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Praise for the Flower Shop Mysteries

Sleeping with Anemone

 

“Snappier than a Venus flytrap.”

—Laura Childs, author of the Tea Shop Mysteries

 

“A treat not to be missed, with some seriously creepy villains and an intricate plot that will keep you twisting and turning and guessing until the very end. . . . Who knew a pretty flower shop called Bloomers could be fraught with so much danger and treachery? . . . [Abby is] spunky, courageous, and smart. Her family, friends, and neighbors are as quirky and delightful as a pot of pansies, and sexy hero Marco is worth his weight in sighs.”

—Kate Carlisle, author of the Bibliophile Mysteries

 

“Foul play fails to daunt a lively heroine who knows her flowers. A clever, fast-moving plot and distinctive characters add up to fun.”

—JoAnna Carl, author of the Chocoholic Mysteries

 

“Kate Collins has succeeded in keeping this wonderful series fresh as a daisy . . . upbeat, humorous, and appealing. Abby has definitely turned into one of the best amateur sleuths in the world of fiction.”

—Reader to Reader Reviews

 

Evil in Carnations

 

“Collins isn’t losing steam in her eighth foray into the world of florist and part-time accidental detective Abby Knight. The fun, family, and romance are still fresh, and the mystery is tidily wrapped up, with just enough suspense to keep readers flipping pages.”

—Romantic Times

 

“Ms. Collins’s writing remains above par with quality and consistency: fun and breezy, intriguing and suspenseful, excitement and sizzle.”

—Once Upon a Romance Reviews

 

Shoots to Kill

 

“Colorful characters, a sharp and funny heroine, and a sexy hunk boyfriend. . . . Shoots to Kill is a great mystery read!”

—Maggie Sefton, author of the Knitting Mysteries

 

“Once again Kate Collins delivers an entertaining, amusing, and deliciously suspenseful mystery.”

—Cleo Coyle, author of the Coffeehouse Mysteries

 

A Rose from the Dead

 

“The tale is wrapped around the wonderful hallmarks of this series: a spirited heroine surrounded by zany characters, humor, and irreverence.”

—Romantic Times

 

Acts of Violets

“Abby’s sharp observations bring laughs, while the intriguing, tightly plotted mystery keeps you guessing.”

—Romantic Times

 

“A delightful, lighthearted cozy.”

—The Best Reviews

 

Snipped in the Bud

 

“Lighthearted and fast-paced, Collins’s new book is an entertaining read.”

—Romantic Times

 

Dearly Depotted

 

“Abby is truly a hilarious heroine. . . . Don’t miss this fresh-as-a-daisy read.”

—Rendezvous

 

“Ms. Collins’s writing style is crisp, her characters fun . . . and her stories are well thought-out and engaging.”

—Fresh Fiction

 

Slay It with Flowers

 

“Upbeat, jocular . . . an uplifting, amusing, and feel-good amateur-sleuth tale.”

—The Best Reviews

 

“What a delight! Ms. Collins has a flair for engaging characters and witty dialogue.”

—Fresh Fiction

 

Mum’s the Word

 

“Kate Collins plants all the right seeds to grow a fertile garden of mystery. . . . Abby Knight is an Indiana florist who cannot keep her nose out of other people’s business. She’s rash, brash, and audacious. Move over, Stephanie Plum. Abby Knight has come to town.”

—Denise Swanson, author of the Scumble River Mysteries

 

“A bountiful bouquet of clues, colorful characters, and tantalizing twists. . . . 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 A Crime of Fashion Mysteries

 

“As fresh as a daisy, with a bouquet of irresistible characters.”

—Elaine Viets, author of the Dead-End Job Mysteries

 

“This engaging read has a list of crazy characters that step off the pages to the delight of the reader. Don’t miss this wannabe sleuth’s adventures.”

—Rendezvous

 

“This story was cute and funny, had a good plotline [that] entwined a lot of interesting threads . . . an enjoyable read and a fine debut for this new mystery series.”

