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Teaser chapter




“Kate Collins carefully cultivates clues, plants surprising suspects, and harvests a killer in this fresh and frolicsome new Flower Shop Mystery series.” —Ellen Byerrum, author of the Crime of Fashion series

Mum’s the Word

“This is the alarm notification center. Your alarm was triggered.”

I gulped. Had Bloomers been burgled?

“I’m on my way right now.” I shut the phone, stuffed it in my bag and practically sprinted to the car. Driving as fast as the weather allowed, I headed up the long, two-lane road that led back to town.

As I neared Maple Creek Bridge, headlights came up fast behind me. I tapped on my brakes to warn the driver to slow down, but he apparently didn’t notice because he bumped me.

I honked my horn, but that seemed to make the speedster angry, because he bumped me again, harder this time. He’d had to speed up to do it, so I knew it was intentional.

Steering the Vette over to the side of the road, I was digging for my phone when he hit me again, pushing my car forward, so that the right front end was hanging off the narrow, sloping shoulder and I was staring down into muddy water. Fear prickled along my spine. What if this wasn’t a case of road rage? What if someone was trying to kill me?

I heard the unmistakable sound of an engine being shifted into reverse. I glanced up at my mirror in horror.

He was getting his car positioned to ram me again.
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To my husband, Jim, and my other two J’s, Jason and 
Julie, and to my extended family and dear friends for 
tolerating me during deadline crunch, when I hide in 
the den like a mole, sticking my head out for food 
now and then. You deserve big hugs and lots of 
smooches. I couldn’t do this without you.

 

To my friends Jim and Kenton at Hidden Gardens 
flower shop. I will spare you the smooches and 
simply thank you for letting me hang out and 
pester you with questions.

 

To my uncle Leon, who started my love of flowers 
and of all growing things by teaching a five-year-old 
about all the yucky bugs in the garden. Thanks, Unk!




CHAPTER ONE

Most people hate Mondays. Not me. I see them as portals to untold prospects, gateways to golden opportunities, pristine canvases awaiting bold splashes of color. And this particular Monday seemed to epitomize all that was good about them. Robins warbled merrily in the maples along Franklin Street, a warm June sun glinted off the hood of my vintage 1960 yellow Corvette convertible, and I had nabbed a prime parking space right across the street from my shop.

Slinging my bag over one shoulder, I climbed out of the car, pulled off my tortoiseshell sunglasses, and regarded the wooden sign mounted above the door of the old redbrick building.

 

BLOOMERS

 

 

Every time I saw it, a thrill of pride raced through me. Me, Abby Knight, an entrepreneur! Penniless, perhaps, yet soundly devoted to my new profession. Who would have guessed when I flunked out of law school a year ago that I’d be standing here today in front of my own flower  shop? Certainly not my parents, who were still shell-shocked.

I locked the car door and gave the Vette an affectionate pat before pocketing the keys. This car was my baby. I loved it with a passion I normally reserved for fine dark chocolate or a bathing suit that actually fit. It was a four-on-the-floor with a black ragtop roof, black leather seats that were cracked from age and wear, and a slightly scratched chrome-and-black dashboard. Originally, beneath a thick coat of grime and bird droppings, the body color had been white. Now, with its two-week-old paint job, the car was a bright, cheery banana yellow, my favorite color.

Hovering like a proud mother, I flicked a leaf off the hood and polished away a stray fingerprint with the hem of my white blouse. Out of the corner of my eye I noticed a man race from the alley between two buildings and hop into a black monster of an SUV parked in front of the Vette. I thought nothing of it until he gunned the motor. Then I looked up in surprise as he threw the vehicle into Reverse and backed into my car’s front end. Wham!

I stood in the street with mouth agape as visions of the precious dollars I had just spent on the car winged fiendishly past. The SUV took off with a squeal of tires.

“Sixty-four apple David three—damn it!” He was too fast. I didn’t have a chance to catch the whole license plate number.

“You’re leaving the scene of an accident!” I shouted, shaking my fist at him as he sped away. “Come back here, coward!” He had his windows down; I knew he heard me.

