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 About Carnations and Deadly Fixations 
 
    Released: August, 2019 
 
    Series: Book 1 – Fern Grove Cozy Mystery Series 
 
    Standalone: Yes 
 
    Cliff-hanger: No 
 
      
 
    Tracy Adam had three things going for her in her just-above-average boring life namely:  
 
      
 
    1. A good job  
 
    2. A good job… that she liked  
 
    3. A good that she liked… and paid VERY well  
 
      
 
    When she lost her job and had to move back to the small town where she grew up, it seemed like her life had lost all purpose. Helping out at her aunt's floundering floral shop seemed like the perfect distraction before she decided what to do next. 
 
      
 
    When her aunt's competition, a nasty and egotistical know-it-all is found dead, the rumor mill in Fern Grove goes into overdrive. With an important piece of evidence linking Tracy to the scene of the crime, she becomes a person of interest in the murder investigation. This leaves her feeling vulnerable and confused. 
 
      
 
    Moving back to Fern Grove was meant to be start of a new life but this murder mystery is fast ending what has hardly begun. Will she retain her wits and piece the clues that will lead her to the killer? 
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   T racy Adams popped her work apron over her head as she made her way out of the back of In Season, the small, but established flower shop her aunt, Rose Bishop had founded with her husband, Frank, many years ago. In the few moments of peace and quiet that she knew would be short-lived once her aunt arrived, Tracy sipped at her coffee and her mind wandered. Tracy would never have imagined that her life would have taken the sharp detour it had. At thirty-eight, and with the trajectory that her once burgeoning professional life had been on, helping run a somewhat floundering florist shop had sure not been on her menu. She had landed her dream job right out of The University of Portland, doing event-planning for CMB Capital, an up and coming bank in Portland, OR. Her future looked as bright as could be imagined until some questionable speculations by the senior management team put the high flying financial new comer in jeopardy. 
 
      
 
    Once decisions had been made, it was like this rolling tide that everyone could see coming, but were unable to stem. She observed as colleagues and friends at CMB were told their positions had been deemed “redundant”. Tracy despised all forms of euphemistic language, but this term especially raised her ire; like calling the blow that you were about to be laid off could be softened by this word. She held her breath and prayed she would survive the cutbacks, but in her heart, she knew her position as an event planner was most likely not an essential role for CMB’s survival. 
 
      
 
    The days went by and Tracy actually began to believe she had somehow been spared. But then one morning her boss, William Atherton, the man who had recruited her out of her undergraduate program, came with the bad news she had been dreading. Though he promised she would be one of the last of the furloughed staff to be dismissed, due to her great work since coming onboard and her undying loyalty to CMB, it was just empty words. She was sure Atherton had been sincere in his pronouncement to her, as she could see in his face when her dismissal came down, that the decision had most likely come from above him. 
 
      
 
    So here she was, back in her small hometown of Fern Grove once more, looking out the window at In Season, the family business she had known as a child. After losing her job at CMB, it had been a struggle, for Tracy as well as a lot of others, to recover and acquire new professional positions. She was starting to get a little frantic as to what she would do and how she was going to pay her bills when her Aunt Rose inquired as to whether she would be interested in coming to the florist shop and helping her out. Rose had become like a mother-figure to Tracy ever since her mother, Madeline, Rose’s sister, had died suddenly in a traffic accident when Tracy was just fifteen. Rose and her husband had founded and grown In Season from scratch and it had, over time, become very popular in Fern Grove. Once a successful businesswoman in Fern Grove, the death of Frank was the catalyst that led to Rose neglecting the business. That, plus having her own kids move out of Fern Grove and then away from Oregon as well, had dampened her drive and though still respected in town, Rose was just feeling fatigued and mowed down by the circumstances in her life. 
 
      
 
    During a call with her aunt one day, Tracy had innocently inquired as to how things were going at In Season, as she knew Rose was struggling with all the downturns she had encountered as of late. She could hear the sadness in her voice and though she was concerned, she had never ever considered helping out until Rose just came out with it. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, Tracy…” Rose said with a heavy sigh, “some days I just do not know…” 
 
      
 
    “Aunt Rose?” Tracy asked as her aunt’s voice just trailed off without any seeming direction. 
 
      
 
    “It’s just not the same without Frank anymore. Flowers are not moving the way they used to, and some days it just seems too overwhelming, you know?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe time for some changes?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe…maybe…you still looking for a job?” 
 
      
 
    “You know I am, Aunt Rose.” 
 
      
 
    “You had a really high-flying position over at CMB before they nearly went under doing corporate events, seminars and job fairs…things like that, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes…” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe with that experience, you could join me and help me turn this place around.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy paused as she had not been expecting this. However, there was a part of her that was excited at the prospect of remolding In Season back into what it had once been…maybe even better! She smiled over the phone, welcoming the challenge to bring some ‘big business’ concepts and strategies she had learned to a small business. Without any more hesitation, her brain was already bubbling with innovative strategies and modern plans for action. Her only real hurdle, she knew, was going to be her aunt.  
 
      
 
    She knew Rose was still stuck in the mind-set she and Frank had instituted when they had begun when Tracy was just a little girl. Times were changing all around, even in Fern Grove, and the way people were looking at and purchasing flowers was evolving as well. But Rose seemed resistant to change with the times. Part of it was her age, Tracy knew, and she was sure Rose might be a bit intimidated by how technology was impinging on everything these days—something that was likely to be as foreign to her aunt as waking up one day and discovering she now had three heads. Tracy was sure she could overcome it, just as she had other similar instances in her life. 
 
      
 
    Having lost her husband and then having her kids move far away, Tracy knew, was part of her aunt’s inertia as well. It had taken the fire out of her belly after she had been so successful. And all of this together was contributing to the downturn in revenue at In Season. The last time Tracy had been to the shop she was struck by just how frumpy and old-fashioned the interior appeared in relation to the new shops that had opened around town. Tracy readily agreed to help her out; somewhat out of an obligation to her aunt who had caught her when she was collapsing after her mother’s demise, but also it was just her nature to want to help out when she was asked. However, the one stipulation was that Rose allow Tracy to institute some serious changes to the shop—ones that would bring In Season into the 21st century. Rose reluctantly conceded, but in the tone of her voice, Tracy could envision this being a struggle. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ************ 
 
      
 
      
 
    In just another minute, Rose came in and gave Tracy a confused look as she closed the door of the shop behind her. 
 
      
 
    “What’s with the banner outside?” 
 
      
 
    Tracy had arrived early to hang the “Temporarily Closed While We Prepare for the Grand Opening of the New In Season” sign. 
 
      
 
    “Remember our agreement, Aunt Rose?” 
 
      
 
    “OK…OK….but I cannot stay closed too long or we will never recover lost customers.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough. You are going to have to change with the times, Aunt Rose. Like it or not. I know you love to talk about the good old days, and how you and Uncle Frank used to do things. But if you want to keep this place open and make it a going enterprise again, we need to try some new approaches.” 
 
      
 
    Rose nodded, but Tracy could see she was not real sure. Tracy motioned to Rose to follow her to the back where she had sketched out a strategy. Rose looked at the designs and notes and Tracy could tell this was going to be a harder sell than she had imagined. 
 
      
 
    “My idea is to select a popular flower each few months and make that the centerpiece showcase around which everything else revolves. To begin with, I chose the carnation.” 
 
      
 
    “Carnations? Really?” Rose asked. “Pretty common flower in my opinion.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps, but popular with the world nonetheless. Did you know, for example, that the carnation dates back over 2000 years? They are rich in symbolism and mythology as well.” 
 
      
 
    Rose did not reply. 
 
      
 
    “And each color is attached to an emotion: white for love and good luck, while red is seen for admiration and deeper love and affection while purple colors imply vulnerability or fickleness. Most impactful are the pink colors, though. This variety originates from the story that they first appeared from the Virgin Mary’s tears which became symbolic for a mother’s undying love.” 
 
      
 
    “And that helps us, how?” 
 
      
 
    “You need to really market your products, Aunt Rose. They are not just flowers.  I am telling you, from my experience at CMB, that an elaborate story behind something simple—or common as you put it about the carnation—makes the ordinary seem extraordinary.” 
 
      
 
    “I guess…why did you leave that fancy-schmancy job anyway?” 
 
      
 
    “Aunt Rose, can you please not bring that up. I am here to help you out until I can figure out what is next for me.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure…sorry. I did not mean to bring that up again.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy then went back to her designs to explain in more detail to Rose just how this was going to work and what other flowers she might consider down the road as different focal points to avoid having one type get stale and predictable. 
 
      
 
    “Think change and innovation and allure, Aunt Rose….” 
 
      
 
    Just then there was a sharp knock at the front door. They both looked up suddenly wondering who this could be as the closed sign with the announcement of a relaunch was clearly visible. Tracy went to check and felt her spirits sink as she saw who had come calling. Before opening the door and greeting the visitor, Tracy turned to her aunt. 
 
      
 
    “Hate to ruin your day, Aunt Rose, but it would appear your competition has arrived. I am guessing the signage was too much of a curiosity factor to ward her off.” 
 
      
 
    Rose looked to the closed door, and like Tracy, had no idea the day could get any worse. Never say never she mumbled to herself….. 
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   R ose moved forward as Tracy gritted her teeth and greeted Becky White. Becky strode into In Season like she owned the place, but then again this was how she treated every place in Fern Grove. Becky had just opened her own florist shop, but to Rose’s dismay and consternation she seemed to be slowly gathering up the lion’s share of business…a lot of it former customers whom had once patronized In Season.  
 
      
 
    Though In Season was an older and more recognizable establishment to the average resident, Becky’s new sleek and modern-looking operation looked as if it might soon push In Season to the sidelines. As was her habit, Becky was adorned in her apparently everyday attire of a crisp white dress, looking as if the sharp creases in the hem might be able to cut glass.  
 
      
 
    In addition, her outfit was complemented with elegant white gloves and matching shoes and hat. Tracy was not sure if the whole white costume was a conscious homage to Becky’s last name or not, but if so, that was also another reason she considered her cartoonish. To Tracy, the whole getup was laughable and ridiculous, but what was not a joke was just how much of a threat Becky White was to In Season.  
 
      
 
    Unlike Rose, Becky had fully embraced the current retail climate concerning aggressive and expansive marketing of her own shop. To Becky, she was the 800-lb gorilla in the florist business now, and unfortunately Tracy could not argue the point. But it was her off-putting and troublesome personality that really rubbed Tracy the wrong way. Though Becky had a few supporters, you really had to go hunting to find more than a handful who she had not annoyed and irritated with her abrasive manner and distasteful personality. Even her soft-spoken husband, John, a visible presence in the volunteer scene in Fern Grove, was the target of his wife’s barbs and jabs. John was simultaneously admired for his work in town while also pitied for how he had to endure his wife.  
 
      
 
    Since In Season had been somewhat neglected as Rose had gotten distracted and depressed over other events in her life, many residents of Fern Grove were more than willing to go to the more upscale and welcoming bright space Becky had to offer when they needed flowers now. Tracy saw the forced smile on Becky’s face as she shook her hand, but no amount of theatrics and facades could make her feel anything but dislike and caution around the woman.  
 
      
 
    This visit, pretending like it was some neighborly social call, Tracy was sure, was just a ruse. As much as Tracy and her aunt disliked the overbearing and haughty rival, they also knew the feeling from Becky was the same. She liked being the Big Kahuna, and even with her pretense of civility, Tracy knew Becky had arrived because of her, to see what was going on and why Tracy had suddenly arrived on the scene. Tracy was, she knew in her heart, a definite threat to Becky White and her image as queen in the florist biz in town. At least there is that, Tracy mused… 
 
      
 
    “How can we help you, Becky?” Rose asked, struggling to keep her composure in light of the woman’s obvious unwanted intrusion. 
 
      
 
    “Oh…just passing by and saw the signs out front. Just curious as to what you and your little shop were up to these days. Always good to keep your finger on the pulse of the competition…no matter how insignificant.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy was tempted to explode at the insult, but all it would do would be to reflect negatively on her aunt and the shop once Becky ran to her contacts at the paper and made up some contrived scenario. Right now, they needed to stay on point and focus on In Season. They could not control the Becky White Show. Bad press, no matter how inaccurate, would not help. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for your concern, Becky,” Rose said with sarcasm as she stepped up beside Tracy, “but I’m sure you’ve got better things to do with your time than survey the business climate of Fern Grove.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed I do!” she snapped back. “From the looks of things here, I am guessing your new target market is the bottom feeders in Fern Grove. From the displays and how outdated this place is, I cannot for the life of me see who else would be willing to buy flowers in this dingy atmosphere.” 
 
      
 
    Rose began to move forward, but Tracy put a hand on her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “I guess since my core base is composed of all the elites in town, celebrities, and high-ranking government officials and the like, someone has to sweep up the dregs.” 
 
      
 
    “OK, Becky,” Tracy finally said, “you’ve had your say. We’re busy preparing for the grand re-opening of the shop. I think it is time for you to toddle on down the road.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well…as I can see, nothing here to worry about…” 
 
      
 
    Becky spun on her white heels to depart when she spied a prototype display of carnations that Tracy had cooked up to show her aunt what she had in mind. She froze staring at the arrangement. 
 
      
 
    “What exactly is this?” Becky asked as she shot daggers of anger toward them, her gloved index finger pointing at the flowers. 
 
      
 
    “The arrangement?” Tracy asked. “They’re carnations. Surely you’ve heard of carnations?” 
 
      
 
    Rose bit back a chortle, appreciating how slyly and surreptitiously her niece had scored a punch. 
 
    “I know what carnations are, dear. It’s the arrangement I was referring to.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” Rose asked. 
 
      
 
    “You know very well what I mean, Rose. This arrangement is one of my classic designs. How do you get off copying one of my original creations? It’s blatant copyright infringement!” 
 
      
 
    “You have got to be kidding me, Becky,” Rose replied, “Frank and I were arranging flowers when you were still wetting your diapers.” 
 
