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The critics are throwing bouquets for the Flower Shop Mysteries

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

 

“Exciting . . . original and charming with . . . many unexpected twists.”—Midwest Book Review

 

“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

 

“You can’t help but laugh. . . . An enormously entertaining read.”—Rendezvous

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

 

“An engaging debut planted with a spirited sleuth, quirky sidekicks, and page-turning action . . . delightfully addictive . . . a charming addition to the cozy subgenre. Here’s hoping we see more of intrepid florist Abby Knight and sexy restauranteur Marco Salvare.”

—Nancy J. Cohen, author of the Bad Hair Day 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 the 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 plot line which 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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CHAPTER ONE
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“You think that was funny? You think I don’t know you did that on purpose? Well, I’ve got your number, shorty, so let me tell you something: Paybacks are murder.”

Paybacks? Murder? Shorty! Hugging my purse to my chest, I gaped at the bad-tempered buffoon as he gathered his cucumbers, climbed onto his unicycle, and rode off to join his troupe. You wouldn’t expect that kind of behavior from a clown named Snuggles.

Was it my fault he ran over my purse and fell off his tall perch? No, it was the bozo’s behind me—pardon the clown pun—who was too busy stuffing his face with a bratwurst to notice the short redhead with an even shorter fuse standing in front of him. This was a small parade. He was a big guy. Did he have to be in the front row? And who eats brats at ten o’clock in the morning?

I turned my attention back to Snuggles, who was once again juggling cukes from his seat-in-the-sky as he  pedaled up the street. My policy was to stand up to bullies—and that snarled threat was certainly bullying behavior—but before I could give him a piece of my mind (I was thinking along the lines of recommending a place to store those cucumbers) I was yanked back onto the sidewalk by my best friend and roommate, Nikki Hiduke, an X-ray tech at the county hospital, who had shared many childhood adventures with me and lived to tell about it.

“Abby, are you all right? You look dazed.”

“Nikki, that clown threatened me! As if I elbowed myself off the sidewalk.” I cast a glare over my shoulder at Mr. Oblivious, who had finished his bratwurst and was slurping mustard off his fingers. I was amazed he wasn’t also talking on a mobile phone. Oh, wait. Yes, he was. He had on an earpiece.

“Snuggles the Clown threatened you?” Nikki stared after the troupe—three acrobats, two unicyclists, one stilt walker, and the last (my favorite because of the huge purple lily atop a long green stem waving from her bonnet), a baby-doll clown peddling a giant purple tricycle. “But he looks so harmless.”

“Don’t let that goofy smile fool you.” I scrubbed the black tread mark off the tan leather purse that I’d almost gone into hock for. “Beneath that greasepaint is a nasty temper and a voice that would make a polar bear shiver.”

“Abby, you have mustard on your shoulder.”

Wonderful. I took a tissue from my tire-engraved purse and blotted the yellow stain on my white shirt. Why had I even bothered to come? It was a sunny Saturday morning, and although my flower shop, Bloomers, was open on Saturdays, this was my one  weekend a month to sleep in. But no. Attending the Annual Pickle Fest Parade was a family tradition, and to break that tradition was to incur the wrath of my mom, Maureen “Mad Mo” Knight.

Speaking of whom, where was she? I’d never known her to miss the start of the parade, when Peter Piper led his merry band of Pickled Peppers up Lincoln Avenue to the strains of a John Philip Sousa march.

I scanned the crowd lining both sides of the street. Today was the start of New Chapel, Indiana’s, fall Pickle Festival—a weeklong celebration of brine-soaked vegetables attended by thousands of people from all over the state, some from as far away as Chicago, giving the local newspaper, the New Chapel News, fodder for headlines such as VISITORS RELISH THE PICKLE FEST. I had a hunch it wasn’t so much the pickled produce as it was getting  pickled that was the actual draw.

