffee. 

Red was too late to patch things up with Myrtle that morning. She was already stomping her way to church for the Altar Guild meeting he’d gotten her into. Myrtle’s cane thumped emphatically on the pavement in front of her, the robustness of the sound giving her a sense of satisfaction. The skin that stretched over her big bones were wrinkle-free...just a few fine lines when she smiled and frowned. She was tall and cut an imposing figure in the classroom where she’d reigned supreme for twenty-five years before retiring more years ago than she cared to remember. She smiled smugly at the thought of her gnome army greeting Red this morning. If she’d wanted to get involved with Altar Guild and Women of the Church, she’d have signed up herself. 

Altar Guild was synonymous with Parke Stockard, who seemed bent on taking over every church activity she could get involved with. Great. A morning with Parke certainly wouldn’t cure Myrtle’s foul mood. She gave her cane another vicious whack on the sidewalk, then pushed through the heavy wooden doors into the sanctuary, checking her murderous thoughts at the door. Although someone clearly hadn’t checked theirs. 

Parke Stockard lay sprawled at the altar, sightless eyes wide open. For once, Myrtle was glad to have her cane to lean on.

“Miss Myrtle! Here to help us out with Altar Guild?” The minister, Nathaniel Gluck, loped into the sanctuary, long arms dangling awkwardly by his sides. He blanched when he spotted the body by the altar, stopping in his tracks. Nathaniel moved forward, then stopped again. His bony hands clutched his throat and he made a choking, gasping sound before getting back in control. “Merciful heavens! Oh...” he wheezed a trembling sigh, “dear. Miss Myrtle, we should leave. Should phone the police. Or an ambulance. My office is just down the hall...” His hands flapped helplessly in the air like a scrawny fledgling trying to fly off. 

Myrtle had no intention of being shepherded away. “Don’t worry about me, Nathaniel. I’ll just—um—stay here and make sure the crime scene isn’t tampered with. Parke’s days of needing ambulances are long gone. Just call Red.” Myrtle’s son Red was Bradley’s chief of police. The minister scuttled off to his office.

The crime scene had a film noir feel to it. The pulpit cast creepy shadows over the dead blonde on the floor. Even the blood spatters had an artful feel about them, with Parke’s stray hairs matted down just so. Roses lay scattered on the altar, on Parke, and on the floor, a subtle reminder of the violent act. The only odd thing was—Myrtle squinted in disbelief—Parke’s knit top was on inside-out. How very un-Parkelike. 

Her body sprawled dramatically in front of the altar with a broken crystal vase lying in splinters nearby. Myrtle moved closer, wondering what kind of information she could pick up before Red came roaring over in his squad car and hustled her out of there as fast as she could toddle. 

Shocked by her daring, Myrtle bent down and placed a hand on Parke’s bare arm. Her body was still warm. The murder had been very recent.. The hush of the sanctuary took on a more sinister feel and the hairs on the back of Myrtle’s neck stood on end.   

Parke obviously died from blunt force trauma. But what weapon had the killer used? The altar was a mess and the weapon could be almost any of the heavy objects lying on it or nearby. Had the crystal vase smashed on Parke’s head or on the floor during a struggle? A heavy brass collection plate could easily have been the weapon. Or the huge, brass-footed candlesticks that lay overturned on the altar. 

Myrtle leaned closer to investigate blood on the collection plate, and noticed a cell phone nearly obscured by the avalanche of roses. Putting down her cane, she took a tissue from her pocketbook and picked up the phone. “Good Myrtle” argued against tampering with evidence. That was until “Bad Myrtle” pointed out she had a God-given talent for solving puzzles. Crosswords, true, but they could be just as cryptic as murders. She was assisting the police. “Good Myrtle” kept quiet. 

Myrtle scrolled through the phone’s menu until she got to the call log. Parke Stockard sure had lots of numbers on her contact list, but Myrtle doubted they were all friends. Recent calls included Althea Hayes, Benton Chambers, and Josh Tucker, her co-worker at the Bradley Bugle. She tried listening to the voicemail messages, but hung up with disappointment when prompted for a password. She eased the phone back where she’d found it and sat down in a pew to wait for Nathaniel. Still looking around, she spotted a large Bible a couple of feet away from her—definitely not a pew Bible, judging from the papers and sticky notes protruding from it. She slid across the wooden pew, opened the book, and saw Kitty Kirk’s name written in loopy, schoolgirl cursive in the front of the Bible.

