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Chapter One
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Even Myrtle had to admit it was quite early in the morning to be up for the day. She was, naturally, well acquainted with all the wee hours, considering she was a lifelong insomniac. However, two o’clock was a time she had more of a passing acquaintance with. 

Pasha, on the other hand, absolutely loved two a.m. The feral black cat sat in a kitchen chair across from Myrtle, watching her with complacency. But then, Pasha was designed to be nocturnal. 

Myrtle drank her coffee and studied her crossword. Not the one in the daily paper, because it was always something more of a warmup. Red and Elaine had given her a new cryptic crossword book for her last birthday. The crossword constructor had quite a devious mind. Myrtle was torn between being impressed and aggravated. The current clue was something she’d been mulling over for the past thirty minutes. 

“Bloom hidden in cornfield, Iris thinks,” said Myrtle.

Pasha blinked at her. Then she looked over at the kitchen cabinet, pointedly. 

“Something to do with the cabinets, Pasha?” 

Pasha narrowed her eyes just a bit.

“Heavens, you’re right. Want a can of tuna?” 

Pasha agreed this was an excellent plan. But her gaze lingered on the cabinets again. 

“Brilliant Pasha. We’ll eat together. A little food will help power my brain, won’t it?”

So Pasha ate her tuna while Myrtle ate her eggs and grits. “Ixia,” said Myrtle. “That’s the answer.”

Pasha gave Myrtle an approving look, then commenced to vigorously bathing herself. 

It was still quite early, although several hours later, when there was a knock at the door. Myrtle opened it and was unsurprised to find Miles there. Miles was a fellow insomniac, although not as afflicted as Myrtle was. He was wearing his customary button-down shirt and slacks, and carried a folded newspaper. “Coffee?” asked Myrtle.

Miles said, “Thanks. I’ll make myself some. You must have been up for a while.”

And indeed, Myrtle had showered and dressed, and tried to maintain control over her unruly Einstein-like hair. “I figured I might as well get ready for my day. You clearly did the same.”

“Yes, but I’ve only been awake for an hour.” He poured himself a cup of coffee and sat at the kitchen table across from Pasha, who regarded him with unblinking, gleaming eyes. Miles said, ineffectually, “Good kitty.”

Pasha hopped down from her chair to pad off into the living room, tail swishing behind her. 

Miles took a tentative sip of his coffee, then set it down as it was still too hot to drink. “I did try to call you yesterday.”

“Did you? My phone didn’t ring. What time was that?” 

Miles said, “Oh, it was around suppertime. I figured you might have been across the street, eating with Red and Elaine.”

Myrtle frowned. “I wasn’t, though. That’s very odd.” Her phone was in the pocket of her slacks. She pulled it out, scowling at it. “It’s turned on.”

“Maybe the volume is turned down?”

“But I didn’t do that,” said Myrtle. “Surely the thing isn’t possessed. It would be most inconvenient to have a phone taking independent notions.” She peered closely at it. “For heaven’s sake. It’s on silent.”

“That would explain it.”

“It would explain that the phone is indeed possessed, since I don’t put it on silent. I just turn it off if I’m somewhere that I don’t need to be interrupted,” said Myrtle. She made a face. “I have messages.” She gave Miles an accusing look.

He held up his hands. “Not from me. It wasn’t important enough to leave a message.”

“Then who on earth are they from?” Myrtle dialed into her voicemail and listened. “It’s Tippy.” Tippy Chambers was Bradley, North Carolina’s equivalent of a society matron. She was also involved in nearly every charity, club, and service organization in town.

“Book club information?” guessed Miles.

“No.”

“Garden club?” he asked.

“Sadly, no.” Myrtle’s face was now annoyed. “Tippy apparently spoke with Red about volunteering for some sort of vile dance at Greener Pastures Retirement Home. He said he was unavailable, but volunteered me.”

Miles said, “When is this dance?” 

“This evening. Unbelievable.”

Miles said slowly, “It doesn’t sound much like Tippy, does it? She’s usually so organized. I’d have thought she’d have had her volunteers lined up weeks ago.”

