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Chapter One 
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“IT’S NO FUN VISITING someone who’s asleep,” said Myrtle in a reprimanding tone.

Her friend Miles immediately jerked his head up off his chest and looked abashed. “Sorry,” he mumbled. “I haven’t been sleeping well lately.”

“Have you ever slept well, or is your insomnia a later-in-life thing?” asked Myrtle.

Miles sighed. “Believe it or not, there was a time when I slept like the dead. Now I’m on this bizarre sleep schedule. It could have something to do with people visiting me in the middle of the night,” he said, giving Myrtle a sideways glance. 

Myrtle frowned at him. “I only knock on your door when it’s clear you’re awake. If I see a light on, I know I’m not the only one who’s up for the day at 3:30.”

Miles said, “That’s only part of it. Everything seems to be off. I eat breakfast at 4:00, then I’m hungry for lunch at 9:30 or 10:00. That puts supper at 3:00 in the afternoon. Before I know it, it’s 7:30 in the evening and I’m nodding off over my book.”

Myrtle said sternly, “That doesn’t completely explain why you’re falling asleep now. It’s only 9:00 a.m.”

Miles shrugged. “I guess the lack of sleep is catching up with me. And today isn’t the day for that to happen.”

“I still say you should simply have told the ladies no,” said Myrtle, pursing her lips.

Miles held out his hands helplessly. “I was caught off-guard! I had no idea there was a plan afoot to invite me to join garden club.”

“You keep your yard too tidy,” said Myrtle. “They see you out there with your pair of clippers making sure all the blades of grass are exactly the same height.”

“No, I really think it’s because occasionally there’s heavy lifting involved for garden club,” said Miles thoughtfully.

Myrtle shrugged. “Then the husbands usually help out. And I drag Red into it.”

Red was Myrtle’s long-suffering son. He was never excited about helping out with Myrtle’s garden club, but was always relieved she at least was keeping busy and out of trouble. And wasn’t investigating murders. 

Miles said, “Perhaps the husbands have revolted. After all, it couldn’t be too pleasant to load and carry things for the botanical sale or the fundraising soiree. Maybe they just reached the point where they decided enough was enough.”

“And they said ‘no.’ Which is exactly what you should have done, Miles!” 

Miles said in a glum voice, “I’ve gotten very good at saying no via email. I’ve even gotten pretty good at saying it on a phone call. But when I’m approached at my front door, I’m apparently unable to do it.” 

Myrtle said, “You should simply have told them you needed time to consider it. That you have many other obligations and needed to see if you would be able to consistently make the meetings.”

“They were holding balloons,” said Miles forlornly. “It’s hard to put anyone off when they seem so excited and they’re holding a bunch of balloons.”

Myrtle tilted her head thoughtfully. “Is that so? They must really need some help. It sounds like sorority rush. That’s exactly what happened, Miles: you were rushed.” 

“Well, the pledge period seemed awfully short,” said Miles. “Now I’m already in the stage of membership where they’re making me do heavy-lifting.”

“Or perhaps you’re being hazed. What is it you’re picking up today?” 

Miles said, “I’m supposed to be picking up donations. That’s actually the reason I’m here right now. Today is the last day for you to donate something for the garden club silent auction. Some people are giving away packages, some baskets of items, and some are donating individual things.” 

“What kinds of things are being donated?” Myrtle frowned and started a mental evaluation of her rather modest possessions.

Miles said, “Tippy is donating an ‘experience package.’”

“What in heaven’s name is that?” 

“She has a travel agent friend who has helped her put together a trip to wine country with lodging and food,” said Miles. 

Myrtle scowled. “What are other people giving? Regular people?” 

Miles said, “Is Blanche regular?” 

“Perhaps more regular than Tippy is.”

Miles said, “Blanche is donating a hot air balloon ride through a company in South Carolina.”

Myrtle scowled. “Neither of those folks is regular, clearly.” She sat deep in thought for a few moments and then snapped her fingers. “I know. I have something that might be of some interest for a certain type of person.” 

She walked into the back of her house and returned with a small, framed sketch. “Will this do?” 

Miles pushed his glasses up his nose and studied the artwork. He nodded. “I think this will do the trick. So, this is an artist’s rendition of downtown Bradley? Circa . . . ?” 

Myrtle said, “From about fifty years ago. He was actually drawing what he saw, not drawing from memory. It’s kind of fun to see what stores were around then.”

“You took this off your wall, though. You won’t miss it?” 