She snapped the Bible shut when the door opened and sat demurely as Nathaniel entered the sanctuary. “Red’s on his way,” he said. The minister glanced at the body and sighed. Wrinkling his brow, he gingerly stepping up to the altar. “Odd,” he said.

“What is?” 

“The flowers.  I don’t remember roses in the arrangement this morning.” He frowned. “We have a member with a terrible allergy to roses and Kitty is always so careful to avoid using them.” He seemed about to continue, then stopped short.
“I never dreamed she’d be murdered,” he said in a hushed tone, almost to himself.
“Were you worried something like this might happen?” 

He shook his head emphatically. “Nothing like this. I’d have told Red if I thought any harm would come to Parke. But she didn’t have many fans, I’m afraid.”

Myrtle scowled in remembrance. “I’m not surprised.”

“But her heart was in the right place,” he insisted.

“I just remember that Dorothy Parker quote. ‘If you want to know what God thinks of money, just look at the people he gave it to,’” said Myrtle.

Nathaniel smiled noncommittally and continued an anxious vigil over the body. Discovering the body of the church’s biggest benefactor capped off the worst week he’d ever had at the church. He’d received phone calls all week complaining about the new hymnals that Parke Stockard had donated. Last Sunday’s service featured the hymn “God of Our Fathers.” In an effort at political correctness, the modern hymnal had diplomatically changed the words to “God of the Ages,” much to the apparent displeasure of most of the congregation. 

Myrtle sniffed the air suddenly. She hadn’t immediately noticed in the flurry of discovering Parke’s body, but she was certain she smelled cigarette smoke in the sanctuary. She pictured a stubble-jawed, bald tough guy with a cigarette dangling out of the corner of his sneering mouth, easily murdering Parke with one hand tied behind his back for good sportsmanship. But the smell was too faint for someone to have been smoking in the room. More likely the killer had been smoking previously and Myrtle smelled the traces of smoke from his clothing. It confirmed that Parke hadn’t been dead for very long. 

The wail of a siren, the sound of gravel crunching as a car swiftly pulled into the church parking lot, and a door slamming interrupted their conversation. A minute later, Myrtle’s son, the town of Bradley’s police chief, hurried in with one of his two deputies behind him. The hair that had given Red his nickname was now heavily sprinkled with gray, which he attributed to worrying over his mother, rather than the fact that he was in his late forties. His tough look was enhanced by a jagged scar that snaked down the side of his face. Red liked everyone to assume it came answering the call of duty, but the scar actually involved a homemade bike ramp, a helmetless Red, and some eight-year-old friends egging him on. His green eyes briefly swept over the murder scene, halting at the sight of Myrtle.

“Mama!” His face flushed. “Are you determined to screw up my day? First a return to gnome-land followed by discovering murdered bodies in churches?” 

“Well, somebody had to discover the body, Red. At least you know I’m not a suspect.”

Red looked menacing, which wasn’t difficult considering his big-boned six-foot four inch frame. “I’m not so sure I do know that, Mama. Seems like I remember Elaine telling me about your beef with Parke Stockard.”

Myrtle bristled. “Not a beef. A—disagreement.” Her yard gnomes would be camping out for a while.

Red turned to look at the body once again. “I’ve put out a call to the state police. And I need to get both of y’all out of the way and get your statements from you.”

Myrtle slowly moved towards the door, looking around her as she walked.

“Get a move on, Mama.”

“Don’t be in such a hurry, Red,” she responded huffily. “I need to get my cane.”

Red looked around, squinting his green eyes. “Well, where is it? It should be in your hand. Or if not, it should be right by the sanctuary door. Right?” He took a deep breath to control his temper, strode over a yard from Parke’s body, and picked up Myrtle’s cane. “Because we don’t interfere with crime scenes, do we?”

“For heaven’s sake. I was just getting close to make sure the poor woman wasn’t still alive and needing an ambulance.”

