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Dedication

In memory of my sister,
Karen Doughten, who flew into the arms of Jesus at the tender age
of forty-five—just three days before my daughter’s wedding. Many of
Annie Peterson’s struggles in this story are based on the anxieties
I faced after losing someone I loved at such a young
age.

 


 


 



Chapter One
– Daisy, Daisy, Give Me
Your Answer, Do

 


My daughter’s love for
gerbera daisies died the same day her wedding florist did. I don’t
think she’ll ever look at flowers the same way again. I know I
won’t.

We received the news of
Fiona Kelly’s untimely demise just six hours after leaving her
shop, Flowers by Fiona. My daughter Candy had finalized her wedding
order that gorgeous May morning, settling on a colorful array of
gerbera daisies for her big day, just four and a half weeks away.
I’d written “the big check,” something I’d secretly been dreading.
Fresh flowers can take quite a chunk out of a wedding budget, no
question about that.

Fiona, a feisty woman with
a whimsical smile and soft wrinkles around her sparkling blue eyes,
was in fine form as she met with us, advising us on every detail,
right down to the petals in the flower girl’s basket. She’d buzzed
around the shop in happy anticipation, filled with innovative
ideas. Nothing new there. Everyone in town knew her to be the best
in the business, and we were tickled she’d given us so much of her
time. It seemed ironic now, because she had so little of it left to
give.

My mind reeled at the fact
that her lifeless body was found just a few hours later. Fresh as a
daisy one minute, dead the next. I’d heard of flowers wilting that
fast, but. . .a florist? And to pass away at a funeral home while
making a delivery, no less. Convenient, but ironic.

News, especially big news,
travels fast in our little town of Clarksborough, Pennsylvania.
Fiona’s assistant, Maggie Preston, telephoned the receptionist at
our local community church, my particular house of worship. She, in
turn, called the pastor’s wife, Evelyn. Naturally, Evelyn called
Diedre Caine, who had recently taken over the e-mail prayer loop.
Diedre, my daughter’s future mother-in-law, happened to be related
to Fiona—second cousins twice removed—so she took the news
especially hard.

According to Diedre, who
choked back tears as she gave me the details by phone, Fiona
appeared to have died from a heart attack.

A heart attack? I thought
perhaps I’d misunderstood Diedre, whose lyrical brogue often
muddied the waters. How could Fiona, a woman in such fine shape,
pass away so unexpectedly, with no warning at all?

“I just don’t understand
it, Annie.” Diedre’s emotion intensified as she shared her thoughts
on what had happened. “Fiona was as fit as a fiddle.”

Immediately my
crime-fighting antennae began to rise. Call it a hunch. Call it
inspiration from on high. I hung up the phone with the strongest
impression that there was more to this story than met the eye. Yes,
I certainly knew foul play when I smelled it, and Fiona’s sudden
death smelled like anything but a daisy.

A shiver ran down my spine
as I contemplated the possibilities. Had someone taken her life out
of spite, perhaps? Vengeance over a flower transaction gone awry?
Had her associate done her in to steal the shop? Had a rival
florist wanted to sabotage her business? If so, how had they
plotted the crime to make her death look like natural
causes?

A half dozen scenarios
played out in my mind, none of them making much sense. I shook off
the urge to dig deeper, reminding myself that I didn’t have the
time to figure this out right now. Not with a wedding to
plan.

So what if folks in
Clarksborough saw me as something of a sleuth? Did that mean I had
to get to the bottom of everything that smelled suspicious? Sure,
I’d solved a crime or two over the past year. My husband, Warren,
called me a lightning rod, said that trouble knew just where to
strike. But I was in way over my head here, which meant I needed
help—and quick.

Picking up the phone, I
punched in the number for my best friend, Sheila. Menopausal and
loaded with moxie, she would surely know just what to
do.

Sheila answered on the
first ring, her voice teeming with nervous energy. “Annie, what
took you so long? I’ve put on ten pounds waiting for you to call.”
She dove into a play-by-play of all of the chocolate she’d consumed
over the past half hour as she’d waited by the phone. Finally, she
shifted gears. “So, what are you thinking? Looks suspicious to you,
too, right?”