“Oh, no. I remember very easily what downtown Bradley looked like fifty years ago. I wasn’t even particularly young,” said Myrtle with a snort. “Besides, having this off my mind is a relief. I was fretting over the stupid donation since Tippy announced the blasted silent auction.” 

Miles nodded. “I know what you mean. Fortunately, they didn’t make me participate since I’m such a new member.”

Myrtle raised her eyebrows. “Then you are still in the pledge period, after all.” She glanced at the clock. “After you make your rounds, do you want to come back by? I have some of the best-looking tomatoes you’ve ever seen. I can make us tomato sandwiches and we can watch Tomorrow’s Promise.” 

Miles said, “As long as the show is particularly riveting. I need to stay awake, remember?”

“It’s a soap opera. Being riveting is its stock-in-trade.”

Miles nodded and stood up, stretching a little. “All right. I’m off to Lillian Johnson’s house, then.”

“Now she’s something of a regular person! What are you picking up there?” asked Myrtle.

“It’s a basket called ‘Dog Days.’ It’s going to be heavy,” Miles added gloomily.

“What’s in it?” 

“A dog bed, a feeding station, toys, treats, grooming set, the works,” said Miles.

“Does Lillian even own a dog?” Myrtle frowned.

“I hope not. Lillian said she’d leave the door unlocked for me in case she’s not home. All I need is an overprotective pet assuming I’m some sort of threat to its property.” Miles shuddered.

“For your sake, I hope Lillian isn’t there. She’s nothing but trouble.”

Miles raised his eyebrows. “Well, that’s not the kind of statement you can just throw out there without any explanation.”

Myrtle waved her hand around impatiently. “She gossips, for one.”

“Isn’t that what we’re doing now?” asked Miles.

“Yes, but she does it maliciously. Lillian is quite malicious,” said Myrtle with a bite in her tone. 

“How awful,” said Miles dryly.

“It isn’t only that, either. She hangs out with Erma Sherman. That should tell you something about her,” said Myrtle with a sniff.

Erma Sherman was Myrtle’s next-door neighbor. Myrtle considered Erma to be her nemesis. 

Miles said, “Everyone needs a friend, don’t they?” 

“That’s debatable when the subject is Erma. Anyway, they seem to have lots in common. That’s a bad sign right there. Plus, there’s the fact Wanda warned me about her.” 

Miles leaned forward slightly. “Really? What did Wanda say?” 

Myrtle shifted uncomfortably. “That’s not the point. The point is, Wanda mentioned her.”

“But in what capacity?” pushed Miles.

“What does it matter? You never believe Wanda has a gift at all,” said Myrtle. 

Miles said slowly, “But the fact of the matter is, Wanda seems to know things. I don’t know how she does, but she does. And if Lillian is dangerous in any way, I think I have a right to know that before I head over to her house to pick up a silent auction donation.” 

Myrtle looked cross. “All right, then. Wanda’s prediction wasn’t to stay away from Lillian. It was that Lillian was in danger.” 

Miles relaxed a bit. “Well, but that’s Wanda’s stock prediction, isn’t it? She always thinks people are in danger.”

“Because they are,” said Myrtle, still irritated. “Anyway, when I attempted to share Wanda’s warning with Lillian, she was not receptive.”

Miles snorted. “I can only imagine.”

“She should have been appreciative that Wanda was looking after her! And that I had passed along the message. People are so ungrateful these days,” said Myrtle with a sniff. 

“What did Lillian say?” 

“She acted as if I were completely senile. Lillian acted so condescending. Then she asked Erma Sherman to keep an eye on me. And she threatened to tell Red about the whole thing.” Now Myrtle was in danger of sulking. The thought of Red brought it out in her. 

Miles looked uncomfortable, as he frequently did when he and Myrtle were discussing Wanda. “Maybe Wanda meant something different.”

Myrtle frowned at him. “How could you possibly mean something different when you tell someone they’re in danger? Lillian, you’re in danger of spending too much money on a silent auction basket?” 

Miles shrugged. “I’m only saying maybe she didn’t mean an outcome as dire as she usually does.”

“Lillian, you’re in danger of getting cavities if you don’t go in for a cleaning?” Myrtle shook her head. “Wanda doesn’t deal in the trivial.”

“Of course she does! Think about her horoscopes for the paper. You know as well as I do that half of them have to do with Wanda warning someone they need to take their dog to the vet or their roses will be eaten by Japanese beetles unless they spray them.”