—Dangerously Curvy Novels

 

“A charming debut.”

—The Best Reviews
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“Courage is being scared to death—but saddling up anyway.”

—John Wayne

 

Staring at that first blank page and knowing you have more than three hundred to fill with intrigue and humor is a formidable responsibility. This book is dedicated to the people in my life who give me the courage to saddle up: Jim, Jason, Julie, Nancy, Barb, Tasha, Mary, my Cozy Chick buddies; my incredible editor, Ellen Edwards; and my agent, Karen Solem.
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Monday

 

 

My destination that morning was Bloomers, my cozy flower shop located across the street from the New Chapel, Indiana, stately limestone courthouse. I was taking a circuitous route to get there, however, because strangely enough the public lot where I usually parked was full. So I’d left my refurbished and much-beloved 1960 yellow Corvette under a shady maple tree across from the YMCA and started off for a leisurely stroll around the square, soaking up the sunshine of the brilliant early-spring day.

I love my small town. In New Chapel, unlike big cities, you won’t experience heavy traffic snarls, clouds of toxic exhaust fumes, or frustrated drivers honking horns at every tiny irritation. What’s more, you can park in a public lot for about two dollars a day or, as in my case today, along any side street for free. Try to do that in downtown Chicago.

I sniffed the air to catch a whiff of the crocuses blooming in the old cement planters that rimmed the courthouse lawn. They’d be followed by daffodils and tulips, and then  by Knock Out Roses, all of which would suffer benign neglect by the parks-department employees until the winter snows blanketed them once again.

Up ahead I saw Jingles, the ancient window washer, wielding his squeegee with extreme precision against a boutique’s display glass. “How’s it going, Jingles?” I called.

“It’s a different kind of morning, Miss Abby,” he said solemnly, then pulled the wet squeegee from the top of the pane to the bottom and dried it with his yellow rag.

Jingles wasn’t normally given to deep thought, and for him, that comment qualified. “It’ll be fine, Jingles,” I called. “We’ve got solid citizens in New Chapel. They’re not going to go crazy because a local boy who took first place on a reality TV show is coming back to town.”

Jingles just kept wiping the glass. On the other side of the window, the shop’s owner was setting out an array of tropic-bright purses and stylish spring jackets. She waved and smiled.

Another benefit of small-town life is the friendliness of the townsfolk. Also, the easy pace. You can amble down any sidewalk and not be bothered by rushing commuters, jostling crowds, jackhammer drilling, or vendors shouting—

“Hey! Look out!”

A man in a cherry picker gestured frantically toward an old wooden sign dangling by one nail over the gift shop’s doorway. With a gasp, I jumped back seconds before the sign broke from its tether and crashed onto the sidewalk in front of me, kicking up a cloud of dust and debris.

The shop owner, Mr. Hanley, who was about 140 years old, called from the recessed doorway, “Sorry, Abby. Gotta get my new signage up today, you know.”

His signage? He pointed to a shiny new sign leaning  against the side of the store. Instead of HANLEY’S GIFTS, it said YE OLDE GIFT SHOPPE.

“No harm done, Mr. Hanley.” I shook detritus from my hair, brushed off my navy peacoat, took a deep breath, and continued up Lincoln Avenue toward Franklin Street.

At that moment a white pickup truck sporting the town logo pulled up alongside me with a shriek of dry brakes and a backfire of thick gray smoke. A man in tan overalls jumped out and began placing orange cones around a cracked square of the cement sidewalk. Another man followed with a jackhammer, which he immediately fired up.

Plugging my ears with my fingertips and trying not to inhale the fumes, I scurried toward the corner. As I waited for the light to change, I was joined by at least ten people, with a dozen more on the sidewalk across the street. On the green light, we surged forward en masse and narrowly missed being run down by two cops on motorcycles followed closely by a white stretch limousine. The limo driver laid on his horn, glaring at us as he sped past. Two black limousines followed. They honked, too, just for the practice, I suspected.

