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CHAPTER ONE
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Monday

 

Happiness oozed from every cell in my body. No, wait. Ooze sounded bad, and what I was feeling was definitely not bad. Not by a long shot. I was in a zone. I radiated bliss. As my assistant Lottie pointed out, I had a certain glow about me.

The best part of a glow of this magnitude was that nothing could dim it, not the ding in the paint on my refurbished yellow Corvette, not the snarl of traffic from a stoplight malfunction, not even the knowledge that my mother had completed a new art project and was going to deliver it after school let out for the day.

The reason for my blissful state was that after weeks of having to keep my news under wraps, the secret was out at last. I was officially engaged to the sizzling-hot man of my dreams, my sexy neighbor, former Special Ops Army Ranger–turned-owner of Down the Hatch Bar and Grill, Marco Salvare. Yes, the very male who turned the heads of women all over town, the pragmatic, enigmatic, charismatic, and, yes, sometimes autocratic Marco, my Italian American hunk, was now engaged to little ol’ moi.

Added to all that joy, my flower shop Bloomers was operating in the black for the first time since I’d bought the business from former owner Lottie Dombowski. Poor Lottie had been drowning in debt from her husband’s ginormous medical bills, while I was up to my freckles in failure, having flunked out of law school and having been unceremoniously cast off by the man I thought I wanted to marry. Instead of succumbing to despair, I took action.

Scraping together the remainder of my inheritance from my grandpa, I plunked down enough money to ensure my servitude to the bank forever, hired Lottie to teach me how to be a florist, put in a coffee-and-tea parlor, lured the foremost British authority on tea in Indiana, Grace Bingham, out of retirement, and attempted to make a go of it.

Needless to say, with the national economy in the tank, it had been a struggle. But a recent spurt in business had pushed my checking account into positive territory at last, giving me even more reason to ooze—I mean radiate—happiness.

Horns honked around me. People were getting impatient. In a small town like New Chapel, traffic jams were fairly uncommon. But I merely cranked up the volume on my CD player and sang along until I was able to turn off the main road and escape the congestion.

It was a gorgeous, sunny May morning, business was up, and I was engaged to the most wonderful man in town. Nothing on earth could dim my happiness.

Then I hit a cat.

 

Jamming on the brakes, I threw the car into PARK and jumped out, horrified at the thought of what I might  find. I ran around to the front and saw a ragged yellow tabby cat crouched on the macadam a few feet in front of my car, staring at me in fright. I hadn’t run it down after all!

Seeing that I wasn’t about to do it harm, the tabby rose unsteadily and attempted to limp to the curb, dragging its right hind leg behind it. The leg was bent at the wrong angle.

“Oh, no! I did hit you,” I cried, blinking back a sudden rush of tears. “I’m so sorry. I’ll make it all right, I promise. Please don’t try to run away from me. I want to help you.”

The cat meowed pitifully, gazing at me with fearful golden eyes, ready to attempt to flee. I glanced around for assistance, but I’d turned off Concord Avenue onto a side street that had no houses and only a few businesses, none of which were open yet. Would an ambulance come if I called 911? Probably not.

The cat was in terrible pain, and so was I, the pain of horrendous guilt. I took off my jean jacket and approached the poor animal cautiously, talking to it in a soothing voice. “I’m going to take you to the vet, okay? I’m really, really sorry. You don’t know how sorry I am. I’m just going to pick you up gently now, so don’t scratch me.”

The cat either understood or was too injured to fight. I wrapped my jacket over it and picked it up, careful not to touch the damaged leg. I placed the cat gently on the passenger seat and prayed it wouldn’t try to escape, but it seemed to know that I wasn’t a threat.

I buckled my seat belt, put the ’Vette in DRIVE, and headed for the veterinary clinic where my roommate,  Nikki, took her cat, Simon. Fortunately, the clinic was only a five-minute drive, because the injured tabby’s plaintive meows were breaking my heart. How could I have been so careless? Why hadn’t I noticed the animal in the road?

I approached the reception counter, babbling wildly, holding the cat in my arms; the receptionist looked up in surprise, then jumped off her chair and ran to get an aide.

Within five minutes, Dr. Christine Kelly had the cat on a stainless-steel table and was administering a painkiller so she could perform an exam, while I sat on an orange plastic chair in the corner enveloped in remorse.