Red snorted. “I hardly think there was any doubt as to her vitals, or lack of them.” He grabbed her cane from the pew near Kitty’s Bible and herded Myrtle towards the sanctuary door where Nathaniel was still anxiously hovering. His hand tightened on Myrtle’s arm and she looked up to see a figure ducking out of sight through the door. 

“Hey! Stop—police!” bellowed Red, as he and his deputy moved swiftly towards the exit. A moment later, Althea Hayes appeared, well-dressed in a pale green jacket and flowing green skirt. She put a trembling hand to her mouth when she saw Parke’s body. Althea’s white hair was wound, as always, neatly in the back of her head in what Myrtle supposed was a French twist, kept in place by a tortoiseshell clip. Myrtle was very envious of Althea’s hair: it was thick and well-behaved. Fine and uncooperative in her youth, Myrtle’s hair had become wispily contrary in her old age. She tamed it with monthly perms that only succeeded in running more of her hair off. Despite Althea’s breathless appearance in the sanctuary, only a couple of tendrils had escaped her French twist. Myrtle was sure she must resemble Einstein again by now—she’d run her hand through her hair so many times since discovering Parke’s body. 

“Mrs. Hayes,” said Red with surprise. “What are you doing here?”

“I—,” Althea started, then swallowed hard, looking towards the body in front of the altar. “I’m here for the Women of the Church meeting.”

“That would be over in the dining hall, though, wouldn’t it?” 

Nathaniel Gluck stepped in. “Well, it is, but I’m sure Mrs. Hayes was just checking on the floral display, weren’t you? Because you and Kitty Kirk share Altar Guild duties.” He looked searchingly at Althea’s face. 

Althea nodded weakly, still looking towards the body. 

Red looked at her with a direct gaze. “Mrs. Hayes, did you see or hear anyone when you came into the church?”

Althea shook her head vehemently. She’s hiding something, thought Myrtle.

“Come on now,” said Red briskly, “we need to get away from the crime scene. I need to make a phone call, then I’ll need statements from all of you. It might be better if I get them at the station, since the forensic guys are going to need to check out the church.”

“And find the fingerprints and DNA of everyone in the town,” Myrtle said. 

“What the—” Red spluttered as what sounded like a parade of cars and people outside the church. Striding to the stained glass window, he peered through a red panel. Red started uttering a curse, which he hastily changed into “Jiminy Cricket!” as he remembered he was in church. “The whole town of Bradley is out there.”

“Can’t blame anyone but yourself and those sirens,” said Myrtle, carrying herself regally out the church door.

The scene outside resembled a paparazzi free-for-all. There were what looked like all the usual church ladies, some still in housecoats and curlers. Josh Tucker, Bradley Bugle reporter, was taking pictures and sneezing emphatically. In between sneezes and coughs, he juggled his digital camera and made notes. Kitty Kirk, the leader of the church ladies, appeared especially peculiar and her complexion looked almost gray. She stared oddly at the reporter. Myrtle figured it must be because Erma Sherman, Myrtle’s nosy next-door neighbor, had just plowed through the crowd and leeched onto Josh Tucker’s camera arm, gabbing and gazing fatuously into Josh’s nervous eyes. Myrtle guessed he didn’t return Erma’s affection: he was pasty-white and carefully ignoring her while still in the throes of a sneezing fit. Maybe he was allergic to her. 

Erma’s braying laugh and large front teeth combined to give her an unfortunate resemblance to a donkey. Her medical afflictions were legion and eagerly shared with others. Whatever her ailments, her eyesight and hearing were excellent, much to the frustration and dismay of Myrtle as she tried to stealthily slip by her. Remembering the cigarette smoke, she edged closer to Josh and Erma and sniffed delicately. She smelled nothing and wandered slowly through the crowd, sniffing as she went, to no avail. Her olfactory mission was cut short when Red’s booming voice cracked like a whip over the crowd. “Everyone will retreat to their cars and return wherever they were before they came here. This is a crime scene.” 

This statement prompted a thrilled gasp from some of the church ladies, but with one look at Red, they decided to forgo an inquisition. Reluctantly, they filed back to their cars, the reporter from the Bugle still taking pictures and sneezing with Erma Sherman matching him step for step.

