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Chapter One
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Myrtle Clover stood at her front window, eyes narrowed with ferocious irritation. “This yard is completely appalling,” she informed Pasha, her black feral feline companion.

Pasha narrowed her green eyes in solidarity. 

“The weeds staged a coup,” she said. “They sneaked over from Erma Sherman’s despicable property and invaded my own patch. And Dusty has done absolutely nothing about it.”

Pasha sneezed as if she were allergic to Dusty’s name. Myrtle completely understood, as she was beginning to feel that way herself. 

“This is all Dusty’s doing. He’s fallen down on the job,” said Myrtle grimly.

Pasha swished her tail.

A loud rattling, squeaking sound approached Myrtle’s house from the end of Magnolia Lane. “It’s him!” said Myrtle. “Well, thank heaven. It certainly took him enough time. I plan on giving Dusty a piece of my mind.”

But when Myrtle stepped out her front door, Pasha at her heels, Dusty’s truck passed by in a cloud of black exhaust without even slowing down.

To add insult to injury, Pasha, finding some sort of delightful, delicious prey in the tall grass, bounded away. 

Myrtle sighed. “There’s nothing to do but call Miles. This will require a car.” 

The only problem was that Miles could be resistant when Myrtle tried borrowing his vehicle. It was quite annoying, since Myrtle was an excellent and quite cautious driver. Nor did Miles particularly want to chauffeur Myrtle when she had special missions like tailing Dusty’s truck. She’d have to come up with a more appealing reason for borrowing the car, she supposed. 

Myrtle took out her phone and called Miles. “Good morning,” she sang out.

Miles instantly sounded suspicious. “Good morning. Was there something you needed?” 

“Goodness, I don’t have to need something whenever I phone a friend. I simply wanted to see if you’d like to go for a drive. It’s a beautiful day. I could pack us a lunch.”

The suspicious tone deepened in Miles’s voice. “This is rather out of the blue, isn’t it? Just yesterday, you were saying you wanted to work in your yard. That your yard was getting on your last nerve. In fact, you were saying you were going to hunt down Dusty and force him to mow your grass and spray your weeds.”

“Did I? It certainly sounds as if I was loquacious yesterday.” Myrtle tried to keep the irritation out of her voice. “At any rate, you’re right. I was obsessed with my yard yesterday. That’s precisely the reason I want to go for a drive. That way, I won’t be standing at the window and fretting over it.”

Miles seemed to be weighing Myrtle’s words for veracity. “I suppose I could drive you,” he said, sounding churlish. 

“Excellent!” she said. “Shall I meet you outside?” 

“Right now?” 

The irritation she’d managed to keep at bay now crept into her voice. “Right now.”

A few moments later, Myrtle and Miles were seated in Miles’s car with Miles at the wheel. “Let’s go,” said Myrtle impatiently. “That way.” She gestured toward the lake, which had appeared to be the direction her wayward yardman was heading. 

Miles set out at a sedate pace, the sort of speed that Myrtle ordinarily found pleasing. Today, however, she was afraid she’d lose track of Dusty. “Maybe a bit faster.”

Miles looked at her in surprise. “Faster? You never want to go faster. I’ve seen turtles creep faster than you drive.”

“Today is different. I want to remove myself from my premises as quickly as possible.”

Miles pushed the accelerator a bit more, rising to a speed that was closer to the speed limit. He turned on the radio to a public radio jazz station. While he was gently tapping the steering wheel in time to the music, Myrtle scanned the horizon for Dusty’s decrepit vehicle. 

Finally, she spotted it. “Stop the car!” she ordered.

Dusty’s truck was no longer shambling down the road, but parked in front of none other than Victoria Ashworth’s restored mansion on the opposite side of the lake from Myrtle. She was treated to the horrifying spectacle of Victoria serving Dusty lemonade in a crystal glass as she pointed out various features of her landscape. 

“He’s cheating on me,” gritted Myrtle from between her teeth. “That scoundrel.”

Miles glowered at her. “You were hunting down Dusty this whole time.”

Myrtle had the grace to look slightly sheepish. “I wanted to get to the bottom of the issue and wasn’t sure how else to approach it, Miles. I appreciate the ride.”

