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Chapter One
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IT WAS 3:30 IN THE morning and Myrtle and Miles were drinking coffee and quietly working on their puzzles. Pasha, Myrtle’s feral cat companion, was leisurely taking a bath. 

Myrtle glanced over at Miles and said in something of a pointed tone, “Isn’t this nice? The two of us? Quiet?” 

Miles gave her a weary look. “Don’t say it.”

“Of course I’m going to say it. I need to point out how very nice it is to be having some quiet time together without a particular someone barging in with a bunch of foolishness.”

Which was precisely the moment the doorbell rang.

Myrtle scowled. 

Miles stood up to get the door and Myrtle hissed at him, “Let’s not answer it.”

“She’ll realize we’re avoiding her,” said Miles in a reasonable tone.

“Maybe she’ll think we nodded off doing our puzzles,” suggested Myrtle. 

Miles shook his head and walked over to the door as Myrtle heaved a sigh. Pasha looked up from her bath and narrowed her eyes at the door. 

“We don’t want her here, do we Pasha?” asked Myrtle.

Pasha swished her tail in agreement and continued staring at the door with a rather violent expression in her eyes. 

Miles opened the door and a woman about sixty years old, wearing a cheerful expression stood there. “Hi all!” she said brightly.

Pasha let out a moaning growl, hair standing up on her back. Myrtle understood the feeling. 

The woman gave Miles a peck on the cheek and then beamed at Myrtle. She said in a loud voice, “Are you getting your puzzle done?” 

The woman, Eloise, was convinced Myrtle was deaf although Myrtle had excellent hearing. It was yet another reason to dislike Eloise, among the legions. 

“Naturally,” said Myrtle coolly. “Excuse me for a moment. I should feed Pasha.” 

Pasha did not, actually, require feeding. But Myrtle needed time away from Eloise and she suspected the black cat did, too. Although, if Pasha were to pounce on Eloise, it might make Eloise stay away.

Eloise cried out, startling Pasha, who reared her back up in response. “Oh, I forgot! I brought a present for Pasha. Let me dig it out.”

Pasha watched Eloise suspiciously as she rummaged through a purse spotted with polka dots. 

“Here you are,” she trilled. She awkwardly held a small toy out for the cat, who regarded it disdainfully. 

“I’ll just put it on the floor, then,” she said. “It’s filled with catnip.”

“Oh gosh,” said Miles slowly.

“Catnip tends to enrage Pasha,” said Myrtle. “The poor darling.”

Sure enough, Pasha leapt on top of the cat toy, pummeling it. She ripped at the cloth with her teeth until the insides came out and there was catnip scattered all over the floor. Then Pasha rolled around in the catnip, her black fur covered in it.

Myrtle gritted her teeth. 

Eloise said with a halting laugh. “Goodness. Well, I sure am sorry about that. I didn’t realize cat toys had a psychological effect on Pasha.”

“She’s not like other cats.” Myrtle realized she should try and be nice. Sometimes, it was very challenging to be nice, especially when others continued making errors in judgment. Like coming over in the middle of the night to interrupt a very nice, quiet time between friends. “Thanks for the gift, though. That was kind of you.” 

Miles gave her a small smile at the effort.

“I’ll clean the mess up,” Eloise quickly offered.

“No worries. I can manage in a little while.” 

Myrtle walked away to feed Pasha. 

“What are y’all doing?” asked Eloise in a bright voice.

Miles cleared his throat. “We were working on puzzles, actually.”

“Oh, I like doing puzzles,” said Eloise cheerfully. “Where are the puzzle pieces?”

Myrtle gave a grim smile in the kitchen, rolling her eyes as she got out some canned food for Pasha. 

Miles said carefully, “It’s not that kind of puzzle. Myrtle was working on a crossword and I was working on a sudoku.”

Eloise’s voice was disappointed. “Oh. Hm. I’m not as good at those types of puzzles. I can do the puzzles where you mark what’s different in one picture than the other one, though.” 

Miles said, “Unfortunately, that type of puzzle is on the same page as Myrtle’s crossword.”