“If you’ll go ahead and get in the cruiser, Mama,” said Red, “we’ll go to the station and I’ll get your statement from you there. Let me talk with Nathaniel for just a minute and I’ll be right with you. The state police is coming over and Detective Lieutenant Perkins will want to talk with you.”

“John Perkins is assigned to the case? Well, at least it’s someone I know.”

Red raised his eyebrows. “That’s right...I’d forgotten. We’d had you over for dinner when he was here on police business? I’m surprised you even remember him.”

She started to answer but Red quickly walked off. Myrtle remembered Detective Lieutenant Perkins well. She’d tried to pump him for information over dinner on a high-profile murder case that was splashed all over the news. He was a nice enough man—except for the fact that he gave away absolutely nothing. He made the Buckingham Palace guards look animated. 

Myrtle hoped he wouldn’t prove so stoic this time. Solving the case before Red or the state police would prove a point and get back at Red for his high-handed treatment of her.

––––––––
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MYRTLE EASED INTO THE front seat of the cruiser to wait for Red. If she got in the backseat, it would be all over town that Myrtle Clover murdered Parke Stockard. Not that Parke hadn’t had it coming. 

The trip to the station took only a couple of minutes with Red behind the wheel. Myrtle spotted a group of locals sitting on a wooden bench outside the diner as Red pulled up in front of the old, brick courthouse that housed the police station and city hall. Word traveled fast in Bradley, North Carolina. 

“Vultures,” Myrtle spat out.

“Mama, those old guys are always outside Bo’s Diner. Every morning they get their coffee and sit around in their golf caps, shooting the bull and cutting-up. It’s got nothing to do with the murder.”

“They usually don’t have their cackling crones with them.”

“Cackling...?  Their wives, you mean? They’re probably just enjoying another relaxing morning of retirement with their husbands.”

Myrtle noticed the old women lean closer and turn up their hearing aids hopefully as she and Red entered the police station. She really couldn’t blame them too much for their interest. Bradley, North Carolina, population 1,500, wasn’t ordinarily a murder magnet. Crime waves had formerly consisted of Bud Dickens and Crockett Scott getting sloshed several nights in a row and loudly warbling Willie Nelson songs in the streets. 

Red held open the weather-beaten wooden door for his mother and she walked into the tiny police station, stepping carefully so she wouldn’t lose her footing on the warped pinewood floors that groaned in protest where she trod.

Following standard procedure, Red notified the state police as soon as he’d gotten the call from the minister about the murder. As Red poured her a Coca-Cola, some of the forensics team had already arrived in town and checked in at the station before stopping at the church.

The door opened to a tall, wiry man with a super-short military haircut. Detective Lieutenant Perkins greeted her in his polite, measured way. Myrtle decided to override his reserve with an exuberant hug. Best to knock him off-guard to maybe squeeze some information out of him.  He gave an “oof” from the ferocity of her embrace, but appeared to be onto her as he watched her with appraising eyes. 

“Mrs. Clover,” he said. He led her into Red’s small office and closed the door. “It’s nice to see you even if the circumstances aren’t as pleasant as last time. Could you go over what led you to the church this morning and what happened when you got there?” He picked up a notebook and pen from Red’s desk.

Myrtle took a deep breath and outlined the day’s events, going into great depth when describing Red’s busybody meddling in her personal life and the horrors of Women of the Church and Altar Guild duty. She described the moment she’d discovered Parke Stockard with melodrama and sound effects, and carefully omitting clues she’d seen there, or her perusal of Parke’s cell phone. Finishing her monologue, she neatly folded her hands in her lap and waited for his reaction.  No reaction was forthcoming, though, as Perkins carefully replaced the cap on his ballpoint pen and tapped it gently against the notebook. 

“Tell me why you think this might have happened, Mrs. Clover. Why would Parke Stockard, by all accounts a philanthropic benefit to the town of Bradley, have been murdered in the very place she spent so much time and money?”  

Myrtle paused. It made no sense to help Perkins with his investigation when she was trying to solve the case herself. He should do his own poking and prodding.