      
 
    This time it was Tracy who smiled inwardly at her aunt’s parry. 
 
      
 
    “I’d love to see how you copyright a flower arrangement, Becky. That’s nonsense and you know it.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” Becky retorted. “Go ahead and reopen your little hobby. Time has passed you by, Rose. It’s too late. You’ll never be able to compete with me, not in your wildest dreams!” 
 
      
 
    With that she stomped off and slammed the door of In Season behind her. 
 
      
 
    “Copyright a flower arrangement? Is she completely nuts?” Tracy asked shaking her head as she and Rose watched Becky tromp off in a hissy fit.  
 
      
 
    Rose sighed. 
 
      
 
    “I appreciate you defending me, Tracy, and I really am obliged that you came onboard to try and help me, but maybe she’s right.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Tracy exclaimed incredulously. 
 
      
 
    Rose sat dejectedly in a chair near the prototype carnation setup. 
 
      
 
    “Back before the Becky White Tsunami hit Fern Grove, there was this other florist in town—Madeline Murray. She was nice. She and Frank and I all got along. There was no conflict, no threats, none of the drama you just saw. We worked together in fact, helped each other out when push came to shove. I’m just tired of Becky White, her superiority complex, her constant putdowns and attacks on me and In Season.” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t just roll over and quit, Aunt Rose! Not because Becky White thinks she is better than everyone!” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not just today, Tracy. This kind of thing is a routine with her. I think she actually enjoys tormenting me. Frank used to be around to head her off, but now…” 
 
      
 
    Tracy sat with her aunt and took her hands in her own. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe I should just sell the place. I am sure I could get a good price for it. Just sell it off and avoid all the Becky Whites of the world.” 
 
      
 
    “Look at me Aunt Rose.” 
 
      
 
    Rose looked up and it broke Tracy’s heart to see tears forming in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I know this is hard. Everyone in town knows about ‘Becky the Witch’. You cannot stop just because of her. I know you miss Uncle Frank and working side by side with him. But just give me a chance with this and I promise you In Season will shine again like it did when you first began!” 
 
      
 
    Rose looked into her eyes and smiled as she wiped away her tears. 
 
      
 
    “OK. I’ll try. For you, Tracy. I love you, you know…” 
 
      
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
      
 
    Rose laid her head on Tracy’s shoulder and they just sat like that for a few seconds. A ringing phone broke them from their reverie. Rose went to the handset and talked a few minutes as Tracy looked on. She had no idea what was being said, but the look on her aunt’s face told it all as her anguish and torment from Becky’s visit morphed into joy and happiness. 
 
      
 
    “What was that all about?” Tracy asked. 
 
      
 
    But before Rose could explain, more calls began to come in, all having the same effect on her. She hung up after the last of the barrage of calls to see old friends and customers waving their encouragement from the large plate glass window out front. A few even poked their heads inside to let Rose know how excited they were to see the new shop. 
 
      
 
    “Seems like a good sign of In Season getting back on people’s radars in Fern Grove, don’t you think, Aunt Rose?” 
 
      
 
    She nodded, now mostly smiles but there was this lingering anxiety that was mixed in as well. 
 
    “You OK, Aunt Rose?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure. That last call? Apparently, the spots you put on the radio and in the paper have gone out. That is why people are calling and dropping by.” 
 
      
 
    “But that’s great, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes and no. Great that people in Fern Grove still love me and In Season, but the timing of what they said? Something is wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “Wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “You told them we were opening again in a month, right?” 
 
      
 
    “I did. So?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, according to the calls, the radio spots and the newspaper ads are saying we are launching the new shop next week!” 
 
      
 
    “What? Next week? Oh, boy….” 
 
      
 
    “What do we do, Tracy?” 
 
      
 
    “Media announcements cannot be undone, Aunt Rose. I guess we just roll up our sleeves and jack the grand opening into overdrive. What else can we do?” 
 
      
 
    Rose smiled weakly once Tracy had her say and then grinned wickedly. 
 
      
 
    “I guess. Based on that little episode, I think this new grand opening just might kill the witch…..”
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   G rateful that the snafu in the announcement of the grand opening had happened in an expeditious manner, Tracy threw everything she had into the preparations. Rose was still reeling a bit over the revelation and realization of what a short time line they had to get everything done, but Tracy loved it. For the first time since she had been idle professionally, she felt energized and excited over the challenge. And the unwelcome intrusion from Becky White was helping motivate her as well. She knew this had not been Becky’s intention when she had barged in to denigrate the shop and gloat over her own success, but all the same, it was adding to Tracy’s normally upbeat and positive approach to life. 
 
      
 
    She had run home that afternoon to check in on Sydney, her cat and best friend at her apartment. Knowing he might not be getting the same level of attention from her that she normally lavished on him for a few days—at least until she and Rose could bring the treadmill they had found themselves on to a stop. Sydney had come to her while she was still working at CMB in Portland. Tracy had never been a huge pet person, but the pathetic and heart-wrenching cries of the poor cat when he just appeared on her doorstep, huddling against a soaking storm, had changed all that. Sydney did not appear neglected or starving in particular, just lost, sopping wet and miserable. 
 
      
 
    After a thorough and extensive search of her neighborhood to try and locate his owners, Tracy finally just took him in. All his simple violet collar had on it was a well-worn tag, his name etched in silver block letters, just barely decipherable from wear and tear on the oval. By the time she had exhausted her search, Sydney had ensconced himself into her home and heart and there was no going back for either of them. Soon it was like the pair had always been together and to her amazement—at least from what Tracy had heard and had read about cats being aloof creatures—it was Sydney who had been her emotional anchor in the early days of her dismissal from CMB. 
 
      
 
    As was his normal pattern, Sydney came running and meowing when Tracy dashed in that afternoon to try and get extra food, water, and other creature comforts set up for him. Knowing what was ahead, she had no idea what her schedule for the next few days might be like. She felt foolish as she scooped him up and lavished affection on him, explaining why things were likely to be a bit off between the two of them for a while. And without trying to attach human characteristics to him too much, Tracy smiled as Sydney gave her this look as if to say, 
 
    “no biggie…it’s cool…you do what you need to and I’ll hold down the fort until all is back to normal…” 
 
      
 
    And with that taken care of, Tracy hustled back to the shop where Rose was still hip-deep in the florist materials, advertising gear, cans of paint and other refurbishing supplies that Tracy had left for her to begin the marathon session they were embarking on. Rose’s initial reaction of being overwhelmed and unsure of moving forward with Tracy’s plan seemed to have been vanquished, perhaps also fueled by “whirlwind-Becky”. Tracy could hardly believe it was the same woman she had just left as she came back to find her aunt actually singing and humming to herself as she worked. Tracy smiled broadly and then dove in as well and she and Rose found that though the to-do list was long, they were paring it down rapidly and thoroughly enjoying each other’s company as they toiled.  
 
      
 
    Hours turned to days, and though fatigued and moving a bit slower than normal, Tracy and Rose stood just in front of the flower prep table, back in the rear of the store, and gazed with wonder and pride at the finished product. 
 
      
 
    “Oh my God, Tracy…” Rose exclaimed as she held her hand to her mouth, “you did it! You actually did it!” 
 
      
 
    “Me?” Tracy inquired with faux disgust, “unless I am mistaken, Aunt Rose, I seem to remember having some help in this thing. Help that was key to getting us ready for the grand re-opening.” 
 
      
 
    Rose blushed at her comments. She had always been one to shy away from praise and blowing her own horn, but she took Tracy’s thanks in stride, realizing she was right: she had been a big part of the new shop…it had just taken her driven, bubbly niece with the necessary vision and ambition to get her back on track. It was not quite the same as when she and Frank had created In Season, but it did remind her of why she had loved the business in the first place. She hugged Tracy warmly, still amazed they had been able to pull it all together so quickly. 
 
      
 
    “Monday’s the big day, Aunt Rose. You want to give the place a last-minute spit-shine while I hit the streets?” 
 
      
 
    “You sure that is necessary…hitting the streets, I mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Cannot hurt. Lots of foot traffic today and after church services tomorrow that I’d like to be in front of, so when we open the doors on Monday, we have left no stone unturned, marketing-wise.” 
 
      
 
    Rose nodded as Tracy scooped up an armful of flyers and headed for the busy square just to the west of the shop where there were lots of cafes, boutiques, and other gathering places. She handed out the colorful brochures as she talked up the new shop, with familiar faces, as well as new ones. As she was about a third of the way through her supply, a young teenager approached and touched her gently on her arm after taking a flyer. 
 
      
 
    “Are you Tracy Adams?” the girl asked. 
 
      
 
    Something about the trim, blonde looked familiar to Tracy, but she could not place her. 
 
      
 
    “I am. Have we met?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah…guess I’ve changed a lot over the years. Tiffany…Tiffany Baker…you used to baby sit me when I was just a kid?” 
 
      
 
    Like a bolt of electricity, it hit Tracy. 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany! Now I remember you! Wow, have you changed!” 
 
      
 
    The girl reached out and hugged her lightly. 
 
      
 
    “Last time I saw you, you were just this gangly, little thing! Now look at you!” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks…of all the sitters I ever had, I never forgot you Miss Adams. You were so cool to me!” 
 
      
 
    “Nice of you to say, Tiffany…and please call me Tracy.” 
 
      
 
    “I heard you had gone up to Portland, Tracy. What brings you back to Fern Grove and…” 
 
    She hesitated as she looked down at the flyer… “…In Season…?” 
 
      
 
    Tracy was caught off-guard by her inquiry, but knew it was a natural curiosity, not having been around for so long.  
 
      
 
    “Oh…life happens, Tiffany. Just one of those things. Back to help my Aunt Rose with her shop. What are you up to these days? You must be in high school by now, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Just graduated, actually. Sort of at loose ends for the moment…not real sure what is next, you know?” 
 
      
 
    “Not thinking of college?” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know…maybe someday. But right now, it just does not feel right for me. My parents are not too thrilled with that decision, but it is what it is, I guess…” 
 
      
 
    Tracy nodded, remembering a good friend of hers from school who had a similar outlook when she had gone away to the University of Portland. Sarah was bright and ambitious and as positive as Tracy had been back then, but college was not just in her plans. And now, Sarah was running a very successful catering company just outside Corvallis, reminding Tracy that college was indeed not ideal for all. 
 
      
 
    “How about this summer? Plans?” 
 
      
 
    “Not really, why?” 
 
      
 
    “Well…” Tracy said as she walked with Tiffany to a nearby bench and sat with her in the shade. “Since you are, as you say, at loose ends at the moment, I was wondering if you’d be interested in working with me and my aunt at In Season?” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” 
 
      
 
    Tracy nodded. 
 
      
 
    “We are rebranding the old florist shop to be more modern and up-to-date and I think a young, pretty, hip assistant would be perfect for us.” 
 
      
 
    “For real?” 
 
      
 
    “We need all the help we can get, Tiffany. It won’t be a flashy or high-profile thing. Meaning not a lot of money for now…but maybe it will give you a taste of something you might want to pursue down the road. You never know what may appeal to you…” 
 
      
 
    “Not flashy and high-profile, like a cashier at McDonald’s or stocking shelves at Walmart?” 
 
      
 
    They both laughed. 
 
      
 
    “I’d love it, Tracy. When can I start?” 
 
      
 
    “Right now, Tiffany.” 
 
      
 
    She handed her a thick layer of flyers and told her they needed to inundate the town as thoroughly as possible before the official opening on Monday morning.  
 
      
 
    “Drop by Monday around 8 AM and we will get you set up in the shop, figure out a schedule for you and your pay…teach you as we go, OK?” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany smiled broadly and held the flyers tight to her chest as she ran off to cover the areas of the business district that Tracy knew would make it a stretch for her do on her own. Once Tiffany was out of sight, Tracy exhaled deeply and pushed herself up off the bench to finish up her rounds in the square. But before she could take more than a few steps, she spotted Pastor Kevin Butler, the older minister in Fern Grove who had been leading the services at the First Baptist Church since she had been a kid. He waved to her and she strolled over to say hello. 
 
      
 
    “Tracy Adams!” the pastor decried as he beamed at her and shook her hands warmly. “How long has it been?” 
 
      
 
    “Quite a few years, Pastor Butler. How have you been?” 
 
      
 
    “Fine…fine…seems the same can be said for you. I heard you were back here helping out Rose with In Season, and I look up and there you are! Seems like only yesterday when you were a young child singing in the choir over at First Baptist!” 
 
      
 
     “You should come around to the parish again, now that you are back in Fern Grove.” Butler said. 
 
      
 
    Tracy forced a smile. Those days had been memorable for her when very young, but once she had hit her teenage years, she had let go of her church-going days, her faith not what it once had been. And she really did not want to get into a thing over her burgeoning skepticism—perhaps even agnosticism—with the cordial pastor. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for the invite, Pastor Butler. I will think about it.” 
 
      
 
    He smiled back, but like many in the clergy, he had a good eye and ear for reading people. He could see that this was unlikely with her, but did not press her anymore. Tracy immediately handed over one of the flyers. 
 
      
 
    “The big grand re-opening of In Season is Monday, Pastor. You should drop by. Flowers and the church go hand in hand…” 
 
      
 
    “I may take you up on that, Tracy. I have this big memorial service to officiate at next month and In Season may be just the answer to a very particular parishioner…” 
 
      
 
    As they stood and chatted, Tracy was suddenly aware of the presence of Emily Maher who was hanging off the pastor’s shoulder, obviously eavesdropping on their conversation. Tracy had gotten used to the “minding-your-own-business” climate of Portland—despite its media reputation of being weird or offbeat—and had forgotten how small towns like Fern Grove were still loaded with busy-bodies who seemed to feel the need to know everyone’s business. 
 
      
 
    “Couldn’t help overhearing, Pastor…” Emily interjected as they both looked at her, “but doesn’t Blooming Bouquets, Becky White’s shop, always provide floral arrangement for the church?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, she has been working with us from time to time, Emily,” Butler replied, looking just a notch less annoyed at the intrusion than Tracy was. “And thanks for your concern, but I do not recall us having an exclusive contract or even any type of regular agreement with her.” 
 