Behind them came a line of vans with satellite dishes on top and markings on the side for the four national television stations, ABC, CBS, NBC, and Fox, and our local cable channel, WNCN. They were followed by several more vehicles with men hanging out the windows armed with huge cameras with telescopic lenses. Three police cars trailed the parade, their sirens and lights fully engaged as they approached the courthouse, as though to impress upon the citizens the importance of the limousines’ occupants.

“That was him in the white car!” someone behind me screamed, and at once I was swept along with a tide of  people in their stampede to follow the convoy, now creating a snarl of horn-honking traffic on the far side of the square. I managed to break free at the curb and make a frantic dash to safer shores.

As I stood with my back pressed against the door of the Down the Hatch Bar and Grill, people began to descend onto the courthouse lawn in droves, some carrying signs that said, WE LOVE YOU, CODY!, others waving banners, caught up in the kind of frenzy that only a celebrity could create.

And then, as though someone had cried “Action!”, all along the streets surrounding the courthouse, workers emerged, some carrying paint cans and ladders, and others erecting scaffolding, pushing wheelbarrows stacked with bricks, and toting brightly colored awnings. The parks department had even sent men to spruce up the cement planters.

I stared around the square in astonishment. Then I noticed Jingles watching me with a look that said, I told you so.

The door behind me opened suddenly, and I had to grab the frame to keep from falling in. “Morning, Buttercup,” said my boyfriend, bar owner and ex-Army Ranger Marco Salvare. He kissed the top of my head. “Come on inside and brighten my day.”

I turned to face him, trying to form my distress into coherent words. Marco’s forehead wrinkled as he studied me. “Are you okay?”

“I want my small town back!” I wailed, and flung myself into his arms.

 

 

Seated across from Marco in the first booth at Down the Hatch, which wouldn’t open until eleven o’clock, I propped my chin on my hand and sighed grumpily. “If this is a sign of what’s to come, I’m leaving until it’s over.”

“Come on, Abby. It’s not that bad. When was the last time a celebrity came to New Chapel?”

“Cody Verse is hardly a celebrity. Two months ago only a handful of people had even heard of him. All he did was win a contest.”

“You say that like it was the local spelling bee,” Marco said. “America’s Next Hit Single is a national television event. Cody had to outperform thousands of people just to get on the show.”

“I get that, Marco, but come on! He didn’t win the Nobel Prize. He sang a song that he cowrote with his friend and then took all the credit for.”

“Or so his friend claims,” Marco reminded me. “A friend who stands to gain a lot of money if he wins his lawsuit. Don’t scowl at me. I hear what you’re saying. Cody Verse’s sudden fame has been blown all out of proportion.”

“It doesn’t hurt that he’s dating Lila Redmond, either.” Lila was the new It Girl, the hottest starlet since, well, whoever the last It Girl was.

Marco leaned back to stretch, lacing his fingers behind his dark, wavy hair, putting his hard-muscled torso on display. Today he was wearing jeans and a formfitting navy T-shirt with the white lettering DOWN THE HATCH running the length of one sleeve. He was a yummy-hot male and all mine.

“I need coffee,” he said, and got up to go to the coffee machine behind the bar. “I didn’t get home last night until two in the morning.” He held up the pot. “Want some?”

I shook my head. Not to hurt Marco’s feelings or anything, but his bar was not known for its coffee. Or its decor, for that matter. The last time Down the Hatch had been decorated must have been in the seventies, when burnt orange, avocado green, and dark walnut paneling were all the rage and a blue plastic carp passed for wall sculpture.

I heard cheering in the distance and got up to look out the big plate glass window at the front of the bar. “You should see the crowds now. Little kids, too. Did they call off school today? Maybe the mayor declared a holiday . . . Cody Verse Day.”

“The lawsuit should be settled in a day or two,” Marco said, coming to stand beside me with a coffee mug in his hand. “Then everything will return to normal.”