“Go get ’im, honey,” someone called from a city van. A tow truck driver honked his horn and gave me a thumbs-up.

I found a pen and scribbled the numbers on the back of my hand, then crouched in front of my car to inspect the damage. My stomach lurched at the horrible sight: shattered double headlights, dented chrome grill and hood. I stood up and glared in the direction he had gone. There was no way I would let an irresponsible moron get away with a hit-and-run on my car. No way. I hadn’t grown up as the daughter of a cop for nothing, not to mention that if my insurance payments went up, I’d go broke.

As I dug in my purse for my cell phone, one of the warbling robins flew over and deposited a big white blob of bird poop on the trunk. With a shudder, I turned my back on the scene of the crime and called the police dispatcher, who promised to send someone out as soon as possible. My assistant, Lottie Dombowski, was watching me through Bloomers’s window, a look of horror on her face. I signaled back to let her know I had everything under control.

This was not the colorful start I’d had in mind earlier that morning.

Lottie had to unlock the door for me since I was too rattled to find my keys and the shop didn’t open for another hour. She was dressed in her usual summer getup—bright pink loafers, white denims that fit her size-fourteen body a little too snugly, a pink blouse that gaped where it stretched across her ample bosom, and a pink satin bow snuggled into the brassy curls above her left ear Shirley Temple style. Not exactly a trendy hairdo for the mother of seventeen-year-old quadruplets, but try to tell her that and she would hand you a hair dryer and tell you to knock yourself out. After raising those four boys, nothing fazed Lottie.

“Are you okay, sweetie?” she asked, looking me over from my shoulder-length bob to my open-toed black mules. “I saw that pond scum ram you.”

“I’m fine, just angry is all.”

“He was in some hurry, wasn’t he? Come on back. I’m making breakfast.”

Cooking was just one of Lottie’s abilities. Besides being a true genius at floral design, she was also the one  who put me on to my Corvette. And she knew just about everyone on the New Chapel town square—a boon to any business person, especially a novice like me.

I had met Lottie during the period of my fateful engagement to Pryce Osborne II, when Lottie owned Bloomers and I made deliveries for her—in between clerking for a lawyer. Holding two jobs was the only way I could afford law school. My grandfather’s trust had covered my undergraduate expenses at Indiana University, a state college, but had not been enough to pay for three years of law school, even a local one that allowed me to live at home.

But the trust had been enough for a minimal down payment on a quaint flower shop in a small Midwestern college town.

The inhabitants of New Chapel, Indiana, were typical in that regard, tolerating the students that flocked to the cheap eateries, coffeehouses, and dollar stores during the school year, and bemoaning their absence during the summer months. The town square had the regulation limestone courthouse set amid a huge expanse of lawn, with a tall spire and huge clock face that proclaimed it ten minutes after four regardless of the real time, along with the standard compliment of family-owned restaurants, shops, and businesses flanking the courthouse square on all sides.

The town was unique only in its location—thirty minutes by car from the famed Indiana Dunes lakeshore on the southern tip of Lake Michigan, and an hour by train from Chicago, barring unforeseen weather conditions, such as, say, clouds. New Chapel was close enough to take advantage of the big-city highlights yet far enough away to escape the madness.

The population was eclectic—ranging from blue-collar workers employed by a nearby steel mill, to farmers in the outlying county, to businesspeople who commuted to the Loop, to the professors and students at New  Chapel University. The neighborhoods varied from sprawling areas of tract housing on former swampland, to square, flat blocks of identical ranch homes or bungalows on what had been grazing pastures, to fancy gated communities set in hilly, wooded areas, to dilapidated farm-houses that dotted the miles of rural roads connecting New Chapel to neighboring towns.

I had always loved the charm of Bloomers—with its two multipaned bay windows displaying a colorful array of flowers and its old-fashioned yellow-framed door with beveled glass center—but I never thought I would one day own it. After my disastrous year at law school and my breakup with Pryce, I had considered moving to Chicago to find work, but the thought of all that noise and traffic congestion made me queasy. Actually, I’m slightly claustrophobic.