Lieutenant Perkins said, “It would be a tremendous help, Mrs. Clover, if you shared your opinion with me. You obviously have a lot of useful insights which could help point us in the right direction.”

Finally someone who valued her opinions. But that didn’t mean she had to help him out. Besides, she didn’t really know anything. “I’m afraid I’ve no idea, Detective.” Perkins frowned and she hastily added, “Poor Parke.” But it didn’t sound very convincing.

He snapped shut his notebook and stood up. “Thanks, Mrs. Clover. If you think of anything else, be sure to let Red know.” At Myrtle’s grimace, he amended, “Or call me, instead.” He handed her his business card and respectfully waited for her to pull out of the deep office chair, but didn’t belittle her by trying to help. She wondered if Red had smelled the cigarette smoke in the sanctuary. But he’d been so bent out of shape with her for discovering a body that he probably hadn’t noticed anything else. 

Judging from Red’s expression as she tottered back into the station lobby, he was still pretty irritated. He offered to drive her back home. At least, that’s what she thought he said. It was hard to hear words coming out from gritted teeth. 

They drove off. Myrtle glanced at her watch. “Just in time to catch Tomorrow’s Promise.” 

Red gave a short laugh. “Elaine called to check on you a little while ago. I’ll call her back and let her know you’re doing okay after all. Discovering murdered bodies is all in a day’s work—you’ve already moved on to your soap opera.”

“Tomorrow’s Promise has a storyline that’s eerily similar and could provide some interesting perspective, Red. Angelique infuriates everyone on the soap—but she’s bipolar and can’t really help it, bless her heart. Cliff snarls at the camera and plots mischief because Angelique’s ex-husband is his brother and she’s stalking him because he’s dating Cliff’s sister-in-law but just got her pregnant—”

“And this is like Parke’s murder how, exactly?”

“Because Angelique was killed, of course. Why else?”

Red’s fingers gripped the steering wheel tightly as he pulled into Myrtle’s driveway. 

“You should see a doctor about that nervous tic, Red. And all your veins are standing out on your forehead, too. Hope it doesn’t mean high blood pressure.” With that final word, Myrtle climbed out of the patrol car and slammed the door shut behind her. Picking her way carefully around the gnomes, she walked to her front door as Red’s car roared off. 
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Chapter Three
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The buck-toothed, one-eared bunny crack on the ceiling mocked Myrtle’s insomnia. Altar Guild had been the final straw. Myrtle glared at the rabbit. The gall of Red. And all the jokes he’d been making about farming her out to Greener Pastures Retirement Home. There was no way he was putting her out to pasture. Just because she drove him a little crazy—as if he hadn’t contributed to all her gray hairs when he was a teen.

Kicking the covers off, Myrtle pulled herself upright and padded into the kitchen for her obligatory nightcap of warm milk. There was no point in staying in bed with nothing to do but study that crack in the ceiling and mull over the way the overhead light fixture resembled a pug-nosed alien. She sat down at her kitchen table and schemed to solve the case before Red and Perkins could uncover the first clue. It couldn’t be much of a stretch to go from crosswords to crime: figuring out clues, making educated guesses, erasing mistakes and starting over. It was a cinch. 

Myrtle pulled her grocery list towards her and tore off the top page. She jotted down a list of questions. Why was Althea Hayes in the sanctuary? Who was the mystery smoker? Did the flower arrangement change have anything to do with the murder? Had Kitty Kirk recently left her Bible in the pew, or had it been sitting there since last Sunday? And...who wanted to kill Parke Stockard?

Well, who didn’t want to murder her? She’d just recently put herself on Myrtle’s own hit list. Parke Stockard was bossy and liked things done her own way. She was beautiful and flaunted it. She played people off each other for fun and maybe even for profit. People were sick and tired of her and she hadn’t even lived in Bradley all that long. 

She wrote down the names she’d found on Parke’s cell phone: Althea, Benton Chambers, and Josh Tucker. She drained the last of her milk and looked over the notes. She was going to do it. Solving the case would flex her brain and prove she still had the brainpower—more than even Red himself, if she beat him to it. 

