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“It’s a travesty,” said Myrtle. 

Miles gazed down at the rosebush Myrtle was gesturing at. “It does appear to be nibbled on.”

“I was quite fond of this rosebush, Miles. I’ve dead-headed its blooms. I’ve assiduously shaken Japanese beetles from its branches. I’ve devotedly watered it. And then this happens on the very day I was going to take pictures and show everyone at the flower show.”

Miles decided the best approach was to look on the bright side. “At least you didn’t enter it in the juried show.”

Myrtle was not prepared to look on the bright side yet. “If I had entered it, I would have won. And I’d have taken the blooms and prepared them for an arrangement yesterday. It would have worked out very well.”

Miles stared at the nibbled bush. “Deer, I suppose.”

“Of course. And what’s more, they’re Erma’s pet deer. The blasted things.”

Erma Sherman lived in-between Myrtle and Miles. Myrtle believed her to be one small step above evil incarnate.

Miles blinked at her. “Erma doesn’t have pet deer.”

“Tell that to Erma. She’s the one who feeds the things deer corn. She’s also named them ridiculous names that any self-respecting deer would be embarrassed over.”

Miles said, “Like Rudolph?” 

“Don’t be silly, Miles. That’s a reindeer name. And she didn’t choose Bambi, either. She went in a completely bizarre direction, well-suited to Erma. Lullaby, Jellybean, and Snickerdoodle.” 

Miles frowned at this. “Those names seem incompatible with wild deer.”

“Precisely. Just as Erma is incompatible with polite company. And now her pet deer have ruined my lovely rosebush’s photo opportunity. What’s worse, I’m going to have to spend part of my day avoiding Erma’s company.” Myrtle made a face.

“She’s going to the garden show?” 

“Naturally. Erma does whatever she can to follow me around and make my life miserable.”

Miles looked pleased. “I’m even happier that I decided not to attend your garden club’s flower show.”

“And I’m still peeved you’re not coming. But at least Wanda is coming along. You know how Wanda loves these garden club events. I only wish she’d entered something in the show. I believe she could win something,” said Myrtle.

Wanda was a friend of both Myrtle and Miles as well as, in a strange twist of fate, Miles’s cousin. She lived in a ramshackle house with her brother, Crazy Dan, way off in the country. 

“But isn’t it judged on the arranging, as well? I’m not sure flower arranging is really in Wanda’s wheelhouse.”

Myrtle said, “Which is why today will be so helpful for her. One program is on flower arranging. I’m sure Wanda will be avidly listening and scrawling down notes in her very own shorthand.”

“How is Wanda getting here, by the way? Do I need to pick her up?” 

Myrtle shook her head. “Not today, you don’t. Crazy Dan is trying to make amends with Wanda for some sort of wrongdoing. He’ll be dropping her off here any minute.”

Sure enough, there was a cacophony of backfiring and gears scraping in the street outside. Myrtle smiled. “That must be him now. Let’s head back inside.” 

By the time they walked through the house and reached Myrtle’s front door, Wanda was standing on the doorstep, smiling shyly at them. Crazy Dan took his disreputable vehicle off in a cloud of exhaust smoke. 

“Mornin’,” said Wanda. “Ready for the show?” 

“Ready with bells on,” said Myrtle. “What’s more, I’m feeling very lucky.”

“Perhaps you should make a detour to the gas station and purchase lottery tickets,” said Miles dryly.

Myrtle gave him a sweet smile. “Perhaps you should make a detour, you mean. We’ll need a ride to the flower show.”

Miles frowned. “Somehow, I didn’t get the memo on that. Let me get my car keys.”

Wanda turned toward the front door, just as Miles was about to exit. “Watch out.”

But Miles must have been too intent on making his way out the door. The streak of black fur that represented Myrtle’s feral cat Pasha made him gasp. 

“Pasha!” said Myrtle lovingly. “My little darling.”

Pasha rubbed up against Myrtle, shooting Miles a reproachful look as he quickly left. Then Pasha padded over to see Wanda. Wanda perched on the edge of the sofa, and Pasha leaped up into her lap, looking up into Wanda’s face. Myrtle could swear the cat was smiling.