My parents had urged me to stay in town. My mother was adamant about it being the best place to raise a family—like that was going to happen anytime soon—but I hadn’t seen much in the way of career opportunities for someone with a creative bent and little money.

Then in stepped Lottie with an offer I couldn’t refuse. She’d had a modestly successful floral business going, but her husband’s enormous medical bills had wiped out her cash reserves. Since she was desperate to pay off her debts, and I was equally desperate to find something I could do well, I took a long hard look at my abilities and came to the conclusion that the only things I’d ever had any luck with were plants, so why not make a living from them?

“You can’t be serious,” my mother had said after I’d announced my intentions. “Why not resume your law studies? Take the dean a plate of brownies. He’ll let you back in.”

“Mother, endowing the dean with an entire brownie  company would not make that happen. Besides, I don’t want to be a lawyer.”

“You can’t keep changing your mind, Abigail, not at your age. Not if you want to make me a grandmother. How many times did you switch majors in college? Three, four?”

“Two. And it put me only a year behind.”

“Why didn’t you go for a medical degree? You always wanted to be a dermatologist.”

“You always wanted me to be a dermatologist. I wanted to be a translator at the UN—until I found out I had to learn more than conversational French.”

“But a florist, Abigail? A florist?”

It wasn’t like I was the first person in the family to make a living from plants. My grandmother had raised a big family solely on the produce from her garden, along with a few turkeys here and there. From her I had learned how to cultivate flowers, grow vegetables, and sneak raspberries into my mouth without leaving behind telltale red stains.

But it was while working for Lottie that I actually began to dream about arranging flowers for a living. I’d loved the fragrance of fresh blossoms, the exhilaration of helping Lottie create beautiful bouquets, and the smiles on the faces of the people who received them. So I’d closed my eyes, made the leap, and became the proud owner of a huge mortgage. And Lottie, relieved of her financial burden, was able to do what she loved without the headaches. She swore she would be eternally in my debt, as I was in the bank’s. The difference was that the bank wanted their debt paid back monthly.

The fly in the ointment was a big new floral and hobby shop that had opened on the main highway, where fresh flowers were sold in premade bouquets for rock-bottom prices and silk flowers were to be had in every color of the rainbow. For those on a budget it was a dream come true. For a small shop like Bloomers it was a disaster.

To curb the drain of customers, I had been trying various inexpensive promotional devices, including running  a contest—What’s My Vine?—handing out free flowers at grocery stores—A Mum for Your Mum!—and adding a coffee and tea parlor. So far, the coffee and tea parlor held the most promise.

“How many orders came in over the wires last night?” I asked Lottie, as I followed her through the shop into the workroom behind it.

“Three.”

Three wasn’t good. Seven was good. Seventeen was better. Twenty-seven would have me doing handsprings over the worktable.

We went through a doorway into the tiny, crowded kitchen at the rear of the building, where Lottie had already started preparing her traditional Monday-morning breakfast. Bloomers occupied the entire first floor of the deep, three-story, redbrick structure, from Franklin Street in front to the alley in back. Three apartments made up the second floor, accessible through a door and stairway to the left of our shop. The third floor was unfinished—full of dusty, discarded furniture and enough spiders to fuel my nightmares well into the next century, should I still be alive and kicking.

It was a wonderful old building from the turn of the century, when ceilings were a minimum of ten feet high and the brick walls inside were real. There were the added benefits of having the courthouse right across the street and the university five blocks south, another reason why I figured my coffee and tea parlor might fly.

Lottie tied on her black bib apron, took eggs from the old refrigerator, and cracked them on the side of a bowl. “How do you want ’em?”

“Scrambled.” Just like my brain at that moment. I put my head in my hands and moaned at the thought of my poor car.

“How much damage?” she asked.

“Front end. Who knows how much it’ll cost.” With a heavy sigh, I pulled off my shades, dropped them in my  slouchy leather bag—a bargain I’d found at Target—and perched on a stool at the narrow eating counter. “I’ll find the maggot somehow. He had local plates.”