“Is this an outdoor cat?” she asked.

“I don’t know. I’d never seen the animal before I . . . hit it.”

She glanced at me from under nicely arched brows, then continued her examination.

“I can feel a break in the hind foreleg,” she said. “I’ll need to get an X-ray before I set the bone to know how bad the damage is.”

“That’s fine. Whatever you need to do, Doctor, I’ll take care of it. No problem.”

“How did it happen?” she asked.

“Right after I turned off of Concord Avenue, I caught a glimpse of the cat in the street in front of my car. It must have been hiding under a parked vehicle or maybe in a hedge, but whatever. I didn’t see it in time or I would have stopped. I just felt this thump—and I knew I’d hit it. Luckily, I wasn’t going fast. Well, not so lucky for the cat, of course . . .”

Babbling again.

“You didn’t run her over,” Dr. Kelly said.

“What?” My brain cells were moving a little slow, no doubt due to shock.

“She would have suffered a lot more than a broken hind leg, trust me. This cat must have already been injured.”

“Then what caused the thump?”

“You’d have to go back and look. All I know is that you didn’t run her over or she probably wouldn’t be alive.”

I felt more tears welling up and quickly brushed them away. “I’m so relieved.”

“No collar, I notice,” the vet said, as her fingers gently probed, “but it looks like she might have had one once.”

“Could she have been dumped?”

“Quite possibly. Or she got out and roamed, couldn’t find her way back, and got so thin she slipped out of her collar. She’s a female, around five years old is my best guess. I’ll check for a computer chip. Smart people have chips implanted. If that’s the case, I’ll contact the owner. Uh-oh. I see fleas. So what would you like to do with her if we can’t determine who the cat belongs to?”

Wait. What would I like to do? “I don’t know, Doctor. What do you usually do in these kinds of situations?”

“Turn the animal over to the shelter.”

With a broken leg? To crouch in a wire cage, alone and frightened, until someone adopted her? What if no one wanted her? What then? Could I live with that?

“You’re good at solving mysteries,” Dr. Kelly said. “Maybe you can find out where she came from.”

I blinked in surprise. The doctor knew about me?

“I read the newspaper,” Dr. Kelly said, seeing the question on my face, “and Nikki talks about you a lot. I have to say, you’re amazingly brave the way you go after killers. That one murderer who tried to burn you alive? Wow. Solving the cat mystery should be a walk in the park after that. So what’s your decision?”

After such praise, how could I tell her no? I glanced at the shabby tabby with the shattered leg that had suddenly become my responsibility. “If there’s no chip,” I said with a sigh, “I’ll take her.”

Dr. Kelly smiled for the first time. “I was hoping you’d say that. Why don’t you have a seat in the waiting room while we fix her up? It’ll be about an hour.”

An hour? It was already eight thirty and Bloomers opened at nine o’clock. My assistants were undoubtedly wondering where I was. Plus it was Monday, which meant Lottie’s delicious egg and toast breakfast was waiting for me. But perhaps missing breakfast was part of my punishment for careless driving.

I exited the clinic to make my phone call just as an elderly couple with a yapping schnauzer was entering. The gray dog strained at its leash, teeth bared, trying to reach me, but the woman dragged it away, talking in a soothing voice. “Now, haven’t we discussed your behavior before? About being nice to strangers? Haven’t we?”

That was a discussion I would have loved to witness.

Grace answered the phone, her delightful accent a reassuring sound to my frazzled nerves. “Good morning. Bloomers Flower Shop. How may I help you?”

“Grace, it’s me. I hit a cat—” I paused as a woman carrying a feline into the clinic gave me the evil eye.

“You hit a cat with what?” Grace asked.

“My car.”

“Well, that’s a relief, isn’t it? I didn’t like to think you’d gone off your rocker, running about whacking animals with your purse.”

Sometimes there was just no way to understand the workings of Grace’s mind. “The cat’s hind leg is broken,” I said quietly, as more people walked past with their pets, “but that may not have been my fault. I’m at the veterinary clinic now. I should be back in about an hour.”

I heard Grace whisper, “It’s Abby. She hit a cat. She’s at the vet.” Then I heard Lottie say, “Lordy, what will that girl get into next?”

Grace said to me, “Well, that’s a bang-up way to start the week, isn’t it? And you freshly engaged.”

“You know about my engagement?”

