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They Only Kill Their Asters
"Wait a minute." I stopped Maline at the back porch steps, just before we entered Freda's house. "They say the killer always returns to the scene of the crime. Maybe I should've brought along an extra glass to steady my nerves--just in case he's still in there."
“Oh, good grief, Sheila!" Maline tucked her pencil behind her ear and clutched the ever-present steno book to her scrawny bosom. "Can't you go five minutes? You've been drinking all afternoon."
"I am distraught," I reminded her.
It was just like Maline to be so insensitive to my grief. She'd probably never had a best friend, and she'd certainly never lost one at the hands of a brutal killer. I was still reeling from the trauma, having been the one to find Freda's body right in her own back yard. The police told me she'd been coshed by a blunt object, which wasn't terribly enlightening. Any fool could have deduced that from seeing the mess her head was in.
Later we learned from the medical examiner's official report that the injury was consistent with a blow froma shovel. I knew for a solid fact that Freda had never owned such an item. What's more, I'd given the police a list as long as my arm of people who had whole collections of shovels. The officer I'd talked to had not written down a word I'd said--not after I'd explained the motives that surely tied the shovel owners to Freda's death. Deep in my heart, I knew the investigation would turn up nothing if the police failed to follow up on my leads. I'd have to call them in a few days and offer my help again.
For the moment, though, I was absorbed by the mission at hand.
"The way that woman kept house," Maline said with disgust, "we'll never find it." Maline's obsessive-compulsive, if you ask me. Always invoking Roberts' Rules of Order at our otherwise friendly meetings. She only joined the Society because she wanted desperately to be a member of something and the Garden Club blackballed her when they learned she'd forgotten to dig up her dahlia bulbs one winter.
Membership requirements for the Brown Plant Society are considerably less stringent. We welcome anyone who professes dedication to the eradication of inherently evil, oxygen-sucking, people-enslaving plant life so prized by the likes of Denise Pemberton and Harve Landsdown, president and vice-president respectively of the North Side Garden Club. It was poor, deceased Freda who'd started the Brown Plant Society, and who'd led the drive for vegetation scale-down and free-range dandelion preservation.
Now my cherished friend was on her way to a relentlessly grassy plot in Everlasting Meadows. Just thinking about her covered over by zoysia sent a chill through me, but I fought it off with a warm, soothing gulp of my Jack Daniels.
"We must remember to suggest charitable donations in lieu of flowers," I said, as we climbed the porch steps. "The final irony would be lush green plant life surrounding her."
"That's really up to her family," Maline said shortly. "But as president of the BPS, I suppose I ought to--"
"Whoa!" I held up a hand to stop her right there. "Who died and --I mean, who named you president?"
"Well, I have been vice-president for the past three years," she reminded me haughtily, as if this proved something.
She'd been vice-president because she'd appointed herself, I could have said. What's more, Maline had been trying all along to take over, but fortunately we don't hold elections in the BPS.
"Who's to say," I asked, "that Freda won't continue to lead our happy group from the Great Beyond? For that matter, why do we even need a leader? Surely we're capable of ignoring yards and neglecting shrubbery without being told how to do it." It was an imminently practical solution, I felt, but one with which Maline was sure to take exception.
"Someone has to take charge of The Project," she pointed out.
It had been Freda's most inspired idea and one that would surely put grubs in the pants of Denise Pemberton and her nitrogen-loving groupies. "Cement!" Freda had proclaimed at our last meeting. Which, like all the others, had broken out spontaneously during an extended cocktail party. "We'll have our yards converted to giant parking lots! Concrete surfaces all through the subdivision!"
The idea had come to her about mid-way of the meeting, by which time I was feeling the warm, fuzzy glow of camaraderie. "You besha!" I'd agreed. "Concrete. A toush of big city atmoshphere in the shuburbs!" And then I'd proposed a toast to Freda, which had brought a modest blush to her cheeks. It had been her finest hour.
Remembering brought a tear to my eye. I slugged a gulp of Jack to steady my nerves, then reached into my pocket for the door key. "Let's get this over with," I said sharply.
Maline had spent the better part of the afternoon whining about how Freda's death affected The Project. I didn't see why we couldn't go on as scheduled, but she'd picked, picked, picked at the details. "If you'd been half-sober when we discussed it," she'd said, "you'd remember that we're getting a special discount for the five yards. If only four of us have the cement, the price goes up and becomes prohibitive for some."
Of course, we could have let the cement trucks roll--it was possible, wasn't it, that Freda's heirs would be every bit as enamored of a concrete lawn as the rest of us?--but Maline positively insisted that we call the cement people, explain our situation, and renegotiate the deal. And since The Project was due to begin in two days' time and Freda had been our contact person, Maline had demanded that we snoop through Freda's house, find the name of the company she'd hired, and call them as soon as they opened the next morning.
Maline sneaked a look over the redwood fence as we stepped inside Freda's house. "Can you see Harve anywhere?" she whispered. "We don't want him to spot us."