“With Ken ‘the Lip’ Lipinski as Cody’s attorney? No way. When I clerked for Dave Hammond, I sat in on a few trials and saw Lipinski in action. The Lip is the kind of lawyer all those nasty jokes are about. He lies, stalls, grand-stands, and cheats, and somehow he manages to get away with it because he wins huge settlements for his clients. Trust me, Marco. Lipinski will do everything in his power to turn this lawsuit into a major media event.”

“And Dave will do everything in his power to keep that from happening,” Marco countered. He had done private investigative work for Dave and, like me and many others, came to know Dave for the hardworking, honest, decent man he was.

“I’m afraid he’ll be fighting a losing battle, Marco. Dave usually refuses to take a case when Lipinski is on the other side, but this time he was hired before he knew who the opposing counsel was. Now he’s stuck.”

Marco took a swallow of coffee. “Why doesn’t he withdraw his appearance?”

“Because the Chappers have been with him for a long time, and he wouldn’t do that to loyal clients. Have you noticed that Dave hasn’t been himself lately, like something’s weighing on his mind? Maybe it’s his caseload. Being a public defender is never an easy job, and with the crime rate rising, he’s busier than ever. Or maybe he’s having  some kind of midlife crisis. Whatever it is, having to deal with the Lip in a big, splashy civil case isn’t going to help him any.”

“I thought Dave’s client was a young guy—Cody Verse’s high school buddy,” Marco said, heading for the bar. “Sure I can’t get you some coffee?”

“No coffee, thanks. And technically, yes, Dave’s client is Andrew Chapper, one half of the former Chapper and Verse duo. Andrew’s grandparents have been with Dave since he first hung out his shingle. They’re the ones who brought Andrew to see Dave. Apparently, they raised Andrew after his parents died in a car accident.”

Marco rejoined me at the window carrying a full coffee mug. He put his arm around me, and I leaned my head on his shoulder. Dave had helped me many times during my struggle to stay afloat in law school and often since then. I would do whatever I could to pay him back.

“I wish I could help Dave somehow,” I said with a sigh. “Proving that Andrew cowrote the winning song is going to be tough. And who knows? It might not even get that far. If the judge rules in Lipinski’s favor on his motion to dismiss, it’s all over. Case closed. Andrew loses.”

Marco nuzzled my ear. “It’s not all bad news today, Sunshine. We’ve got something to celebrate, remember? Your engagement ring should be resized and ready to wear.”

Oh, right. About that . . .

With the corners of his mouth curving in that sexy way of his, he lifted my left hand to his lips to kiss my fingers. “What do you say I pick it up and give it to you at dinner tonight?”

“Marco, we need to talk.”




 CHAPTER TWO
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Seeing the flicker of dismay in Marco’s gaze, I paused. Obviously I hadn’t phrased that right. Still, considering all we’d been through together, he couldn’t possibly doubt my commitment to him, could he?

Yet I had to keep in mind that being a fiancé was new territory for Marco, whereas I was familiar with the topography. I was engaged to Pryce Osborne II, the elder son of a preeminent New Chapel family, while attending my first and only year of law school. When the law school gave me the boot, so did my fiancé. The Osbornes didn’t want the stain of my failure on their name.

Naturally, an experience like that could cause me to have a few scary thoughts about the forthcoming nuptials. But as I had to impress upon Marco, I wasn’t doubting my decision to marry him, only the wisdom of spreading the news at this particular time. I just had to convince Marco that keeping the news to ourselves was in his best interest, too.

It wouldn’t be easy. We’d picked out a beautiful half-carat diamond, and he was justifiably proud of it. And in  truth, keeping our secret wasn’t what I would have preferred, either. I couldn’t wait to wear the ring and announce to the world that we were engaged.

Just not yet. Not until I’d righted a wrong that I’d set in motion. The tricky part would be trying to avoid calling attention to that little factoid. I’d alienated a future mother-in-law once. I didn’t want a rerun.