“Good gurl,” murmured Wanda, rubbing the black cat’s fur.

“Although the timing could be better,” fretted Myrtle. “We’re just about to leave the house, and I’m not sure when we’ll make it back home.”

“Mebbe leave a winda open?”

Myrtle beamed. “Yes. I’ll put out a can of tuna, since it’s a special day. And I’ll keep the kitchen window open so Miss Pasha can jump in and out at will. A brilliant idea, Wanda.”

Myrtle had just finished making preparations for Pasha when there was a light toot of the horn outside. “That’s our signal,” she said.

Myrtle and Wanda clambered into Miles’s sedan. He said, “Now, where’s the flower show again?” 

“In the recreation center,” said Myrtle promptly. “The same place you have your chess tournaments.” She looked curiously at Miles. “Have you had any chess tournaments lately?” 

Miles suddenly looked pleased with himself. “As a matter of fact, I did have one last weekend. I did quite well this time. And I’ll be playing again on Tuesday for the chess club, although it’s not a tournament.”

“Practicing with a computer really makes a difference, does it?” asked Myrtle. 

“I suppose so. It’s never quite as satisfying when I beat the computer, though. I always have the feeling it’s letting me off easy. Letting me win. It makes the whole thing sort of dreary.”

“You’re the one setting the difficulty level. The programmer is the one who’s limiting the computer—the computer can’t do that on its own,” said Myrtle.

Miles glanced over at Myrtle, who was sitting in the passenger seat. “You seem to know an awful lot about computers.”

She sniffed. “I know an awful lot about many things. It’s just that I may not know about a lot of things in depth.”

Miles said, “And you know you feel lucky today.”

Wanda made some worried sounds in the backseat, and Miles looked anxiously at her in the rear-view mirror. “Are you all right back there, Wanda? Not feeling carsick, are you?” 

Miles, who was already driving rather slowly, slowed his speed even more, apparently concerned about having his seat cushions ruined.

“Not carsick,” said Wanda.

Myrtle turned around in her seat to look at Wanda. “Is something going to happen at the flower show?”

“I’m jest getting’ some bad vibes, that’s all.”

Wanda’s bad vibes weren’t the same as other people’s bad vibes. Wanda was a psychic. Her bad vibes could mean anything from a pop-up thunderstorm to a medical emergency in the middle of the venue. 

“But you are gonna be lucky,” she drawled. 

Myrtle puffed up. “That’s what I thought.”

Miles’s voice was uneasy as he said, “Perhaps I shouldn’t drop you ladies off. We could have a very nice day at the house watching Tomorrow’s Promise and playing cards. I did so poorly at hearts the last time we played that I need another opportunity to redeem myself.”

“Not today,” said Myrtle briskly. “We’re going to that flower show. I wanted to attend before, but now I’m positively intrigued by the possibilities of things going haywire. Perhaps Tippy will have a wardrobe malfunction. Or the prize-winning flower arrangement will be unceremoniously dropped by its owner.” Her eyes were gleeful at the possibilities. 

“Sounds like fun,” said Miles dryly. He paused. “What sort of event do you foresee, Wanda?”

“Don’t know. Don’t look good, though.”

Miles said, “I’m not sure how your sense of foreboding and Myrtle’s sense of luckiness will intersect. I’m curious to hear about it. What time should I plan on picking you up?” 

“Well, the programs and whatnot will go on for a couple of hours. The exhibits are open before and after the programs. Maybe three hours?” Myrtle glanced back at Wanda for approval, and Wanda nodded. 

“Got it. I’ll do that, then. You can call me if you get tired out before the three hours are up. I have nothing else going on today.”

Myrtle was indignant. “For heaven’s sake! Wanda and I can handle strolling around a flower show for a few hours. We’re both in excellent shape.”

Myrtle, certainly, was in good shape. She was built like old farm stock: tall and big-boned. Wanda, however, looked rather like a large gust of wind might blow her to the land of Oz.