“Call Justin about the car. He’ll get you in right away.”

Justin was Lottie’s nephew. He ran Dunn’s Body Shop and was a true genius when it came to fixing cars, though he could barely read the back of a cereal box. He’d bought my Vette from a widow who’d stored it in a barn for decades after her farmer husband died. Other than needing bodywork, new paint, and a rear bumper, the four-speed stick shift had been in relatively good shape. Most important, it had been cheap.

“Listen, sweetie,” Lottie said, her back to me as she worked, “my cousin Pearl needs advice real bad, but she won’t go see a lawyer, so I convinced her to talk to you.”

That was the trouble with people who knew me: They assumed that since I’d attended law school, even for one year, I was practically a lawyer and therefore could advise them—for free. Combine their need for help with my intense hatred of injustice and a strong proclivity for untangling all those little quandaries people got themselves into and—well, let’s just say I often found myself in rather interesting situations.

Although I knew better, I had to ask, “What’s Pearl’s problem?”

Lottie whipped the eggs with a wire whisk, then poured the batter into a sizzling skillet. “That lousy, son-of-a-bee husband of hers is the problem. Now we find out he’s keeping a little doxy on the side, too. I told her to divorce him, but she’s afraid.”

The aroma wafting from the skillet made my stomach growl. “Afraid of a divorce or afraid of her husband?”

“Both. Tom Harding’s an ornery cuss. I’m not fearful of many people, as you know, but he sure the hell scares me. I know you’ll be able to talk some sense into Pearl.”

I didn’t want to talk a person into getting a divorce. I understood that not all lawyers shared my feelings, but  maybe that was one of the reasons I’d flunked my law classes. “I think Pearl should see a marriage counselor, Lottie.”

She put down the spatula, wiped her hands, and pulled up the stool next to mine. “Listen, baby, this man is abusing her and their boy, too. She’s scared out of her wits. I’d never get her to a counselor. I’ll be lucky to pry her out of the house to get her here. You’ve got to help, Abby. You’re good at helping people.”

“What does Pearl’s husband do for a living?”

“He’s a farmer.”

Not good, financially. Most farmers barely managed to eke out a living and often worked two jobs. There wouldn’t be much in the way of assets to split between them—if Lottie’s cousin had the courage to proceed with the divorce. Something I had learned from my clerking days was that reluctant clients usually ended up dismissing their divorce actions.

“Good morning, all!” Grace Bingham called brightly in her meticulous British accent, poking her head into the kitchen. “How are we today?” Grace had left her nursing career behind ages ago, yet still spoke in first person plural.

“Other than having our car smashed by a reprobate in an SUV, we’re fine,” I said.

“Us, too,” Lottie added.

Grace gave me a thorough once-over, just to be sure. “Shall I call Dunn’s Body Shop and make an appointment for your car, dear?”

“Would you, please?”

Before coming to Bloomers, Grace had been a top-notch legal secretary for Dave Hammond, the lawyer for whom I had clerked. Several months ago Grace had decided to retire, and after ten agonizingly boring days of staring at her walls, realized her mistake. Now, as our girl Friday, she manned the cash register, answered the phone, and ran the coffee and tea parlor. In fact, the parlor had been her creation.

Brought here from England by her GI husband, Grace had always bemoaned that New Chapel had no tea parlor. It turned out that Grace was an expert tea brewer and a fast study on gourmet coffee, as well. Plus, she loved to bake scones and the little cookies she called biscuits, so we had decorated half of the store in a Victorian theme, installed equipment, put her in charge, and voila! Now, in addition to the fragrance of the flowers, the shop was scented with coffee, tea, and baked goods. In nice weather, we opened the door and let the aroma draw people in.

Grace was amazing. A widow for the last fifteen years, and well into her sixth decade, she climbed stairs without breaking a sweat, maintained her calm in any crisis, and bowled no less than two hundred twenty. She worked for me because she enjoyed it, not because she needed the money, which suited me just fine. She’d starve on what I could afford to pay.

Grace and Lottie worked well together—usually.Sometimes Grace’s fussiness got under Lottie’s skin. But then, Lottie’s teasing irritated Grace, so they evened each other out.