I wrapped my arms around Marco’s ribs, pressed my ear against his solid chest, and hugged him hard. “I love you, Marco, and I can’t wait to put that ring on my finger. It’s just that considering what else is going on, I think we should keep our engagement a secret a while longer.”

“The what else being Rafe’s ad hoc wedding plans?”

“What else?”

“I don’t get it. Why should we let his foolishness affect our plans?”

“You know what a stir your brother’s surprise announcement caused. Your mom didn’t come right out and say so, but I could tell by the shocked look on her face that she believes Rafe is making a huge mistake in marrying Cinnamon and she would love nothing better than to talk him out of it. Not that I blame her.

“I mean, how could Rafe possibly know Cinnamon is the right person for him? How insane is it to meet a waitress during his first week as a bartender at Hooters, and date her twice before asking her to marry him? Rafe even admitted he knows little about Cinnamon’s background. I’m sure he knows even less about her as a person, except what he sees on her exterior. So what can he possibly be thinking?”

“Probably about what he sees on her exterior.” Marco sipped his coffee.

No doubt he was right. Cinnamon was one sultry babe—and by babe, I meant not yet of legal age—and Rafe was a virile twenty-one-year-old guy whose maturity level hovered somewhere in the vicinity of a fourteen-year-old’s.

I hugged Marco again. “Thank goodness you’re not like Rafe. You see what’s below the surface, not just what’s on top.”

Marco’s eyes darkened the way they always did when he had romance in mind. “What do you say we go back to my office and explore that concept?”

I ran my hands up the front of his shirt. “I like the way you think, Salvare.”

His mouth curved up devilishly. And then suddenly he was ushering me through the bar toward his office in the back. “We’ve got thirty minutes until my staff starts arriving.”

“So you agree that we should postpone our announcement?”

“Mmm.”

Translation: My brain has shut down. Check back in thirty minutes.

I came to a stop. Not that I wanted to spoil the mood, but it was important that we were on the same page before he picked up that engagement ring. “Was that a yes?”

“To what?”

“To what?”

He rolled his eyes as I perched on the last barstool and prepared to explain. “Here’s the situation. Your mom has a lot on her plate right now. Not only is she having to deal with Rafe’s hasty decision, but she’s been uprooted from her home in Ohio and is living at your sister’s house to help care for your nephew as Gina prepares for the birth of her  second child. The last thing your mom needs is for us to toss our engagement onto the pile.”

“Sunshine, the thing my mom wants most in the world is for me to get married. I don’t think she’d mind us tossing that onto the pile. I think she’d carry it to the top.” He glanced at his watch. “Twenty-five minutes.”

Rats. He still wasn’t seeing the light.

“So you believe it would be wrong for us to keep our news a secret because of how much joy it would bring your mom?”

“Yes. Let’s go.”

“I suppose you’re right. Imagine the pleasure she—and my mom, too—will derive from planning the wedding, making up their guest lists, and selecting the reception hall, menu, and caterer, not to mention throwing the rehearsal dinner and all those bridal showers. Because you realize there is no way on earth they will turn over those duties to us. Once the two of them learn we’re officially engaged and they put their heads together, we’ll be lucky to choose the date.”

“Bridal showers?”

“Sure. There will be a personal shower for close friends and the bridal party, another shower for extended family and close neighbors, and a gigantic shower for everyone from the first two showers plus all those to whom our mothers owe social obligations. You’ll have to be there, of course. But don’t worry. Food will be plentiful—lots of little finger sandwiches, petit fours, and strawberry punch. And just imagine the mountains of gifts we’ll be unwrapping and admiring—and sending thank-you notes for. We’ll probably need to set aside a whole day for that. And then—”

“Hold it.” Marco sat down on the next stool and rubbed  his jaw, pondering the situation. “So,” he said, “if we make our announcement now, we’ll take the focus away from Rafe’s wedding, and he’ll feel cheated.”