All four streets around the courthouse square had been blocked off to accommodate the huge crowds. Restaurant owners set up tables in front of their establishments to sell beer, hot dogs, bratwurst, dills, pickled beets, pickled tomatoes, pickled watermelon, and, yes, pickled peppers to the hungry visitors. For the truly desperate, pickled herring and pickled pig’s feet were also available. Shoe shops, gift boutiques, and clothing stores put out their wares, and even Bloomers had a display of mums, roses, asters, and greenery for sale.

Then there were the ever-popular arts and crafts booths that dotted the huge lawn around the big limestone courthouse in the middle of the square. Beneath the shady maples and elms, brightly colored canvas tents housed ceramics, watercolors, oils, clay sculpture, silver  jewelry, quilts, pottery, toys, metal sculpture, and even marble birdbaths.

My mother would have her work on display somewhere in that mix. In addition to being a kindergarten teacher, Mom now fancied herself an artist, having received a pottery wheel for Christmas last year. Before she grew bored with clay, she had produced a variety of weird sculptures such as the infamous Dancing Male Monkeys Table and the Human Footstool. She had since moved on to mirrored tiles, with which she’d covered nearly every object in her house, making a washroom visit a truly frightening experience. I didn’t know what craft she was into this week. My father would only say, “It’s a tickler.”

“Do you see my family?” I asked Nikki. Being a head taller (even more if you added her spiky blonde hair), she had a sight advantage. She also had a body advantage—slender, long legged, and small breasted, something I had aspired to from the age of thirteen. My brothers, both doctors, insisted that people stopped growing when they reached puberty, but they were only half right; I hadn’t gone beyond my five-foot-two-inch frame since junior high, but I had gone way beyond my training bra.

“I don’t see any of them,” Nikki said, holding up her hand to shield her eyes.

Normally, they weren’t hard to pick out, since Jonathan and Jordan had the same flame red hair and freckled skin that my dad and I had. My mother’s hair was a soft brown, lucky woman, and my sisters-in-law—Portia and Kathy—had also escaped the curse of the red.

“There’s Marco,” Nikki shouted in my ear as the New Chapel High School marching band passed by. She  pointed between green-coated band members to the opposite side of the street, but I had already spotted him. How could anyone miss a dark-haired, virile-bodied, extremely hot hunk like Marco Salvare, a former Army Ranger and ex-cop who now owned the Down the Hatch Bar and Grill—as well as my heart?

“Who’s that woman talking to him?” Nikki asked.

I eyed the attractive girl beside him. “I don’t know. She’s pretty, isn’t she?”

“Pffft. No way. Ew. And would you look at those split ends?”

“Nikki, you can’t see split ends from here, and besides, it’s okay to agree with me. I don’t feel threatened by the woman. I’m not the jealous type.”

She burst out laughing.

Ignoring her, I narrowed my eyes at the pair, watching as Marco tilted his head toward the woman to catch something she said. She couldn’t have been a day over twenty-five, and had an oval face with delicate features framed by long, thick black hair topping off a perfectly proportioned body. She was talking animatedly and pointing to something or someone up the street. The Pickled Peppers? The clown troupe? Someone in the marching band?

“Abigail, there you are!” my mother called. I turned to find her parting the crowd so the humongous feathered hat on her head could fit through. Normally, she wasn’t one to wear hats, let alone feathers, but she did have a way of surprising me. “We’ve been looking all over for you. Why aren’t you in front of Bloomers?”

“Because we always meet here, by the Clothes Loft. Where are Dad and the gang?”

“By your shop, which is where I thought you’d be.”

“It’s hard to see the parade from Bloomers, Mom. You know it doesn’t go down Franklin. Besides, we always meet here. If you wanted to meet elsewhere, you should have told me.”

“I would have told you if I thought there was a need to tell you. But since you’re a shop owner now, I really didn’t see the need.”

I started to argue that my being a shop owner had nothing to do with it, but Nikki nudged me and coughed. That was the signal we used when one of us was expecting a family member to be rational.