Myrtle was certainly not going to sacrifice her crossword time to Eloise so that she could mark differences in two illustrations.

Eloise looked crestfallen. Then she brightened. “I know! We can watch television.”

A muscle in Myrtle’s temple started throbbing. 

Miles said in a gentle voice, “There’s not much on at this hour. There’s mostly just infomercials and things.”

“Myrtle?” called Eloise, who was apparently determined to ensure that something was played on the television. “Did you tape the latest Tomorrow’s Promise?” 

She had her there. Eloise knew that Myrtle taped her soap opera every day. Myrtle sighed and then said in a rather forced tone, “Yes, I have yesterday’s episode. Miles and I were planning on watching it during lunch later today.” The last was said in a fairly pointed manner. 

“Let’s watch it now! Won’t that be fun? The three of us watching our favorite soap? I keep wondering if Zack and Feline are going to finally get together. I mean, they write arguments between those two, but the tension between them is electric!” 

Without getting an affirmative, Eloise plopped down in Myrtle’s chair, grabbed the remote, and fiddled with it until the show came up. Myrtle’s teeth-gritting moved into gnashing territory. 

Lest she miss any of the show, Myrtle hurried back into the room and plopped down next to Miles on the sofa. He gave her a wordless apology with his eyes and Myrtle gave him a tight smile.

Eloise yawned and maneuvered the recliner until she could put her feet up. “Yeah, I don’t like this storyline as much . . . the whole Peter-can’t-find-employment thing.” 

The Peter storyline was actually one of Myrtle’s favorites. She scowled at the television, trying to listen as Eloise continued prattling on about how Zack and Feline were really soulmates and needed to spend their lives together.

Finally, unable to hear as Peter was at yet another likely ill-fated job interview, Myrtle snapped. “If you don’t want to listen, Eloise, please hightail it back home.”

Miles hid a smile. Eloise put her hand up to her mouth and made a zipping motion. “I’m zipping my lips,” she said, unnecessarily. 

Pasha, done with her food, skulked into the room again, staring fixedly at Eloise as if watching prey. Eloise did her best not to notice and stay focused on the show.

By the time the Peter scene was over with, there was a jarring, grating, gasping sound that made Myrtle jump. She saw Eloise was lying back in the recliner, mouth slack and snoring loudly. 

“For heaven’s sake,” grouched Myrtle. She took the remote and stopped the show. She said to Miles, “You and I can watch this when we wanted to—today at lunch.”

Miles looked over at Eloise and sighed. Myrtle said, “Come on—we’re going for a walk.”

“It’s four o’clock in the morning,” said Miles. 

“Which is an absolutely fantastic time of day to go down to the dock, sit in the rockers, and look out over the lake.”

Miles followed Myrtle through her backyard and down the hill to the dock. There was a boat there that Myrtle had long ago gifted to Red, but which still stayed at her dock since Red’s house across the street wasn’t on the water. There were two rocking chairs on the dock and Myrtle and Miles sat down. The moon was almost full and shone on the dark water. Crickets were chirping around them and there was a chorus of frogs off in the distance. Myrtle gave a happy sigh. 

Miles said, “Sorry about the interruption to our puzzle time. Eloise apparently thinks she’s developing a friendship with you.” 

Myrtle now made an unhappy sigh. “Just because you and Eloise are going out together, that’s no reason she and I need to be friends. I suspect we don’t have much in common.”

Miles considered this. “You both like chocolate chip cookies.”

“That’s hardly the basis for a relationship.”

Miles said, “I agree that you don’t have a lot in common. Honestly, I’ve not found much in common with Eloise, either.”

“As I said before, she chased you and chased you and you eventually gave up. I think you ran out of steam, and you were not in love.” Myrtle added, “And Pasha can’t stand her.”

Miles said dryly, “Well, I’ll have to break up with Eloise posthaste then.”

“Pasha has excellent judgment.” 

They rocked in silence for a minute or so, watching the water ripple in the light of the moon. 

“Does she read?” asked Myrtle briskly, trying to find some redeeming value in the errant Eloise.

“She knows how to read.”