“Naturally.”

“Plus, if Rafe sees us going ahead with our plans, he’ll get more excited about his own plans, and then there’d be no way for my mom to talk him out of it.”

“You’ve got that right.”

“And we’ll be at the mercy of our mothers.”

“Absolutely.”

“So you’re saying we should wait a while before making our announcement?”

“It would be for the best, Marco. Don’t you think so?”

“I’m beginning to see your side of it. If we opted for a private, intimate ceremony—”

“And they found out? They wouldn’t hear of it. We’d be better off figuring out when, where, and how we’re going to do this and then sending out the invitations. If it’s a done deal, what are they going to do? Shoot us?”

Marco slapped his knee. “You’re right. We need to keep this under wraps at all costs. No one can know, not even your assistants.”

“I’ll have to tell Nikki. I can’t live with her and keep all those secrets. But she won’t say a word until I give her the green light.”

“I’m cool with that.”

Good thing, since I’d already told her. Nikki was my roommate and best friend since third grade. We shared everything, even colds. There was no way I could’ve kept news of our engagement from her. “I’m so glad we can have these discussions.”

“Me, too, so let’s have another.”

“About what?”

“The real reason you want Rafe to be talked out of marrying Cinnamon. I know it’s too soon for them to make that commitment, but a romantic would say it was love at first sight, and you’re a romantic. So let’s have it.”

I checked Marco’s watch. “Wow. Only twenty minutes left. Let’s talk about this over dinner tonight, okay?” I hopped down from the stool.

“Abby.”

“Now? Really?”

Marco folded his arms over his chest and gave me his no-nonsense Army Ranger gaze. “Now. Really.”

“It might spoil the mood.”

“You’ve already taken care of that.”

I sighed. “Okay, fine. Here it is. I don’t think Rafe had any intentions of getting married until I sort of . . . fostered his engagement.”

“How?”

I climbed back onto the stool. It wasn’t going to be a quick explanation. “After Rafe got the job at Hooters, we were commiserating on how hard it is to be held to the standards of more successful siblings and—”

“You’re speaking about your brothers now?”

“My brothers the successful surgeons. In Rafe’s case, he feels compared to you, so he asked for my advice on how to cope with negative self-esteem issues. I suggested one way to handle it was to do something different so there wouldn’t be any way to be compared.”

“Rafe used the word surprise.”

“What?”

“You told him to surprise us.”

“Okay, I may have used that word, but he took it out of—wait. What? You already knew what I told him?”

Marco lifted an eyebrow. He did half of his communicating  with his eyebrows, like a semaphore system. In this case he meant Of course I knew.

“Does your mom know?” I asked.

“No.”

Whew! Close one. “When I told Rafe to do something different and, okay, surprise the family, I was referring to how I became a florist instead of a doctor or lawyer. How was I to know Rafe would take my advice to the extreme? Anyway, I swear to you that I’ve learned my lesson. I will never again give advice to immature males—after I advise Rafe to drop Cinnamon.”

Marco threaded his fingers through mine. “Look, Sunshine, if you’re serious about wanting to talk Rafe out of this marriage, get my mom to help you. The two of you working together would be an unstoppable machine.”

“While that sounds like a good idea in theory,” I said tactfully, “the problem is that she’d want to know why I was getting so involved, and I’d rather she not find out about my role in Rafe’s engagement.”

“Because you think she’ll hold it against you?”

I nodded.

Marco studied me, his clear gaze seeing deep down inside me to the scars I kept hidden from the world. He leaned across the space between our stools and kissed me tenderly, his lips lingering on mine, before saying softly, “My mom likes you, Abby. She wouldn’t hold it against you.” He kissed me again, then leaned back. “But I respect your feelings. If you feel better not enlisting her help, it’s okay with me.”