Miles gave a stiff nod. He looked over at Dusty. “He barely even looks like Dusty. He’s wearing that old uniform he’s dug out once or twice when he wants to make a good impression. And it looks like he’s shaved.”

“Which is rare.” Myrtle’s gaze hadn’t left the tableau in the mansion’s garden. “Dusty certainly seems very attentive to Victoria.”

Miles said dryly, “You sound as if you might be jealous.”

“I’m green with envy! I want Dusty to be attentive to my yard. My yard, which looks as if could serve as the setting for a Tarzan movie. Instead, he’s clean-shaven, gawking at Victoria Ashworth’s rose garden, and wearing a uniform. It’s outrageous.”

Then, to Myrtle’s horror, Victoria left the yardman to head inside her tremendous home as Dusty started working on the grounds with uncharacteristic vigor and enthusiasm. 

“The very idea!” huffed Myrtle. 

“We’ve seen that hard-working side of Dusty before.”

“But never in my yard,” said Myrtle. “It’s all very annoying.”

Just then something, perhaps the glint of sunlight off the metal of Miles’s car, caught Dusty’s attention. They could see him frown at the stopped vehicle and put his hand up to shield his eyes to take a look. Myrtle and Miles ducked below the dashboard with surprising agility, considering their age. When they dared look up again, Dusty was turned away from them, gingerly trimming a rose bush.

“I really don’t know why we’re hiding,” said Miles. “It’s not like you. You’re a very straight-forward person. I’d have thought you’d have stomped over there, accosted Dusty, and demanded to know why he’s neglecting your yard in favor of Victoria’s.”

Myrtle said in a sour voice, “Because Dusty should realize on his own that this is garden-variety betrayal.”

“No pun intended.”

“Puns are always intended,” said Myrtle with a sniff. “Let’s leave.”

On the way back, Myrtle was muttering darkly to herself. “I’d hoped it was just his usual laziness. Instead, his head’s been turned by Victoria.”

“You think he has a crush on Victoria?” asked Miles. 

“No, no, of course not. I think Dusty has a crush on Victoria’s yard. I’ve suspected that part of Dusty’s problem, not all of it, mind you, is the tedium of caring for the same uninspired yards day in and day out. But Victoria’s yard is something new and different.”

Miles said, “I don’t know if I’d even refer to Victoria’s space as a yard at all.”

“What would you call it?” 

“Oh, something like a ‘garden’ or ‘grounds.’ Definitely something grander than a yard,” said Miles in a thoughtful voice. He glanced swiftly across at Myrtle. “I’m a bit surprised at how cross you are over Dusty’s elopement. He drives you so crazy that I’d have thought you wouldn’t really mind having to find a new yardman.”

“If you dig around in your memory a little, you’ll remember the reason. It involves money and availability.”

Miles said, “Ah. That’s right. Dusty is cheap. And he’s one of the few yardmen who has open spots on his schedule.”

“Make that the only yardman with open spots. Even Tiny is booked solid.” Myrtle’s face was brooding as she gazed unseeingly out the window as Miles pulled the car into her driveway. “And now Victoria has stolen him away with lemonade, fancy glassware, and a big yard.”

Miles said, “Why don’t you just talk it out with Dusty? Maybe you’ll find that he’s just stepping in for her usual guy.”

“Which doesn’t explain the horrid state of my yard over the past several weeks. No, I believe he’s decided to be Victoria’s permanent yardman.”

Miles said, “Although perhaps ‘gardener’ would be a better term. Considering the property we’re speaking of.” He paused. “Why would Victoria choose Dusty, of all people?”

“Because he’ll be excellent with caring for her yard. But also, because she likely faced the same conundrum. No one else was available.”

“Couldn’t she have simply bribed someone away?” asked Miles. “I’d imagine Tiny would be imminently bribable.”

“Clearly, the others were more loyal to their clients than their wallets,” said Myrtle, sounding peeved. “Again, it’s all very aggravating.”

Since Myrtle seemed to make no move to open her door, Miles said helpfully, “We’re at your house.”

“So we are.” Myrtle sighed. “Would you like to trek through the jungle and come inside? We could watch our tape of Tomorrow’s Promise and have something to eat. I feel like having something salty.”