      
 
    Maher froze in her steps, her mouth agape, the color draining from her face following the direct dressing down from Butler in front of Tracy. They watched in amusement as Emily stomped off in a huff as she muttered something under her breath Tracy was not sure she was supposed to overhear. Apparently, she mused, Emily must be one of the few people in Fern Grove who could actually stomach Becky White, as she giggled at Maher’s retort that “Tracy should watch her back”. 
 
      
 
    She looked with raised eyebrows at Pastor Butler. 
 
      
 
    “Someone hit a nerve, Tracy. But I am not sure if it was you or me.” 
 
      
 
    They both laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Actually…” he continued, “I’d love the opportunity to work with In Season again. It used to be the best in town, but when Frank passed…well…” 
 
      
 
    He did not have to finish his thought for Tracy. As well, she thought she was detecting his tacit message that he was no fan of Becky White either, if you could read between the lines—though as one of the senior clergy in Fern Grove, Tracy knew he could never say so in as many words. He lowered his voice to a whisper. 
 
      
 
    “I have this feeling this new venture you and Rose are up to may indeed ruffle a few feathers in our little community. Not that that is necessarily a bad thing…but you did not hear that from me… 
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   T racy arose well before the sun on Monday and scratched absent-mindedly at Sydney, who seemed overjoyed at having had her home for the entire night. He purred and snugged up against her body as she delayed as long as she thought she could get away with, giving the cat some much needed attention before having to dash out and brace herself for the grand opening. She was wiped out from all the long hours and stress that she and Rose had been subjecting themselves to, but even as she yawned and stretched, her muscles sore in some spots and tight in others, Tracy was not worried. 
 
      
 
    She knew with her aunt’s reputation and strong business presence in Fern Grove, as well as her loyal and dedicated network of friends, that In Season was soon to be back. Sydney stretched out, making his naturally soft and gray form even longer as he begged for just a few more minutes of his owner’s time. Tracy smiled at his antics as he licked affectionately at the back of her hand as her fingers played along his back and head and sides. 
 
      
 
    “OK, pal…” Tracy said as she got up on her elbows and looked out at the still dark skies of Fern Grove, “got to go, but I promise I’ll be around more for you now.” 
 
      
 
    Sydney batted his eyes at her and just shoved his head under her hand again, his well-honed ploy that Tracy recognized, to keep her where she was. If only…Tracy mused to herself. It was time. This was going to be magnificent! She could feel it in her bones and she was as excited for herself as she was for Rose. It had been a dry spell for her aunt since Frank had passed and though they were not neglectful, she knew the physical absence of her kids had fed into her apathy as well. This was, Tracy was betting, just the spark to get her aunt back up in the saddle again and as lively and engaged as she had remembered her from when she was a young kid hanging around the shop. 
 
      
 
    She gulped a cup of coffee and set out food and water for Sydney before heading out the door and over to In Season. Tracy guessed she could have driven over, as the location of the shop was not just next door, but the brisk stroll was a chance for her to prepare mentally and emotionally for the opening of the doors. It also gave her the opportunity to reflect on any minor details she might have overlooked as well as to revel in her anticipation of the thrill of having been able to work side by side with her aunt…to help her when she had needed her most. The sun was just peeking over the horizon as Tracy neared the shop and a few lights were already on inside as she saw Rose busying herself about the various displays and arrangements. 
 
      
 
    She paused just a quick minute as she watched Rose scurrying about, light on her feet and moving with a grace and panache that made her appear years younger than she was. Tracy did not linger any more, though, as she did not want Rose thinking she was spying on her. She eased through the front door and greeted her aunt with a cup of coffee she had picked up on her way over. 
 
      
 
    “Just what the doctor ordered, Tracy!” Rose exclaimed as she took the proffered cup with pleasure. 
 
      
 
    “Are we ready to go?” Tracy asked as she beamed at her aunt, whose skin was glowing with a radiance she had not seen in years either. 
 
      
 
    “Think so, but you’re the boss…you see anything we missed?” 
 
      
 
    Tracy shook her head as she glanced around the gleaming new shop. Just then, there was this light, but regular rapping at the front door. Tracy looked up to see Tiffany and motioned for her to come on in. Tracy had filled in her aunt on the offer she had made to the girl and after some brief introductions, they got her an apron and laid out a rough game plan for the day. Tiffany smiled, but they could both see she was nervous. Rose went and put her arm around her shoulder and eased her mind. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be great, Tiffany. Just be yourself…you know, smile, chat up the customers, make sure they feel at home. You’ll be a natural…” 
 
      
 
    Tracy beamed at how Rose had taken over—just like old times, she thought. 
 
      
 
    “What if they start asking questions about the flowers and stuff?” Tiffany asked. “Not exactly my forte…” 
 
      
 
    “Just come get me or Aunt Rose if you feel like you are getting in over your head, Tiffany,” Tracy added, “it’s not rocket science and this is just Fern Grove. You already know most of the people anyway and they know you. Your personality and smile will take care of the rest.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded her understanding and wandered off to familiarize herself with the layout as Rose and Tracy talked quietly together as the hour for opening the door was coming on. The sun rose over the tree tops and filtered into the shop as Rose went and unlocked the door and hung up the “Now Open” sign in the window. It was not exactly a mad rush, like a crowd attacking the opening of a store on a Black Friday sale at the holidays, but before they knew it there was a steady and constant stream of people coming and going through the entrance. Both Tracy and Rose welcomed familiar faces as well as some new ones as In Season was abuzz with activity it had not seen in a long, long time.  
 
      
 
    They were talking and laughing and interacting with the crowd nonstop before Tracy had a chance to look up and see how Tiffany was faring. She had never doubted it, but even from afar she could see the girl’s natural outgoing and extroverted personality making it look like she were a seasoned veteran in the florist business. Tiffany caught her eye and gave her an enthusiastic double thumbs up and a smile. In a concerning moment, Rose spotted some customers and wondered if the faces she did not recognize were defectors from Blooming Bouquets or perhaps close associates of Becky’s sent to perhaps check out the gala event and report back, but there was nothing negative in their manner that suggested any underlying problems. 
 
      
 
    The whole day was coming off just as smooth and issue-free as Tracy had predicted, and Rose felt better than she had in many months. But that all changed when she glanced up, hearing the bell announcing a new customer, to see John White, Becky’s husband waltzing in. She knew as well as anyone in Fern Grove that John was the mirror opposite of his wife in both personality and class, but all the same his mere presence gave her pause. Tracy had seen him enter as well and excused herself from the small group she was talking with to make sure this was not some confrontation organized by Becky to disrupt the grand opening. 
 
      
 
    “John!” Tracy exclaimed as she floated over to where he and Rose were standing. “What a pleasant surprise! We sure were not expecting you today, what with us competing with Becky and all.” 
 
      
 
    In his regularly low-key manner, John smiled and gestured that her concern was unfounded. 
 
    “Just wanted to come by and see what the new place looked like. The whole town is buzzing over the grand opening!” 
 
      
 
    If this had been anyone but John—especially if this had been coming from his wife—Tracy would have been cynical enough to not fall for the comment. But she knew John White and the last thing John was, was his conniving and devious wife. John was definitely all that you saw…nothing more, nothing less. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think?” Rose asked as she handed him a drink. 
 
      
 
    “I must say.” John replied, “it is quite impressive and I really love that carnation display you are using as your centerpiece attraction… it is such a nice touch!” 
 
      
 
    “How nice of you to say, John!” Rose said as she beamed and looked to Tracy. 
 
      
 
    “No, really….I mean it…I’m not just saying that to be nice.” 
 
      
 
    He then looked both ways and motioned for Rose to come closer. 
 
      
 
    “In fact,” he continued in a barely audible whisper,” I think it is by far a more attractive and alluring arrangement than what Becky has out. But if you quote me, I’ll deny I ever said it…” 
 
      
 
    The sparkle in his eye and the quick grin on his face let them know nothing was meant in malice—he really did love it. All three of them laughed lightly. Knowing his depth of character and honesty, Rose decided to press him. 
 
      
 
    “Where is Becky anyway, John? We were hoping she might stop by as well to see the new place and maybe give us a thought or two.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy covered her mouth with her hand to hide the smirk based on their recent interaction with Becky, of which she was sure John had no knowledge. 
 
      
 
    “Well…” John replied as his face suddenly morphed into concern and worry, “the thing is, I have not seen her for the last day or so. But she often has to take off at the drop of a hat with no advance warning to meet with suppliers or pick up fresh stock. I’m guessing it was an emergency or she would have let me know.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy and Rose nodded in sympathy wondering how you lived with someone as nasty as Becky White, who could not even be bothered to keep you apprised of her comings and goings. It was a well-known fact in Fern Grove that the Whites’ marriage was rocky, to say the least, and they both were sure this was part of it as well. After Becky had left In Season on Friday in a snit, they feared she had perhaps let her anger and frustration spill over onto her husband. 
 
      
 
    “Anyway,” John continued, shaking off his dark mood, “just wanted to see the new shop and wish you all the best!” 
 
      
 
    John turned to walk away when a louder than average entrance began and all heads turned to see Roger Fullerton bound in, hand in hand with a stunning redhead in tow. He acknowledged the crowd, but Tracy was in the dark. His manner and style were over the top to her, but from the reactions of everyone in the shop, he sure seemed to be someone of high regard as he laughed a bit too loud and carried on just a bit too flamboyantly for Tracy’s taste. She had known men like this in the financial world back in Portland; trying too hard to be noticed and make sure they were the constant centers of attention. 
 
      
 
    “Who’s the suit?” Tracy asked quietly as she stood with Rose and John. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that’s right,” John whispered, “you left town before Roger arrived. Roger Fullerton. He runs the largest events management company around now. Used to spend a ton of money with Becky in the past. Deep pockets, but he is definitely high maintenance.” 
 
      
 
    “Used to?” Tracy asked innocently. 
 
      
 
    “Yep. He is, in my opinion, all about appearances and image. We had a big contract with him last year and he still blames Becky for the loss of one of his primary clients. If you are interested, I’d talk to him. He’d be a real feather in your cap—at least financially—and a good way to kick off your new shop.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy was not so impressed, but she never tried to take anyone else’s word or opinion of anyone as gospel. She liked to make up her own mind, even though she considered John a pretty solid source. Rose remained quiet throughout this whole episode. 
 
      
 
    “You know this guy, Aunt Rose?” 
 
      
 
    “A little. Frank and I tried to work with him a few times, but we just could not provide the volume and the prices he was interested in. He liked our quality, but it just never worked out.” 
 
    Tracy nodded. Oh well, she mused, as she moved to greet Roger, willing to give him the benefit of the doubt. But as soon as she introduced herself, Roger looked over her head and spotted Rose in the background. 
 
      
 
    “There’s the woman I came to see!” he bellowed as he strode away from Tracy and his companion and went toward her. “Rose Bishop, as I live and breathe! If I could have everyone’s attention, please?” 
 
      
 
    The room went silent, and Tracy was beginning to see what John had meant as all heads turned to hear Fullerton speak. It was early, but she was already developing a strong dislike of the man. 
 
      
 
    “You all know me and my company, of course.” Fullerton went on as all eyes were trained on him. “I’ve been doing business in and around Fern Grove for years, even as far back as when In Season was still a fledgling but impressive young enterprise. Both Frank and Rose offered some of the best flowers and customer service that could be expected here. We tried to develop a relationship back then, but my scale was just beyond their scope at that time. I have gone elsewhere since, but as more than a few of you are well aware of, being bigger and newer is not always the key to a successful long-term relationship in the events management biz.” 
 
    He looked directly at John as he said this. 
 
      
 
    “But I never forgot them. The new In Season seems to me to be everything you could hope for in this regard and I would recommend that you good people keep that in mind when considering floral needs in the future. I know I will be seriously considering passing the majority of my needs for florist services their way now and I hope I am not alone. Thank you!” 
 
      
 
    Tracy and Rose just stared dumbfounded at one another as Fullerton acknowledged the hearty applause and recognition to his speech. On the surface she guessed it seemed like a genuinely honest endorsement, but something in her gut told Tracy that the oration was more about Fullerton than it was about In Season. And as she looked to John, she could not miss the dejected and sad countenance on his face as he had to endure the public shaming of Blooming Bouquets. But before she could go to John and console him or even thank Fullerton for his kind words—even if they had been all about him—Emily Maher burst through the door, slamming it roughly into the table just behind it, screaming hysterically at the top of her lungs. 
 
      
 
    “You killed her!” she yelled wildly as she pointed her finger accusingly at Rose and Tracy. 
 
      
 
    “We killed who, Emily?” Rose asked as Tracy looked on with a furrowed brow. 
 
      
 
    “You know very well who I mean, Rose! You and your little niece there killed Becky! You knew you could never compete with her head to head, so you did what you had to…you knocked her off to eliminate your competition!” 
 
      
 
    The room had gone so silent that you could have heard a pin drop as Emily Maher collapsed in a heap of tears and anguish. After they got Emily back on her feet, and had calmed her to some degree, it was in fact discovered that her rantings and ravings did have some merit. Becky White was indeed dead, as some hikers had found her corpse at the foot of Lawson Cliff, her neck broken and her skull fractured. But as to who had killed her, that was still unknown… 
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   O nce all of the shock and public reactions to the announcement of Becky White’s death had died down, people began to wander out of In Season. In twos and threes and other small bunches, they all theorized wildly as to what might have happened. Despite Emily’s loud and accusing pronouncement that Rose and Tracy had killed Becky, there was in fact no one yet who knew exactly what had happened, even the Fern Grove police. If a survey had been done at the moment, no one would have admitted to being particularly upset or overwrought at the revelation, but all the same, this kind of crime—if indeed that was what it was—just did not happen in Fern Grove. The idea that perhaps Becky might have committed suicide was actually suggested, but then laughed off the table when even Jerry Clark, the local handyman, who had brought it up, just as a possibility, realized this was as unlikely as pigs flying. 
 