“Listen, baby, will you talk to Pearl this afternoon?” Lottie asked, resuming our conversation. “I told her I’d take her to Wal-Mart during my lunch hour, but I’ll bring her here instead. It’ll be a surprise.”

Some surprise.

“Abby, you’re not dabbling in legalities again, are you?” Grace warned. “Remember what happened last time?”

“Yes, but the judge ended up seeing the humor in it.”

“And the time before that?”

I hung my head. My aunt still hadn’t forgiven me. For that matter, neither had my high-school homeroom teacher, who’d claimed I had a problem sticking my nose where it didn’t belong. Also the middle-school principal, who had taken away my monitor’s sash, the school bus  driver with the Playboy magazines under his seat, the cafeteria lady with the walnut-sized wart on her nose and the funny cigarettes in her sock—but what was the sense of looking back?

“If you choose to meddle thus,” Grace said, striking a Hamlet-esque pose, “then you must be prepared to face the consequences, whatever they are.”

“Very good!” Lottie said, giving her a brief burst of applause. We were constantly awed by Grace’s ability to find a quote to fit any situation.

She gave a regal nod of her head to acknowledge our praise. “Jimmy Sangster, British screenwriter.”

“Don’t worry, Grace,” Lottie said. “Abby is only going to offer her advice this time. Aren’t you, sweetie?”

I glanced at Grace, who was giving me a stern head shake.

“Lottie, I really think your cousin would be better off seeing a lawyer,” I said, and Grace beamed at me.

“Sweetie, if I pull up in front of a law office, Pearl will bolt from the car and take off running. You have an honest face. She’ll believe what you tell her. Then you can send her to Dave. What do you say?” Lottie slipped the steaming heap of buttery, golden eggs in front of me.

I was easily swayed by food. I took a scrumptious mouthful and muttered, “How about twelve thirty?” I could at least listen to her story. What harm would there be in that?

“I want it noted,” Grace sang out as she retreated to the sanctity of her tea parlor, “I did warn you.”




CHAPTER TWO

I finished the eggs and got a cup of Grace’s coffee to sip while I designed a centerpiece of miniature roses for the Monday-afternoon ladies’ poetry circle that met in the tea parlor. Holding meetings in the parlor was another of my schemes to drum up business. I’d plastered posters around town offering free use of the room for small groups, but, so far, only the poetesses had taken advantage of it.

As I settled on a stool at the worktable, Grace called from the front, “There’s a bobby standing beside your automobile, dear.”

A bobby?

A cop! I dashed out of the shop and across the street in the brilliant sunshine, squinting at the motorcycle cop in a black helmet and silver sunglasses who was busy writing in his notebook. I knew some of the younger ones from high school, but this guy didn’t look familiar. Then again, New Chapel had grown a lot over the past five years, and a lot of disgruntled Chicagoans looking for small-town atmosphere and cheaper taxes had moved in.

“This yours?” he asked brusquely, nodding at my Vette.

“Yes.” I sighed morosely as I ran my hand along the car’s sleek side. “It was just painted.”

“Shame. See who did it?”

“Just briefly. A man, mid-to-late twenties, dark brown curly hair, light gray T-shirt with some kind of logo on it, blue jeans, quite tall . . .” I tried to remember more, but couldn’t.

The cop glanced at me, sizing up my five-foot-two frame. I knew what he was thinking: Everyone looks tall to you, sweetheart. It was a prejudice I’d battled since my freshman year in high school, when my growth had come to a screeching halt.

I read the license plate numbers off my hand. “That’s all I got. Think you can find him?”

A muscle in the cop’s jaw twitched, as though the question offended him. “I’ll see what I can do.” He took down my name and number, then looked at my name again and asked if I was related to Sergeant Jeffrey Knight.

“He’s my father.”

Motorcycle Cop looked at me with new respect. “He’s a good guy. How’s he doing?”

“Not bad, considering what he’s been through.”