“Shall we go get everyone and bring them back here?” Mom looked at me from under the wide, feathered brim of her hat, her eyes scouring me for signs of illness or distress. Like a hawk, she instantly homed in on the yellow splotch on my shoulder. “How did you spill mustard on your shirt?”

“Ask him,” I said, hitching a thumb toward Mr. Oblivious, who was now giving a running commentary to whomever was on the other end of his phone line. “He pushed me into the path of a clown.”

“Well, thank heavens it was only a clown. It could have been that team of horses.” She pointed toward the two grays hauling a nineteenth-century fire wagon. Seated on a bench beside the driver was a giant inflatable cucumber dressed in an old-fashioned red fire hat and yellow slicker. Every entry in the parade had to incorporate something pickled, which could have gotten racy except that entrants also had to go before a review panel of six somber senior citizens.

“But this clown threatened me, Mom.”

“A clown threatened you?” asked a familiar, husky male voice from behind me.

My heart skipped a beat as I turned to see the owner of the voice, Marco (minus the pretty woman), looking extremely macho in his tan Down the Hatch T-shirt, slim-fitting blue jeans, and dusty brown boots. He’d managed to cross the street between floats and was now holding a strawberry ice cream cone, unaware that he was being ogled by every woman within a ten-yard radius.

Marco wasn’t handsome in the movie-star sense of the word. He didn’t have a straight nose, or baby blue eyes, or a wide, perfectly even smile. What he did have were deep, dark, bedroom eyes, a masculine nose, a firm mouth that curved devilishly at the corners when he was amused, and an olive complexion that was rarely without a five-o’clock shadow. He was tough and quick-witted, but amazingly sensitive to my moods and feelings. Maybe that was why he brought me the cone.

He held it out and I took it. Ordinarily, I don’t eat ice cream before lunch, but after being shoved and threatened and stained with mustard, I felt a strong need to soak my irritated nerves in butterfat. Once they were thoroughly saturated, I’d ask him about the woman.

“Morning, Nikki,” he said with a little nod in her direction. “Mrs. Knight, new hat?”

“Yes. Thank you for noticing, Marco.” Throwing me a shame on you for not noticing look, Mom gave him a hug. She gave everyone hugs. It was part of being a kindergarten teacher.

“Tell me about the clown,” Marco said, regarding me with that intense expression cops get when interrogating a witness. I knew that because my father had been a cop,  and throughout my high school years my dates had been subjected to both the expression and the interrogation.

“He was just your standard, bulbous-nosed, orange-haired, cucumber-juggling unicyclist with an attitude problem,” I said between licks, “who mistakenly believed I threw my purse in front of him to knock him off his cycle. Who then went on to snarl something about paybacks being murder, as if he wanted to get even with me for tripping him. Go figure.”

Marco rubbed his jaw, staring up the street after the departing fire wagon. “Not your typical clown behavior.”

“His name is Snuggles,” Nikki put in helpfully. “It’s on the back of his costume.”

“Snuggles,” Marco repeated, as though storing it away for future reference.

My mother gazed at me sadly. “I’m sorry, honey. You’ve always liked clowns.”

I swallowed a big glob of ice cream. “I’ve never liked clowns. I’ve had a fear of them since I was five years old, when a clown with bad teeth tried to toss me into a burning building. You have to remember that.”

“We were at the circus and it was part of their act,” she assured me. “If there had been any danger involved, your father would never have let your brothers volunteer you.”

“They volunteered me?” I sputtered.

She handed me a tissue to wipe the ice cream off my mouth. “When Abby was little,” Mom explained to Marco and to anyone else who cared to listen, “she had imaginary friends who were clowns.”

“They weren’t my friends, Mom.” I rolled my eyes at Marco.

“Then why did you play with little Jocko and Bimbo? Hmm?” To Marco she whispered, “That’s what she named them. Jocko and Bimbo.”

“I played with them because I’m a firm believer in the keep-your-friends-close-and-your-enemies-closer philosophy. It was purely self-protective.”