Myrtle said impatiently, “So her gift is a broad one. She can advise on big problems and small ones. But when she says someone is in danger, they’re in danger. And if Lillian read the paper, she’d know Wanda wasn’t a quack and neither am I.” 

Miles walked toward the door. “Well, at least perhaps I can relieve your mind. I’m heading over there first and I’ll report in. Even if she’s not there, there should be breakfast dishes still in the sink or other signs of life.” 

“My mind doesn’t have to be relieved. I wrote off Lillian Johnson as soon as she started looking at me as if I were crazy.”

Miles said, “I can relieve Wanda’s then. I know she worries about people.”

Myrtle’s expression softened a little. “That’s true. All right, just let me know.” 

But when Miles called just fifteen minutes later, he said grimly, “Myrtle, Lillian is dead.” 
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Chapter Two
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THE PROBLEM, THOUGHT Myrtle as she held herself stiffly in Erma Sherman’s car, was that Lillian lived too far away. She’d never thought that was a problem before, but now, heading out to join Miles, it was clear it was a problem of great import. She’d had to knock on Erma’s door since Red’s wife, Elaine, wasn’t home and Myrtle no longer owned a car. 

The only good thing was Erma was unnaturally solemn and rather quiet as she drove her large boat of a car to Lillian’s house.

Myrtle reveled in the silence until Erma broke it, looking sideways at her. “Did Miles say what happened to Lillian?” 

Myrtle shook her head. “No. He only said she was dead. He needed to call Red and let him know.”

Red would likely not look kindly on Myrtle’s presence there, but he would have to understand she needed to support Miles. And, naturally, find out exactly what was going on. 

“Well, Lillian and I used to talk about her health problems. Did you know she and I had some of the same ones? Our stomachs and intestines were never right. I told her she should go see my gastro doctor. Did she listen, though? She never did! Because my insides always felt all twisted up inside until I started seeing Dr. Talveston.”

Myrtle hurriedly cut in. One of Erma’s favorite topics of conversation was her bowels and Myrtle did not have the stomach for it, today of all days. “I’m fairly certain Lillian’s sudden death wasn’t a result of her intestines.” Not, anyway, if Miles had been in such a rush to get off the phone with her to call Red. 

Finally, Erma pulled up in front of Lillian’s house, which was already cordoned off with police tape. Miles appeared to be perched in the back of Red’s police car and looking rather pale. Myrtle saw Red spin around and roll his eyes when he saw his mother. He strode over to Erma’s car and hissed, “Mama, what are you doing here?” 

Myrtle smiled complacently at him. “I’m here to help Miles, of course. It isn’t every day he comes face-to-face with tragedy.”

“You can help him a lot more if you meet him over at Bo’s Diner in about twenty minutes. I’m sure he’ll be ready to eat by then and he likely can use a little distraction. Plus, he seems completely exhausted.”

“He hasn’t slept for a while,” said Myrtle with a shrug.

“Oh, and give him a bottle of hand-sanitizer. He keeps wiping his hands on his trousers and saying he forgot his,” said Red. 

Erma clambered out of her car and hurried around the hood to stand with Red. Red’s expression indicated he was not exactly pleased to see Erma there, either. 

“Hi, Red,” trilled Erma. “It’s a terrible tragedy, isn’t it?” But Erma couldn’t seem to wipe an excited smile off her face. “You know Lillian and I were friends. We saw each other all the time. So feel free to ask me any questions because I can answer them. You have a notebook, don’t you?” 

Myrtle could always tell when Red was getting annoyed. That might be because it happened so often in her presence. A red flush rose from his neck. She suspected Red had high blood pressure, although he always brushed her off when she asked. Of course, he was always nosy about her medical visits, even though he never talked about his own. Which was completely unfair. 

She had to hand it to him, though; he answered Erma very politely, although he seemed to be speaking through clenched teeth. “Do you know anything that’s directly related to Lillian’s death?” 

Erma considered this. “Well, she had this terrible bout with her bowels. I always say you can tell a lot about a person’s overall health by their bowels.”

Red quickly interjected before Erma could go into excruciating detail, “Erma, Lillian’s death wasn’t a natural one. I’m afraid the state of her bowels had nothing to do with it.” 

This made Erma gawk at him, open-mouthed. “Not natural? You mean, murder?” She now looked even more excited.

Red nodded, looking toward the road as if hoping for the cavalry to appear. Or, possibly, the state police. “When was the last time you spoke with Lillian?” 