“Yes, but does she read for pleasure?” asked Myrtle impatiently.

“No. That’s another thing we don’t have in common. I wanted her to try one of my favorite books and I genuinely think she was horrified by the suggestion.”

“Was it Absalom, Absalom!? Because Faulkner can be tricky, you know. It might not have been the best pick for someone who doesn’t have an established reading habit.”

“You know I wouldn’t foist Faulkner on a novice. No, I tried to interest her in On the Beach.” 

Myrtle said, “Oh, a cheerful dystopian tale. On the upside, it’s short and definitely readable. I used to assign it to my high school students, so it shouldn’t have been too much of a problem for her to tackle.”

“That’s what I thought,” said Miles morosely. 

They were silent again, listening as the frogs’ croaks reached a crescendo. 

Myrtle said, “I can add other items to the litany of things that are wrong with Eloise.”

“I thought we weren’t counting things that were wrong with Eloise. I thought we were cataloging ways she and I are different.”

“Yes, but differences are things that are wrong with her. She didn’t like Peter’s storyline in Tomorrow’s Promise. That was annoying.”

“But she does watch the same show that we do, so that’s technically not a difference,” said Miles. 

Myrtle said darkly, “I have the feeling she’s not a longtime Tomorrow’s Promise viewer. I mentioned the Denise Playford storyline from five years ago and she gave me the blankest look I’ve ever seen. Actually, she gives me that particular look quite a bit.” 

Miles said, “I’m not disagreeing with you. I’m simply trying to figure out the best way to handle backing out of the relationship. I don’t want to hurt her feelings. And she’s gone out of her way to be nice to both of us.” 

“By being obsequious.”

“Now, Myrtle.”

Myrtle said, “I know, I know. She doesn’t deserve a mean breakup. There should be a fairly easy way to handle it. I’ll ruminate on it. Now what are we going to do about Sleeping Beauty in there?” 

“I could slip back in and bring our puzzles out here. The moon is pretty bright.” 

Myrtle looked leery. “That might wake her up. Then she’d want to join us on the dock.”

“Actually, she wouldn’t. She swore me to secrecy, but I suppose it’s all right if I tell just you. Eloise can’t swim and it makes her very nervous to be close to the lake.”

Myrtle said, “It’s very odd to live in a town with a massive lake and not sign up for swim lessons. But I’m glad you told me. I foresee many evenings on the dock, you and I. Oh, when you go up, I have a booklight in my bedside table. I have no idea why Red gave it to me—it’s not like I’m going to disturb anyone if I turn on a lamp when I can’t sleep.” 

Miles headed back into the house and quickly came back. “She’s gone.”

“Gone? As in . . . disappeared?” 

“Well, I don’t believe she disappeared, but she definitely left.” Miles looked uncomfortable. “Do you suppose she was upset when she woke up and we weren’t there?” 

“If she had a lick of sense, and I’m not positive she does, she’d have woken up, realized she’d fallen asleep and needed to go to bed, and left for home.” 

Miles said, “But what if she didn’t have a lick of sense?”

Myrtle folded her hands in her lap. “Perhaps a masked intruder came in and spirited her away. Better her than me, of course.” 

Miles, at the mention of a masked intruder, had already pulled out his phone. “Eloise? Hi there. Did you make it home all right?” 

There was apparently a confirmation on the other end. 

Miles said, “I’m sorry Myrtle and I left. We figured having the television on might disturb you so we walked down to the dock to let you sleep.”

Myrtle rolled her eyes at this fabrication on Miles’s part. They’d simply wanted to escape Eloise’s presence, even if she was sleeping.

“All right. So I’ll see you tomorrow sometime? Good.” 

Myrtle gave him a fierce look and shook her head. 

“Okay, well, sleep tight.” Miles hung up.

“That’s not exactly the textbook approach for breaking up with someone.”

Miles said with a sigh, “I’m hoping that I’ll be able to find a good method on the internet.” 

“I can only imagine the suggestions you’ll find online. Shall we go inside and finish our puzzles?” 