“Apparently, a volunteer fell through, and Tippy was desperate to replace her.” Myrtle’s face darkened. “I suspect this is one of Red’s schemes. You know how determined he is to condemn me serving a life sentence at Greener Pastures.” Red was Myrtle’s son. He lived directly across the street and was entirely too involved in Myrtle’s business.

Miles said, “I thought Red had been behaving better lately. I don’t recall your saying he’d signed you up for any unwanted tours or made any untoward comments about sending you to senior living.”

“If he ever seems as if he’s behaving better, it’s only because he’s up to something. It’s like a toddler who’s being too quiet. You know he must be fingerpainting with ketchup on the living room walls.”

Miles watched as Myrtle glared at her phone before shoving it back into her pocket. “Are you going to call Tippy and tell her you’re not available?” he asked.

Myrtle sighed. “Yes, that would be the best course of action. However, Tippy sounded so excited I was helping out. ‘This will be such a blessing for the residents,’ blah blah. Drat that Red.”

“You could tell her you’ve come down with something.”

“That will never work, Miles. Tippy would organize a casserole chain. I’d have twenty people bringing me chicken divan. No, it’s better to go along with being volunteered. Perhaps it will mean good karma. I could use some.” Her face darkened. “But first, I’ll call Dusty and tell him to pull out every single one of my gnomes.”

Since Red couldn’t stand the sight of Myrtle’s gnomes, this was an indicator of just how aggravated she was. 

Myrtle took out her phone again, pulling up her contact list to get Dusty’s number. 

“You’re not calling Dusty now, are you?” asked Miles. 

“There’s no time like the present.” 

Miles said, “It’s not even dawn.”

Myrtle looked at her watch. “How is it still this early?” 

“I think we’ll need to kill time until the rest of town catches up with us,” said Miles. “We could play cards. Or watch TV.”

Myrtle made a face. “Sadly, we’re currently caught-up on Tomorrow’s Promise. I’m not sure what the offerings on TV will be at this hour.”

“From past experience, infomercials and nature documentaries.”

Myrtle said, “Cards it is.”

They settled on gin rummy. Miles won the first game because Myrtle was still too annoyed by Red’s perfidy to truly focus. She won the second game handily. 

At the start of the third, tiebreak, game, Miles said mildly, “Why do I feel you might be leading another insurrection at Greener Pastures?”

Myrtle’s eyes gleamed. “Because it’s always a possibility. I’m very mindful of the horrid conditions the inmates are enduring over there.”

Miles said, “I have the feeling the administration would rather you call them residents.” He carefully reorganized the cards in his hand.

“I’m sure they would,” said Myrtle with a sniff. “But we can’t always get what we want.”

“It’s actually a very nice facility. And not a cheap place to live.”

Myrtle said, “I’m well-aware you’ve scouted out Greener Pastures as possible future accommodation. I think you’d be gravely disappointed.”

“What’s currently on your grievance list?”

Myrtle said, “I was over there recently seeing Mabel before she went to skilled nursing. The dining room was serving vegetables in gelatin.”

“Isn’t that aspic?” Miles rearranged his hand of cards again.

“It’s aspic when the gelatin is made with meat stock. Not when it’s Jell-O-based. Unbelievable.”

Miles carefully refrained from mentioning any of Myrtle’s creative kitchen endeavors. “Gin,” he said instead.

“Hmm?” Myrtle peered at the cards he’d laid out on the table. “For heaven’s sake. You’ve distracted me with all this insurrection talk. Are you over 100 points?” 

He was, in fact. Myrtle gritted her teeth. She disliked starting her day with a loss. “We’ll have to play again later on.” She glanced at the clock. “We could head to the diner, I suppose. They’re open now.”

Miles frowned at his watch. “Not quite, are they?”

“They’ll be open by the time we get there.”

But they weren’t, not yet. So Myrtle and Miles sat in Miles’s car for a little while, as Bo’s Diner prepared for their day. Myrtle said, “You know, volunteering might be good for you, as well, Miles.”