Myrtle was still mulling the case over the next morning while she spooned globs of garlic and handfuls of shredded cheese into a pot of grits. The challenge would be interviewing the suspects. Well, besides figuring out who the suspects were, of course. Casually knocking at their doors and grilling them on their alibis wouldn’t cut it. Once they’d tattled to Red, all her fun would be over. There had to be a better, more surreptitious way to ask some questions.  Thinking hard, she’d stopped stirring the grits and they spat at her angrily. Myrtle gave them a quick stir and then took them off the eye completely when the phone rang.

“Elaine! Everything going well over there?” Myrtle couldn’t hear any crying on the other end. It was a good sign, unless it indicated that Elaine had run away from home. 

“It’s great, actually. I’ve got some free time since Jack is over at a playdate.” 

Myrtle smiled. Would she finally get a sounding board? A Watson? Detectives were supposed to have sidekicks.

“I thought we could go to book club together. It’ll do you good to get out after the day you had yesterday. I can pick you up in about 45 minutes.”

Myrtle’s bubble burst. “But I haven’t read the book.”

“It’s To Kill a Mockingbird.”

“Oh. Right.” She’d taught it for fifteen years at school. Now Red was enlisting Elaine to ‘get Mama’s mind off the murder.’ Myrtle avoided Elaine’s book club like the plague because they considered trashy paperbacks serious literature. They could collectively author a reference guide titled: Book Picks for Chicks: An Exhaustive Collection of Trendy Tripe. This had to be the first time they’d ever picked anything with any literary merit. 

“The problem with your book club, Elaine—besides the crummy books—are all the loud-mouths. Every occasion with those women descends into a big brag-fest.”

“You’re exaggerating again, Myrtle.”

“Think about it, Elaine. Libby Holloway is always bragging about her freakishly large tomatoes.”

“Which she generously shares with the club.”

“You’ve got Margaret Goodner’s Stepford grandchildren who speak in tongues...”

“They speak six perfectly normal languages.”

“And Heather Herbert’s nasty toy dog that she inbreeds with all its award-winning relatives.”

“Apparently the best way to ensure blue ribbons at dog shows.”

“And Erma Sherman is in your club. Enough said.”

“You’re leaving out all the best people, Myrtle. Tippy Chambers, Althea Hayes, Kitty Kirk...”

Myrtle had forgotten about them. And they were gossipy people who disliked the now-very-dead Parke Stockard. An about-face was in order. 

“That might be a good idea, Elaine. I’ll be ready when you swing by.”

But her about-face was perhaps a bit abrupt. Elaine paused. “Okay, I don’t know who you are, but put Myrtle Clover back on the phone.” 

Myrtle tittered. “Funny, funny Elaine. You just convinced me to change my mind, that’s all.”

“All right. I’ll pick you up in ten minutes.” Elaine had a surprised lilt to her voice. She likely wondered if Myrtle’s change of heart could be attributed to a mild stroke.

When Myrtle stepped into Elaine’s car, she lifted her eyebrows in surprise at Elaine’s messy hair and tracksuit. With her usually smooth black bob, tidy appearance, and measured response to the chaos around her, Myrtle considered Elaine a great asset to the chaotic Clover family.  Rumpled and scattered, Elaine was a shadow of her former, highly functioning self. Seeing some flaws sure made it easier to feel sorry for her, though. She seemed....well, more like a normal person. But not like a promising sounding board for Myrtle. They both pretended not to see the gnomes still invading Myrtle’s front yard.

“Oh,” said Elaine, “I tried to call your cell phone yesterday afternoon and see how you were doing. Did you have it turned off?”

“That stupid thing holds a charge for about 5 minutes before it dies.”

“Well, you’ve had it for five years, which is practically prehistoric for a cell phone. Want me to pick you up another one?”

“Would you? Those kinds of stores make me break out in hives. Buy the most basic phone you can find. I don’t want to take pictures with it, I just want to get phone calls.”

“I’ll try to get one this afternoon.” 

Myrtle peered at the huge expanse of sky visible through the minivan windshield. “Oops. Bad weather coming.”

“Did you catch the forecast this morning?”

“No, no. The sky is red, don’t you see it? ‘Red in morning, sailors take warning.”