That was why I loved Marco. Sure, he was a gorgeous hunk of male; sure, he was smart and capable and sexy; but what made him stand out was that he listened. He didn’t  always understand, but he paid attention and didn’t blow off my feelings.

I threw my arms around his neck and kissed him hard, then leaned back to gaze into his eyes. “Thank you. That means a lot to me.”

Marco tapped his watch. “And we still have fifteen minutes.”

He hopped off his stool and held out a hand to help me down. “What do you think I should do about my engagement ring?” I asked, taking his hand. “Have the jeweler hold it?”

“Wear it on a chain around your neck.”

“And keep it tucked under my clothing! Perfect. That way it’ll be close to my heart.”

At that, Marco swept me into his arms and gave me a kiss that started off sweet and gentle but quickly turned habanero-pepper hot. Quite understandable since we’d seen little of each other over the past week. Because of a difficult case he’d taken for his private investigation business, which he ran in addition to the bar, his long hours of undercover surveillance had kept us apart for too long.

When he turned to carry me to his office, there stood Gert, the scrawny, wrinkled, leather-faced waitress who’d worked at Down the Hatch for forty years. She was standing with her hands on her hips, shaking her head as though she thought we were silly.

“Don’t tell me you never kissed anyone in this bar,” Marco said to her.

“Honey,” she replied in her scratchy voice, “I could tell you stories that’d make a sailor blush,” then went straight into a coughing fit, caused by a lifetime of smoking.

“You’re early, Gert,” Marco said grumpily, putting me down.

“You told me to come in early, boss,” she answered. “Eight thirty on the nose.”

“Holy cow, it’s eight thirty?” I exclaimed. “Lottie and Grace will be wondering what happened to me. I’m surprised they haven’t phoned. Lottie always makes breakfast first thing on Monday mornings.”

“Do you want me to take care of that errand we discussed earlier?” Marco asked, discreetly pointing to his ring finger.

“Thanks, but I’ll handle it. Bye, Gert.” I blew a kiss at Marco, then grabbed my purse and coat and headed for the door.

 

 

Bloomers is located two doors south of Down the Hatch Bar and Grill. The flower shop occupies the first floor of a three-story redbrick building built in the 1890s, and stretches from Franklin Street in front to the alley in back, with full use of the deep, dark basement below. The yellow frame door—yellow is my favorite color—with its beveled-glass center separates two big bay windows, one on the showroom side and the other on the coffee-and-tea-parlor side. At the back of the showroom is a curtained doorway leading to my private paradise: the workroom, where my creativity blossoms, so to speak.

My fears about missing breakfast appeared to be unfounded, thankfully. Lottie Dombowski, my chief assistant, was standing in front of Bloomers watching the activity across the street, which now included an impromptu brass band playing an extremely poor rendition of the theme song from America’s Next Hit Single.

“Hurry or you’ll miss him!” Lottie called, waving to me over the tops of people’s heads as I made my way up the crowded sidewalk. She pointed to the white limousine, which  had been driven across the courthouse lawn to the rarely used side entrance. It was something I’d seen only once before in my lifetime, when a vice president had stopped by while in town to deliver a commencement speech at the New Chapel University School of Law.

While the white limousine idled there, and the brass band, now reassembled near the side entrance, played “Hooray for Hollywood,” the black limos parked so as to form a protective vee behind it. Three big, stern-faced men in dark suits and sunglasses emerged, talking into their sleeves as they took positions around the vehicle’s perimeter.

Maybe it was the vice president.

“Karl!” Lottie bellowed to one of her sons across the street. “Move up closer or you’ll never get that photo of Lila and Cody. Stand on your brother’s shoulders, for pity’s sake!”

“Which brother?” Karl hollered back.

“Pick one.” With a heavy sigh, Lottie said to me, “The last kid to come out has a tough row to hoe.”