      
 
    As the group containing Jerry walked away from In Season and discussed it, the comment from a woman in the pack pretty much summed up how ridiculous that notion was for them: 
 
      
 
    “Becky White? Suicide? Please…with that ego and over-blown self-image? Never! I am sure the police will consider it—just because they have to—but does anyone in Fern Grove really think that is even an option?” 
 
      
 
    Laughter rippled among the group at the comment, despite it being perhaps in poor taste. The woman had not really meant it in malice or meant to be disrespectful of the dead or mean-spirited, but just saying what everyone else was thinking. Becky White’s reputation and legacy followed her even in death, it seemed. With the day waning, and the community seeming to have been distracted by recent events, Rose looked at Tracy and her niece just nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, Aunt Rose…” she said as she sighed, “let’s call it a day.” 
 
      
 
    Rose nodded and got Tiffany to help her put away the perishable flowers in the large cooler in the back. They then prepared to shut down the shop for the night, figuring there would not be much point in trying to stay open any longer. Tracy was still reeling from finding out about Becky’s demise—despite her personal feelings—and could not imagine who—if anyone—would have actually killed Becky, though she was sure the potential list might be long and winding. Not that the police in Fern Grove were Barney Fife clones, but for sure this investigation was likely to be a bit over their heads. She did not envy them this task. 
 
      
 
    “Can I buy our staff a cup of coffee over at Grind It Out?” Rose asked as she and Tiffany joined Tracy at the front door. 
 
      
 
    They gave her a non-committal look. Rose shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “I know no one was a big fan of Becky. But this is pretty traumatic and disquieting anyway, for all of us. I just thought it might be a good time to decompress from the day and try and put this horrible turn of events in perspective.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy and Tiffany nodded silently and together the three of them strolled the half-dozen blocks east to the popular café on the other side of the town square. The waitress brought their drinks to the table and Tiffany excused herself to run to the bathroom. Tracy watched her go before leaning over to Rose. 
 
      
 
    “I did not want to bring this up in front of her, Aunt Rose, but don’t you think it odd that just a couple of days ago you said something about our grand re-opening killing Becky?” 
 
      
 
    If it had not been so awkward and dark in thought, Rose would have laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Do not think I have not thought of that, Tracy. You believe any of those new age mantras about being careful of what you say and think?” 
 
      
 
    Tracy rolled her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “You mean, the theory that if you say it or think it the universe somehow picks up the energy and it can happen?” 
 
      
 
    “Well…when you frame it like that, it does sound absurd. I will take that as a no.” 
 
      
 
    “I guess anything is possible, Aunt Rose, but for me? No…a bit too woo-woo for my taste.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany came back and took her seat again and the three of them just sat and said nothing for a few minutes. The silence was getting on Rose’s nerves, so she decided to break the ice. 
 
      
 
    “Other than the obvious,” Rose began, “I have to say the grand re-opening was a big success. Everyone that dropped by seemed really excited and for someone with no experience, I must say, Tiffany, you were awesome. Do you kids still say awesome these days?” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany blushed and then laughed. 
 
      
 
    “We do, Rose. And thanks. To both of you.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy dipped her cup in an exaggerated salute. 
 
      
 
    “I agree, Aunt Rose,” Tracy added, “both Tiffany and I made a lot of promising contacts today, some personal and some professional, so I think In Season is well on its way to recapturing its old reputation.” 
 
      
 
    As soon as the words were out of her mouth, Tracy cringed inwardly realizing she might have insulted her aunt as well as given them the feeling she was saying Becky’s death—and obviously the end of Blooming Bouquets—was part of that. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Aunt Rose…” she immediately interjected, “that did not come out right. I certainly meant no disrespect to you and Uncle Frank or to suggest Becky’s death will make it easier…” 
 
      
 
    Rose smiled as she held up her hand to put Tracy’s mind at rest. 
 
      
 
    “I know, honey…I know…no need to explain. I get it. And I think you are right.” 
 
      
 
    A few more beats went by before Tracy decided to see what everyone’s thoughts on Becky White’s demise might be. 
 
      
 
    “Well…” she started, “it may seem indelicate or maybe crude, considering, but who do you suppose did kill her, assuming she did not jump?” 
 
      
 
    Both Rose and Tiffany looked at her with disbelief. 
 
      
 
    “OK…OK…I think we can all be pretty confident Becky White did not commit suicide. So, who?” 
 
      
 
    “More like who wouldn’t, don’t you think?” Tiffany replied with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    Both Rose and Tracy snickered appreciating the cheeky sense of humor in their “intern”. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry…guess that was pretty nasty…” Tiffany quickly added. 
 
      
 
    “It’s OK, Tiffany,” Tracy said. “Sounds like maybe you have some insight into someone Becky rubbed the wrong way?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I do,” she replied, “me in fact!” 
 
      
 
    They both gaped at her suddenly. 
 
      
 
    “Well…my father actually. You remember when my Dad was the principal over at Fern Grove Middle School?” 
 
      
 
    They both nodded. 
 
      
 
    “There was this one time when Becky flew into one of her patented tantrums when he disciplined Becky’s son, Travis for decorating the walls of the auditorium with graffiti.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, God…” Rose added, “I remember that little brat. Becky let him get away with murder—oops sorry…bad choice of words—kid was wild and uncontrollable and she refused to take any responsibility.” 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” Tiffany added, “that’s the one. Anyway, Becky went ballistic when she found out and after a lot of pressure and hearings and negotiations, Dad took early retirement rather than continue the battle with her.” 
 
      
 
    “She had that much pull in Fern Grove?” Tracy asked. 
 
      
 
    “Guess so,” Tiffany replied. “How about you guys? You must have a good Becky White horror story?” 
 
      
 
    “Only about a million of them,” Rose said with a sigh. “She was always butting heads with Frank and me ever since she showed up in town, but the most significant one, the one I still think led to Frank’s decline in health and maybe his unexpected death, was with her accusations about us and some of her early corporate clients.” 
 
      
 
    “I remember that, Aunt Rose…you sure you want to dredge that up again?” 
 
      
 
    “As long as we are sharing…why not. Anyway, Tiffany, when Becky was initially getting set up with Blooming Bouquets, she went after more corporate gigs than just personal accounts. My guess is she thought that would help her hit it big quicker. At the time, Frank and I only had a few businesses we were working with, but Becky, as you can imagine, wanted them very badly. But they were happy with us. So…what do you do if you are Becky White and you want something badly? Lie…what else.” 
 
      
 
    Tiffany was now the one to find her jaw agape. 
 
      
 
    “She launched this campaign—with some help of cronies in town I am sure—to spread rumors among our few corporate clients that the quality of our flowers was second rate relative to what she could provide and that she had inside knowledge that our suppliers were shoddy and unreliable at best. Despite the good relationships we thought we had established, they all abandoned us in the end.” 
 
      
 
    “What a witch!” Tiffany exclaimed as she sat back, her arms crossed over her chest in disgust. 
 
    “Your turn, Tracy…” Rose said. 
 
      
 
    “OK. I realize this is not a competition, but ladies…I think I have a Becky White story to top you both!” 
 
      
 
    “The Orange Minnow?” Rose asked. 
 
      
 
    Tracy nodded and Tiffany furrowed her brow in confusion. 
 
      
 
    “The place was a bit before your time, Tiffany. When I was a kid, there was this place, just down the street from here actually, ‘The Orange Minnow’. It would be a pretty average run of the mill café now, but at the time, it was quite unique and innovative. Anyway, there was this time when Becky was sitting at one of their outdoor tables with that little dog of hers—the one that was as nasty as she was—what was that thing, Aunt Rose?”  
 
      
 
    “Shih Tzu…” Rose replied. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, right…so as the story goes, Becky was not getting quite the level of service and attention she was sure she had earned and deserved, so she created this tale where she claimed this large albino rat ran by her table and into the kitchen. They had to close for 3 days while the health department and some other local health panels investigated her claims of poor hygiene and violation of as many health codes as her lawyer could come up with.” 
 
      
 
    “The dog?” Tiffany asked. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yeah…” Tracy added, “I almost forgot. That was the topper to her suit. In addition to having caused her ‘to suffer undue stress and emotional trauma’, Becky had her lawyer also file a suit against The Orange Minnow claiming that snotty little dog of hers had suffered a nervous breakdown from being exposed to the rat.” 
 
      
 
    “You have got to be kidding me!” Tiffany blurted out. 
 
      
 
    “Wish I was. Hey, Johnny…” Tracy called out to the owner of the café. “I have a friend here too young to know about Becky White and The Orange Minnow. Can you confirm?” 
 
      
 
    The casually-dressed man strode over and quickly confirmed Tracy’s rendition of the story. 
 
      
 
    “I knew them well,” the man said when he had finished. “Great café and really the pioneers of the growing café industry here in Fern Grove. But Becky White and her lawyers ruined them. It was a sad day for Fern Grove.” 
 
      
 
    Before Johnny could return to his station behind the counter, he looked up to see a very official-looking man in a suit approaching the table where Rose, Tiffany and Tracy were seated as they shared their personal accounts of Becky White. They all looked up. Tracy caught her breath as she was startled by the handsome good looks of the man. He was tall and fit with hard-chiseled features that made her stare. 
 
      
 
    “Is one of you Tracy Adams?” he asked as he looked them all over carefully. 
 
      
 
    “I’m Tracy Adams…and you are?” 
 
      
 
    “Detective Warren Copeland. Briggs County Sheriff’s office. I need to talk to you briefly concerning the death of one, Becky White. Could you come with me, please?” 
 
      
 
    Tracy felt the brief enjoyment of their get together fade rapidly as her stomach clenched and her skin chilled. Apparently, she had been correct on two accounts: one, this Becky White incident was over the pay grade of the local Fern Grove Police Department and two, it seemed Emily Maher or someone else had passed along her name as a possible suspect in Becky’s death. Seemingly, their little party was over…. 
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   S eeing that Detective Copeland’s request was a tad more than just a simple request for a friendly chat, Tracy complied, knowing she had had nothing to do with Becky’s death and nothing to hide. Besides, didn’t all those shows on TV keep saying only guilty people needed a lawyer or some other representation when the police came calling?  She told Rose not to worry, that it was nothing, and followed Copeland out to his sedan and sat in silence as they rode over to the station house for the Fern Grove division. Copeland offered her some water, which Tracy declined. He told her to make herself comfortable and he would be right back. 
 
      
 
    Tracy glanced around at the stark room where he had dropped her off. She almost laughed at the stereotypical surroundings and Copeland’s near perfect copying of every cop show she had ever seen. She was not sure if the TV producers had copied the real thing or it was vice versa, but all of a sudden, she felt like she was in an episode of Law & Order. It seemed absurd to her that this technique was still in use, though she guessed the cops knew more about interrogations than she did from TV, and would not keep using the routine if it did not have value on some level.  
 
      
 
    She looked up as Copeland came back carrying a pad and a pen, remaining just as unsmiling as he had when he had arrived at Grind It Out. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry for the wait, Miss Adams…” Copeland offered, as he slid into the chair across the table from Tracy. 
 
      
 
    “I’m good,” Tracy replied, still stifling a grin at the predictable antics from a man who from all other indications appeared a totally professional and seasoned detective, “and please call me Tracy.” 
 
      
 
    “As you wish, Tracy. Why don’t we get started.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy remained upbeat and all smiles, resigned to the fact that this was merely procedure and she would soon be back home with Sydney once this formality was over. Copeland stared at her, obviously annoyed at what he perceived as a lack of seriousness on her part. 
 
      
 
    “You seem unconcerned about all of this, Miss….uh…Tracy.” 
 
      
 
    She shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Just looking around and thinking how this interrogation room could use some sprucing up. The whole station, too. Splash of color here and there would make all the difference, don’t you think, Detective?” 
 
      
 
    That had perhaps been a step too far, Tracy thought to herself, as she could see the muscles flex in his jawline and a deeper irritation at her lack of giving her situation the appropriate respect.  
 
      
 
    “I assure you, Tracy,” he continued once he had let her comment pass, “that this is no laughing matter. You might want to really understand the gravity of your situation. If I were in your shoes, I’d be pretty scared about now. Are you sure you do not want a lawyer present to represent you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure, Detective, but thanks for your concern. I’ve done nothing wrong, so why would I be scared or calling for a lawyer? Don’t the TV cops always say only a guilty person needs a lawyer?” 
 
      
 
    Copeland blanched and Tracy could see she was really not getting off on the right foot with him, though knowing her innocence, she did not much care. 
 
      
 
    “OK, Tracy…have it your way. Why don’t you run down your whereabouts for me over the last, say 24 hours, as you and your aunt were preparing for the grand re-opening of In Season.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy nodded and laid out the details as thoroughly as she could recall for everywhere she had been and what she had done as she and Rose had been frantically trying to prepare for the grand re-opening once they had found out about the error in the radio spots and newspaper ads. Copeland took notes as she spoke, but she was sure this was more for show than substance as he could have gotten this narrative from any number of people in town. It would only confirm or contradict what he might have already been told, depending on who his source was. Her only real anxiety for now was whether or not Emily Maher might have been his primary source. 
 
      
 
    Tracy recalled the muttered comment from Becky’s long-time friend about “watching her back” that she and Pastor Butler had laughed off, and wondered about. He asked only a few follow up questions, seeming to be satisfied that his preliminary investigation was in agreement with her version. 
 
      
 
    “You and Becky White were not exactly on friendly terms…is that correct.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy shook her head and sighed. 
 
      
 
    “I am sure you know the answer to that already, Detective Copeland, but to answer your question, no…we were not close. Becky White has a long history of harassing and annoying my Aunt Rose at her shop, so, no…she was not my favorite person in Fern Grove. I think if you interview just about anyone in town you will find Becky had any number of, if not enemies, then people who did not think much of her.” 
 