Miles looked cautiously at her. “I volunteered for many years, actually. The company in Atlanta that I worked for wanted its employees involved in the community.”

“Well, that’s nice. Most insurance companies wouldn’t care about that, I’d imagine.”

Miles’s mouth tightened. Then he said, “I wouldn’t know. Since I didn’t work for an insurance company.”

“How odd. I thought most actuaries worked for insurance companies. I suppose you must have worked at a bank.”

Miles’s tone was now a bit frosty. “I was an engineer.”

“Were you? That must have made for an interesting career change. Oh look, they’re unlocking the doors.”

They settled into their favorite booth, and a waitress named Cindy, who called them Sugar, quickly brought them more coffee and left them to study the menus. 

Myrtle, who already knew what she wanted, wasn’t ready to give up on volunteering. “Going back to our previous conversation, how about if you work at the dance with me?” 

Miles, apparently still a little miffed about being thought an actuary, said, “Won’t Tippy drive you there?”

“You won’t condemn me to a long car ride with Tippy, will you?” 

“Tippy is your friend,” Miles pointed out reasonably. 

“Still. I’ll have had quite enough of Tippy by the time we’re done today. Plus, I might need you to ward off Winston Rouse.”

Miles chuckled. “I think we established last time that I’m not a romantic interest of yours. Winston will pursue your affections whether I’m there or not.”

Cindy, the waitress, popped back by to take their orders. Myrtle got the lumberjack special and Miles his typical oatmeal. 

Myrtle said, “Actually, I’m satisfied we left things nicely ambiguous in terms of the nature of our relationship, Miles.”

Miles sighed. It was the sigh of a man who realizes exactly where this is heading. “You’re determined for me to come.”

“You’ll likely enjoy yourself. It’s a 1950s sock hop, apparently.”

Miles’s retort, if it was forthcoming at all, was quickly squelched by the arrival of their food. 

Myrtle was chipper now. “I’m sure we’ll have a good time today. And I’ll be sure to tell Tippy that my schedule doesn’t allow any further volunteering at any point in the near future. I appreciate you providing moral support in my hour of need.”

Miles stirred the bowl of very gloppy oatmeal as Myrtle started in on a stack of pancakes. He said, “But you do know some of the residents there. It’s not as if you’re walking into a situation where you don’t know anyone.”

“Well,” Myrtle said grudgingly, “that’s something, at least.”

Myrtle ate her pancakes thoughtfully. “I suppose I could write something about this wretched party for the Bradley Bugle. A feature of some kind. ‘Greener Pastures Celebrates the Fifties’ or some such.”

“I’m surprised you’re not trying to take an investigative reporting angle.”

Myrtle said, “True. I could write an exposé.” She sighed. “I think my brain has become addled because of all the pablum I’ve had to write for the Bugle lately. There’s been no need for crime articles because everyone in Bradley has been very well-behaved. Aside from my hard-hitting investigation into the potholes on Greenville Street, my stories have ranged from centennial birthdays to lost pet reunions.”

The door swung open with an accompanying blast of cool air. Myrtle turned to see Red striding in. He stopped short when he spotted her, looking for half a second as if he might want to dodge back out the door again. Then he realized she’d seen him, and he affected a look of insouciance. 

“Mama,” he said, by way of greeting. “And hi, Miles. No sleep for the wicked? Miles, I’m excluding you from that question. I know half the time my mother wanders over to your house in the middle of the night and wakes you up.”

Myrtle narrowed her eyes. “It’s insomnia. A medical condition. But listen, I have a bone to pick with you.”

Now Red looked just slightly nervous again. “I can’t imagine why.”

“Can’t you? Does the name Greener Pastures ring any bells?” 

Red swallowed before adopting his carefree persona again. “It certainly does. It’s your future home. Why, are you wanting me to set up a tour?”

“You know very well what I’m talking about. You told Tippy I’d be delighted to volunteer at that wretched dance today.”

Red rubbed the back of his neck. “Okay, I’ll own up to that. But I wasn’t available and Tippy was very persuasive. I figured it might be a good excuse to get you out of the house. You haven’t exactly been super-social lately.”