Miles knew when to keep quiet. He dutifully drove them to the event and straight up to the drop-off area at the front while Myrtle and Wanda chitchatted about flowers, shrubs, and the upcoming programs.

“Have fun,” said Miles as they got out of the car. Myrtle gave him a jaunty wave, and Wanda a gap-toothed smile. 

They walked into the event which Myrtle had pre-paid for. “There’s Tippy,” said Myrtle, looking over at a long table on the way into the exhibit. “Look, she’s selling raffle tickets of some sort. Excellent! As lucky as I’m feeling, I’ll purchase two of them.”

Wanda said, “Jest buy one.”

Myrtle raised her eyebrows. “Am I that lucky today, then?” 

Wanda nodded.

“Perhaps I should have played the lottery after all,” mused Myrtle.

Myrtle strode right up to Tippy, nearly plowing over an elderly woman in between them. 

Tippy smiled at her. “Want to buy a few raffle tickets, Myrtle?”

Myrtle winked at Wanda. “Actually, I only want to buy a single raffle ticket.”

“You’ll increase your chances if you buy a few more,” said Tippy in her most persuasive voice. “It’s for a good cause.”

“What’s the cause?” asked Myrtle.

“Garden club,” said Tippy complacently. “To get more speakers. And perhaps to have a better year-end wrap-up party.”

Myrtle wasn’t completely sure garden club qualified as a good cause. Besides, she already paid dues to the group and was a widowed retired schoolteacher on an ever-present budget. “Just the same, I’ll get the single ticket. But I’ll be sure to mention the raffle to everyone I see.”

“Perfect,” said Tippy, sliding her the ticket after Myrtle paid her. “Be sure to listen to the opening speech. The winner will be announced then.” 

“Mmm-hmm,” said Myrtle, already distracted by the exhibits she could see further in the room. She also knew she’d already won the raffle, so the details didn’t bother her much.

“Wouldn’t you like to know what the prize is?” asked Tippy.

“I’m sure it will be some sort of gardening tools,” said Myrtle. She didn’t really care what she won for her dollar. She simply liked the idea of winning something.

Tippy looked slightly deflated. “Yes, they’re gardening tools. Excellent gardening tools.”

Wanda gave her a sympathetic grin, as if knowing Tippy was a bit disappointed at not getting oohs and ahhs from the description of the prize.

Tippy, accordingly, smiled back. “You don’t know how pleased I am to see you here, Wanda. You’re always so attentive during the talks. Our speakers have mentioned that to me in past programs. It’s so rewarding for them to have an audience member hanging on their every word.” 

Wanda gave her a shy smile in return. Tippy said, “Have you entered anything in the exhibit?” 

Wanda now looked slightly alarmed. “Ain’t got money fer garden club.”

Tippy now had a determined air about her. “I believe the club can grant a scholarship for your dues.”

“Wouldn’t wanna cause no trouble,” said Wanda, looking down at her scuffed shoes.

“No trouble at all,” said Tippy firmly. “Consider it done. Here, take a program with you.”

Wanda and Myrtle walked farther into the recreation center. “That were nice of her,” said Wanda slowly.

“Oh, you’ve made Tippy’s day. There’s nothing she likes better than a project and since the flower show is over today, she needs something new on her agenda. What’s more, you’ve also saved me in the process.”

Wanda looked quizzically at Myrtle.

“If you hadn’t become Tippy’s new project, she’d likely have become ensnared by Red again. Red always wheedles her into volunteering me for various things.”

“Thought she’d be busy enough with the town council stuff.”

“You’d think,” said Myrtle. “But she never seems to feel busy enough. I suspect that Tippy is trying to escape her husband, Benton.”

“He’s a bad guy?” asked Wanda.

“He’s simply unbearably boring. And much worse since he retired from politics himself. Never get the man started on the subject of golf. But we should get on to more pleasant topics. Like flowers. What would you like to see first?” Myrtle looked at her program. “Scented herbs? Potted plants? Arrangements? Horticulture? Bonsai? Orchids?”