And so they did. And enjoyed milk and cookies while they worked them. 
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MILES ENDED UP GOING back home sometime around dawn. Myrtle dozed just a bit in her chair after he left, with Pasha curled up in her lap. Then she woke up, got ready for her day, and had a big breakfast of eggs, bacon, and fruit. 

Elaine, her daughter-in-law, came by briefly before taking her son, Jack, to preschool. 

“Good morning!” beamed Myrtle when she opened the door. 

“Looks like you’ve been up for a while,” said Elaine wryly. “As opposed to me.” 

Elaine was wearing a track suit that looked like it might have been slept in. She’d made an attempt to brush her bobbed hair, but looked like she’d missed a spot in the back, which was currently sticking straight up on the top of the back of her head. 

“Just be thankful that you can sleep. You don’t realize what a blessing that is. Come in and have some coffee, if you have time.”

Elaine looked at her watch. “I can spare about fifteen minutes before I need to show up in the carpool line with Jack.”

Elaine fixed her coffee while Myrtle visited with Jack. “Look at you!” she said to him. “You’re such a big boy with your dinosaur backpack.”

Jack gave her a toothy grin and then sat on her floor and carefully unpacked his backpack, showing her his show-and-tell toy, the “letter bag” full of things representing the letter s, and his dinosaur lunchbox. 

He started playing with the box of toys that Myrtle had reserved for him as Elaine plopped down on the sofa with her coffee. “Maybe this will help me wake up a little,” she mumbled. “How are things going over here?” 

“Oh, they’re all right, I suppose.” 

Elaine quirked an eyebrow. “Trouble with Miles’s ladylove?”

Myrtle winced at the reference. “Eloise? Ugh, yes. Miles and I were having a completely lovely time doing puzzles last night when Eloise burst in, turned on the television, and then started loudly snoring.”

Elaine hid a smile. “Really? That sounds very dramatic.”

“Well, I suppose it happened in stages, but it certainly felt very sudden. Right now, I’d rather have Erma Sherman knocking on my door than Eloise.”

“That really is bad.” Elaine took another sip of coffee. “Is Miles really smitten with her, then? It seems like he’s putting up with a lot.”

Myrtle, who was smiling at Jack playing with toy trucks, said, “Heavens, no. No, he doesn’t want to be seeing her at all. But you know how Miles doesn’t like making waves. He’s trying to find a way to cushion the blow when he breaks up with her. At the rate he’s going, it might be next year.” 

Elaine leaned in as if she might somehow be overhead by someone other than a preschooler. “Okay. If that’s the case, I need to share something I saw yesterday. I wasn’t going to say anything if Miles was totally happy in the relationship. But I saw Eloise out yesterday with another man.”

Myrtle frowned. “Out, like maybe she was stretching her legs and he was joining her? Out, like perhaps she was having a coffee and there wasn’t another place to sit so this man shared her table?” 

“No. Out, like they were definitely together.”

“And you’re sure it wasn’t Miles?”

“Yes. Eloise reached out and put her hand on his and squeezed it. And then he gave her a kiss.”

Myrtle said flatly, “Well, that definitely wasn’t Miles. Miles doesn’t believe in public displays of affection. Who was this man? Did you recognize him?”

Elaine nodded. “It was Jax Jackson.”

Myrtle gave a low whistle. Jax was an attractive older man with a full beard and a rakish smile. He was tall and full of life.

“I think that’s very shabby of Eloise! Imagine cheating on a kind, sweet man like Miles.” Myrtle fumed.

Elaine said, “I know. Maybe break it to him gently.”

“I’ll do no such thing! I’m planning on giving him as much ammunition as possible so he’ll actually break up with her. I’m not going to hold back,” said Myrtle grimly. 

Elaine glanced at her watch and took a last big gulp of coffee. “Okay, that’s it for me. Hope you have a good rest of your day, Myrtle.”

Myrtle gave them both hugs although she was a little absentminded while she did so. She couldn’t resist immediately letting Miles know so she gave him a call. 

He must have fallen asleep because his voice was groggy when he answered. “Hmm?” he asked blearily. 

“Elaine was just over here and you’ll never believe what she said.”