The cop didn’t say anything for a moment and neither did I. It was still a sore subject with me. Three years ago my dad had been hot on the trail of a drug dealer, not knowing he was heading into an ambush. He took a bullet in his thigh, ended up in emergency surgery, suffered a stroke on the table, and nearly died. My father will never leave his wheelchair, and the drug dealer is still out there, selling his poison. Where was the justice in that?

“Give him my regards,” the cop said. “Name’s Gordon. Pick up a copy of the accident report in five days.”

“Thanks,” I called, as he swaggered back to his cycle.

When I returned to the shop, Grace was in the parlor, humming as she set bud vases on the white wrought-iron tables. We had six tables with four chairs apiece, allowing  us to serve up to twenty-four people at a time. All seats had a view from the big bay window, allowing customers to watch the happenings on the square.

“Would you do me a favor?” I asked, holding out my hand to display the blue scribbles. “This is the partial plate number of the moron who hit me. Would you see what you can find out about him?” Grace had good contacts, the result of working many years for Dave.

She eyed me suspiciously as she copied the digits onto her notepad using the little pen she kept on a chain around her neck. “Won’t the police be handling it?”

“I thought I’d give them a little help.”

She handed me two squares of paper, along with a look that said You can’t resist meddling, can you? “These messages came in while you were outside.”

I glanced at the slips as I headed for the workroom. Both were from my mother, reminding me about dinner at the country club on Friday. I dropped my purse on the small desk crammed into one corner of the room, tossed the messages in the waste can, and went back to work on the roses. At least she hadn’t called to say she was bringing over a sculpture.

In addition to being a kindergarten teacher, my mother was also an artist. Her medium was clay, and at least once a week she showed up at the shop with her latest creation, which we dutifully displayed until someone bought it or, if it was too hideous, until Lottie could sneak it down to the basement and hide it among the stacks of clay pots.

At least my mother was trying to bring in business. It was quite a shift in attitude from the woman who used to remind me—daily—that she wanted only three things from life: that her children should marry well, become successful doctors and/or lawyers, and belong to the local country club—none of which I had done.

Growing up on a farm, my mother had fantasized about being in high society—not that New Chapel had any. The best it could cough up was a low to medium  society, but it still translated into belonging to the country club, which, for the wife of a cop, was simply too expensive. For her children, however, all things had been possible, especially after my grandfather had died and his trust had kicked in.

Gramps had owned a huge parcel of valuable acreage, or at least the developer had thought so, because he’d paid a barrel of money for it. With that money and a healthy dose of scholarships my brothers, Jordan and Jonathan, had become surgeons, attached themselves to a thriving medical group with ties to a Chicago teaching hospital, married into good families, and, much to my mother’s never-ending happiness, joined the local country club.

Thank goodness for my brothers, because had it been left to me she would be unfulfilled as a mother. After having been publicly humiliated by my ex-fiancé’s cancellation of our wedding, I might never find the courage to march down that petal-strewn aisle—even if I were to supply the petals. On top of that, country clubs gave me a nervous rash.

My brothers, on the other hand, with their classic good looks, long-boned bodies, Jaguars, Gucci golf bags, and stylish wives who shopped at Neiman Marcus Chicago, instantly took to country-club life. They ate portobellomushroom-and-brie club sandwiches, for heaven’s sake.

My style ran more to sub sandwiches than club sandwiches, and I’d rather have a tooth pulled than chase a dimpled white ball through sand traps, which was great because I couldn’t have afforded the balls anyway. My father felt the same way, only he would never say so in front of my mother.

Bloomers was where I fit in. I loved it there, especially in the workroom. It smelled of roses, lavender, eucalyptus, and moist, tropical air, and even with no window it felt like a garden. Wreaths and swags hung from pegs on one ivory latticed wall, and rows of shelves above a  Formica counter and deep sink on another wall held all manner of vases and containers of dried flowers. A long, slate-covered worktable sat in the middle of the room, with drawers underneath for the floral knives and sheers, diagonals, awls, pruners, and other tools we used on a daily basis. A shelf at the bottom held foam, wire mesh, and papier mâché containers.