Wanda looked at her Timex watch. “Think we should hear the opening speech?” 

Myrtle made a face. “You’re probably right, although I detest the opening speeches. It’s an opportunity for any local blowhard to run their mouth. However, I do want to hear the dulcet tones of my name being voiced by Tippy as the raffle winner. And I suppose they’ll be announcing the winners of the various divisions of the exhibit.”

They walked into the large center room of the recreation center. There was a lingering scent of popcorn from the movie night a couple of evenings ago. The polished wood floors gleamed. Rows of neatly arranged folding chairs stretched across the open space, facing a modest stage where Tippy stood, looking nervous. 

“Gracious, Tippy’s not the sort to get stage fright. That’s most unlike her. She absolutely adores being up in front of people.”

Wanda looked thoughtfully at the anxious Tippy. “Is she the only one talkin’?” 

Myrtle peered at her program. “Actually, no. An excellent point, Wanda. She’s supposed to be simply introducing the judge. Then the judge, Hortense Winston, is supposed to make a speech.” 

Wanda looked at her Timex again. “Reckon the judge is runnin’ late, then.”

“She certainly is. Perhaps she got held up trying to find an acceptable entry for the gardenia category. Those shrubs are very temperamental, you know. If you don’t give it exactly what it wants, its leaves will yellow.”

“Sounds like trouble,” said Wanda.

“Gardenias are trouble, for sure. But they smell glorious. It’s unfortunate that they’ll fall victim to mildew, stem canker, and root rot at the slightest provocation.”

They focused their attention again on the stage. Tippy, always very prompt, now appeared in an agony of indecision about what to do. The judge wasn’t available. But everyone was waiting for the program to begin. Finally, she squared her shoulders and walked over to the lectern. 

Tippy cleared her throat. “Welcome, everyone, to the tenth annual Bradley Flower Show!”

There was a polite round of applause. Tippy appeared to be looking desperately around her for signs of the absent judge. Seeing none, she cleared her throat once more. “Before we hear from our grand judge today, let’s announce the winner of today’s raffle prize.”

Tippy approached a fishbowl full of tickets, stuck her hand in the bowl, and fished around while looking in the other direction as if there might be a way to cheat. 

“Today’s winning ticket is 578904,” said Tippy, looking expectantly into the audience.

Myrtle coolly stood up. “Bingo,” she said. 

There was another round of applause, this one perhaps less polite and more envious.

Tippy grinned at her. “Myrtle Clover! Come on up and claim your prize.”

Myrtle had the feeling as she thumped her way down the aisle with her cane that Tippy intended to use her to kill time until the judge could be retrieved from the snack bar or the restroom or wherever else she’d gone. 

Tippy gave her a perfunctory hug. “Here’s your prize, Myrtle. Thanks for supporting garden club.”

Myrtle gritted her teeth as she looked into the gift bag. Her prize was a set of ergonomic garden tools for the arthritic. Myrtle was quite proud of her lack of arthritis (except, perhaps, when it acted up when it rained) and her overall health. “Thank you,” she growled.

Tippy seemed unaware of any hostility on Myrtle’s end. “I know most of us here have known you for a long time, Myrtle. Plenty in the room were actually taught by you.”

There was a round of applause from the audience. Myrtle acknowledged it with a smile. However, she would not give a monologue about her life in order to use up time before the tardy judge wandered onto the stage. “That’s correct.”

Tippy, who was possibly not the most creative person in the world, looked desperately at Myrtle. It was completely apparent that she had no idea what to say next.

Myrtle sighed, taking pity on her. She leaned over the microphone. “I believe our audience might want to hear more about the general history of our club, the makeup of its current members, and the kinds of activities we have.”

Tippy brightened. Using her unexpected pulpit to expound on and promote the wonders of garden club would be easy for her. Myrtle took this opportunity to escape with her ergonomic garden tools.

When Myrtle reached Wanda, she gestured to the door at the back of the auditorium. Wanda nodded and joined her as Tippy talked about the 1920s and the origins of Bradley’s garden club.