      
 
    Copeland went silent and did not pursue that line of questioning anymore. Tracy had the impression that he was trying to find an angle to throw her off balance. Perhaps, he was hoping that she would try to cook up some cover story about how she and Becky were good friends. She was sure he knew Becky was not well-liked by many residents in Fern Grove. 
 
      
 
    “Anything else?” Copeland asked. 
 
      
 
    Tracy shook her head no. 
 
      
 
    “OK. Any chance you might have been with or seen Becky White the night she was killed?” 
 
    “That would be Sunday?” 
 
      
 
    Copeland nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Afraid not, Detective. My aunt and I worked until about 2 or 3 AM at the shop then I went home to grab a couple hours of sleep before the grand re-opening Monday morning. You have a time of death?” 
 
      
 
    “We do” 
 
      
 
    But he did not offer anything further and Tracy knew it would be a waste of time to ask. She was getting annoyed enough at this point, that the last thing she needed to hear from Copeland was some cop boiler plate response like, “not being able to comment about an ongoing investigation”. She briefly considered a smart-ass comment about maybe bringing in Sydney to provide an alibi for her, but thought better of it, all things considered. 
 
      
 
    “That all, Detective?” 
 
      
 
    “Not quite. Just one more question, please.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy sat back and indicated for him to continue. 
 
      
 
    “You familiar with the ridgeline and area around Lawson Cliff where Becky White’s body was found at the base of it?” 
 
      
 
    “I am…why?” 
 
      
 
    “We found some footprints in the vicinity of where she apparently was last alive. Any chance you might have been walking or running over there anytime lately?” 
 
      
 
    “As a matter of fact, I was. I go running up there almost every evening. It’s part of my regular route. Stress relief and just general exercise.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy looked up, wondering if he had expected her to deny it, sure that Emily Maher or some other busy body in Fern Grove had already filled him in on her routines. 
 
      
 
    “You happen to be up there Sunday night?” 
 
      
 
    “On Sunday, I had to take my run in the late afternoon as we were so busy. It was during a much-needed break before our final push that night. It was my only chance for a run that day, so no…not that night.” 
 
      
 
    “Could we borrow your running shoes to get an impression to match it against our casts? Just to rule you out since you are innocent as you insist?” 
 
      
 
    Tracy did not like the underlying tones, as if Copeland knew something she did not. But she agreed reluctantly, though with less confidence and assurance than she had had up to this point. 
 
      
 
    “Feeling scared now, Miss Adams?”  
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   S he was shaken and a bit confused by the sudden turn of events. Tracy was sure she knew the reason for Detective Copeland’s request that she submit her running shoes for a comparison to the prints they had claimed to have found near the murder site. She went home to wait for one of Copeland’s assistants to drop by to collect her well-worn Asics cross-trainers.  
 
      
 
    She knew she was innocent, but she also had been around the block enough times to realize that sometimes innocent people got railroaded. The papers and cable TV talking heads were full of such things these days, where overzealous or lazy or shoddy cops took short cuts to get a case closed to improve their statistics. Certainly something as serious as murder, and a murder in Fern Grove which had not seen a murder in Tracy’s lifetime, could qualify as such. But Copeland did not strike her as the type to do anything halfway or slipshod. 
 
      
 
    He had, for whatever reasons, decided to focus in on her as his number one suspect at the moment, but even as unsettling and nerve-racking as it was, Tracy knew it would pass once Copeland had dug deeper into the investigation. Even if her shoes matched the purported prints up at Lawson Cliff, it did not prove anything—she hoped.  
 
      
 
    The only unknown at this point was what Copeland had uncovered about her that made him think she had been responsible. Just because she and Becky White had been at odds? Like Tiffany had alluded to, if that was the case, then Copeland had a long line of potential suspects. However, for now, the whole experience was leaving Tracy challenged to remain in her normal mindset of being cheerful, outgoing, and always seeing the bright side of life. 
 
      
 
    Rose was equally concerned when Tracy gave her a quick call to fill her in on what was happening, but like her niece, she hoped this would pass soon. Once the truth came out. 
 
    “You think maybe that Emily Maher is behind this, Tracy?” Rose asked. 
 
      
 
    “It’s possible.” Tracy replied, as she reminded her aunt of the scene in front of Pastor Butler. “She was pretty upset at the notion of us taking away any business from Blooming Bouquets and the church.” 
 
      
 
    “Well…I know this is easy for me to say, but try and take it in stride and call me if you need anything. Don’t worry about the shop so much until this is all cleared up. Tiffany and I can take care of it.” 
 
      
 
    “OK, Aunt Rose…thanks. I think I will try and catch up on some of the sleep I missed out on during our mad dash to get ready to open up.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy hung up not feeling much better. She knew Rose meant well, but she was not sure the seriousness of her situation had sunk in. Sydney hopped up into her lap and soon Tracy felt her anxiety and concern over the investigation begin to relent. This little cat was amazing. Just as when she had come home shell-shocked when laid off from CMB, Sydney was again right there to comfort her. She gathered his purring form to her chest and wandered, mostly on auto-pilot, to the bedroom to see if she could fulfill her promise to Rose. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Tracy felt better, but her night had been fairly unrestful. Despite knowing she was innocent, she just could not get her brain to let go of the interrogation with Copeland. He had made it clear to her not to leave Fern Grove while the investigation was ongoing, but Tracy needed to talk to someone with an unbiased, subjective outlook on this: her friend and former colleague at CMB, Isabelle Rogers. Isabelle had been part of those purged along with Tracy at CMB, even though she had been one of its top legal advisors. They had commiserated and supported one another all during the fallout. She needed her thoughts and opinion to balance against the highly biased support she had gotten from Rose. 
 
      
 
    After some catching up and general chit-chat with Isabelle, Tracy launched into the real reason she had called. 
 
      
 
    “They think you what?” she exclaimed on the other end of her phone. 
 
      
 
    Tracy just smiled. 
 
      
 
    “No evidence, no witness…just some circumstantial footprints and the fact that you did not like this witch? Did you mention to this Copeland that most of Fern Grove felt the same about her?” 
 
      
 
    “I did. Something tells me there is someone or maybe a few someones in town that have directed him my way. Becky did have her supporters—not many but the ones she had were loyal.  
 
      
 
    “You want to get out of Fern Grove for a bit? Maybe come up here and just forget about all this for a while?” 
 
      
 
    “Izzy, I’d love to, but Copeland was pretty adamant that I not leave Fern Grove for the time being.” 
 
      
 
    “OK…but if you need anything, Tracy, you call me. Criminal law is not my forte, but if this thing snowballs on you, I’ve got connections. Do not let this junior G-man walk all over you.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. And thanks, Izzy…” 
 
      
 
    Tracy felt better knowing she had a legal beagle to ring up just in case, though she seriously doubted it would be necessary. She looked at Sydney still lounging in bed and was sorely tempted, but what she really needed was some fresh air to clear her head and a nice stroll around town seemed like the ticket. A few minutes into her walk, Tracy was feeling the effects of a poor night’s sleep and detoured to a coffee shop to get an infusion of caffeine. Grind It Out was her favorite, but taking recent history into account, she opted for the chain, Larimer’s, instead. Along the way she found herself in front of First Baptist Church and spied a lovely garden that she did not remember. But seeing as how her church-going days had come to an end long ago, the new plot very well could have been there for some time. 
 
      
 
    The unique and attractive display was quite eye-catching and Tracy could not help herself and wandered into the small courtyard to take a closer look. This new partnership with Rose had changed how she looked at flowers these days, and she was always on the outlook for new ideas and designs. She flinched suddenly as a familiar voice came up behind her. 
 
      
 
    “So, this is what it takes to get you to come to the parish?” said the calm and welcoming voice of Pastor Butler. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Pastor…” Tracy replied, “you startled me.” 
 
      
 
    He walked over to her and together they just surveyed the details of the colorful plants. 
 
      
 
    “Very impressive, Pastor.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, but actually the design is from Rose. She and Frank put it together for us just before he took ill. They laid out the basic design and we just fill in where needed these days.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy was initially surprised, but as she looked closer, she could see her aunt’s hand all over the garden. Pastor Butler touched her gently on the shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “I heard about you getting hauled into the police station and getting the third degree over the Becky White incident.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy sighed with resignation, forgetting for the moment that she was no longer in Portland.  
 
      
 
    “You heard already?” 
 
      
 
    “In small towns, news travels fast, Tracy…especially bad news or something especially gossip-worthy.” 
 
      
 
    He guided her to a bench in the garden and they sat while Tracy gave him a quick overview of how Copeland seemed to be zeroing in on her as the sole suspect. He let her talk and just listened as she lamented how she felt he had jumped to some hasty conclusions based on pretty flimsy evidence.  
 
      
 
    Being in the clergy, Butler was also a very good psychologist when necessary and knew when to talk and when to just listen. He saw the look of uncertainty in her eyes and even as little as he knew Tracy, he knew this was out of character for her. 
 
      
 
    “Copeland is just doing his job, Tracy. I know it seems a bit harsh and maybe even unfounded, but I know Warren Copeland. Tough, but fair at his job, so I hear. He’s just being thorough and covering all aspects of the investigation, I think. He’s a pillar of the community here in the county. He even volunteers quite a bit here at the parish. That large circle of rose bushes you see in the center there?” 
 
      
 
    Butler pointed out the expansive grouping of yellow and red and peach roses. 
 
      
 
    “He put those in himself just this past spring.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy nodded and then looked directly at Pastor Butler. 
 
      
 
    “Mind if I ask you a question, Pastor?” 
 
      
 
    “It depends on how picky you are about the answer.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy laughed with him remembering that it was his sense of humor that attracted many parishioners. 
 
      
 
    “I know I did not kill her. And I would hazard a guess that you do not think I did either. If it is not too personal, who do you think did?” 
 
      
 
    Butler grinned and laughed. 
 
      
 
    “I am sure this thought has not escaped you, Tracy, but based on Becky’s…shall we say…difficult personality…I would say that is hard to narrow down. It could be virtually anyone, you know?” 
 
      
 
    Just then, John White passed them by as he walked down the street which ran along the edge of the church. He waved and said hello and they returned the greeting, but he did not break his stride and moved on. Butler straightened up in his seat and looked at Tracy. 
 
      
 
    “Like him for example…” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   T racy let a few days go by and then she could no longer stand just sitting around her apartment any longer wringing her hands and waiting to see if Copeland came calling again. Nothing more had come from the detective or his staff regarding her as a person of interest in the Becky White homicide. She got Sydney settled for the day and hiked over to In Season to see what was going on in her absence. On her way over, she mulled over the comment Pastor Butler had made about John White, but to her that seemed as ridiculous as considering that she had killed Becky. Sure, the police normally looked at the spouse right off the bat in instances like this, but John White? She just could not get her mind wrapped around that possibility knowing what she did about the man. 
 
      
 
    As she approached the front door, Tracy stood back, holding it open as a very well-dressed couple came out and they exchanged pleasantries. As she came into the shop there were only a few scattered customers mingling around, a far cry from the crowd that been there for the grand re-opening, and Tracy could not help but notice the downcast expression on her aunt’s face. Wondering if it had anything more to do with the couple that had just left, Tracy pulled her aunt into the back to talk. 
 
      
 
    “Is everything OK, Aunt Rose…you look down?” 
 
      
 
    “Not really, Tracy. That couple that just left? That has been going on ever since…well…you know…” 
 
      
 
    “What has been going on?” Tracy probed. 
 
      
 
    “People come in but it appears that until your name is cleared over this Becky White mess, they are skittish and hesitant about patronizing In Season. That couple, for example, would have been a big account for us as they are planning this huge wedding in a few months.” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t let these flimsy accusations aimed at me torpedo In Season, Aunt Rose. Just when we were about to put the shop back on the map!” 
 
    Rose shrugged dejectedly. 
 
      
 
    “What can we do? I cannot make people look beyond that and just force them to buy from us?” 
 
    “Where are they headed, then?” 
 
      
 
    “Where else,” Rose sighed, “…Blooming Bouquets…” 
 
      
 
    Tracy turned away and headed back out to the street and across town to Becky’s shop. As she eased inside, she was taken aback that everything looked like business as usual in their competitor’s place. She had not given it much thought, but somehow had assumed that it would be shuttered for a bit until John decided what to do and the homicide investigation had concluded. But to her shock and amazement the shop was buzzing with activity and to her further astonishment she looked over to see Emily Maher draped in a Blooming Bouquets apron attending to customers. 
 
      
 
    “Could I have a quick word, Emily?” Tracy asked quietly. 
 
      
 
    Emily looked up from her work and gave Tracy an evil stare letting her know she was not welcome. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Tracy,” she replied with a haughty air, “you’ll have to wait until we are a little less busy. As you can see, dear, I am swamped at the moment.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy did a slow burn, sure now that Emily had been behind putting Copeland onto her. She spotted the couple that had just left In Season and wandered over to them. 
 
      
 
     “Excuse me…Miss…Sir?” 
 
      
 
    They turned slowly and smiled weakly. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry to bother you, but I was wondering if I could ask why you are not considering In Season to handle your nuptials? I’m Tracy Adams and my aunt and I run the store.” 
 
      
 
    The man’s smile faded away and his fiancée took up the lead. 
 
      
 
    “Just shopping around, you know…” 
 
      
 
    But Tracy did not relent and just stood still waiting to see if there was more. 
 
      
 
    “Wondering if there was something wrong at In Season or if you were looking for something we did not have, if so, we certainly could order it in for you.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not that, Miss Adams…” the woman replied as her fiancée looked on, “in fact we loved the carnation centerpiece you have over there. And just between you and me…” 
 
      
 
    She leaned in to whisper so that she would not be overheard by Emily. 
 
      
 
    “Everything there is so much better than at this shop. More innovative, fresher-looking, greater variety…” 
 
      
 
    Tracy furrowed her brow. 
 
      
 
    “Then why are you here?” 
 