“You were such a cute girl,” she said, tucking a lock of hair behind my ear. Mothers were forever tucking and straightening and—even worse—licking their palms to flatten hair that wouldn’t lie down. “Mom-spit,” my brothers called it. I’d long ago made a vow to never inflict that kind of torture on my kids—if I ever had the urge to have any.

“Well,” she said with a sigh, “shall we go? Marco, you’re coming with us, aren’t you?”

Of course he was coming with us. He’d promised to watch the parade with my family, and then he and I were going to hang out together for the rest of the day and enjoy the festivities.

“Thanks, but I have some business to take care of first.” He put his mouth close to my ear and said huskily, “I’ll catch up with you later.”

I started to complain, but he was staring past me with a perturbed frown—the same frown he’d worn the time he’d cautioned me not to attempt the rescue of a young, captive Chinese woman, which I did anyway, then was nearly drowned in a hot tub. Or the time he warned me not to go back for the funeral rose I’d delivered to a dragon of a law professor, which ultimately led to me being the prime suspect in a murder case. It made me wonder what kind of business he was talking about now.

“Marco, you wouldn’t be going after that clown, would you?”

“Nah.”

“He didn’t hurt me, you know. No harm done.”

“I know that. I’ll be back soon.” He nodded a quick good-bye to Nikki and Mom, then slipped into the crowd.

Oh, yeah. He was going after the clown.




CHAPTER TWO
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“Abby, where are you going?” my mother called as I started after Marco.

“On an errand. I’ll meet you and Dad back here in ten minutes.” I turned and ran into a trash can. Luckily, I needed to find one anyway to dispose of the sticky ice cream cone wrapper in my hand.

“I’m coming with you,” Nikki said, dodging people—and the trash can—to catch up with me. “You’re following Marco, aren’t you?”

“Why would I follow Marco?”

We wove through a gaggle of teens and veered around a young mom pushing a stroller.

“To see if he meets up with that woman. I mean, come on. You have to be a tiny bit curious.”

A tiny bit curious? Was she kidding? Great. Now I had two missions instead of one. “I think he’s just looking for Snuggles, Nikki.”

“To do what? Rough him up? He didn’t take the clown’s remark seriously, did he? I mean, he’s a clown.”

“Maybe he knows something about Snuggles. Maybe the man beneath the white paint and rubber nose is someone Marco has had run-ins with before. Otherwise, there wouldn’t be a point in going after him. It’s not like there’s a need to defend my honor, and Marco isn’t the type to browbeat someone for making an idle threat.”

“Which takes me back to my original conclusion. He’s looking for that woman.” Nikki lifted an eyebrow.

“Fine. If that’s what you want to believe, then he’s looking for that woman, but if that’s true, then it must be for a private investigation he’s working on.”

Or so I hoped. Although I’d known Marco for four months, dated him for three, and had even tracked down several killers with him, he was still very much a mystery to me. In fact, what I knew about him could fit into a single paragraph.

He’d been an Army Ranger, went to College on the GI Bill, joined the New Chapel police force, then abruptly quit a few years later to buy the bar and do some private eye work on the side. He’d grown up in the next county, had a mother (whom I’d never met) who had recently moved to Ohio, a father who was deceased, two brothers and a sister scattered across the country, and a younger sister nearby who had a little boy named Christopher.

Everything else I knew about Marco I’d gleaned from watching him and, trust me, he was a pleasure to watch—broad of shoulder, narrow of hip, with well-developed muscles and a sexy swagger that melted my mascara. But that wasn’t all there was to him. He was also fearless, bright, and fun, and had more integrity in his little toe  than most people had in their entire bodies—a rarity in a world where good qualities were in short supply. He was also perfect husband material, if either one of us ever felt inclined to get hitched.