“When am I ever super-social?” 

Red spread out his hands. “Look, I didn’t mean anything by this. I thought it would be an opportunity for you to do a good deed and to help Tippy out.”

Myrtle glared at him.

He blew out a breath. “I’m sorry, Mama. It was just an impulse, not some well-orchestrated plan. Can’t you go?” 

Myrtle said coldly, “I’m going and bringing Miles with me. From what I gather, the preparation will rival a high school prom. If I wear myself out, I’m holding you responsible.”

Red looked exhausted, despite it being the very start of the day. “That’s fine. Now, if you’ll both excuse me, I have some takeout to pay for.”
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After Red left the diner, Myrtle was still bristling. Miles said mildly, “I don’t think he planned on volunteering you, Myrtle. He simply blurted it out.”

“Well, he should think before he speaks.” Myrtle looked down at her now-cold hash brown potatoes. “It’s all very aggravating.”

“Aren’t you going to finish your food?”

Myrtle shook her head. “I’ve lost my appetite.” Of course, this loss of appetite had been precipitated by the consumption of the vast majority of her lumberjack special. She peered over at Miles’s oatmeal bowl. “You should be finishing that, though. It looks as if you’ve only had a couple of spoonfuls.”

Miles took another couple of bites, then laid down his spoon. “That’s enough for me. Let’s head back to your house. What time are we supposed to run by Greener Pastures?” 

“I believe it’s supposed to be an all-day ordeal. But with the day starting at eleven a.m.”

Miles said, “That gives us plenty of time to rest up before we leave. And the TV options should have improved by now.”

So, after paying, they drove back to Myrtle’s house. Pasha was still inside, curled on Myrtle’s bed. She greeted them sleepily, then padded over to the front door, looking up at Myrtle. 

Myrtle opened it. “Feel free to subdue nature,” she told the cat. “But don’t stalk my bird feeders.” 

Pasha’s gleaming eyes held a hint of disappointment, as if Myrtle should know Pasha didn’t consider the feeders fair game. Besides, she had more of a penchant for small rodents. She sidled out the door. 

Myrtle was just flipping through TV channels when there was a knock at the door. “Mercy,” said Myrtle. “If it’s not you, Miles, I’m not sure who else it could be.”

“Wanda,” suggested Miles. 

And, sure enough, Wanda was standing at the door when Myrtle opened it. She gave Myrtle a shy, gap-toothed smile. “Good mornin’.” 

“Our wonderful Wanda!” said Myrtle. “Come in, come in. Would you like some coffee? And how about some cereal? Or something heartier?”

Wanda said, “Coffee’d be great. Mebbe some cereal. Don’t need nothin’ else. Y’all have fun at the diner?” 

Miles, as usual, looked shocked at Wanda’s knowledge. Myrtle, of course, took it in stride. “It was lovely. Until it wasn’t lovely.”

Wanda nodded sympathetically. “Until Red came in.”

“That’s right.”

There was an excited scratching at the front door. “That’ll be Pasha,” said Myrtle. “You know how much she loves you, Wanda.” 

She opened the door to find Pasha there, a shrew in her mouth. Before Myrtle could issue any orders about leaving gifts outside, Pasha bounded in to place the, fortunately, dead creature in front of Wanda’s feet. 

“Well, looky here,” said Wanda slowly. “Ain’t you smart?” She reached out to rub the black cat, and Pasha looked lovingly into her eyes. 

Miles recoiled, gaze fixed on the puncture marks on the shrew’s neck. 

Wanda said, “Kin I give Pasha a treat to distract her?”

“While I dispose of her bounty? Yes, let’s do that,” said Myrtle eagerly. “There’s a plastic container of kitty treats on top of the fridge.” 

Wanda, not being as tall as Myrtle’s nearly six-feet frame, stretched unsuccessfully for the container. 

Miles finally ripped his gaze away from the rodent. “I’ll help you,” he quickly said, hurrying into the kitchen to retrieve the treats while Myrtle hastily deposited the shrew into the bushes, covering the small corpse with mulch. 