Miles said, “Jack did something cute? Or smart?” 

“Of course not, Miles. That wouldn’t be extraordinary at all. Jack is always doing something cute and smart. No, she told me that when she was out yesterday, she saw Jax Jackson and Eloise having an intimate lunch together. Kissing and handholding and whatnot.”

Miles was quiet for a few moments. “Was she sure about that? Jax goes out with plenty of people. In fact, I thought he was seeing Marigold Pratt right now.”

“Marigold Pratt is married.”

“Yes, but that hasn’t seemed to stop Jax,” said Miles. 

“Maybe he’s seeing both of them. The point is that Elaine was absolutely certain of what and who she saw. She was planning on not saying anything because she was afraid your feelings would be hurt.”

Miles said wryly, “Which is entirely the problem. My feelings aren’t hurt.”

“Precisely. And they would be if you cared about Eloise.”

“My pride might be hurt a little, though,” muttered Miles. 

“Your pride should know better than to take its cues from Eloise. You have plenty of other things to be proud of.” 

Miles said, “It might be helpful if you were to name a few. Just to help me bounce back from this a little.”

“Well, you’ve become much better at chess.”

“That’s true,” said Miles. His voice brightened. 

“You’re very tidy. I bet most single men don’t have floors that sparkle.”

“I’m not sure I really feel pride in that, though,” said Miles. 

“And you’re a very good friend,” said Myrtle as if it had just occurred to her. “You’re always very thoughtful.”

“Thank you, Myrtle.” 

“You’re welcome. Now go break up with Eloise. I know how you like to procrastinate things that you don’t want to do.”

Miles groaned. 

“Just phone her up. She always has her phone with her. I know this because it’s always going off with that annoying ringtone.”

Miles said, “I don’t think breaking up with someone on the phone is a very nice thing to do. And you just said that I was a good friend and very thoughtful.”

“For heaven’s sake! Just phone her and ask her to meet you somewhere. She’s the one who’s not valuing your relationship enough, after all. It shouldn’t be that much of a hardship to cut the cord.”

Miles sighed. “All right. I’ll call and see if we can have breakfast together. I’ll get back to you later.” And he rang off. 

Satisfied, Myrtle started humming to herself in a very off-key fashion while she tidied up her house. Then she finished her crossword puzzle and headed off to the grocery store for more orange juice. Red had seen to it that she didn’t have a car some time ago, so when she went to the store on solo trips, she made sure that she was just getting one or two things so she could easily carry them back. 

Near the grocery store, she spotted Miles and Eloise having breakfast at a table next to the window inside Bo’s Diner. They appeared to be having a fabulous time together. Miles, in the middle of laughing, glanced out the window and saw Myrtle’s scowling face. He quickly sobered up. 

Myrtle stalked into the grocery store and found the orange juice. She also remembered she was a little low on peanut butter, so she got that as well. The bag was already going to be a bit heavy, so she stopped there and headed to the cash register. 

When she passed by the diner again, Eloise was no longer there and Miles was standing glumly outside. He reached out a hand and Myrtle gave him the grocery bag. 

“Did you drive here?” she asked.

“No, I walked. I wanted to clear my head.”

“Did that work?” asked Myrtle.

“Not particularly.”

They walked in silence for a few moments before Myrtle asked, “So what happened at the diner?” 

Miles sighed. “It became very melodramatic.”

“Things must have deteriorated quickly. When I was going by on my way to the store, you both looked quite jolly.”

“Yes, but your expression reminded me what I was supposed to be doing. I managed an awkward segue to the subject of Jax.” Miles switched the heavy grocery bag from one arm to the other. “I told her that I thought she and I needed to stop seeing each other but to continue being friends.”

“Although hopefully not the type of friend that bursts into the house in the middle of the night and breaks up puzzle solving.”

Miles nodded. “I think I made it clear that we weren’t going to be spending a lot of time together. I didn’t want to have a halfway relationship. Actually, I don’t think I want to have a relationship at all right now. It certainly makes life a lot more complicated and I’m at the time of my life where I like things to be simple.”