But right now Marco seemed to enjoy his bachelor life. Although I didn’t mind being single and relatively  carefree, either—no one could be totally carefree if they were mortgaged to the eyeballs—one day I hoped we’d both be ready for the whole white-picket-fence and baby-diapers scene. For now, I was happy just to hang out with him whenever our schedules allowed. Today was supposed to be one of those days, but right now it wasn’t looking promising.

Plowing through a crowd, ninety-five percent of which was taller than me, I quickly lost sight of Marco and had to rely on Nikki. One block later, she came to a sudden halt and I smacked into her. “Let’s go back,” she said, turning me by the shoulders and giving me a forward push.

“Why?”

“Don’t ask questions. Just go.”

“Don’t ask questions? And you’ve known me how long? Tell me what you saw.”

“You don’t want to know.”

“Nikki, if you don’t tell me this minute I’ll start singing the national anthem right here in the middle of the crowd.”

She gave a violent shudder. She had been in the seventh-grade glee club with me. “It’s Marco,” she said regretfully. “And he’s with that woman.” She hitched a thumb over her shoulder.

I leaned to the right to peer around her. “Where?”

“Standing in the doorway of Pipsqueaks.”

I shifted my gaze to the front of the children’s clothing store and found them. “Damn.”

“Okay, maybe it’s not as bad as it looks. Maybe it is  just PI business.”

Considering that Marco had his hands on either side of her face and was gazing intently into her eyes, I had my doubts. Marco said something to her, then turned and rejoined the crowd, while the woman watched him go with naked longing. Her shoulders moved up and down with a heavy sigh. Then she headed in our direction.

I was just about to step in front of her and ask what her business was with Marco when Nikki blocked my path. “Let’s go meet your parents and watch the rest of the parade.”

That was her gentle way of telling me to knock it off, and I knew she was right. Marco and I didn’t have an exclusive agreement. If he wanted to see someone else, then he was free to do so. And I was going to become an astronaut and fly to Saturn.

“Let’s just see where the woman goes, Nikki. Also, what kind of car she drives and what her license plate number is.”

“Seriously, Abby, your mother will send out a search party if we don’t get back there.”

“You’re right. Let’s go.” Because I just couldn’t help it, I peered around Nikki again, but the woman was gone.

 

A big cheer went up as the 1967 Cadillac convertible carrying the Cucumber King and Queen came into view. Dressed in a dill green gown, with a silver tiara on her head, Ms. Cuke waved enthusiastically, while Mr. Cuke,  in a red pepper-patterned jacket, tossed out wrapped candy and gold foil chocolate coins. I dodged a coin with barely an eye blink, my thoughts still on Marco.

“What’s the matter, Abby?” my dad asked, gazing up at me from his wheelchair. “You’re usually fighting for those chocolate coins.”

“It’s that nasty clown incident, Jeff,” my mom said. “Abigail, why don’t you ask your father to speak to one of his friends on the force about it?”

“Abby is twenty-six years old, Mo,” my dad said. “She doesn’t want me fighting her battles.”

“Thanks, Dad.” I patted his shoulder. “Mom, it was just a rude comment. Trust me. I’ve already forgotten about the clown.”

My father, Jeffrey Knight, had been a sergeant on the New Chapel police force until three years ago, when a felon’s bullet hit his leg and surgery to remove the bullet had caused a stroke that put him in a wheelchair. For a man who was used to being independent and in charge—and a terrific dancer, I might add—it had been a terrible blow. But, as he did with everything else he encountered, he dealt with it. I tried to model myself after him, but it didn’t always work, such as now, when I couldn’t get the sight of Marco tenderly stroking another woman’s face out of my mind.

At least my brothers and their wives hadn’t joined us. I wasn’t keen on having Jon and Jordan tease me mercilessly about bringing down a cucumber juggler. I could just imagine the kind of cracks it would spawn. “Was he workin’ his gherkin, Abs?”

When the last float had passed—a giant jar with people inside dressed to look like dill slices, sponsored by  the New Chapel Savings and Loan and bearing the slogan, DON’T GET YOURSELF INTO A PICKLE. COME SEE US FOR A LOAN—we crossed the street and headed toward Bloomers, located directly across from the old limestone courthouse.