      
 
    Before the woman could respond, Tracy picked up the advancing march of Emily Maher out of the corner of her eye, making a beeline for them. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, Tracy,” she snapped rudely, “I really do not appreciate you barging in here and trying to poach our customers! Unless you have business here—real business—please leave!” 
 
      
 
    The “real business” comment was enough to push Tracy over the edge, but before she could reply, most likely in a fashion that she had admonished her aunt for when Becky had come calling a few days ago, the woman she had been talking to stepped in to prevent her from making a serious faux pas. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, ma’am…” the woman asked as she looked with severe annoyance at Emily, “but are you the owner here?” 
 
      
 
    Tracy suppressed a grin as she knew Emily had as much of an ego as Becky had once possessed. Number one, she did not like to be challenged, especially in public, and number two, she really, really hated being called “ma’am. The look of acrimony and indignation on Emily’s face was worth a million dollars to Tracy. 
 
      
 
    “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Just curious. If not, I would like to complain to your boss as to why you are being so impertinent and rude to her. And if you are the owner, to let you know you just lost our business for a huge wedding ceremony we are planning. Plus, just who are you to interrupt a private conversation anyway?” 
 
      
 
    Emily’s mouth dropped open, but only momentarily as her pride kicked in and she fought back. 
 
      
 
    “As a matter of fact, I am in charge here until Blooming Bouquets is under new management. Someone had to step in and take the reins after this woman…” 
 
      
 
    She tilted her head in Tracy’s direction. 
 
      
 
    “Was responsible for the founder’s demise!” 
 
      
 
    “I see…” the woman replied. “I guess that seals it for us. Jared and I can certainly go somewhere else, then. This is not the type of place we would like to patronize.” 
 
      
 
    And with that, the couple turned and made their exit as Tracy smiled, knowing it was likely they would make their way back over to In Season. As the couple left, Tracy looked over to see the unmistakable figure of Detective Copeland coming in. He tipped his hat to the young couple as he held the door for them and proceeded to approach Tracy and Emily. 
 
      
 
    “I was surely not expecting to see you here today, Miss Adams,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Just leaving, detective…” 
 
      
 
    He nodded as he looked to Emily. 
 
      
 
    “Wondering if I might have a quick word with you, Miss Maher?” 
 
      
 
    Certainly, detective…maybe we should speak in private?” 
 
      
 
    Emily flashed her patented condescending and arrogant glare in Tracy’s direction as she replied to Copeland. 
 
      
 
    “That will not be necessary…” he replied curtly. 
 
      
 
    “Morgan…” Emily called out, “can you take over for me for a few minutes? I need to talk with Detective Copeland. Probably about the security of Blooming Bouquets, I am sure, following the recent attack on Becky.” 
 
      
 
    Her sneer stayed firmly plastered on her face toward Tracy before she directed her attention back to Copeland.  
 
      
 
    “No, Miss Maher…I am not here to discuss your current security issues. Perhaps you should consult a private security firm if you have concerns in that regard. I am actually here as part of the investigation into the death of Becky White.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy did not think it was humanly possible, but this pronouncement elicited an even darker and angrier look on Emily’s face. She was sure, as the old saying went, that “if looks could kill, she would now be dead.” 
 
      
 
    “How convenient, Detective Copeland,” Emily replied, “seeing as how the person responsible for Becky’s murder is right here with us. Everyone in Fern Grove knows it was her. It will save you the trip of having to hunt her down to make the arrest!” 
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   F ollowing Copeland’s pronouncement, the once busy shop began to empty quickly and Tracy felt bad about the circumstances. She was certainly no fan of Becky White nor Emily Maher, but all the same she thought it was the professional thing to do to try and lessen the impact that the customers were experiencing as they headed away. She intervened as she held the door for the crowd. 
 
      
 
    “I’m really sorry, folks. We had an unfortunate murder here in town about a week ago, and Detective Copeland just needs to get some more details from Emily who knew the victim very well. Blooming Bouquets is a wonderful place to shop for flowers. Please come back when this has all blown over.” 
 
      
 
    As the last of the customers filed past her, some looking back in disbelief while others offered up weak smiles of appreciation for her comments, Tracy let the door swing shut and went back inside. She spied the down-cast look on Emily’s assistant, Morgan Riley, and went to see what she might know about the inner working at the shop. She knew Morgan well from their high school days and was sure she could get her to talk. It might offer some insight into what had actually happened to Becky and maybe even provide Copeland a break in the case he had not yet considered. 
 
      
 
    “Are you OK, Morgan?” Tracy asked as she touched her old friend lightly on the elbow. 
 
      
 
    The woman looked up and offered a painful and forced smile and shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Pretty quiet in here now, Morgan…” Tracy continued, “can we talk?” 
 
      
 
    She nodded slowly and pointed to a desk with two chairs where they often worked up bids for larger jobs. 
 
      
 
    “Could I ask what the working conditions are like here? Just curious…” 
 
      
 
    The woman looked around furtively, and then sighed sadly. 
 
      
 
    “Honestly, Tracy? It’s a nightmare. But we need the money. With my husband, Larry, deployed with the Army, his paycheck was just not going far enough. I just needed some extra income to feed the kids and maybe have some extra for medical bills and such.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re bright, Morgan. Surely there must be something else in Fern Grove besides this?” 
 
      
 
    “Not really. You know what it is like here now, and besides Becky gave me a schedule that let me work my kids into my day.” 
 
      
 
    “But you say it is a nightmare. How so?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have to tell you, of all people, what Becky is…or rather was as a person. But working for her? Multiply that by a thousand.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy nodded in sympathy as she could only imagine the scenario. 
 
      
 
    “But Emily? She makes Becky White look like Mother Teresa. I am not quite sure why she is here running things now. I cannot envision John approving, but who knows. During the part-time hours that Emily was here, before Becky got killed, she often talked behind her back of starting her own shop. Like her being here was just a way to get a plan and a strategy to use on her own. Without Becky around to temper Emily’s personality, she is acting like she owns Blooming Bouquets…super bossy and like the staff here are her personal slaves.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds horrible, Morgan…but even so, with anything she could pick up here, I know from experience over at In Season, that that is not a trivial undertaking. Both financially and from a time commitment perspective.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree, but do you know Emily’s folks?” 
 
      
 
    “Just by name.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, they are, from what I have heard, filthy rich and have spoiled Emily her whole life. She typically gets whatever she wants in my opinion.” 
 
      
 
    “You think maybe her whole plan now is to just somehow take over Blooming Bouquets? Save her the trouble and aggravation of opening a whole new store? I’m not sure Fern Grove really needs three florists, you know?” 
 
      
 
    “Could be, Tracy. I had never thought of that, but now that you mention it, that could explain this apparent power move to come in here and act like she is the actual owner. But then, there is always John. I have no idea what his future plans for Blooming Bouquets might be, but surely he would want a substantial price to sell off a very successful business.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy nodded in agreement. She told Morgan to call on her anytime, if she needed anything and then headed for the door to go back to In Season. But just as she was leaving, speak of the devil, she bumped into John White coming by. She had been so lost in her thoughts from her conversation with Morgan, that she had not been paying attention. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry, John,” Tracy apologized as she stepped aside, “I just did not see you there.”  
 
      
 
    “No problem, Tracy.” 
 
      
 
    “I feel bad about never looking you up to express my condolences after Becky died, John. It was such a shock to us all and I am sure more for you than any of us.” 
 
      
 
    “Actually, Tracy, I guess it was surprising, but the fact is that Becky and I ceased being a real married couple many years ago. But because she needed this illusion of us being this happy little family as a backdrop for the shop, she would never agree to a divorce.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy looked on in true empathy, as she had always liked John, but truth be told, she had always suspected as much. 
 
      
 
    “You know, Tracy…” John went on, “I had such great promise and such great opportunities to accomplish so much more with my life. But once we settled down here in Fern Grove, it was like my dreams and desires took a backseat to Blooming Bouquets.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy knew what he meant about Fern Grove. And it was not that she would ever denigrate the little town, but it was why she had fled to Portland after her graduation. There was only so much opportunity in a place this small. 
 
      
 
    “And just between you and me?” John said as he lowered his voice, “I do not like to speak ill of the dead, but for the first time in a very long time, I truly feel free.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy had never had this kind of honest, from-the-heart conversation with John White before, but she guessed he had really needed someone he felt he could trust to unburden his soul. 
 
      
 
    “Anyway Tracy, I really do have to run. Thanks for listening to me. I’ve got this volunteering gig over at Jenny’s Pet Store and I’m running late.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy waved goodbye and watched as John White sauntered down the street. The normal downtrodden or hang-dog cloud that she was used to seeing around him was gone. In fact, there seemed to be a spring in his step that she had never seen before. It seemed as if he had a new lease of life. And then the real horror of it hit her as Tracy wondered… had she just been chatting with Becky’s killer! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   A  few days later, Tracy went out for her regular evening jog and as she ran along, she began to mull over all the events in her head since Becky had been killed. At times it had been like trying to sip water from a fire hose, and as she ran, all the various aspects buzzed in her head. However, even with all the things she had come across, none of them seemed to come together or coalesce into a picture of who might actually be responsible. Sure, John’s offhand comment about “finally feeling free for the first time in a long time” could be considered semi-confessional, but it just did not square with the man she knew. But who then? Even though it might be a dark fantasy in her mind, Tracy could not even lay the murderer tag on Emily Maher. The woman was apparently conniving and devious as well, but it seemed a long stretch to think she would kill Becky just to have her own shop. 
 
      
 
    As the last gradual incline came up in her route, Tracy shoved away all the noise in her mind about the murder to focus on the push up the hill. Her heart was pounding as she neared the summit, but once she topped out, she regained her breath and fell back into a more relaxed rhythm and stride. However, as she moved along the ridgeline, Tracy could not shake the feeling that she was being watched. It was nothing concrete, but more along the lines of stories she had heard elsewhere about the invisible feel of eyes on her back. In the movies, she remembered actors using the expression of how the “hairs on the back of my neck stood up” in such situations, but for Tracy this was not the case. It was just this creepy feeling that there was someone out there watching. 
 
      
 
    Between the fatigue of her workout and getting distracted by this feeling of a voyeur, Tracy had not been as observant of her path as she should have, and her toe caught on a protruding root from some nearby shrubs and she tripped and fell. Fortunately, the path was well-covered with grasses and a few inches of dirt, so the only thing injured in her tumble was her ego. As she arose to check for any cuts or scrapes, Tracy looked up to see the bright lights of a car coming in her direction, and then heard the sound of scurrying feet behind her. She looked back to see the vague and indistinct figure of a man, outlined in the glare of the headlights, racing off in the opposite direction. Once the car had gone on its way, Tracy’s eyes adjusted to the dark light again when she was startled to come face to face with Detective Copeland. 
 
      
 
    “What brings you up here at this time of night, Miss Adams?” 
 
      
 
    “Out for my normal daily run, Detective. Remember from my interrogation?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a bit strong, don’t you think? Interrogation?” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps so. But at the time it sure felt that way.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry if I came on a little strong. It’s just my way in doing my job.” 
 
      
 
    “Any new leads in the case?” 
 
      
 
    “You know I cannot answer that.” 
 
      
 
    “Just curious, seeing as how I know I am innocent. And my gut tells me you don’t think I did it either.” 
 
      
 
    “Really? Why would you think I have given up on you?” 
 
      
 
    Tracy shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Just a feeling. Call it a woman’s intuition if you like. But when you came by Blooming Bouquets the other day and had nothing to say or ask of me it gave me that impression. Also, I never heard anything further on matching up my shoe treads to the footprints your team found at the edge of Lawson Cliff. I’m no professional investigator, but if there had been even a partial match, I am guessing I would not be out running around Fern Grove unfettered.” 
 
      
 
    Copeland did not reply, just grinned at how her mind worked. 
 
      
 
    “You seemed to be more focused on Emily Maher that day, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “These cases can often take a lot of twists and turns, Miss Adams. Don’t let one incident color your impressions. Miss Maher was a close confidant of Becky White, and as such I am still trying to get her unique insight into anything useful. Do not think you are no longer in the picture is all I would say on that.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough, Detective. So, I still need to stay in town, then?” 
 
      
 
    “You planning a trip?” 
 
      
 
    “Not at all. I was just, as they say down in the southwest, tugging on your lariat, Detective Copeland.” 
 
      
 
    He smiled briefly and Tracy was again struck by his good looks and how his smile—though he did not seem to show it a lot—added to his allure and attractiveness to her. However, she supposed in doing the work he did, a serious countenance was more appropriate. 
 
      
 
    “You sure being up here is such a good idea, Miss Adams?” 
 
      
 
    “Why? I run up here all the time.” 
 
      
 
    “Just that it being the site of the murder and you still being a person of interest, I am not sure that is in your best interests.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy got what he was saying, and quite frankly, she never thought of the conflict. She supposed that she was so confident of her innocence and that Copeland would eventually ferret out the real killer, that it had just not occurred to her.  
 
      
 
    “I get your point, Detective. Thanks for your advice. That certainly makes sense. I can always find a new route until this thing is resolved.” 
 
      
 
    “Anything else, Miss Adams?” 
 
      
 
    “No, I…” Tracy began, but then remembered the man she had seen just before Copeland had arrived on the scene—the one who fled in the car’s headlights.  
 
      
 
    “Actually, there is one thing, Detective.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “Right before you arrived there was this other man up here.” 
 
      
 
    “Other man?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah…I tripped on a root in the footpath. That’s when I saw this man running away in the opposite direction when a passing car’s lights illuminated him. Like he was coming up behind me and the lights spooked him or something.” 
 
      
 
    “You thinking someone is stalking you?” 
 
      
 
    Tracy shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Who knows. I had this feeling of being watched right before I took my spill, but it seems likely based on his quick departure.” 
 
      
 
    “Unlikely, Miss Adams. Do you have any reason to believe someone would be stalking you or had any other instances of this lately?” 
 
      
 
    “Not that I can point to, no.” 
 