“It would be a rather odd statement to make otherwise, wouldn’t it?”

Damn! I’d wanted to make the announcement at breakfast. We’d only revealed the news to our family two and a half days ago. “Who told you? My mom?”

“Would you like the whole list?”

I heard paper rattling.

“First off, your mum rang up at eight o’clock on the nose.”

“That figures.”

“And five times thereafter.”

Still figured.

“Then your cousin Jillian phoned—”

The mouth that roared.

“—but said she was going back to bed so she would call you at lunchtime. The next call was from Marco’s mum.”

“She must have wanted to let me know she made it back to Ohio safely. She was supposed to get in late last night.”

“I believe she’s still here, love. She said she’d see you later today.”

What? No! That wasn’t the plan. The plan was for Francesca Salvare to go back home so she wouldn’t be here to pester us for wedding details. Because there weren’t any yet.

“Then Marco called,” Grace said, “but he didn’t say a word about the engagement.”

He’d probably phoned to enlighten me as to why his mother was still here. I couldn’t wait for that explanation. “Okay, Grace. Thank you. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

“I hope so, dear. A large shipment of flowers just arrived, and Lottie said many of them are damaged. She’s trying to sort through them now, but we’ll be opening soon, and you know the rush we always have in the coffee shop on Monday mornings. And don’t forget today is the meeting of the Monday Afternoon Ladies’ Poetry Society.”

Twelve senior citizens waxing poetic about the benefits of fiber. “Can’t wait. Listen, Grace, this cat appears to be a stray. If the vet can’t determine the owner, I’m going to have to bring her home with me unless . . . you or Lottie want to take her?”

I heard Grace whispering, and heard Lottie whisper back. Then Grace said, “Shall I keep your breakfast in the fridge, then?”

No takers. Damn. “Yes, please.”

Cold scrambled eggs and hard toast.

“Just a minute, dear,” Grace said. “Lottie would like a word.”

“Abby,” Lottie said a moment later, “how did you happen to hit the cat?”

“I don’t know, Lottie. The cat must have darted out just as I turned off Concord.”

“Why did you turn off Concord?”

“Traffic jam.”

“Oh, good,” she said with relief in her voice. “I’ll see you back at Bloomers.”

“Wait, Lottie, what’s up? Why all the questions?”

“I just wanted to make sure you weren’t trying to shake a tail.”

“A tail?”

“Well, a stalker.”

At once I felt someone’s eyes upon me. Goose bumps dotted my arms as I glanced around. Then I saw the receptionist standing at the glass door, motioning me over.

“Okay, that’s all,” Lottie said.

That’s all? “Lottie, don’t leave me hanging like this—”

The line went dead.

The receptionist was motioning frantically now, so I ended the call and hurried toward the door. “Sorry,” I said, following her inside. “It was a business call.”

“That’s okay. Dr. Kelly just wanted you to know that there’s no microchip.” She smiled. “Looks like you have yourself a cat.”




CHAPTER TWO
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Okay. So. I had a cat. And possibly a stalker. To think I’d always loved Mondays, with their wide-open vistas and unexplored opportunities, blank canvases just waiting for my bold strokes of color. Not feeling so bold now, was I? More like petrified of what would be thrown into my path next.

Needing a sympathetic ear, I phoned Marco but got his voice mail. Since I couldn’t fit all I had to say in a message, I merely said, “Can we elope? Tonight?”

There was no point in returning my mom’s calls yet. She’d be teaching class, and Jillian was almost assuredly still asleep. Ditto with my roommate, Nikki, who worked the afternoon shift in County Hospital’s x-ray department. I glanced through the veterinary clinic’s plate-glass window and saw that the waiting room had filled up, and the yapping dog was trying to scale the reception counter. So I sat in my Corvette instead and turned on the CD that had me singing so joyfully before. Unfortunately, the bliss was gone.

After another half hour, I went back inside and took a seat on a yellow plastic chair opposite a huge aquarium filled with brightly colored fish. The people with the schnauzer were sitting across from me, the dog now standing on the woman’s lap, barking at the fish. I could tell the woman was trying to catch my eye, so I kept my gaze on the floor.

“This is Stinker,” the woman said loudly, petting the dog.

Seeing that she had directed her comment to me, I gave her a quick smile then checked my watch, willing the vet to hurry. I still had to take the cat home, and I had no idea whether Nikki’s cat, Simon, would welcome a strange feline into our cramped quarters—or what I’d do if he didn’t.