When Pasha returned to the living room, she blinked as she looked at the now-empty spot on the floor. 

Myrtle said gently, “It was delicious, Pasha. Thanks for the breakfast treat.”

Pasha’s eyes gleamed at her. As Wanda settled on the sofa, Pasha jumped into her lap. 

“I don’t even know how Pasha caught a varmint so quickly,” said Myrtle. “I’d only just let her out.”

Wanda gave the cat a loving tickle under her chin, and Pasha rubbed her face on Wanda’s hand. Wanda said in her raspy voice, “So. Yer goin’ to that dance.”

“Against my will. Red volunteered me to Tippy without so much as a by-your-leave. It’s all most irritating.”

Wanda tilted her head, considering this. “He’s jest tired. He ain’t schemin’.”

This corroboration of what Red himself had said wasn’t particularly what Myrtle had wanted to hear. She’d been enjoying her righteous indignation. “Are you quite sure? It seemed very calculated to me. You know Red. He’s always trying to keep me out of trouble. He’s convinced bad things happen when I become bored. Plus, he’s always conniving to get me on the Greener Pastures campus. Perhaps he hopes I won’t be able to locate the exit.”

“Nope. Jest worn out. That grandbaby of yers don’t sleep much.”

Miles grinned. “Sounds like Jack takes after his grandmother.”

Wanda said, “That, but he might also have a hurt ear.”

“Might he?” asked Myrtle in alarm. 

“Mebbe. I ain’t no doctor.”

“No, but you’re very perceptive. I’ll bring it up with Elaine later.” Myrtle paused. “Speaking of perceptive, do you have any thoughts on this dance today?”

“Sock hop, ain’t it?” 

“That’s right,” said Myrtle. 

Miles cleared his throat. “What time are the festivities? We won’t be up late tonight, will we? You and I were up pretty early this morning.”

“I doubt it’ll be late. Remember, these are the people who had a New Year’s Eve party with a countdown to noon. They like their inmates back in their cells by eight p.m., latest. Maybe there’s more information on Greener Pastures’ social media.”

Miles dutifully pulled out his phone and carefully navigated to a page. He looked thoughtfully at it. “I see. It says: Ring a ding-ding! Be a cool cat and join us. A rockin’ time starts at the door. No party poopers allowed! A shindig you won’t want to miss. Six p.m. Costumes optional.” 

Myrtle rolled her eyes. “So unnecessarily corny.”

Wanda’s gaze went slightly distant. When she spoke again, her ruined voice was even rougher than usual. “Seein’ somethin’ old an’ heavy.”

Myrtle frowned. “Winston Rouse?”

Miles hid a smile. 

“Not yer beau,” said Wanda slowly. “Jest somethin’ dangerous.”

Myrtle waited, but Wanda seemed to be done with that particular psychic fragment. That was usually how it worked; the visions came in pieces, like a radio station that wouldn’t tune in.

Miles politely said, “Do you want to come with Myrtle and me today? Fancy an outing?” 

Myrtle cut in before Wanda could respond. “Absolutely not. The last time Wanda set foot in Greener Pastures, a rabid rabble of inmates practically pecked her to death. ‘Tell me my future!’ ‘Is my son ever going to call?’ ‘Will I win at bingo?’ They were circling her like ancient buzzards around a fresh carcass.”

Wanda gave a small shrug of her emaciated shoulder, neither confirming nor denying the trauma.

“I won’t have it,” Myrtle said firmly. “You’re not setting foot in that place. Not today.”

Wanda now looked relieved. “Weren’t wantin’ to, anyhow.” Then she brightened, reaching into the pocket of her polyester pants. “Got somethin’ fer Sloan.” Wanda’s voice held a note of pride. And something else . . . perhaps a tinge of anxiety. 

Myrtle took the folded piece of paper carefully. “Your horoscopes for the week?” Usually Wanda dictated them to Myrtle on the phone, and then Myrtle transcribed them. Very occasionally, she’d write them down for her, but she realized Myrtle struggled to translate the words. 