On the four streets surrounding the courthouse were the typical assortment of family-owned shops, banks, law offices, and restaurants. Five blocks east of the square marked the western edge of the campus of New Chapel University, a small private college where I would have graduated from law school if I hadn’t flunked out. It had something to do with the law professors not liking the way my brain functioned—when it functioned. Apparently, I was supposed to use things like legal precedence, not common sense.

With Nikki forging a path through the crowd and my mother pushing Dad’s wheelchair, we made our way up the crowded sidewalk on Franklin, past the Down the Hatch Bar and Grill—Marco’s place. At a table outside, two of Marco’s waitstaff were selling grilled bratwurst, hot dogs, and beer by the plastic cupful. Through the big picture window I could see Chris, the head bartender, standing behind the long, polished walnut counter, chatting with a row of customers as he worked the taps.

Two doors down was Bloomers, with its two bay windows and its old-fashioned yellow framed door with beveled glass center. Bloomers occupied the first floor of a deep, three-story, redbrick building. On the right side was our Victorian-inspired coffee and tea parlor, complete with white wrought-iron tables and chairs, and china cups and saucers in an old-fashioned rose pattern—a great find at the antique mall.

On the other side was the sales floor, where customers could browse the glass-fronted display cooler for fresh flowers; or the shelves of old bookcases and an antique armoire for silk floral arrangements and small gift items; or even the walls, draped with swags and wreaths and decorative mirrors. For me, though, the real delight lay behind a curtained doorway in the back—my own little slice of paradise, the workroom.

It was a tropical garden-like space filled with fresh blossoms, dried flowers, heavenly aromas, and glass vases and pottery containers of all sizes. It was in that room that I could open up my soul and let it sing. Holding those dewy petals in my fingers, smelling the sweet fragrance of the beautiful blossoms, I was lifted away from the everyday problems and stresses of life and transported into a zone of tranquility.

I had always loved the old redbrick building on the square, but I never dreamed I would own a business in it. After my disastrous year at law school and my breakup with my fiancé, Pryce Osborne II, I didn’t think I had any dreams left. Then my former employer, Lottie Dombowski, made a startling suggestion: buy her flower shop.

She hadn’t really wanted to sell the quaint little shop, but her husband’s enormous medical bills had wiped out her cash reserves. I wanted to help her out—I had worked as her assistant, delivering flowes and helping with arrangements—but what did I know about running a business? Nothing. Still, the only things I’d ever had luck with were plants, so six months ago I used the rest of the trust fund my grandfather had left me to secure a  mortgage; then I immediately hired Lottie as my assistant. It had worked out beautifully for both of us.

When we reached Bloomers, Lottie was out front assembling a bouquet for a waiting customer, while Grace was inside, handling the shop and coffee parlor. Business was usually dead on the festival’s opening day, so we used the table outside to lure customers from the arts and crafts fair across the street.

While Mom took Dad inside for a cup of Grace’s famed chamomile tea, and Nikki went along for a cup of espresso, I stayed to chat with Lottie.

“How’s business?” I asked quietly.

“Starting to pick up now that the parade is over.” She handed the wrapped arrangement to the customer, then glanced at me. “All right,” she said, folding her arms over her bounteous bosom, “you want to tell me what’s causing that wrinkle in your forehead?”

I tried to erase the crease with my index finger—as if there was a way to hide anything from the mother of seventeen-year-old quadruplet boys. “I’m just feeling a little bummed.”

“Abby saw Marco with another woman,” Nikki said, standing in the doorway with a cup and saucer in her hands.

“A pretty woman,” I corrected her.

“She had split ends,” Nikki whispered to Lotti, who merely clucked her tongue at me.

“Sweetie, if you’re gonna get your nose bent out of shape every time you see your man jawin’ with a female, you’d better sign up for some plastic surgery.”