"Why're you whispering?" I demanded loudly.
Maline shushed me with a finger over her skinny lips. "For all we know, he could be the one who killed Freda."
I glanced across the fence at Harve's immaculate side yard. "That's ridiculous. I know he was mad about the RoundUp incident, but he wouldn't kill because of a little dead grass."
"That man's a fanatic," Maline reminded me. "And besides, Freda took out half his yard with that one."
"It was years ago. I'm sure he's over it," I said coolly, but my confidence ran no deeper than the azalea roots Harve had lost in the same attack.
"I've always suspected him of putting those condemned signs on our houses," she mused.
The other members of the BPS had been up in arms about that, but I'd been amused. In fact, I still had the sign tacked to my front door. I figured it could only help when the tax assessor came around.
There was something else that amused me, too, but I wasn't going to share it with Maline. I knew that Harve's anger had recently given way to admiration and respect. Not a week before, I'd dropped by Freda's place unexpectedly one night to borrow olives, and I'd found her sitting at her kitchen table in deep conversation with Harve.
Naturally I'd pretended there was nothing unusual about this, even though the tension in that room was so thick it could've choked kudzu. Harve had made a hasty exit without so much as an excuse, and Freda dove headfirst into her cupboard, ostensibly in search of the olives I'd come for.
"You don't have to carry on so," I'd said nonchalantly. "It's perfectly fine to be friendly with your neighbor. Just don't let Denise Pemberton catch you at it."
It was no secret that Denise had lusted after Harve's gardening skills for years. Rumor had it she'd used her position as president of the Garden Club to have Harve named Garden Designer of the Year. I'd meant to lighten the room with my cynical observation, but the plan backfired on me.
"Now, you know it's nothing like that," Freda'd said. She jumped back from the cupboard and turned to face me, but her eyes just couldn't seem to meet mine.
"Freda, you've never been much of a liar. Now tell me what's going on between you and Harve."
She'd fidgeted and twitched, but I stood my ground, making it clear to her that I wouldn't leave without an explanation. When the story trickled out, it was stranger than I'd imagined, and even bordered on the bizarre. Always a good combination, in my opinion, as life is too often predictable and dull.
"Harve is thinking of converting," she'd said.
"You mean, he's joining us?" I sank into the nearest chair and fanned myself with Freda's plastic placemat. "Gads! Won't that twist Denise's branches? Give me a drink and tell me how you managed this!"
So Freda had related a lively tale of her secretive efforts over the past weeks. She'd started by taking Harve an icy cold drink one day when he'd been sweating over his thatch build-up. Another time she'd thoughtfully shared with him a magazine article about common but deadly plants. Slowly, deviously, she had dug into Harve's entrenched beliefs about horticulture. Finally her efforts were paying off, and Freda had been on the verge of actually deprogramming a Garden Club victim when her life had been snatched away.
I pushed open the door and faced Freda's house, with its hollow, empty rooms. I knew it was only my imagination; nothing had been removed from the house. Except her spirit, I remembered, and felt a cramp in my chest.
My drink was nearly gone so, first things first, I dug around under Freda's sink, hoping to find a few drops in the bottle she kept there. "Look on the bulletin board by the phone," I directed Maline.
"I am looking," she sniped. "There's everything except what we need."
I hadn't found anything useful under the sink either, so I polished off the liquid in my glass and joined the search. "It may not be a written estimate," I said as I rummaged through Freda's junk drawer. "Could be she jotted down the name and number on a scrap paper. Just watch for anything that seems likely."
Maline's little huff of disapproval didn't escape me, but I was willing to let it go. Bickering would only delay us and I wanted to complete our mission as quickly as possible so I could get home to my comfortable chair and a cool drink.
"I know," I said. "She probably called from the bedroom phone. Freda liked a plump pillow behind her when she talked. I'll see if she's got the number in there."
Maline's nasal twang echoed down the hall behind me. "How can anybody live like this? No system of organization, phone calls in her pajamas..."
Why didn't someone thwack Maline over the head? I wondered. I'd have done it myself right then, but the sight of Freda's bedroom distracted me.
She'd nested in that room, bringing in a phone and television, a dozen pillows for propping herself into the best position for whatever activity took her fancy--reading, napping, snacking. She'd even gotten one of those Clapper gizmos, so she wouldn't have to reach all the way over to the bedside table to turn off her light.
People like Maline think that made Freda a lazy woman, but they couldn't be more wrong. Freda kept busy; she just didn't waste time and energy on endless tasks like dusting and bedmaking. Instead she used every minute of her life to enjoy what she loved--like chats with friends and needlework and planning terrorist attacks on the Garden Club.
I moved to the phone, which was half-buried under a pile of junk mail (reading it had been one of Freda's favorite pastimes) and sure enough, stuck underneath was a paper towel with Joe's Surfaces and a phone number scribbled on it. I folded the towel into a neat square and silently promised Freda that the BPS would carry on the fight she'd begun.
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