“Thank heavens we got out of there,” said Myrtle. “Now, what shall we see first? Have you looked at the program?” 

Wanda’s literacy was tenuous at best, but the program had, obligingly, included pictures of the various exhibits.

“Mebbe the roses?” she asked in a tentative voice.

“An excellent choice. Also, we’ll have practically the entire flower show to ourselves since the attendees are trapped in there with Tippy. Let’s take advantage of the lack of crowds.”

It was indeed uncrowded. In fact, the halls were all but deserted except for a custodian diligently sweeping a stretch of flooring.

“Not feelin’ good about this,” muttered Wanda.

“What? I thought you wanted to see the roses.”

“Not feelin’ good about what might happen.” She paused, looking toward another corridor in the maze-like recreation center. 

“Something’s wrong down there? Is this related to that uneasy feeling you had in the car? The one that Miles was so quick to write off as motion sickness?” 

Wanda nodded. 

“Well then, I think I should take a look. We do, after all, have an AWOL judge. I’m wondering if there might be a good reason for that.” She looked at her program. “This hallway is the horticulture division. With ‘a dazzling variety of genus, species, and cultivars.’” 

Wanda stared down the hallway as if the horticulture division encompassed unseen horrors.

“I’ll just nip down and see what I can see. You stay put, and I’ll be right back in a jiffy.”

But Wanda, despite her foreboding, wasn’t going to allow Myrtle to venture toward the horticulture division by herself. She loped next to her, eyes alert.

Myrtle walked into the exhibit and stopped. She turned to Wanda. “You were right.”

The flower show judge lay sprawled on the floor, mouth agape as if in surprise. A broken clay flowerpot lay next to her. 
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Chapter Two
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“Do you know her?” breathed Wanda.

Myrtle nodded, looking down at the reedy figure on the floor. “She’s Dr. Hortense Winston. The missing judge for the event.” She carefully put a finger on where Hortense’s pulse should be and shook her head. The florescent lights from above lent an almost clinical feel to the scene. 

“Wuz she a nice person?”

Myrtle pursed her lips. “I wouldn’t say she was the nicest person, no. She was quite passionate about gardening, though. I’m not sure she cared much for people, however. I suppose I should call Red and alert him.”

“He’s not here at the show?” 

Myrtle said, “It’s not Red’s scene at all. He might have helped with traffic control if there was a need, but this is Bradley. Fifty cars in a vast parking lot were completely manageable.” She glanced around her. “Unfortunately, I don’t immediately see any clues to identify the perpetrator, do you, Wanda?” 

Wanda peered around the room. “Jest that the flowerpot wuz the weapon.”

“Right. Someone slammed it into her head. I find it difficult to believe that it would be because Hortense gave the killer’s horticulture exhibit a low score.” She sighed, taking her cell phone out of her large pocketbook. 

Red, her son and the town’s police chief, answered immediately. “What’s going on, Mama? Everything okay?” 

“Sadly, everything is not okay. I’m over at the flower show.”

Red growled, “Are you still upset that your rosebush was eaten up by Erma’s deer? I told you there’s nothing I can do about that. It’s hardly grounds for an arrest. Now listen, I have some paperwork I’ve gotta take care of.” 

“You’re about to have a lot more paperwork. There’s a body here.”

There was silence on the other end. “Are you talking about a human body?” 

“Of course I’m talking about a human body. It’s in the horticulture division. I’m assuming you’ll want to shut down the event and secure the venue. Considering there are quite a few people here and that Tippy is likely running out of ways to stall them from running rampant around the rec center, I figured you’d want to head over here right away.” 

“Coming right over,” said Red grimly. “Mama? Be safe. Get away from the body and the area.”

“Oh, I have Wanda with me for protection.”

The sigh that Red gave before hanging up the phone indicated he didn’t think much about Wanda’s capacity as a bodyguard.

Just then, there was a buzz of voices coming down the hallway. “Tippy must have finally run out of things to say,” said Myrtle. “We have to protect the crime scene, Wanda.”