“What did she say about Jax?” asked Myrtle curiously.

“Oh, she admitted it right away. Blushed, as a matter of fact.” 

Myrtle said, “She couldn’t have been too surprised that you found out. After all, this is a small town . . . you can’t just be canoodling with someone in the middle of downtown and not have people know about it.” 

“Apparently, they’ve had an on-again, off-again relationship for a long time. Anyway, she did act rather defensive at first.” Miles looked uncomfortable. “She decided to throw some of my own faults back at me. Eloise was being rather loud and I have the feeling she was overheard. It was quite crowded in the diner at the time.”

Myrtle quirked her eyebrows. “What were your faults?” 

“Do I really have to catalog them?” 

“Well, we just listed your attributes a little while ago. It seems fair to consider your faults now, too.” 

Miles said, “I’m not sure they were really even faults. They were just things she didn’t like—aspects of me that didn’t work for her.”

“Such as?” 

Miles said, “Well, she thinks I’m very quiet.”

“That’s definitely not a fault and rather rude of her to say it was.” Myrtle’s eyes flashed. 

Miles said, “Again, it was just something that she didn’t care for. Eloise was always trying to get me to go out with her to a friend’s get-together or a movie or to get ice cream. She didn’t seem to understand my interest in puttering around the house, or doing puzzles, or reading my books.”

“Non-readers are always trouble,” said Myrtle darkly. “What else did she think was wrong with you?”

Miles gave her a sideways look. “That I kept odd company.”

“Was she talking about me?” Myrtle was now quite indignant.

“I guess so. She could also have meant Wanda and Crazy Dan. Although I wouldn’t say I keep company with them very often. But according to her, I have a real menagerie of friends.” 

“Hmm.” Myrtle narrowed her eyes. “I believe you’ve had a lucky escape, Miles. A very lucky one. Shall we watch Tomorrow’s Promise when we get back to my house? I can rewind it to the beginning of the show.” 

And so, to Myrtle’s delight, the rest of the day progressed precisely as planned. They watched their show with no interruptions. They had sandwiches in the early afternoon with tomatoes that Miles had picked from his backyard garden. They sat out on Myrtle’s dock for a while and listened to a mockingbird and tried to count the number of songs he was singing. It was a thoroughly delightful, unextraordinary, very quiet day. The kind of day that Eloise wouldn’t have liked—which made Myrtle enjoy the day even more. 

Miles left for home in the late-afternoon and Myrtle went inside to feed and visit with Pasha. She picked up her book to read when there was a knock at her door. She frowned—it was ten o’clock at night. Opening the door, she saw Miles there, a worried look on his face. 

“Goodness, Miles. Has something happened?” 

Miles said grimly, “Eloise just called me.”

“Does she not understand how breakups work?”

“Oh, she does. But she said that Jax Jackson was dead. She found him a few minutes ago.”
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MYRTLE SAID, “LET’S get over there.” 

“I think she’s already called Red,” said Miles.

“Maybe we can beat him there. At this hour, he’s probably already in the bed. It’ll take him a minute to get his uniform on.”

Sure enough, as Miles drove Myrtle away, Red’s police cruiser was still in his driveway. 

Miles said as he drove, “She sounded pretty upset. I think she called me totally reflexively.”

“It’s just as well you broke up with her, Miles. Because why was she over at Jax’s house to begin with?” 

They pulled up to a brick ranch-style house that was on the lake. Eloise was sitting on Jax’s front steps, her head in her hands. She jumped up and hurried over as soon as she saw them arrive. When Miles stepped out of the car, she threw her arms around him while Myrtle watched through narrowed eyes.

“I knew you would come, Miles! Oh, it was awful. Just terrible. Jax was always so full of life and there he was, lying on the floor, no life at all in him.” Eloise burst into tears.

Myrtle, never a fan of tears, hastily rummaged in her huge purse for a pack of tissues which she thrust at Eloise. “Was his door unlocked?” she asked.

Eloise took a tissue and blew her nose. “Umm . . . yes, I think so. Yes, it must have been because I don’t have a key and I wouldn’t
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