Elaine looked worried now. First Myrtle voluntarily agreed to go to book club, now she was babbling about sailors. That stroke seemed like more of a possibility now.

The book club meeting was at Tippy Chambers’ house this week. Although it wasn’t a long drive, it was fraught with peril as Elaine simultaneously drove the car, answered two cell phone calls, and scrubbed at a spot on her pants. Myrtle gripped the door with white-knuckled hands through the ordeal, gratefully stepping onto terra firma when the car finally stopped outside the Chambers’ house.

If you resurrected Scarlet O’Hara and transplanted her to North Carolina, she’d room with Tippy Chambers and not spare a thought for Tara. Not only was the columned house elegant and historic, it also boasted all the bells and whistles that Parke Stockard was so crazy about. The mature landscaping of massive magnolias masked the house from the street.  

Tippy, well-dressed as usual with white slacks and a silk, lime-green blouse, greeted them at the door. Her carefully arranged blonde coif didn’t have a hair out of place.  Still, Myrtle thought she looked tired this morning and every bit of her 50-plus years. She was perfectly organized, perfectly dressed, perfectly coiffed, and gave perfect parties, but her heart didn’t seem to be in it. Myrtle wondered if she were just going through the motions. And whether Tippy knew of her husband’s affairs.  

“Miss Myrtle, it’s so good to have you here. You’re a real feather in my cap—we’ve been dying for Elaine to bring you along and give our discussions some direction. An English teacher is just what we needed,” said Tippy politely. 

“Well, I haven’t taught for a while, Tippy. But I’m...uh...glad to help.” Once an English teacher, always an English teacher. Even if you’ve been retired for twenty years. You never knew when you’d be drafted back to serve a tour of duty at some random book club meeting.

Passing through the oriental rug-lined foyer, Myrtle peered hopefully into the living room. She smiled when she spotted both Althea Hayes and Kitty Kirk. The smile turned to a grimace when she saw the rodent-like countenance of her neighbor, Erma Sherman. But between Tippy, Althea, and Kitty, Myrtle was sure she could dig up some dirt. Leaning on her cane as she walked, she entered the antique-filled, book-lined living room and settled on a settee. There was a good-sized group of about twelve women there, probably due to the interest in gossip about the murder.  

While she engaged in a little preliminary small-talk and graciously managed self-deprecating smiles when everyone chirped up about how exciting it was to have an English lit teacher with them, she took mental notes on the appearance and demeanor of her quarry. 

Althea Hayes looked as tidy as ever but made a peculiar fashion statement in a wool sweater over her linen pants. She avoided Myrtle’s eyes. Did Althea have a beef with Tippy’s thermostat settings, or were nerves making her shiver? She was always a no-nonsense type, but looked particularly grim this morning. But then, Myrtle reminded herself, she’d buried her husband just a few days ago. She probably needed a distraction.

Kitty Kirk was a train wreck. Whatever good Samaritan had dragged her god-forsaken carcass out of bed to book club should be shot. This was a woman who needed to be put out of her misery, not force-fed literature in a mansion.  Kitty, who usually appeared immaculate, seemed to have foundation on only one side of her face, giving her the peculiar look of an uneven suntan—as if she’d fallen asleep on a lounge at the pool and woken up much later. Her eyeliner had missed its target and looked more like the stuff football players smear under their eyes. A wayward toddler seemed to have applied her lipstick. She usually wore a cute boutique-y outfit with carefully chosen, if rather loud, chunky jewelry. But today she wore a muumuu of the type generally purchased from the coupon section of the Sunday newspaper.

Kitty slouched in an antique armchair, squinting at Myrtle when she arrived before drooping down again in disinterest. She looked awful. Myrtle wondered if she could possibly be intoxicated, despite the fact it was 9:30 A.M. Or maybe hung-over from boozing the night before. Looking at her was like watching a train wreck. Myrtle dragged her eyes away with difficulty. 