“Want to know why his name is Stinker?” the woman persisted. The dog had gone from her lap to the man’s and back to hers, and was now slobbering on the aquarium glass, apparently trying to lick his way through to the fish.

“Because he’s disobedient?” I asked.

The man and woman stared at me, aghast. Clearly it was the wrong answer. Did I want to know the right one? No.

The dog grabbed a magazine on the end table and started shaking it. The woman sniffed indignantly as she took the magazine away.

“Is your dog getting his worm medicine?” the old man asked, seeing as how his wife was now ignoring me.

“I don’t have a dog.” I checked my watch again. I could have wrapped my own leg in plaster in the time it was taking.

“Do you have a cat?” he asked.

“Um, I brought one in.”

“She’s one of those cat people,” his wife whispered loudly, nudging him. She lifted her nose in the air and glanced away.

“What’s the cat’s name?” the man asked. His wife was pretending not to listen.

I blinked at him. The cat’s name? Was I responsible for naming her now, too? “Exterminator.”

They both gaped at me. “You named your cat Exterminator?” the woman asked.

“It’s kind of a nickname,” I said. “It comes from how she deals with noisy, ill-behaved dogs.” I shrugged as though to say it was out of my hands.

The receptionist called their name, and they both hurried to follow her, casting vile glances at me over their shoulders.

Finally, I was taken into an examination room, where the groggy cat was waiting in a cardboard cat carrier. I peered through the opening on top and saw a plaster cast on one of her hind legs. The little feline managed to lift her head to look at me. She opened her mouth in a silent meow as though she recognized me. I put my fingers through the opening to rub her fur, and she closed her eyes again.

Dr. Kelly gave me a starter kit of special food, a bottle of vitamin drops, an antibiotic, and probiotic capsules to counter the medicine’s side effects. I was relieved to hear that she’d bathed the cat in baby shampoo to get rid of the fleas, a nontoxic alternative to oily flea sprays. Her holistic approach to pet care was the biggest reason Nikki brought Simon to her.

“Underneath all that grime, she’s a nice cat,” Dr. Kelly said. “What are you going to name her?”

Why was everyone so concerned about names? “I’ll let whoever adopts her name her.”

I made arrangements to pay the bill in three monthly installments, then carried the cat in her container to my car. As the engine roared to life, I glanced at the ragged little thing, visible through the cardboard bars. Fortunately, the tabby seemed content to sleep off the effects of the sedative.

At the apartment, I set the carrier in the hall outside the door, then let myself in and waited for Simon. As soon as he heard the door, the white fur ball came galloping around the corner, delighted to have a human playmate home so early in the day. But then he caught the scent of a foreign feline and immediately went into ferocious defender mode, arching his back and puffing his tail to twice its size, his ears flattened against his skull. He hissed, then pawed at the doorframe as though to say, Let me at the intruder. There was no way I could leave Simon and the injured cat together.

“Why can’t you defend us like this when Jillian comes to visit?” I asked him.

Simon hissed at me as I scooped him up and carried him to Nikki’s room, quietly opening the door and shoving him inside. Then I returned for the dozing cat and brought her into the living room. But I should have known Simon wouldn’t be content for long. He began to meow and scratch at the bedroom door, until I heard the mattress springs creak and knew Nikki was stumbling from her bed to let him out.

I ran up the hallway in time to grab her doorknob from the outside and hang on. “Nik, wait! You can’t let Simon out. I have another cat out here.”

She stopped tugging. “You adopted a cat?”

“No. Well, sort of. It’s a long story. Wouldn’t you rather go back to bed and hear about it later?” I knew how testy Nikki got when she didn’t get her full eight hours.

“No.”

Muttering something to Simon, Nikki slipped out and shut the door. She had on her purple-and-pink-print pajamas, with her spiky blond hair in disarray, looking like a tall, thin, sleepy child. She padded to the living room and plopped down on the sofa, her elbows on her knees, hands propping up her head. “I’m awake. Tell me.”

I sat on the sofa beside her and explained everything, concluding with, “So rather than drop her off at the animal shelter, I felt obligated to take care of her until she recovers.”

“And then what?”

“If I’m not able to track down her owner, I’ll find her a new home.”