Minutes later, Myrtle and Miles sat down in Myrtle’s living room. Myrtle had made them a simple snack of saltine crackers and white cheese. Miles had learned simple was better when it came to Myrtle and food preparation. 

While his friend was still fumbling with the television remote, he asked, “I think you might actually miss Dusty.”

“Certainly not,” said Myrtle coldly. “I miss having a yard that doesn’t make my house look abandoned.”

“But it’s more than that. I think you and Dusty get along better than you put on.”

Myrtle gave Miles an exasperated look. “I get along better with Dusty than I do with Puddin. That’s about as far as it goes.”

Puddin was married to Dusty and served as Myrtle’s housekeeper. She was deplorable at her job and lazy on top of it. 

“Well, that’s a given. Puddin is difficult. But Dusty does a good job,” said Miles.

“Dusty does a good job when he actually makes it over here. I feel as if I have to threaten or bribe those two to get any actual work done. It’s completely exhausting.” Myrtle jabbed at the remote with her finger, clearly done with the subject. “Now, let’s watch our show.”

They were a few minutes into the soap opera when Miles frowned. “This storyline is quite confusing.”

“The one with Marcus in it?” 

Miles nodded. “Can you remind me how it all works? I suspect I must have gotten up to get more tea when the last show was on.”

Myrtle hit the pause button. “Remember the rich Blackwood family patriarch? Luciano?”

“The one who looks like the wizard of Oz?”

Myrtle said, “Not that one. The one who looks like the British version of Santa Claus. Father Christmas.”

“Oh, that’s right. Yes. So Luciano died, I believe. In a boating accident.”

Myrtle said, “Yes. But Marcus is his identical twin brother.”

“I think this soap opera has far too many twins in it. It pushes the boundary for what’s believable.”

“The whole thing pushes believability, Miles. It’s intended to be an escape. Anyway, Marcus has been impersonating Luciano to steal the inheritance. But Luciano isn’t dead at all. He’s being held captive by his wife in his own wine cellar. She’s been slowly poisoning him with arsenic in his daily vitamins.”

Miles sighed.

Myrtle continued. “The twist is that his wife believes the man she’s holding captive is her brother-in-law Marcus, not her husband, Luciano. She doesn’t believe his protestations.”

“This is absurd.”

“But riveting. Just watch.”

They watched the next scene, and Miles had to agree that it was quite riveting, despite the absurdity. There was something about Luciano insisting that he was Luciano that was all very dramatic.

The action was just reaching a crescendo when the doorbell rang. Myrtle and Miles both jumped in their seats. Myrtle said, “You’d think we were about to be thrown into the wine cellar with Luciano. It’s just a doorbell.” 

It was Wanda at the door. Wanda was Myrtle and Miles’s dear friend and a gifted psychic. She gave them a gap-toothed grin. “Watchin’ yer show?” 

“We are, but we’d rather be visiting with you,” said Myrtle, eagerly motioning Wanda inside and to a chair. “Let’s get you something to eat. Miles and I were just enjoying a snack of saltine crackers and cheese.”

Wanda shook her head. “I’m okay, thanks.”

This startled Myrtle. She was accustomed to Wanda coming in her house and inhaling any food she put in front of her. “Aren’t you feeling all right?” 

“Jest fine. Gotta run over to see somebody. Wanted to tell you about it first.”

Myrtle’s brow crinkled. She sat down in her armchair again. “Gracious. That sounds ominous.”

Wanda looked serious, herself. “It’s jest that it’s over at that mansion.”

Myrtle sat up straighter. “Victoria’s mansion?” 

“There aren’t too many others,” Miles pointed out helpfully. 

Wanda gave a bob of her head. “It’s that one. Knew you was upset about Dusty bein’ there.”

Myrtle and Miles no longer even blinked when Wanda offered up these startling examples of her abilities. Myrtle said, “You mean the fact that Dusty is a complete and utter traitor for abandoning me and my pitiful yard? Don’t worry, Wanda. If you’re going there, it’s a totally different scenario. You don’t work for me. You’re not leaving me in a bad situation. And, I presume, this probably has something to do with a gig.”

Wanda looked relieved. “That’s right. Wants me to do a party.” She shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “Don’t wanna do it. But I could use the money. Dan asked fer some money.”