Lottie, a purebred Kentuckian, was a brassy-haired, vocal, generously built woman who brooked no nonsense from her sons. At the moment, seventeen-year-old quadruplets Jimmy, Joey, Johnny, and Karl were standing at the back of the crowd, whistling, hooting, pounding each other on the back, and generally showing off for the teenage girls who’d also come down to the square. That they were missing school for this nonevent surprised me. Lottie was a strict disciplinarian.

“Did the school declare a holiday?” I asked her.

“They should have,” Lottie replied. “All the kids are down here. I’m sending the boys back as soon as they’ve seen Cody and Lila.”

Lottie, a superb florist herself, had owned Bloomers before  I did. In fact, I’d delivered flowers for her during summers home from college. Then Lottie was forced to sell Bloomers to pay her husband’s hospital bills after he’d had major heart surgery, and I reentered the picture. A failure at love and law, with a yen to work with flowers, I used what was left of my grandpa’s trust money to get a mortgage on Bloomers and hire Lottie to teach me everything she knew.

Now, as a bright orange helicopter buzzed the courthouse, I raised my voice to say, “Lottie, I’m heading inside.”

“Okay, sweetie. Breakfast’s waiting in the kitch—Lordy, would you look at that!”

I turned to see the copter landing in the street behind the courthouse, which had been blocked to traffic. In big fat black letters on the side of the copter it said AIR LIP.

“Air lip?” Lottie called in bafflement.

“Attorney Lipinski’s ride,” I replied, trying to make myself heard over the chopping of the blades. “Who else would be flamboyant and insulting at the same time?”

A moment later Lipinski emerged from the copter and ducked to run beneath the swinging blades, which wasn’t too hard for a man of his short stature. He was instantly surrounded by reporters, cameramen, and photographers, who snapped away as the Lip made a show of removing his yellow jumpsuit to display a sharply tailored three-piece, dove gray suit with a white shirt and an orange-and-yellow-striped tie underneath. His dark hair was parted on one side and slicked back, making his large ears protrude, and when he smiled, he was all teeth.

Grinning like a monkey, he turned his back to the crowd, then tossed the jumpsuit over his shoulder as though he were a bride tossing her garter. The crowd went wild.

With the dark-suited security men encircling him, Lipinski hurried toward the white limo. The driver lowered his  window to speak with him, then as one of the security detail opened a rear door, Lipinski walked around the limo and extended a hand to someone inside. There was a drum-roll from the brass ensemble as a small hand was placed in his. Then a woman’s leopard-print high-heeled shoe and long, tanned leg emerged, followed by the other shoe and leg, then the immediately recognizable face of starlet Lila Redmond. She was clad in a copper-colored belted leather coat.

The roar of the crowd could have been heard in Chicago. I was surprised no one had rolled out a red carpet for her.

“I gotta make sure the boys get a picture of that,” Lottie said, then charged across the street to direct Karl’s photography efforts.

Lila Redmond tossed back her long black hair, causing it to ripple like liquid silk, then waved and smiled coyly as cameras flashed. Lipinski took her arm to escort her into the side entrance, and then the attention returned to the open limo door. Soon a chant of “Co-dee, Co-dee, Co-dee” built to a crescendo, turning into a huge shout of “Yay!” as a dark head appeared.

Cody Verse, tall, muscular, and good-looking, with jagged-cut coal black hair, exited the car, smiling and waving as though he were a returning war hero. He wore a full-length, silver-toned leather coat and was followed by a pudgy, middle-aged bald man in a brown wool suit—his agent, no doubt. Before the crowd could charge, the pair was rushed inside the courthouse and the side door was closed.

The defendant had arrived.

I glanced at my watch. In about fifteen minutes, Dave Hammond, the attorney for the plaintiff, would leave his law office on Lincoln Avenue and quietly make his way  across the street to the courtroom on the fourth floor. No one would notice the somewhat stocky, nondescript man with thinning hair, wearing a plain brown suit and carrying a battered leather briefcase, nor would he want them to. Dave didn’t want attention. He wanted results. But up against the Lip, he might get exactly the opposite.
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