Erma hesitated and then became flustered. “Well, you see, we were such good friends that we didn’t have to speak to each other every day. We were simpatico, you know. We always picked right up where we left off.”

Myrtle rolled her eyes. 

Erma pinched her face up in an effort to think. “Tuesday. I think we spoke on Tuesday. Yes! Actually, that’s exactly when we spoke. Because Lillian was upset about her!” She swung around, arm outstretched and pointed squarely at Myrtle. 

Myrtle glared at Erma.

Red rubbed his face and spoke through his hands. “Mama, why was Lillian mad at you?” 

“Does it even matter? I wasn’t mad at her, if that’s what you’re getting at. I had nothing to do with Lillian’s death. I simply thought her very, very silly,” said Myrtle with irritation. 

Miles was watching with interest from the police car. Apparently, he started feeling steadier on his feet and slightly more awake because he stood and started in their direction. 

Erma was getting even more keyed up. She raised her hand as if she were waiting to be called on in school. “I know! I know why she was mad at Myrtle. It was because of that psychic.”

Red closed his eyes. “Wanda?” 

“That’s it! Wanda,” said Erma, pleased with herself for contributing something important. “Don’t you need to write that down in your notebook?”

Red ignored this, staring at his mother instead. “Please tell me Wanda isn’t involved in this.”

“Of course she’s not,” said Myrtle crossly as Miles joined them. “She was simply trying to be helpful. Which was a colossal waste of her time considering how Lillian received the information.”

Red said, “So Wanda spoke to Lillian?” 

“Absolutely not! Wanda doesn’t make house calls. No, she relayed the information to me and I provided it to Lillian. And Lillian was heedless. Recklessly so.” Myrtle sniffed. 

“What was this information?” 

Myrtle said, “That she was in danger. And here she is, dead. Clearly, yet another accurate prediction from Wanda.”

Red absently reached up a hand to rub the side of his forehead as if it were throbbing. 

“Why did Wanda think she was in danger? Did Wanda know Lillian?” 

Myrtle snorted. “Wanda? Know a florist? No. She used her gifts, Red. And you know that’s not how The Sight works. Wanda didn’t have a reason for Lillian to be in danger. She simply knew she was.” 

“That’s not how The Sight works,” mumbled Red, shaking his head. “I can’t believe I’m going to have to include Wanda in my report on this case. So Mama, you visited Lillian on Tuesday?”

“That’s right. I felt it was my duty to inform her,” said Myrtle primly. 

“And she wasn’t receptive to this information?” 

Miles hid a smile.

“Lillian was completely pigheaded about it! She showed me the door. Didn’t even offer me a glass of water and it was a very hot day,” said Myrtle indignantly. 

Red raised his eyebrows. “So, at any rate, we know you were unhappy with Lillian Johnson.”

“As I said, I had nothing to do with her death,” said Myrtle sullenly. 

Red looked up at the sound of cars approaching. “Looks like the state police are here. I’m going to need to talk to them briefly. Y’all are all excused.” He looked at Miles. “I was telling Mama earlier that you looked like you should head over to Bo’s Diner and get something to eat. You look a little peaked. You could meet Mama and Erma there.” 

“You must be getting a commission for sending people over there,” grumbled Myrtle. The last thing she wanted was to spend lunch with Erma. But now she knew Lillian was murdered, it could be there was some actual information she might be able to provide. As difficult as that was to believe.

Miles said, “That might be a good idea. I didn’t have much breakfast. Myrtle, do you have any hand sanitizer I could borrow?” 

Myrtle fished a bottle out of her huge purse and Miles looked much-relieved as he slathered some on his hands.

“I don’t think murder is catching, Miles,” said Myrtle with irritation. Then she suddenly stopped short, staring across the yard at a tall man with a short, military-style haircut who was unfolding himself from a police car. “It’s Lieutenant Perkins!”

Myrtle walked toward him. Miles said, “Myrtle, I think we were dismissed.”

“That was before I saw my old friend had arrived. I’m sure he’ll want to catch up.”

Miles looked more doubtful as he followed Myrtle at a distance. Erma had spotted a neighbor watching the proceedings with concern and was excitedly updating her while somehow making herself the star of the story at the same time.

Red spotted his mother’s determined approach and held up a hand. “Mama, we’re on official police business.”

“I know that,” she answered crisply. “Why else would Lt. Perkins be here? I merely want to say hello, that’s all.”

Red watched suspiciously as Myrtle greeted Lt. Perkins. 