Now Myrtle’s expression darkened. Crazy Dan was Wanda’s nutty brother. He was fond of spending money, but Myrtle thought Wanda was rid of him when he’d suddenly married. 

Miles looked concerned, too. “Surely you don’t have to support Dan and his wife? You’ve been supporting him far too long.”

Wanda sighed. “Yep. But it’s jest fer a bit. He got hisself into a credit card problem. Asked me to bail him out.”

Myrtle said, “Well, I certainly hope this isn’t going to continue being a thing. That man doesn’t deserve a cent from you.”

“He’s done tore up the credit card. Says this is it.”

Myrtle nodded. “Excellent. So money is required.”

“Ain’t it always the way?”

Miles cleared his throat, looking uncomfortable as usual when conversation drifted to finances. “Wanda, I hope you know I could spot you some money. Make a donation, so to speak.”

Myrtle said, “I would too, Wanda. Except retirement for teachers isn’t the same as for urban planners.”

“Civil engineers,” said Miles between gritted teeth.

Wanda gave him a sad smile. “Know yew would. Cain’t take it. Need to do this on my own. But thank yew.”

Myrtle said, “Going back to Victoria, who’s now my archenemy because of her theft of Dusty. What precisely is she having you do, Wanda? I hate that it’s making you uncomfortable. You don’t enjoy working in groups, as I recall.”

Wanda sighed. “It’s a party. She’ll have folks over. Wanted me to dew a séance. Don’t much like ‘em. Told her I’d do fortoons instead.”

“No, I wouldn’t suppose you would like séances. I know you find this sort of work taxing.” Myrtle knit her brows. “That Victoria!” Then she said, “Why don’t Miles and I come along? For support.”

Miles shot her a look that clearly articulated that attending a séance at Victoria’s mansion was the last thing in the world he wanted to do. Myrtle ignored it.

“Yew would?” asked Wanda, looking relieved. Then she hesitated. “Yew wouldn’t be invited.”

“Miles and I would crash the party.”

Now Miles was positively alarmed. “No. Absolutely no party crashing.”

“It’s probably going to be such a large crowd that she wouldn’t even notice,” said Myrtle.

Miles gave her a withering look. “I think Victoria would notice when we sat down at a table.”

“We’d probably blend in.”

“We’d be the oldest ones there,” Miles pointed out.

Wanda didn’t want them to squabble. “Don’t think it’ll work out, but thank yew.”

Myrtle, however, was determined. When Myrtle had a bee in her bonnet, she was like a bloodhound with a scent. “It will work out. This is what we’ll do. Miles and I will loiter outside the home, on the premises. That way we’ll be safely in the background. We won’t serve as a distraction, but you’ll know we’re there supplying you moral support.”

Miles looked only marginally more pleased at the idea of trespassing on Victoria’s property instead of party crashing.

Wanda, however, was quite happy again. “Good idea. That’ll work. Sendin’ me gud vibes.”

Myrtle said, “How exactly did this job come up?”

Wanda sighed. “Reckon through the newspaper.”

This made a good deal of sense. Wanda wrote the horoscopes for the Bradley Bugle. Or, more accurately, Wanda dictated the horoscopes to Myrtle. Wanda’s horoscopes weren’t the usual fare. They were specific and insightful. The editor of the paper, Sloan Jones, was certain the feature was solely responsible for the paper’s healthy number of subscribers.

“Speaking of the newspaper,” Miles said thoughtfully, “didn’t I read something some time ago about Victoria’s home?”

Myrtle said, “You certainly did. She’s having it converted into a bed-and-breakfast. But it’s not going to be a cozy sort of place. She wants it to be upscale and ritzy.” Myrtle spat out the words as if upscale and ritzy were akin to contagious diseases that might spread throughout Bradley if left unchecked.

There was a loud crowing sound outside that startled Miles and even made Wanda raise her eyebrows. Myrtle rolled her eyes. “Wanda, you seem to know what that is.”

Wanda nodded. “‘Fraid so.”

“It sounded like a rooster,” said Miles. “Surely, it wasn’t a rooster.”

Myrtle said, “We should take a look outside.”