Nikki said nothing for a moment, absorbing the information. “What are we going to do with Simon? You know he hates other animals in his territory.”

“How about if Simon stays in your room?”

“Are you crazy? Keep him in your room if you think it’s such a good idea.”

“I didn’t say it was a good idea. Fine. I’ll take Simon to Bloomers with me.”

“Why can’t you take the stray to Bloomers?”

“She’s injured, Nikki. She’s been traumatized. I can’t expose her to all the germy people coming and going, and I wouldn’t leave her there alone at night, either.”

“But you’d leave Simon alone there?”

I hadn’t thought of that. I hadn’t thought of anything beyond why on earth I hadn’t spotted the cat in the road in the first place. My mind was replaying that moment on a continuous, guilt-ridden loop.

Nikki leaned over to look at the stray through the top of the carrier. “She’s scrawny, poor little thing. I’ll bet she could use a good meal.” She opened the top of the carrier, lifted the cat gently and held her like a baby, stroking her yellow head. The cat stirred, opened her blurry eyes, focused on Nikki, and gave a faint mew. I felt my heart breaking again.

Nikki let out a long, resigned sigh. “You’d better take Simon with you. He’ll probably love being at Bloomers. He’ll be fine at night as long as you leave food and water for him.”

“Thanks, Nikki. You’re the best. You know what this reminds me of? When we were in fifth grade and found that stray dog that had mange. Remember that? I used to slip bologna out of the house to feed him.”

“And I hid him in our garage at night.” Nikki stroked the cat until it fell asleep again. “Didn’t we talk the neighbor down the street into adopting that dog? The neighbor with the crazy wife? I think that ugly dog kept the man from going insane along with her.”

“Yeah, those were good times.” I stood up. “I’ll call the newspaper right now to place a found ad, and when I get back to Bloomers I’ll put a posting on Craig’s List. I’ll put the tabby’s food and medicine in the kitchen. The doctor said she doesn’t need anything until suppertime.”

“Don’t worry about the ads,” she said, as I unpacked the supplies. “I’m awake. I can take care of them. And  I’ll watch the cat until I have to leave for work. Don’t forget to set up a disposable litter box for her in your room. Oh, and take Simon’s food and a portable litter box with you.”

Eww. I hadn’t thought about that. What would Grace and Lottie say?

 

Keeping my eye out for potential stalkers, I hunted for a spot for my car that was close to Bloomers without taking up valuable customer parking. The flower shop is on Franklin, one of the four streets that surround the courthouse square. It occupies the first floor of a three-story redbrick building, and has two bay windows on either side of a yellow-frame door. The left side of the building is the shop, while the right side is our Victorian-inspired coffee and tea parlor, where customers like to sit at white wrought-iron tables and sip from china tea cups while watching the happenings outside.

Two doors north is Down the Hatch Bar and Grill, Marco’s place, and around the square are quaint gift shops, boutiques, a deli, a jewelry store, two banks, three restaurants, several law offices, including that of Dave Hammond, my former boss, and much more, all housed in two- and three-story brick buildings from around 1900.

When I got to Bloomers, my assistants were busy serving java, tea, and scones to a room jammed with customers, so I brought Simon and his necessities inside from the alley entrance, through our narrow galley kitchen, and into my workroom. Simon had howled in protest during the ten-minute ride from home and now darted out of his plastic prison and underneath  the worktable, where he shook off his travel jitters, then began washing his face.

I uncovered his litter box and slid it under the table. Simon stopped his ablutions to sniff it, then resumed his facial. When he saw me head into the kitchen, he scampered after me and watched as I filled his bowl with water. It went under the worktable, too. Fortunately, the big table in the middle of the room was spacious.

The workroom was my happy place, my little piece of paradise, overflowing with the colors, shapes, textures, and scents of my profession. Lottie had designed it well. Two huge walk-in coolers sat side by side along one wall, dried and silk flowers filled tall containers on shelves on the back wall, vases and pots of all sizes and materials lined the top shelf, and slate counters ran along the opposite wall, ending at my desk. On the desktop sat my keyboard, computer monitor, a cordless telephone, an assortment of accessories, and a photograph of Marco and me taken in Key West last winter.

As Simon explored, I checked the orders on the spindle, overjoyed to see a thick stack of them. I inhaled and blew out, feeling much more positive. The day was finally getting better.