“It’s so good to see you again, Mrs. Clover,” said Perkins courteously. He looked as cool and unruffled as usual and, to Myrtle’s mind, was in stark contrast to Red, who was getting decidedly flushed and bent out of shape. 

“Well, I know it was good to say hi, Mama, but I need to speak with the lieutenant,” said Red quickly. 

“Not before I invite him over to have a meal with me,” said Myrtle sweetly. “I’ve asked him before but things have been so crazy that we’ve only been able to meet at the diner. This time, I’d like to cook him a real meal.” 

Red and Miles exchanged looks. Myrtle’s cooking was legendary, and not in a good way. 

Red said, “And once again, Lt. Perkins finds himself very, very busy, Mama.”

Perkins smiled at Myrtle and for once his eyes actually crinkled up at the corners. “You know, I think I would enjoy a real, home-cooked meal.”

Myrtle beamed at him. “Well, I’m just as pleased as punch! Would you like to come over tonight? I’m sure I could whip something up.”

Red gave Perkins a meaningful look and said, “Actually, I think we’re still going to be hashing through this case tonight. Maybe tomorrow morning would be better, before he kicks off the day.”

Myrtle gave her son an annoyed look. “You understand this is a private breakfast, Red. It’s just me and Lt. Perkins. And maybe Miles,” she said, including her sidekick in a half-hearted manner. 

Red looked up at the heavens as if seeking patience there. “That’s absolutely fine. I certainly don’t want to crash your breakfast party. I understand you’re only being difficult because I was upset at the revolt you led at Greener Pastures retirement home.” 

A smile pulled at the lieutenant’s lips and Miles dissolved into one of his odd coughing fits again. 

“You shouldn’t be so angry, Red. You know it does things to your blood pressure. Besides, it wasn’t a revolt at all. It was a perfectly peaceful march to the management. The only way a revolt figured into the equation at all was the food. It was revolting. They’ve changed their food vendor to save money and the poor inmates—” 

“Residents,” said Red.

“The poor inmates have been eating like children every day. Who gives chicken tenders and fish sticks to octogenarians? Cheese dippers with marinara sauce? What kind of statement were they trying to make? The menu is condescending, I tell you,” said Myrtle. 

Perkins said thoughtfully, “I think I did hear about some sort of uprising at the retirement home lately.”

Myrtle looked pleased. Sensing a more sympathetic audience she said, “The food is frequently served cold and that place is way too expensive for folks to have to eat cold fish sticks. The vegetables are weird, too.”

“Weird vegetables?” asked Miles, pushing his glasses farther up his nose.

“Yes. Beets. Beets, I tell you! What happened to good, old-fashioned broccoli or spinach? What’s wrong with those people?” 

Red rolled his eyes. “Now, thanks to you, the residents’ rates will go up and they’ll switch food vendors. Problem solved.” 

Perkins said smoothly, “Breakfast sounds lovely, Mrs. Clover. Is early all right?”

Myrtle gave him a big smile, “I frequently get up for the day at three a.m. Any time after that is fine.”

Perkins said, “Let’s make it seven-thirty.” 

Red murmured, “And breakfast, fortunately, is a difficult meal to mess up.” 
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A FEW MINUTES LATER, Miles got into his car and Myrtle climbed reluctantly back into Erma’s. She hadn’t been quick enough to think of a good excuse to ride there with Miles. 

It was the ride over to the diner that was most annoying to Myrtle. 

Erma said with a sidelong glance, “You don’t think Wanda did this, do you? I’m just asking because you always do that detecting work.” 

Myrtle swung around to glare at Erma. “What on earth are you implying?” she asked coldly.

Erma kept on going, not even registering Myrtle’s displeasure. “Wanda knew something.”

“Of course she knew something. She is psychic.” Myrtle glared at Erma. 

“Wanda knew Lillian was going to die,” persisted Erma.

“Wanda knew Lillian was in danger and felt a responsibility to warn her of that. Because she didn’t think she’d be taken seriously, Wanda asked me to relay the information. If Lillian was too foolhardy to pay attention, that’s completely her own fault and absolutely nothing to do with Wanda.” 

Erma was still apparently mulling things over. Considering Erma’s intelligence level, it was a sluggish and painful process. “Was Miles dating Lillian? Is that why he was at her house?” 

“Certainly not! Miles is a new member of the garden club and was simply picking up Lillian’s donation for the silent auction. Erma, you need to stop trying to connect the dots. The conclusions you’re drawing are wildly inaccurate.” 

Myrtle
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