Myrtle, Miles, and Wanda stepped out onto Myrtle’s small front porch. There they were treated with the unexpected sight of Myrtle’s daughter-in-law, Elaine, pursuing a rooster in Myrtle’s front yard with a small blur that was Myrtle’s grandson, Jack, racing behind her and laughing uproariously.

Miles hurried over to corral the small animal, who didn’t appear grateful in the slightest. It struggled in his arms, pecking ferociously at him.

“Sorry, sorry!” said Elaine, gasping from laughter and from running. “Scotty, what were you thinking? Bad boy!”

Scotty didn’t seem repentant in the slightest. Elaine carefully collected him from Miles, who looked vastly relieved by the transfer. Wanda hid a grin.

“How’s life on the farm?” asked Myrtle.

Elaine pushed a strand of hair out of her face. “For the most part, it’s all going very well. Except Scotty isn’t fond of his accommodations. Or his feed. Or the other chickens.”

“Dudn’t like Red neither, I reckon,” said Wanda knowingly.

“That’s the truth,” said Elaine. “In fact, I think Scotty despises him.”

A smile curved around Myrtle’s lips at the mention of her son. Red was often a thorn in her side. He was fond of threatening her with incarceration in Greener Pastures Retirement Home, an abhorrent abomination. Consequently, she’d retaliate by having Dusty pull out her collection of garden gnomes, which Red considered an equal abomination. The thought of Dusty made her scowl again. She focused back on Red. “So the rooster isn’t crazy about the man of the house?”

“He’s not. Scotty seems to think their roles should be reversed and that Red should be in the chicken coop at night, and he should be in the house.”

Myrtle said, “I’m sure Red doesn’t care much for the rooster’s opinion.”

“No,” said Elaine with a laugh. “He doesn’t seem to.”

Jack gave Myrtle a hug on one leg, grinning up at her. His nose looked a bit runny and his hair was askew, but he couldn’t have looked more perfect to Myrtle. “The most important question,” said Myrtle, “is how Scotty does with my darling grandson.”

Elaine smiled. “He loves Jack and vice-versa. Actually, Scotty terrorizes everyone except Jack. He’s the one exception.”

To prove this, the rooster started pecking at Elaine and squawking at her indignantly. 

“I better go,” she said in a hurry. “He needs to get back in the yard. And I need to continue researching calming treats for chickens. I’m certain there must be some sort of herbal remedy I can try.” She gave them all a quick goodbye before ducking out with Jack in tow.

“Reckon I should leave too,” drawled Wanda. “Gotta start getting’ ready for that party.”

Myrtle said, “Just remember we have a plan. Miles and I will lurk in the background, sending good vibes.”

Miles looked as if his head might be hurting. “No loitering.”

“Well of course we’ll be loitering. We just won’t be trespassing. There’s no way for the plan to move forward without loitering being involved,” said Myrtle.

“Thank yew both fer this,” said Wanda. 

After she left, Miles looked warily at Myrtle. “You seem wound up about something.”

“Me? Heavens no. Why on earth would I be wound up about anything?” 

Miles said, “Knowing you, I’m guessing it has something to do with an errant invitation from Victoria. You’re upset at being overlooked.”

“It’s difficult to overlook me,” said Myrtle. “I’m about six feet tall.”

“I just know that you’ve gotten your nose out of joint when you haven’t gotten invited to events in the past.”

“A rarity,” said Myrtle with a sniff. There was a Christmas cookie exchange that did come to mind.

“It’s probably not that big of a gathering,” said Miles. “Nor something you’d want to attend.”

Myrtle did want to attend, as a matter of fact. She very much wanted to. For one thing, she wanted to see the inside of the renovated house. The last time she’d gone in there was when she’d been a child. Since she was an octogenarian, that had been many moons ago. She had the vague memory of a rather stuffy place with the smell of old leather-bound books and lots of dark, looming Victorian furniture. Naturally, she had her pride to consider, however. She would not admit wanting to go to the party.

“No, it’s not something I’d want to attend. You’re right, Miles. Victoria isn’t my cup of tea at all. We’re better off lurking in the bushes outside.”