That was one of the things I loved about Lottie. She didn’t mince words. She had a generous amount of what  she called “Kentucky horse sense,” even if she did wear a bright pink satin barrette in the brassy curls above her left ear. Her philosophy on life was “Stuff happens, so suck it up.”

“Now, there’s the guy you should go for.” Lottie pointed across the street to where deputy prosecutor Greg Morgan was giving an interview to a reporter and posing for the TV cameraman from WWIN, the local cable television station. “My, my. Isn’t he a looker?” Lottie heaved a wistful sigh.

“And doesn’t he know it,” Nikki said with a snort.

Lottie belived Greg Morgan was the handsomest man she’d ever seen, and that he and I were made for each other, even though I’d explained to her many times that Morgan gave new meaning to the term stuck on himself. In high school he’d kept a hand mirror, hair spray, and dental floss in his locker and had joined as many clubs as he could squeeze into his schedule so he could get his photo in the yearbook more times than anyone else.

“Sweetie, all men are just big lumps of clay that you gotta mold into an acceptable form,” Lottie had once opined. “So why not start out with his form and see where it takes you?”

“The only place it would take me,” I’d retorted, “is into therapy.”

As if he could sense us watching, Morgan glanced over and waved. Lottie waved back, while Nikki ducked into the shop and I pretended not to see him. Naturally, he came striding over, flashing the hundred-watt smile that highlighted the blond glints in his chestnut hair and the sparkle in his angelic blue eyes.

Morgan wasn’t tall—or all that smart—but he was  always well dressed, which was probably why Lottie admired him so. If any of her boys were to show up wearing something other than ripped, baggy jeans, an old T-shirt, and laceless shoes, their hair sticking out at every angle, she would have called a press conference.

Today Morgan was sporting a light blue denim shirt tucked into a pair of dark blue jeans with a crease carefully ironed into them. “Are you ladies enjoying the festival?”

“We are now,” Lottie boomed in her big voice, nudging me. At that moment, three women came up to ask her advice on flowers, so she turned to wait on them, leaving me to handle The Ego alone.

“Abby, I’m glad you spotted me,” he said. “How about being my date for the charity luncheon in the pickle tent? Proceeds are going to Haven for the Homeless, which I organized, FYI.”

Ordinarily, a free lunch would be right up my alley, but I’d endured enough meals with Morgan to know that it was an experience I suffered if and when I needed information that only he could provide. Otherwise, I’d rather have an enormous water balloon fall on my head. Repeatedly.

“Thanks, Greg,” I said, trying to look both admiring and regretful, “but my parents came downtown for the festival and I’d hate to abandon them. They’ve been looking forward to spending some quality time with me.”

At that moment, my mother breezed through the open doorway, pushing my dad, and called, “We’re off to the booths, Abigail. See you later.”

Feeling Morgan’s gaze on my face, I blinked rapidly, trying to fire my brain cells into action, because the only thing I could think to do now was run away, and I was a  little too old for that. I glanced at Lottie for help, but she was still talking to the three women.

“Coffee break is over, Abs,” Nikki said, stepping through the doorway. “Let’s go pig out on elephant ears. Oh, sorry. Hello, Greg. Did I interrupt something?”

That was Nikki’s attempt to rescue me.

“We were just making lunch plans,” Morgan replied. “Want to join us?” That was Morgan’s attempt to surround himself with women; the more the merrier.

“Sorry, I’m on a diet,” Nikki replied instantly; then, realizing she’d contradicted herself, she added, “The elephant ear diet.” She glanced at me with a shrug, as if to say, Hey, I tried.

Suddenly, a police car sped up Indiana Street, behind the courthouse, and screeched to a stop in front of the police station. The cops hopped out, opened the rear door on the passenger side, and pulled out a snarling clown with orange hair, a red nose, and an armful of cucumbers.

“Hey, that’s Snuggles,” Nikki exclaimed, causing Lottie and her customers to crane their necks for a look.

It seemed there was justice in this world, after all.
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