Wanda nodded shyly. “Wrote ‘em myself this time. Been practicin’.” 

She unfolded the paper with what she hoped was a neutral expression. Miles, across the room, caught her eye. 

The horoscopes were . . . finished. That was the kindest thing Myrtle could think of at first glance. Wanda’s handwriting wavered uncertainly across the page like a seismograph during an earthquake. The spelling was creative in the extreme. There were phonetic approximations that would require a Rosetta Stone to decode. “Aries” appeared to be “Arys.” “Taurus” was “Torus.” And those were just the headers. The actual fortunes were dense blocks of text with periods and commas thrown in like seeds scattered by a drunken farmer.

Myrtle kept her face absolutely neutral. “This is quite perfect, Wanda.”

Miles, on pretext of refilling his coffee, drifted closer to peer over Myrtle’s shoulder. Myrtle felt him go very still. Then Miles, bless him, simply said, “That took a lot of work, Wanda. Well done.”

Wanda’s gap-toothed smile was radiant. “Took three days.”

Myrtle carefully refolded the paper and tucked it into her pocket. “I’ll make sure Sloan gets this,” she said. 

Wanda hesitated. “Thought mebbe you could look em’ over first? Case I made mistakes?”

Myrtle smiled at the gentle request. “Of course. I’ll review the horoscopes carefully and will let you know if I have any questions. Though I’m sure they’re just fine.”

Wanda relaxed visibly. Then she looked at the cards still scattered over Myrtle’s kitchen table from the earlier gin rummy games. “Y’all playin’ cards?”

“Miles beat me at gin rummy,” admitted Myrtle sourly. “It was insufferable.”

“I was gracious in victory,” protested Miles. 

“Mebbe we could play Hearts?” Wanda suggested, looking hopeful. 

Myrtle checked the clock. “Why not? We have plenty of time still. Hearts it is. But I warn you both that I take no prisoners with that game. Beware.”

“We know,” said Wanda and Miles in unison.

Several hands of Hearts later, the clock had crept toward a much more reasonable hour of the day. 

“I suppose we should proceed to Greener Pastures,” said Myrtle with no small measure of despair. 

Wanda stood to leave, tucking her cardigan more securely around her thin frame. “Be careful. Somethin’ ain’t right there.”

“Something is never right at Greener Pastures,” agreed Myrtle. “That’s the point of all my objections.”

Wanda shook her head slowly. “Somethin’ new ain’t right. Fresh.”

Myrtle frowned. “Is this something the Sight is telling you, Wanda?”

Wanda nodded uncomfortably. “An’ some things break quiet.”

She slipped out the door before Myrtle could ask what she meant.

Miles looked unhappy. “This doesn’t sound good.”

“Let’s get it over with,” said Myrtle with a sigh. “We’ll decorate for the wretched party and get out of there.”

Myrtle let Pasha outside as they left. Miles and Myrtle got into his car, and Miles headed toward the retirement home. 

“Those horoscopes,” said Miles carefully. 

Myrtle pulled the paper from her pocket, staring at it. In better light, the horoscopes were even more cryptic than she’d first thought. One section appeared to be written in pencil, traced over in pen, then partially erased, resulting in smears of ink. 

“I’ll figure it out,” she said.

“Won’t it take some time?” asked Miles. “When do the horoscopes need to be printed in the paper?” 

“I have time. Sloan won’t need them until the end of the week.” She squinted at what might be “Scorpio.”

“I refuse to hurt her feelings in any way,” said Myrtle fiercely. 

“No one’s suggesting you should.” 

Myrtle refolded the paper with great care. “I’ll work on it tonight. If I can do cryptic crosswords, I should be able to figure this out.” She then pursed her lips. “Slow down, Miles.”

“I’m going precisely the speed limit. As usual.”

“We’re in no hurry to get to this shindig,” said Myrtle. She gripped her car door. “Watch out for that leaf blower.”

“He’s firmly inside the property lines of that yard. Nowhere near the road.”

Myrtle said, “You can’t be too careful around leaf blowers. They’re forever flinging themselves into the street.”
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