Miles looked alarmed again, and Myrtle quickly said, “Just kidding. Heavens, Miles, you know we won’t be doing any lurking. Now, let’s watch the rest of our show.”
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It was later that same afternoon when Myrtle made her way to the mailbox, muttering darkly about Bradley’s postal carrier. The man delivered mail whenever the spirit moved him. It could be before lunch, at sunset, or never. Today she’d only bothered checking because she’d heard his jeep’s death rattle announcing its approach.

When she opened the mailbox, a fancy envelope fairly leaped out at her. Expensive paper and with Victoria’s return address. But not a postmark or stamp in sight.

“Well, well,” said Myrtle under her breath as she examined the evidence. “Someone’s been playing mailman.”

Inside was an engraved invitation to tomorrow night’s party, complete with a handwritten note in flowing script: Please bring a plus one! Looking forward to seeing you! Victoria.

The excessive exclamation points alone were enough to raise Myrtle’s blood pressure.

“Hmph.” Someone had clearly tattled about her being overlooked. Wanda was the obvious suspect, though it seemed unlike her to volunteer information to Victoria.

Myrtle decided to share this important development with Miles immediately. Her cane beat a determined rhythm on the sidewalk as she marched to his house and jabbed the doorbell with authority.

Nothing.

She jabbed again, adding an impatient foot-tap to her repertoire.

Still nothing.

“Looking for Miles?”

Myrtle spun around, mentally cursing her lack of vigilance. Erma Sherman, her horrid neighbor, lurked behind her like a persistent rash. Once Erma attached herself to a conversation like a limpet, surgical intervention was required for removal.

“Obviously,” said Myrtle curtly. “I’ll call him instead.”

“Maybe he fell down,” suggested Erma with ghoulish enthusiasm.

Myrtle’s glare could have wilted kudzu. “He’s fine. Just busy, I’m sure.”

“We should check on him. He could be trapped on the floor, unable to reach the phone, slowly—”

“Miles is fitter than both of us combined,” Myrtle snapped, though Erma’s morbid speculation was worming its way into her brain.

Just then, the door opened. Miles appeared, looking puzzled but perfectly upright.

“Myrtle?” he asked, frowning in confusion at the sight of Myrtle with her nemesis.

“Important business! Goodbye, Erma.” Myrtle practically shoved Miles back inside and slammed the door with the finality of a coffin lid.

Miles blinked at his friend. “What was all that about? What important business?” 

Myrtle waved the invitation at him. “We’ve been invited to Victoria’s party.”

“We have? Or you have?” 

Myrtle said impatiently, “You’re invited as my plus-one. Although I do despise that expression. What’s wrong with putting ‘and guest’ on an invitation the way we all used to?”

Miles didn’t appear to want to delve into semantics for the time being. “The timing seems suspect.”

Myrtle sniffed. “Victoria probably realized her error and quickly rectified it. Or her invitation was simply delayed in the mail.”

“Local mail?”

Myrtle said, “You’ve seen the lackadaisical way the carrier has been delivering lately. If we sent our post by carrier pigeon it would arrive quicker.”

“Do you happen to have the invitation on you?” 

Myrtle did. It had been stuffed absentmindedly into one of her generous pockets in her slacks. However, she didn’t want Miles to note there was no stamp or postmark on the envelope, so she simply shook her head.

Miles sighed. “I have the feeling Victoria felt pressured to invite you. And the plus-one.”

“For heaven’s sake, Miles, it doesn’t matter, does it? The point is that Wanda, our dear Wanda, is in need of our support. Now we have a legitimate invitation to the event, and we must be there.”

Miles looked gloomy. “Is it a suit type of party?”

“You practically wear a suit as pajamas! You’re forever in a suit.” 

It wasn’t quite true, but it wasn’t far off, either. Miles’s daily uniform comprised carefully ironed khaki pants and a button-down shirt. His shoes and his belt matched perfectly. He looked perpetually ready for a job interview at a small-town bank. Or someone who could jump in to give an emergency PowerPoint presentation at a moment’s notice. Myrtle’s own comfortable attire appeared positively bohemian by comparison.

Miles sighed again. “So a suit?”

“No, I can’t imagine a suit is necessary at such an event. The entire premise is local society types oohing and ahhing over poor Wanda and squealing over palm readings.”

Despite hearing he wouldn’t require a suit, Miles looked even more morose. “What time should I pick you up?” 