“I’ll admit I’ve got a lot
of questions, but I really don’t think—”

“I’m sure you’re like a
hound dog with its nose to the ground.”

I would have taken the
time to scold her for such an unflattering comment, had it not been
for my two mini dachshunds, who stood at the back door whimpering.
They looked up at me with woeful expressions, their beautiful brown
eyes capturing my heart as always.

“Hang on, Sheila. Sasha
and Copper need to go out.” I fumbled with the lock, finally
wriggling it loose. The anxious pups bounded onto the back porch
then out into the yard, heading straight for the back of the lot. I
closed my eyes and braced myself for the inevitable.

From the other side of the
fence, my new neighbor’s feisty Maltese started a high-pitched
barking fit, and within seconds, my two pups joined in. On and on
the yap-fest went, making it nearly impossible to focus on my phone
call. I watched out of the corner of my eye as Copper, the newest
addition to our family, pounced on the fence, trying to knock it
down. I shuddered—in part because Warren had just repaired it last
week and in part because the Maltese had managed to sneak into our
yard once already.

Copper tended to run a
little on the territorial side. Thank goodness he weighed in at
less than fifteen pounds. Any bigger and he might actually be
dangerous, and not just to a feisty little Maltese.

Sheila, never one to be
upstaged, kept talking through all the barking, and I struggled to
make out her words. After the dogs settled down, I finally heard
the tail end of her conversation—pun intended.

“Annie, I know you.” The
excitement in her voice picked up. “You have a God-given gift for
snooping.”

“Excuse me?”

“You know what I mean.
You’re great at figuring things out.”

I knew better than to
argue with her, of course, especially when I’d already felt the tug
on my heart to investigate. How could I not, with Fiona’s death so
closely tied to my daughter’s big day? And yet how could I take the
time to play this hunch now, with wedding plans consuming my
life?

“This whole thing about
Fiona has me worked up.” Sheila spoke with great passion. “She was
such a wonderful woman. Never hurt a flea. And if she didn’t die of
natural causes, if someone murdered her, then we’ve got a killer on
the loose. I can’t help but wonder who will be next.”

“Stay calm,
Sheila.”

“This is calm,” she
interjected. “Trust me, I could be far more worked up. Point is, we
can’t just sit around and wait for an autopsy report. That could
take weeks. We’ve got to do something, if for no other reason than
to put our minds at ease.”

“Well, let’s get together
and see what we can come up with.”

“W.O.W. starts in an
hour,” she reminded me. “Can you come up to the church a little
early so we can talk? We’ll have to wrap up quick though, because
tonight’s the big night.”

“Ah.” I’d forgotten. Our
beloved pastor’s wife had cooked up some sort of scheme for our
Women of the Word Bible study group. A big surprise, details to be
revealed this evening at our weekly meeting. I wasn’t really in the
mood for any more surprises but had promised to attend after Evelyn
put a little bug in my ear that tonight’s meeting somehow involved
Candy’s wedding.

“I’ll meet you there,” I
agreed. “But Sheila, before we do anything else, let’s pray about
this. The last thing I need to do is add one more thing to my
ever-growing list. And besides, if the police don’t suspect foul
play, it’s likely that Fiona died of natural causes, just like they
said.”

“Humph.”

I ended the call,
determined to give the matter to the Lord one way or another. If
anyone had the answer to the “What happened to Fiona Kelly?”
question, He did.

 


 


 



Chapter Two – Where Have
All the Flowers Gone?

 


A half hour after talking
to Sheila, I arrived at the church, husband and son in tow. Warren
gave me a kiss on the cheek and headed off to make the coffee for
the men’s group. Devin, our eighteen-year-old, made his way to the
gym with guitar in hand for worship team practice.

I located Sheila in the
fellowship hall gabbing with Evelyn. I tried not to sigh aloud as I
looked at our beautiful pastor’s wife but found it difficult.
Though considerably older than me, Evelyn was in excellent shape.
Why, everything about the woman reeked of perfection. Even if I
spent months at the gym, my upper arms would never look like hers.
No, mine preferred to wave in the breeze while hers appeared to be
wrapped in tight layers of plastic wrap.