Lottie came through the purple curtain holding a stack of orders. As usual she was wearing lots of pink, from her pink plaid shirt to her bright pink sneakers, not to mention the pink barrettes in her brassy red curls. For a plus-sized woman, she wasn’t afraid to wear strong colors. Then again, as the mother of seventeen-year-old quadruplet sons, there wasn’t much that frightened her.

“Did you get the kitty home?” she asked.

“Yep. She’s all settled in. How much of our flower order was damaged?”

“Not that much, luckily. I called the supplier and more are on their way. Now, let me see that ring.” She took my hand to examine my engagement ring up close. It was a half-carat marquise-cut diamond set in a gold band etched with tiny chevrons on either side.

“It’s bee-you-tiful, sweetie. How exciting. I couldn’t be happier for you.” She gave me a big hug, beamed at me, then showed me an order written in Grace’s neat handwriting. “We need to discuss this.”

No segue there.

I read it silently: One calla, any color, surrounded by sweet basil leaves, to be delivered this afternoon to the address below. I handed it back to her. “What’s wrong with it?”

“It’s from the stalker.”

I shuddered. “Why am I the last one to know I have a stalker?”

“He’s not your stalker, sweetie. At least I didn’t think he was, but I figured I’d better check with you anyway, just to make sure.”

Wow. The day just got a whole lot brighter. “Then whose stalker is he?”

“A nice-looking lady renting the Donnelly home on County Line Road. What you’re looking at is his latest order. Here are the earlier ones.” She pulled the paper clip off the stack in her hand and read them aloud: “A single tiger lily in baby’s breath. One red hibiscus with thyme leaves. I had to substitute a red amaryllis for the hibiscus. One iris in statice. An amaryllis with palm leaves. And one primrose—but not an evening primrose—with oleander.” She slipped the paper clip back on. “That’s it.”

I was missing something. “And that says stalker how?”

“Here’s how it works. About twice a week, when we open up in the morning, we find an envelope filled with cash stuffed through the mail slot in the door. Within ten minutes a man calls in an order but won’t leave a name. If we tell him we have to have a name, he threatens to take his business elsewhere. He’s very specific about what he wants, the money always covers the cost, and he sends the flowers to the same house each time. Doesn’t that sound like stalking behavior to you?”

“How long have these orders been coming in?”

“Several weeks.”

“Why am I just now learning about them?”

“Come on, sweetie. Think back to what you’ve been through for the past month. You just got off crutches for your sprained ankle; Marco got called back to active duty with the Army Rangers; we had that vampire scare; your cousin was ill and hiding in our basement. . . . Seems like you had enough to deal with.”

I saw her point. “Is the recipient of all these bouquets alarmed about the gifts?”

Lottie contemplated the question. “Now that you mention it, she doesn’t appear to be. She just takes them, thanks me, and shuts the door.”

“This really doesn’t sound like a stalking situation, Lottie. I’ll bet the man sending her flowers is married and doesn’t want his wife to find out.”

“Well, then he’s a philanderer,” Lottie said, folding her arms over her ample bosom.

“But he’s a paying philanderer,” I reminded her.

“I still don’t like it,” she said. “It doesn’t pass the sniff test.”

I took the stack from her hand. “Tell you what. I’ll deliver the new order so I can check out the situation.”

Simon jumped up on the table to see what was happening, nearly scaring Lottie pinkless.

“Lordy, where did he come from?”

Simon rubbed up against her hand, then sat directly between us, Zen-like, with his eyes half closed, soaking up our energy.

“This is Simon, Nikki’s cat. I had to bring him with me because the injured kitty is recuperating at the apartment, and Simon doesn’t play well with other felines.”

“Well, hello, Simon,” Lottie said, patting his head as though he were a dog. Simon ducked after the third pat and jumped off the table.

“Did I hear correctly that Simon will be our shop cat?” Grace asked, slipping through the curtain. She was an inveterate eavesdropper.

“I hope neither of you mind Simon being here,” I said. “I really had no choice—unless one of you wants to keep him for a while.”

“Sadly, my landlord doesn’t allow pets,” Grace said, without looking terribly aggrieved.

“I’d let Simon stay with me, sweetie, but our Labrador doesn’t play well with felines either. Now, show Gracie your gorgeous engagement ring.”