      
 
    “Then I guess I would just say, try another route for now. Maybe in the light of day as well just to be on the safe side. And like I said before, it will not look good as we investigate if it is discovered that you were out in the same area where the murder occurred just a few days ago.” 
 
      
 
    “That old television cop show thing about criminals returning to the scene of the crime for some twisted psychological need?” 
 
      
 
    “You’d be surprised how often that happens, Miss Adams. But with you still on our list of persons of interest, just keep it in mind. Fern Grove is a small town. Loose lips sink ships and all that.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, Detective. Good advice.” 
 
      
 
    She was about to bid him a good night, when something about her left foot suddenly felt off. She shone the little hand-held light she carried with her and directed it at her feet. In all the talk with Detective Copeland, Tracy had not noticed that she was missing her left shoe. 
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   T racy arrived at In Season the next morning to find both Rose and Tiffany hard at work already. Apparently, the association of Becky’s murder previously impacting the shop had faded, as there was a small but nice gathering of customers there as well. The three of them worked side by side for the rest of the morning and all things considered, it was a nice morning for In Season: a few personal accounts taken care of, both old and new, and two new corporate contracts signed for future ongoing work for the next three months. When the hub-bub died down, and they found themselves alone, Tracy motioned them into the back so she could fill them in on all that had happened to her last night. 
 
      
 
    Rose and Tiffany listened intently and with growing concern as Tracy described what she was suspecting as a possible stalker and then her somewhat contentious but respectful interaction with Detective Copeland. 
 
      
 
    “Think he’s got a good point about staying clear of Lawson Cliff, Tracy,” Rose offered when she was done. “No sense in muddying the waters anymore until Becky’s killer is arrested.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I agree. I was just not thinking about all that when I went out last night.” 
 
      
 
    “However,” Tiffany interjected, “if it was me, I’d be a bit more concerned about the mystery man who ran off into the night.” 
 
      
 
    “That makes two of us.” Tracy replied. 
 
      
 
    “But you say Copeland was not convinced?” Rose asked. 
 
      
 
    Tracy shook her head no. 
 
      
 
    “I think number one, until I can come up with more solid evidence of being followed, he is taking it lightly. And two, until this investigation is over, I am still in his cross-hairs.” 
 
      
 
    “First time you’ve felt this or seen anyone around that might be suspicious?”  
 
      
 
    “Yep. But then again, I have not really had my radar on for such things either. It’s Fern Grove for heaven’s sake! Who would worry about such a scenario here?” 
 
      
 
    They went silent for a few beats, but Tracy could not help picking up on the look on Tiffany’s face that something else—something maybe not so trivial—had occurred to her. 
 
      
 
    “You look like maybe you have something else on your mind, Tiffany?” Tracy asked. 
 
      
 
    “I…uh…well…” 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead honey,” Rose prodded. “Spill it!” 
 
      
 
    “Well…all I was thinking was that…and I am hesitant to bring this up considering…but is it possible that the same person who killed Becky might have been stalking around up there last night as well?” 
 
      
 
    Tracy felt a chill on her skin, as she had not gone to that possibility yet. 
 
      
 
    “I mean…let’s assume this dude was stalking you. Maybe just like you discussed with Copeland about criminals returning to the scene of their crimes, and it was just coincidental. Or maybe…just maybe, if he is the killer, he thinks you saw something that night.” 
 
      
 
    “But I was not there that night.” Tracy replied. 
 
      
 
    “True, but most everyone in town knows you run that ridge in the evenings. Maybe he wonders if maybe you saw it all from afar. Just looking to clear up any loose ends?” 
 
      
 
    “You watch a lot of Law & Order, don’t you, Tiffany?” Rose added with a wink. 
 
      
 
    She snickered. 
 
      
 
    “Probably too much, Rose. But I’m just thinking out loud here. And as much as you might want to continue seeing Fern Grove as this nice little town far removed from the crime and danger of bigger cities, times have changed. I am not beating on Fern Grove—I grew up here and I still love it—but it is different than when I was a kid. Never hurts to consider all the possibilities don’t you think?” 
 
      
 
    Both Rose and Tracy nodded in agreement and with this theory on the table, Tracy was definitely not going up there anymore to run until Becky’s killer was behind bars. It was super creepy to consider, but better safe than sorry she thought. Just then a flyer came zipping through the mail slot in the front door and the three of them went to see what that was all about. It was an announcement for a summer fete in Richardson Park. Lots of entertainment, craft merchants, music, and local artists were to be in attendance. 
 
      
 
    “What an opportunity, Aunt Rose!” Tracy exclaimed. “This shindig will be a perfect platform for us to take advantage of following up on the grand re-opening.” 
 
      
 
    They were all smiles as they began to imagine what displays they could put out and how much more exposure this event could give them to drum up more business. But just then, their air of gaiety came to a halt as the bell over the door rang and in walked Detective Copeland. Their faces went ashen and Tracy reached over absentmindedly to drop the flyer on a table as he approached. 
 
      
 
    “At ease, ladies…” Copeland said as he smiled easily. “I’m here on personal business, not in an official capacity.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy breathed a deep sigh of relief and went to see what he needed. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry about that Detective, but with the investigation and all, I guess we’re still a bit on edge when we see you these days.” 
 
      
 
    “No problem,” he replied, “it’s one of the burdens of being a cop… people always seeing you with your cop hat on. People forget we have personal lives.” 
 
      
 
    She joined him in a gentle laugh and once again Tracy was struck by how much an easy smile and a laugh softened his features. 
 
      
 
    “So, what can In Season do for you today, Detective?” 
 
      
 
    “I just need some carnation seeds.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy remembered the comments that Pastor Butler had made about Copeland and his work at the parish with their garden. He was apparently involved in a personal garden as well. She bagged up his purchase and gave him his change. Part of her brain was telling her to just let him go without anymore on the investigation, but seeing as how he seemed to be in a casual and upbeat mood, maybe with his guard down, she took a chance that he might be more forthcoming. 
 
      
 
    “Anything new on the investigation?” 
 
      
 
    “Not really. It is chugging along as these things do, but if you should come across anything new or that you think would be of interest, feel free to contact me.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy was beginning to feel that old annoyance with his stonewalling that had been going on since day one. She really had been hoping this personal call might have relaxed his tight grip on the case, but it was apparently not to be. If that was how it was going to be, then Tracy figured she might as well plow ahead. 
 
      
 
    “Any more thought to my stalker?” 
 
      
 
    With that comment, the warm and friendly face of Warren Copeland disappeared and the professional cold expression of Detective Copeland returned. Tracy knew she had gone over the line. 
 
      
 
    “Look, Miss Adams,” Copeland said with a stern voice and a steely look in his eyes, “nothing has changed. I have told you, time and time again, that I cannot share any details of an ongoing investigation. I am afraid you may have been trying to take advantage of my coming in here for a personal purchase as another way to extract information.” 
 
      
 
    “No, Detective, that is not how it is at all! I am just on pins and needles until this thing is over.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps so, but as you once said to me, that is sure not how it appears.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy blanched at having her own words thrown back at her. 
 
      
 
    “And as to this stalker? Until there is some solid evidence, that is just your own emotional overreaction to nothing.” 
 
      
 
    “You mean like this silly, overwrought, hyper-emotional female, right?” 
 
      
 
    “No, ma’am…that is not what I said. I think it is time for me to leave.” 
 
      
 
    “I could not agree more, Detective.” 
 
      
 
    He strode back out through the front door as Tracy fumed with exasperation. Rose came over to her as she was angrily wiping up some spilled water on the counter from an earlier order. 
 
      
 
    “Far be it for me to intrude, Tracy, dear, but would you care for an outsider’s observation?” 
 
    Tracy looked at her, but did not respond. 
 
      
 
    “Even despite all that is going on with Detective Copeland professionally, my old lady intuition tells me that that man has a crush on you.” 
 
      
 
    “What! Have you lost it, Aunt Rose? Do we need to start looking into an assisted care facility for you? “I would rather die than be associated with that jerk personally!” 
 
      
 
    “Mmm…mmm…so you say. But I still think he is interested. Who makes a special trip in to a florist shop for flower seeds that you could pick up at any drug store or grocery store?” 
 
      
 
    “Tiffany?” Rose asked. You’re young…what’s your take?” 
 
      
 
    “Pretty obvious to me, Rose. Plus, one more thing I would add.” 
 
      
 
    They both looked to her as she smiled slyly. 
 
      
 
    “My young woman intuition tells me the feelings are mutual.” 
 
      
 
    Rose stifled a chuckle as Tracy looked at them, her jaw heading for the floor. 
 
      
 
    “Have you two been drinking on the job or something?” 
 
      
 
    Rose could no longer contain her giggle as Tiffany added one last thought. 
 
      
 
    “You know, Tracy, I don’t know all there is to know about the world or relationships, but there are two points I would pass along to you here. One…from Shakespeare’s Hamlet: ‘me thinks the lady doth protest too much’. And two…this one much more pedestrian…remember that the opposite of love is not hate, but apathy…” 
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   A t the summer fete in Richardson Park, everyone in attendance was all smiles and laughing as they mingled and partook of every offering. For In Season, nearly everyone seemed to be dropping by their booth to express their compliments to Rose and Tracy on their elaborate and stunning arrangements. Well…. almost everyone. As Tracy was in the middle of a conversation with a woman who was new in town and looking for a floral supplier, she looked up to see the scowling and agitated face of Emily Maher stomping her way toward the In Season booth. She did not like to dehumanize anyone—even Emily—but all Tracy could think of, as she spotted Emily closing in on them, was a wounded animal on the attack. 
 
      
 
    Fortunately, the booth had cleared of most of its crowd by the time Emily arrived and she immediately flew into a barrage of insults and attacks aimed at the shop and Tracy and Rose. 
 
      
 
    “Well, if this isn’t just precious,” Emily snorted in derision as she looked over the In Season booth with disdain and scorn. “Are you doing anything these days to try to compete with Blooming Bouquets?!” 
 
      
 
    Tracy just remained silent as she was sure there was more to come and did not want to get into a screaming match with Emily in this public setting. 
 
      
 
    “But I suppose when you are the second banana, you do what you have do, right, dear? Becky was so right about you and Rose.” 
 
      
 
    “Right?” Tracy finally asked quietly. 
 
      
 
    “In Season’s time has come and gone. Blooming Bouquets is the go-to florist now for anyone that really matters. But I suppose someone has to be there to nibble at the crumbs and bottom-feeders. It’s cute, Tracy, but face it…you will never be able to come close to competing with us these days!” 
 
      
 
    Tracy could see she was not going to be able to stem her assault, so she tried to shift the narrative to calm her down. 
 
      
 
    “How is your booth going here at the fete, Emily?” 
 
      
 
    “Save it, Tracy! You know very well that the fete committee would only allow one floral provider to set up here, and somehow, you arranged that to block us out today…I have no idea who you paid off, but there it is!” 
 
      
 
    “Look, Emily….” Tracy began, but Emily just continued to talk over her, growing angrier and more confrontational as time went on. 
 
      
 
    “Wasn’t it bad enough that you came barging into Blooming Bouquets and tried to poach customers away from us? Now a deliberate attempt to shut us out of another opportunity!” 
 
      
 
    By this time other people in the vicinity were noticing the commotion and Tracy could see many eyes were now focused on the raging Emily—the last thing she wanted at the moment. Just when she felt as if she was being pushed into a corner, and having no other option but to either begin to defend herself, or get a security officer to remove Emily, a man approached the booth with a smile. He looked vaguely familiar to Tracy but at the moment she could not place him. But as he got near, it finally hit her: Roger Fullerton, the events management bigshot, who had made that unsolicited and somehow self-aggrandizing speech at the grand re-opening. She had no idea what his intent was, but for the moment he had distracted Emily as she looked up smiling that paste-on false smile she was so good at. 
 
      
 
    In just seconds, Emily had gone from snarling beast to little miss sunshine and was beaming at Roger like a love-sick schoolgirl. This was, thought Tracy, a ploy to make sure Blooming Bouquets was still high on Roger’s list of preferred vendors—obviously she had not gotten wind of his speech at the grand-re-opening, whether it had been genuine or just self-serving. 
 
    “Roger! How lovely to see you again! When will we be seeing you again at Blooming Bouquets?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes…well…thanks, Emily, but I am not so sure we will be doing business with you any longer.” 
 
      
 
    “Why? Everyone in Fern Grove knows we are the best!” 
 
      
 
    “Matter of opinion, Emily. But with the unprofessional tirade I just witnessed, even if that were so, you are no one I would patronize. This fete is a wonderful event for everyone in Fern Grove and as far as I can tell, they are all having a wonderful day. What we do not need is you stomping around like a wild banshee with unfounded accusations. It’s embarrassing for the town and quite frankly makes you look unbalanced. You have had your say, as nasty and disrespectful as it was, and now maybe you should just move along. You are putting a damper on the whole event.” 
 
      
 
    Emily’s face fell suddenly as if no one had ever spoken to her in that manner before—and Tracy considered that perhaps was correct. She obviously considered Roger a major client and realizing that she had just driven him away, she looked like she might faint. 
 
      
 
    “Please, Emily…” Roger continued, “just go on about your business. Don’t ruin the whole fete. Do not make this any worse by us having to have you removed, OK?” 
 
      
 
    Crestfallen, but resigned to the admonition she had just received from Roger, Emily gathered herself as best she could and took her leave. But not before throwing one last penetrating glare of anger and resentment in Tracy’s direction. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks so much for stepping in, Mr. Fullerton.” Tracy said after Emily had slunk away. 
 
    “No problem, Tracy…and please, it’s Roger. She was causing a scene. I really admire that you kept your composure and did not sink to her level.” 
 
      
 
    “I was very close, actually…thanks again for helping me avoid a cat fight.” 
 
      
 
    “So, Tracy…in the spirit of the summer fete, what are your plans for In Season?” 
 