Dividing our workroom from the display room in front was a huge stainless-steel walk-in cooler where we stored fresh greenery and flowers and where, at that moment, Lottie was taking a daily inventory. As she stepped out and shut the heavy door, I held up the vase of roses. “Does this look full enough?”

“Maybe put a little more baby’s breath in it. And a few more roses, too.” The radio was on, tuned in to her favorite local station, and she paused to listen to the weather forecast. “Another scorcher,” she said with a shake of her curls, and went to the phone beside the computer to place a call to the wholesaler.

I finished the arrangement and set it aside, then took an armful of multicolored daisies to the glass-fronted display cooler in front to replenish the supply. The bell jingled as three clerks from the courthouse came in to get their daily cappuccino fixes, and Grace went off to the parlor to make it for them. Lottie breezed past, calling that she was off to buy baskets, leaving me alone in the shop, where I cast longing looks at the telephone that sat stubbornly silent on the front counter.

Ring, I commanded silently. I had bills to pay. Lots of bills. I really needed some big orders to make ends meet.

After rearranging the floral display in the bay window I went outside to take a look at my handiwork. Three doors down, an elderly window washer was applying his squeegee to the wide plate glass of Down the Hatch Bar and Grill, which I had just learned from the owner of the realty next door was under new management.

I had met a few of the shop owners on the square.  Some I’d known because I’d gone to school with their children, but I hadn’t yet met the bar’s owner. With three gift boutiques, two restaurants, two ladies’ clothing stores, one men’s store, one children’s shop, a shoe store, a deli, a hardware store, four banks, two realties, and six law offices, I had a way to go.

The phone was ringing as I stepped back inside. I crossed my fingers and chanted, mantralike, “Please let this be a big order.”

Grace answered the call, then gave me a look of impending doom as she handed me the receiver. “It’s your mother.”

As I dashed back to the workroom to take the call at my desk, I changed my mantra to, “Please let this not be another sculpture.”

“Am I interrupting anything?” my mother asked. “You sound breathless. You’re all right, aren’t you, Abigail? Did something happen?”

There was no way in the world I would tell her about the accident with my car. She’d been appalled that I’d actually paid money for it in the first place. “I was arranging the window display. What can I do for you?”

“I wanted to remind you about dinner at the country club Friday night.”

She was nothing if not persistent. She lived for those dinners where she could show off her successful children to New Chapel society. Well, two of her children anyway. “Would I miss a family dinner?” I asked her. Actually, if my father didn’t need an ally, I would.

“I’ll see you then, Abigail. Don’t forget to wear something nice.”

As opposed to my usual rags? I bit my tongue and bid her a fond adieu.

“Abby,” Grace said, “I called the Department of Motor Vehicles about that license plate number. As I suspected, even if they were to trace the plate, they won’t give out names.”

We both paused at the sound of a male clearing his throat. Grace looked at me in surprise. Neither of us had heard the bell over the door. She stepped through the curtain to see who it was, then returned with mouth pursed as though she’d just eaten something distasteful.

“There’s a man here to see you, and I don’t think he’s a customer.” She leaned closer. “He says he wants to proposition you.”

“Probably a salesman.”

“Not like any I’ve ever seen.”

I followed Grace to the curtain. She opened it a crack and we both peered out, my head below hers. A man stood in the display room studying a large arrangement of silk flowers, one of my best creations yet—a striking combination of dwarf raspberry astilbe and royal blue spiderwort. But even that paled in comparison to the man beside it.

He had gleaming black hair, wore a black leather motorcycle jacket, blue denims that appeared to have been sprayed onto his long legs, and polished-to-a-sheen black boots. He turned his head toward the doorway and smiled, obviously spotting the two pairs of eyeballs gaping at him. He had olive-colored skin, dark eyes framed by darker eyebrows, and a cocky stance. He didn’t appear to be a danger, but he did look dangerous. A woman would understand the difference.

I whispered to Grace, “I’ll talk to him.”

She looked down at me. “Are you certain? Look at him! Who wears leather in this heat?”

“I say we find out.”




End of sample
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