I held out my hand for Grace to admire. “Oh, Abby, it’s lovely, isn’t it? Not too small and certainly none too large, either.”

Was that supposed to be a compliment?

At once, the phone rang and the bell over the door jingled. “I’ll go see to the customers,” Lottie said. “You get the phone, Abby.”

I dashed across the workroom and picked up the receiver on my desk. “Bloomers Flower Shop. How may I help you?”

“Abigail, where were you this morning?” my mom asked. Obviously it was recess time at school. “I’ve tried to reach you several times.”

“I just got in, Mom. I found an injured cat and took her to the vet.”

“That was kind of you, honey. You always had a soft spot for animals. Over the years, how many did you bring home with you that we had to find homes for?”

A lightbulb went on over my head. My parents had been without a pet for years. I knew Dad would enjoy having company during the day. He had been forced to retire from the police department after a drug dealer’s bullet put him in the hospital and surgery to repair his leg put him in a wheelchair. He’d learned to use crutches to get up and down stairs to a limited degree, but otherwise he stayed close to home. A sweet little cat would be perfect for him.

“Too many to count. Listen, Mom, this poor little tabby has a broken leg and no home. I don’t want to turn her over to the animal shelter, so do you think you could adopt her? I’d take her myself, but Simon won’t share his turf. She’s a real cutie, Mom, and Dad might enjoy the comp—”

“Abigail, recess is only fifteen minutes long. I just called to say I’ll be there right after school to drop off my latest art. We’ll talk then.”

The tone of her voice wasn’t reassuring. “Okay, Mom. Bye.”

“Hey there, beautiful,” a deep male voice said near my ear as a pair of strong arms surrounded me. My heart skipped a beat as I turned and smiled into the face of my beloved.

“Hey, yourself, Salvare,” I said, winding my arms around Marco’s neck. “You’re a welcome sight. After the morning I’ve had, I sure could use a kiss.”

“Happy to oblige.” He tilted his head to meet my lips. There was nothing wimpy about anything Marco did, and that applied to his kisses, too. He pulled me against him, and I melted into his arms, feeling all my stress flow right out of my body. But right in the middle of our smoking-hot kiss, Simon launched himself onto the desk, and from there leaped onto Marco’s shoulders.

“Simon!” Before he could dig his claws into Marco’s flesh, I grabbed the cat and placed him on the floor. “Bad boy!”

“What’s Simon doing here?” Marco asked, reaching down to scratch him behind the ears.

I told him the tale of my morning misadventure with the tabby cat as I gathered my tools and stems and started to work on the next order. “And if all that wasn’t traumatic enough, my mom is bringing over a new piece of art after school today, Lottie is convinced one of our customers is a stalker, and your mom is still in town. By the way, I can’t wait for you to explain that one. So all in all, I’ve had a very trying time, and it’s not even noon.”

Marco pulled out one of the wooden stools at the  worktable and perched on it. He was wearing a long-sleeved black T-shirt with a white stripe down one arm and a Down the Hatch logo on the back, a pair of slim-fitting blue jeans, and black boots. I loved how the black T-shirt emphasized his dark, wavy hair and chocolate-colored eyes. “Tell me about the stalker.”

“Sure thing, right after you tell me why your mom is still in town.”

“Sunshine, given the morning you’ve had, let’s save it for when you’re in a better mood.”

I ruffled his hair. “How sweet that you want to protect me from further trauma, Marco. But now that you’ve made it clear my mood will have to improve before I can handle the information, after which my mood will undoubtedly go downhill again, could you just get this over with?”

Marco sighed. “My mom and my sister, Gina, want to throw you a wedding shower.”

“Is that so bad? But let’s not refer to it as my shower. I’m not going through this alone, remember? Did you remind your mom that our wedding isn’t until September?”

“As I recall, she was in the room when we made the announcement.”

“That doesn’t mean she was listening. I love your mom, Marco, but she does like to talk. So you’d better explain to her again that there’s no need for her to stick around town now since any prewedding activities won’t take place for months.”

Marco took my hand, palm-side up, and kissed the tender flesh in the middle, knowing full well it was one of my erotic zones and, as such, tended to melt my resistance. “Here’s a better idea. She wants to have dinner with us at the bar, so come down right after you close up and we can tell her together.” He kissed my palm again, then glanced up with a guileless smile.

When was this day going to get better?




End of sample
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