“Today’s discussion is on a simply marvelous book that’s an old friend to all of us,” Tippy said in a let’s-get-started voice. Myrtle frowned. No chance to quiz anyone yet. She satisfied her investigative instincts by watching faces in the group and sniffing the air a few times for whiffs of cigarette smoke. Smelling nothing, she loaded up a napkin with cheese and crackers and muffins and settled back as the discussion started. She should have brought her ear plugs. She had a feeling it was going to be bad.  

Myrtle snacked on muffins and mulled over the case while the ladies discussed the book. She let completely outrageous statements about To Kill a Mockingbird pass without a single eye-roll, deep sigh, or click of her tongue. One member compared the book to Valley of the Dolls and another drew a parallel to Peyton Place. Someone repeatedly said “metaphor” instead of “analogy.” Myrtle kept right on scarfing down appetizers and apple juice.

She was brought back to reality with a thump when Erma Sherman said, “I thought Scout should have been nicer to Bee Radley. He should have knocked on Bee’s door right away.” 

“BOO Radley,” hissed Myrtle. “And Scout is a she.” 

Tippy took Myrtle’s grumpy interjection as a sign to wrap up the discussion part of the meeting. “Muffins, anyone?” Since Myrtle had eaten most of the muffins, Tippy quickly started circulating some other appetizers. Myrtle noticed dark circles under her eyes. Maybe Tippy Chambers wasn’t as calm and composed as Myrtle first thought. 

Myrtle began despairing that the topic of murder would ever come up. Maybe everyone figured Tippy Chambers’ elegant living room wasn’t the place to introduce the subject of violent death. Myrtle ground her teeth, enduring a conversation about how difficult it was to find a new president for the garden club. She could have kissed clueless Erma Sherman (and Tippy Chambers, judging from her thunderous expression, likely could have killed her) when she breathlessly asked, “When are we going to talk about it? Can you believe Parke Stockard was murdered? And I had just seen her day before yesterday!”

There was an uncomfortable silence. Myrtle finally said. “Well, of course you saw her day before yesterday. She was alive then, you know.” A nervous tittering of laughter followed. Kitty Kirk’s hands clenched in her lap and Althea looked uncharacteristically nervous as she shrank into her chair. 

Myrtle adopted a chatty persona. If something weren’t done to continue this line of conversation, then someone was going to change the subject. “What a terrible thing to have happened. Didn’t I say that, Elaine? A terrible thing.” Elaine looked glum as she was dragged as an unwilling prop into Myrtle’s staged conversation. “I wonder who could have done such a thing.”

Tippy said briskly, “It’s obviously the work of some criminal, Myrtle. Maybe an itinerant worker or some such person.” 

Erma gave a snorting laugh. “It’s not like there weren’t enough people around town who wanted to kill her. You don’t have to bring in migrant workers.” This time she seemed more aware of the deafening silence. “Well, no one liked Parke, after all. Kitty, you couldn’t stand her.” 

Kitty’s tongue worried her lips nervously. “Parke was my friend!”

“She certainly was not,” said Erma in a belligerent voice. “The whole reason Parke was at the church in the first place was to rearrange the flowers you’d arranged on the altar. You can’t exactly be happy that she hated your flower arrangements, Kitty. In fact, you must be a prime suspect.” Erma had a mean smile on her face and Myrtle was reminded of a fat cat toying with a garishly made-up mouse.  

Kitty started shaking and stuttered like a stalled car while she tried making traction with some words. No luck. Myrtle wondered if she could be having a nicotine fit and sniffed the air again hopefully. Kitty finally managed to spit out, “I’d never get close enough to that woman to kill her! She—” Kitty made a dash for the powder room, muumuu flowing behind her. She ran smack into the door jamb on her way out.

“Blind as a bat,” said Erma smugly. “Someone should guide her to the bathroom before she dings a Ming.”

“I’ll help her,” said Myrtle as she left the room in hot pursuit. As hot as the pursuit could be when the pursuer was an octogenarian with a cane. Elaine smiled faintly at her book club and meekly changed the subject, silently cursing Myrtle the entire time. 

When Myrtle caught up with Kitty, she was in the downstairs powder room and reapplying eyeliner with a heavy hand. Myrtle dropped into a chair in the powder room and looked around her. “Good Lord, Tippy could have hosted book club in here.” 

Kitty squinted around the room, without bothering
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