      
 
    “Just trying to build on the grand re-opening you attended and put the shop back on the map, so to speak, of where it once was. My aunt had some lean years due to some personal distractions, but everything we have done, since our event at the store seems to be indicating we are on the right track, including today, until…well…” 
 
      
 
    “I’d not worry about Emily. I think people seeing how she behaved, as opposed to how professional and collected you remained, will benefit you in the long run. And…sadly…it may have been the last nail in the coffin for Blooming Bouquets.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy thought that last analogy from Roger a bit in bad taste, considering Becky’s murder, but she did not dwell on it—probably just an expression he used a lot she figured. 
 
    “You still considering us for your business plans down the road?” 
 
      
 
    “I am. I remember the glamour days of In Season from way back and from all I can tell, you and Rose have a great game plan to make it even better. And after what I just witnessed today, even more so. Seems like your engaging and upbeat spirit and keen mind are just what the doctor ordered, Tracy.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Roger. We would sure love to work with you.” 
 
      
 
    “And if it is not too personal, I might add that you are one of the loveliest women making the rounds these days in Fern Grove.” 
 
      
 
    He smiled broadly, but something in that comment and smile gave Tracy the creeps—it felt slimy. She had heard all the rumors around Fern Grove about Roger fancying himself as a real ladies man as well as a master showman in promoting his own business interests. She assumed this was just part of his style, and though Tracy did not consider herself unattractive at all, it was an oddly inappropriate comment, she thought. And in light of the redhead bombshell that had been clinging to his arm at the grand re-opening, she wondered why he would be so forward.  
 
    “Thank you, Roger…nice of you to say.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m guessing you keep that trim physique of yours from all that running around town.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh…you’ve seen me?” 
 
      
 
    “Hard to miss those neon green shoes of yours as you go jogging around during the day.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy was now getting really creeped out. Number one, it seemed odd that he would pinpoint her shoes and number two, she never ran in the daytime in Fern Grove. She was just too busy with In Season to be taking time out during business hours for a run, and for her taste it was too warm—she always ran at night. But she kept her thoughts to herself and just nodded. 
 
      
 
    “So, Roger…tell me about Becky and why the falling out with Blooming Bouquets came about? From what I understood, you had a pretty nice working relationship with them.” 
 
    Roger waved off her concerns. 
 
      
 
    “Oh…let’s just say that in terms of what my organization needed, that Becky and Blooming Bouquets would just not play ball, if you catch my drift. It was time for a change and I’m just thrilled you and Rose will now be the premiere florist in Fern Grove.” 
 
      
 
    Tracy was not sure what he had meant by “play ball” but the glint in his eye, as he had said it, made her really uncomfortable. She was not sure if this was just his euphemism for a problem in their business or something more serious. In either case, she felt she needed to put some space between her and Roger immediately.  
 
      
 
    “Hold that thought, Roger,” Tracy said as she slowly moved back inside the booth, “I just remembered that I forgot to tell my aunt something important—hang on.” 
 
      
 
    Roger looked on with great confusion as she eased away from him—rarely in his experience did women move away from him. As he looked on, Tracy moved behind the booth to try and get Rose to see if she could track down Detective Copeland. She had seen him wandering the various booths at the fete and was sure he was still around. But before she could ask why, Tracy spotted him just a few booths away looking at some carvings that a local artist was offering. 
 
      
 
    “Detective Copeland!” Tracy shouted as she ran to meet him, “you said to come with anything new?” 
 
      
 
    “I did.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I think I know who killed Becky White.” 
 
      
 
     She quickly filled him in on the odd and creepy conversation she had just had with Roger Fullerton. 
 
      
 
    “He’s waiting for me over at our booth right now!” 
 
      
 
    Copeland went immediately with Tracy to the booth, but Fullerton was nowhere to be found. What they did see, however, was his car speeding out of the fete and away from Fern Grove. 
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   T racy was on her way into the shop while Rose and Tiffany were already hard at work at In Season busily organizing the logistics of all the new business they had garnished from the fete. Tracy had expected some new business to come from their presence there, but not to the degree it had actually materialized. It was a double-edged sword to be sure: the new business was a blessing, but at the same time they would be hustling over the foreseeable future to provide the flowers. Not a bad problem to have, Tracy thought, but with just the three of them it would be challenging. Rose and Tiffany looked up as Tracy came in, puzzled at her broad smile. 
 
      
 
    “Morning, gang…how goes it?” Tracy asked as she tossed her purse in the back and strapped on an apron. 
 
      
 
    “Just trying to figure out how to prioritize all this new business,” Rose replied. “What’s up with you, you look like the cat who ate the canary.” 
 
      
 
    “What would you say if I told you I am no longer the number one suspect in the murder of Becky White?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s great, Tracy,” Tiffany responded, “Copeland finally come to his senses?” 
 
      
 
    Tracy snickered. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but not of his own accord, it seems.” 
 
      
 
    “So spill it already!” Rose added as they sat to talk. 
 
      
 
    “I just got word that they made an arrest.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, God….not that poor John White, I hope.” Rose said. 
 
      
 
    “No, but thanks for playing, Aunt Rose. You have a guess, Tiffany?” Tracy replied with a chortle. 
 
      
 
    “Um…it seems too obvious…but not all that surprising if I am right…but Emily Maher?” 
 
      
 
    “Ooooh…so close, but no cigar I am afraid. Johnny, can you tell our young contestant what she won as our consolation prize?” 
 
      
 
    “Man, you are full of yourself today, Tracy.” Rose said. “How about you end the suspense and just tell us.” 
 
      
 
    “OK…OK…ready? Roger Fullerton!” 
 
      
 
    “Fullerton?” Rose exclaimed. “There must be a great story behind this.” 
 
      
 
    “As a matter of fact there is, and yours truly is the one who broke the case!” 
 
      
 
    They both gaped at her and sat back to hear the details. 
 
      
 
    “It was after he dropped by our booth at the summer fete, on Saturday, to run Emily off and then supposedly chat about doing business with us.” 
 
      
 
    She filled them in on all the specifics of what Fullerton had said to her about seeing her around town running in her neon green running shoes and his off-hand comment about Becky not being willing to “play ball”. Also, how he phrased Emily’s tirade against them as the “last nail in the Blooming Bouquets’ coffin. How once she had passed all that along to Detective Copeland, he had taken over from there.  
 
      
 
    “What really sealed it, though,” Tracy continued, “was when Fullerton said he had seen me running in my neon green running shoes around Fern Grove, in the daylight.” 
 
      
 
    “How so?” Rose asked. 
 
      
 
    “Well…the only time I ever wear those neon green shoes—which I find a bit hideous by the way—is at night because they are highly reflective. The only way he could have known about those shoes was to have seen me up on that ridge at night. And when Copeland and his team searched Fullerton’s house, they found my missing shoe.” 
 
      
 
    “Man…it really hurts when a great-looking guy like that goes bad!” Tiffany said with a snort. 
 
    They all three burst out laughing. 
 
      
 
    “So, as calm and collected and suave as Roger tried to appear all the time, I guess he saw he was trapped and he confessed.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow!” Rose exclaimed, “just like that?” 
 
      
 
    “Well….not right away, but when Copeland told him they had his prints on a leather jacket that Becky was wearing, I guess he saw there was no way out. He did admit to pushing Becky off of Lawson Cliff, that night, when she refused his offer to buy Blooming Bouquets, but he claimed it was an accident.” 
 
      
 
    “I never would have thought Roger capable of such a thing.” Rose offered. 
 
      
 
    “But that’s not the really creepy part.” Tracy replied. 
 
      
 
    “There’s more?” Tiffany asked. 
 
      
 
    “There is. Roger, it appears, was having trouble with some of his big corporate clients who were squeezing his margins and thereby rendering his business unprofitable. Roger’s apparent solution to his dilemma was to take over the floral shops in town. Becky White, it seems, wasn’t playing ball and sadly, she paid the ultimate price for it. I guess he saw the potential In Season had, when he attended our grand re-opening.” 
 
      
 
    “Seems as if your stalker concerns were not so far-fetched after all.” Rose interjected. 
 
    “I guess not.” 
 
      
 
    “Before you came back from Portland, when things were not so great at In Season, I do recall Roger pitching me an offer to buy the shop, but I told him I would have to think it over. I forgot all about that until just now.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you thinking Tracy maybe became a target when she came back to help you get In Season back on track? No offense intended, Rose.” Tiffany asked. 
 
      
 
    “None taken, dear. I am well aware of what shape the shop was in back then. No idea for sure, but it does seem likely.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ************* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, across Fern Grove other pieces of the puzzle were falling into place following the public announcement that Roger Fullerton had been arrested for the murder of Becky White. Despite his nefarious plot, Fullerton had been right about one thing. Emily’s little tantrum at the summer fete had indeed been the death toll for Blooming Bouquets. Ever since that day, it was rare to see more than one or two people a day in the shop and John White finally stepped in. He summarily dismissed Emily from any association with the shop and told her it was likely she would be hearing from his lawyer about her being responsible for the collapse of the once viable business. That might or might not happen, John told close friends, but he had always despised Emily Maher and figured putting a little fear into her heart was appropriate. 
 
      
 
    In fact, John was thrilled that Blooming Bouquets had tanked. He had never been more than a figure head from the beginning and had never had any real interest in it. It was now the last reminder to him of what a sham of a marriage he and Becky had shared. A few months later, he put up the space for sale and a new tenant moved in offering homemade ice cream and sorbet and gelato. John liked that, —he loved ice cream and Fern Grove really could use a shop like that. Following the closing of the sale, John packed up the house and just disappeared without much of a word to anyone. While many thought it was because he was so distraught over Becky’s murder and did not want to stay in the place where she had been killed, Tracy knew better. She knew John was moving on to perhaps try and recoup the dreams he felt he had been cheated out of in Fern Grove. 
 
      
 
    The one person other than John White who benefited financially from the liquidation of Blooming Bouquets—besides perhaps In Season, indirectly—was Morgan Riley, the long-time suffering assistant to Becky and then Emily at Blooming Bouquets. John had been well aware of how shabbily both Becky and Emily had treated her, and how Morgan desperately needed the extra money to get by until her husband returned from what was hopefully his last deployment with the army. Just before he left Fern Grove for good, he dropped by Morgan’s apartment and slipped a check in an envelope under her door with a note. He did not want her to try and refuse his offer, and knowing her pride he was sure she would see his gift as charity. In fact, he made this clear in the note, just to reinforce his reasons: 
 
      
 
    Morgan,  
 
    Do not mistake this gift for charity. Other than myself, no one in Fern Grove has suffered at the heavy hand of Becky White more than you. Then when Emily waltzed in and thought she was taking over, I know it got worse for you. I have always admired you for doing whatever it took to give your kids everything possible in Larry’s absence. Though it is empty words these days for our servicemen overseas, I will offer my thanks to him as well for his dedication and service. I did not want to see you left out in the cold with nothing once I sold off the shop, so please take this as an apology for my wife and Emily. Take it and use it as you see fit and I wish you nothing but the best. 
 
                                                                                    John White 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pastor Kevin Butler continued serving as the spiritual leader and advisor to many in Fern Grove in the aftermath as well, and to his surprise he even saw Tracy Adams, from time to time, as a new parishioner. He did not know if this was simply a show of good faith—please excuse the pun— for his hiring them on as the church’s floral supplier or if the whole ordeal in the Becky White murder case had perhaps shaken something in her to return her to her faith. He just felt extra blessed to see her whenever the notion struck her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ************** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m just glad the whole thing is over,” Tracy said with a sigh, “and we can get back to normal here in Fern Grove.” 
 
      
 
    “That makes two of us, Tracy,” Rose replied, “I cannot thank you enough for all your encouragement and enthusiasm to help me get In Season on the move again. It was once my life’s blood, and I think all it needed was a pair of fresh eyes, a new perspective, and lots of energy.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Aunt Rose, but I must say it has been a wild ride, even without being considered a suspect in a murder case.” 
 
      
 
    “One other thing, Tracy?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not going anywhere for a while, but the day is coming around the corner where I will have to turn over the reins to a new owner. And I know who would be perfect.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes…you!” 
 
      
 
    Tracy was initially speechless, but once she really considered her aunt’s offer, the idea felt right. She had been so anxious to escape from the small-town vibe of Fern Grove to get to the big city to be a corporate executive one day, she had forgotten why she loved her hometown so much. Coming back and reconnecting with everyone had reminded her of that and also reminded her of how soured she still was on her experiences in Portland. 
 
      
 
    “If you think I’ve got what it takes, Aunt Rose, I’d love to learn the business and take over one day.  Our little shop helps its customers preserve old memories and build new ones. It would be my honor to uphold that tradition.” 
 
      
 
    “Now, that’s a word in season.” Rose said, looking proudly at her niece. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A Free Gift for You 
 
      
 
    I hope you enjoyed the first book in the Fern Grove Cozy Mystery series. I’d like to send you a cozy mystery story from my publisher right now. Simply click the link below to get your free book and join our mailing list. 
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    Click Here to Receive  the Prequel Story 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thank You! 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading Carnations and Deadly Fixations! I really hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I had writing it!  
 
      
 
    If you have a minute, please consider leaving a review on Amazon.  
 
      
 
    It doesn’t matter how long or short it is as other cozy mystery readers will find value in what you liked about this book. 
 
      
 
    Many thanks in advance for your support! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 ALSO BY ABBY REEDE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Fern Grove Cozy Mystery Series 
 
      
 
    Carnations and Deadly Fixations (Book 1) – OUT NOW 
 
      
 
    One Daisy and Two Crazy Funerals (Book 2) COMING SOON! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Newsletter Signup  
 
      
 
    THANK YOU FOR GETTING THIS BOOK IN THE FERN GROVE COZY MYSTERY SERIES. WHY DON’T YOU SIGN UP FOR UPDATES FROM AMBER CREWES AND ABBY REEDE AND GET A COZY MYSERY STORY SENT TO YOU FOR FREE 
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    Click Here to Receive Updates and the Prequel 
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