Myrtle bustled out of the horticulture exhibit and toward the general noise coming toward them. In her most effective teacher’s voice, she bellowed, “STOP.”

Most people did stop, perhaps to stare and wonder why the elderly woman seemed to be so agitated. Some people, perhaps determined to find out if their Mr. Lincoln red rose had won its category, pressed on.

Myrtle did not take kindly to being thwarted. She reached out for the light switch and clicked it off, sending the entire enclosed hallway into darkness.

Now the general noise sounded more alarmed. Myrtle’s voice rose above the din. “Attention! Everyone must turn around and exit the building. There has been an incident and the police are on the way.” 

There was a bit of hesitation with some people lingering and some, perhaps eager to be back in some form of light again, turned and started moving toward the exit. 

“Now!” encouraged Myrtle.

“We gonna join ‘em?” asked Wanda.

“Absolutely not. We’re going to guard the crime scene until Red strings up his yellow crime scene tape. We must find out who killed poor Hortense, even if no one seemed very fond of her.” Myrtle’s eyes narrowed. “The very idea of anyone sullying my garden club’s event with murder! It’s outrageous.”

Wanda nodded sadly. “I were lookin’ forward to the programs.”

“With any luck, Tippy will have enough funds in the budget to rent the rec center again and reschedule,” said Myrtle. “Otherwise, perhaps the speakers will be kind enough to attend a series of regular club meetings. Even remotely.”

The sound of a siren broke into her musings. “Finally,” said Myrtle rather waspishly. “That took forever.”

Wanda looked at her Timex, noting it had been a matter of five minutes, but wisely kept that knowledge to herself.

There was a bit of shouting outside. “That will be Red, repeating my instructions to stay clear of the building,” said Myrtle.

“Reckon it’s time fer us to leave, too. Crime scene protector’s on his way.”

“Let’s just stay until he comes down the hall.”

Which was momentarily. Red’s face was just as red as his hair as he stomped toward them. “I didn’t want you anywhere near this crime scene,” he huffed at Myrtle.

Myrtle said coldly, “I was sure you didn’t want anyone else near this crime scene. And there was a veritable horde descending on it until I turned them away.”

Red muttered. “Hordes. In Bradley.”

“Precisely,” said Myrtle with a sniff. 

“Okay. Well, now you can head out the door. Thank you, Mama.” 

Myrtle, pleased at being asked nicely for once, sailed toward the closest exit, with Wanda in tow. 

As soon as they got outside the recreation center, everyone was looking their way. Clearly, they were the ones who knew what was going on and why the police had turned up at a flower show.

Tippy was the first to reach them. She was pale and there was a tightness around her lips. “Myrtle? Did something happen?” She paused and asked in a quieter voice. “Does it have something to do with Hortense?”

Myrtle gave a bob of her head. “I’m afraid so, Tippy. But I suppose we should have guessed that Hortense had met some sort of horrid fate. She wasn’t the type of person to shy away from a lectern, was she?” 

Tippy looked deflated. “No, she wasn’t.” She glanced around them at the interested faces that were hoping to glean information. She lowered her voice once again, and Myrtle reflected it was good she had such excellent hearing for her age. “Did she have a medical emergency? A heart attack? A terrible stroke?” 

Tippy wasn’t one to be ghoulish over death, and Myrtle knew she simply hoped that an act of violence hadn’t desecrated the garden club’s flower show. But Myrtle had to shake her head. “I’m afraid not. It was definitely foul play. But Wanda and I can’t disclose more information than that, of course.”

Tippy gave a long sigh. “Oh no. So the event will need to be closed down for the day.”

“I’m sure. It’s quite a large crime scene, isn’t it? A whole recreation center.”

Tippy quietly said, “I heard from the attendees that it was near the horticulture division.”

Since there were going to be many people who’d attest to that fact, Myrtle nodded. 

Tippy gave another long sigh, as if the horticulture division was positively the worst location for a homicide. But she’d likely have had the same reaction if it had been in the
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