“It starts at seven, so let’s say 6:45.” She frowned, cocking her head. “What’s that noise?”

After a few moments, it was clear it was Dusty’s truck, making its usual squealing and gasping as it hiccupped down the road. Then the noise stopped.

Myrtle’s face lit up. “Miles! He’s at my house! Dusty’s going to cut my lawn.”

Miles smiled at her. “He didn’t want to leave you in the lurch. He’s a good man, underneath it all.”

Myrtle practically skipped out the door and down the sidewalk to her own home, two doors down. Fortunately, there was no Erma encounter this time since she’d completely forgotten to watch out for her. 

But when Myrtle arrived at her house, she found, not the wizened Dusty, but a sullen Puddin standing in her yard. The grass was so tall, you couldn’t even see her knees.

“Puddin,” said Myrtle in disappointment. It wasn’t that she didn’t want Puddin to come clean. It was more that the yard, for once, was in much poorer shape than the interior of Myrtle’s house. 

“Yep,” said Puddin. She nodded her head resentfully at the door. “Gonna let me in?”

“Of course. I do have some dust bunnies that need attending to. But I have to say I’m surprised to see you here. Your presence usually isn’t voluntary. In fact, I ordinarily have to practically extort you to make you come clean.”

“Dusty made me come,” snarled Puddin. She stooped to pick up various ratty-looking cleaning supplies that had been invisible in the grass, which was tall enough to hide a small child or a moderately sized garden gnome. “Feels like if I clean, you won’t be mad at both of us, just him.”

Myrtle opened the door and gestured her inside. She was already coming up with questions to ask Puddin about Dusty’s arrangement with Victoria. If there was one thing she absolutely knew about Puddin, it’s that she was willing to be distracted from accomplishing any work.

Myrtle continued. “I’m equally surprised that Dusty dropped you off without tackling the jungle in my yard.”

Puddin raised her chin. “I’m mad at Dusty.”

This wasn’t completely unheard of. “What’s he done now?”

Puddin was only too happy to rant about her husband. “Wants me to work for that Victoria.”

Myrtle couldn’t believe Dusty, who was cleverer than he appeared, would dream that a woman like Victoria, in a house like that, would even consider the services of someone like Puddin. “How does he plan to make that happen? Doesn’t Victoria have Bitsy or a comparable housekeeper already employed?” Bitsy was Puddin’s cousin and sort of the anti-Puddin. She was excellent at what she did and was reliable, to boot.

“Wants me to audition for her,” said Puddin furiously. “Wants me to go over there an’ clean. For nuthin’!”

The scheme suddenly became clear to Myrtle. “I see. So Dusty wants you to go to Victoria’s house, put in a good deal of hard labor, and have Victoria hire you on for good.” It seemed a very optimistic plan. Plus, Myrtle wasn’t altogether sure Puddin could fake hard work. It didn’t appear to be in her genetic makeup.

Puddin’s pale face looked peeved. “Dusty don’t get it. That woman ain’t gonna want me over there. She can have somebody else, for what she pays.”

“Which takes me back to my original question. Doesn’t Victoria employ other housekeepers already?” 

Puddin shrugged. “Lost Brenda Stamper ‘cause Brenda done broke her back.”

“Gracious,” said Myrtle mildly.

Puddin shrugged again. “So no. She’s got nobody.”

“Dusty clearly saw an opening and decided you’d be the perfect candidate.”

Puddin took a seat on Myrtle’s sofa, happy to be diverted from cleaning. “Yep.”

“Tell me why Victoria secured Dusty’s services. That’s quite a remarkable procurement, isn’t it?” 

Puddin scowled at her. “Wish you’d speak English.”

“Why did Victoria hire Dusty? Dusty is lazy and impossible to reach.”

Puddin said, “Oh, she needed somebody. Dusty was free.”

“It doesn’t explain how Dusty made a good enough impression to get hired.”  

Puddin said, “Dusty knows how to do good if he has to.”

“I sense you’re both saving for another trip to Myrtle Beach.” Myrtle sighed. “The problem is that my yard looks horrid. I wish he’d stayed instead of dropping you off.”

But Puddin didn’t seem to care about Myrtle’s yard issues. She was more focused on her upcoming housekeeping audition. And, apparently, not attending it.
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