And Sheila. . .what could
be said about such an eclectic individual? I smiled as I noticed
her new hairdo. The shorter style threw me a little. I’d never
witnessed Sheila with spiky hair before. Had Candy, in her zeal as
a new stylist at our local salon, talked my best friend into this
new look? Surely not.

I contemplated Sheila’s
many changes over the years. Like a chameleon, she transformed to
suit every mood or season. You never knew what you were going to
get with her. On the other hand, her hair looked pretty cool with
those new lime green capris and that hot pink blouse. The bright
jewelry added the extra-special touch that made Sheila. . .Sheila.
Still, I had to wonder how her husband felt about the fact that
he’d married so many different women.

She stood as I entered the
room and ushered me to a far corner so we could have some privacy.
“You can wait to compliment my new ‘do’ later.” Sheila winked.
“Though, personally, I think Candy is the best stylist ever to be
hired on at The Liberty Belle. But first, tell me every detail of
your meeting with Fiona earlier today so we can get to work.” She
flipped open a notebook and reached into her purse for a
pencil.

“Wow. You’re really taking
this seriously.”

“Of course. It’s your
influence.” She gave me a pensive look then started asking the
usual who, what, when, where, and why questions. Minutes later, I’d
taken over control of the sleuthing notebook and had written down
the facts as we saw them:

WHO: Fiona Kelly was a
well-loved and respected business owner in Clarksborough with no
known enemies.

WHAT: An unexpected death.
Police suspect a heart attack.

WHEN: Wednesday afternoon,
approximately 3:00 p.m.

WHERE: Fiona’s body was
discovered at Moyer’s Funeral Home in the nearby town of Wallop,
approximately fifteen miles from her place of business.

WHY? We decided to leave
the Why? slot empty for now, though one idea came to mind right
away.

“Do you think Maggie had
something to do with this?” I whispered. After all, Fiona’s
assistant had been the one to call the church. “Maggie’s been
acting mighty strange lately, hasn’t she? I’ve heard more than one
person say she’s been really short with them. Rude, even. That’s
not like her.”

“And I have it on good
authority that she’s cut way back on her hours,” Sheila added.
“I’ve been by the shop a couple of times over the past week or so,
and she wasn’t there. Maybe she and Fiona had some sort of
disagreement.”

“But over what?” I asked.
“Something to do with the shop?”

“Likely, though I don’t
recall ever seeing them argue.” Sheila’s eyes widened. “But it
would make sense. Fiona didn’t have any children of her own, and
she always treated Maggie like a daughter, so she probably did plan
to leave the shop to her.”

“Makes me wonder if Fiona
had a will,” I added. “And if Maggie’s in it.” I pondered that for
a moment then pushed the idea aside. “Still, it’s too obvious. And
how—or why—would Fiona pass away at the funeral home instead of the
flower shop?”

Sheila shrugged, then her
eyes lit with a revelation. “Maybe Maggie has been slowly poisoning
Fiona for months. Putting arsenic in her coffee or something like
that.” She dove into a story about a television show she’d seen
with a similar scenario, but I felt compelled to
interrupt.

“Sheila, that doesn’t make
sense. People with heavy metal poisoning show signs of illness for
months before they pass away. Whoever murdered Fiona Kelly must’ve
used a poison that killed her instantly. Not that there are a lot
of ingestible poisons that work that fast. If, in fact, she was
poisoned at all. I’m still not convinced. Maybe we’re getting all
worked up over nothing.”

Feeling a tap on my
shoulder, I turned to face my twin daughters, Brandi and Candy. I
smiled as I looked into their beautiful faces.

Candy pressed a strand of
long brown hair behind her ear as she sat down next to me. “Mom,
did you hear the news? I can’t believe we were just with Fiona a
few hours ago and now. . .”

“Now she’s gone,” Brandi
whispered. “It’s so hard to believe. You know how health conscious
she was. Something about all of this just feels wrong.
Suspicious.”

“Brandi, don’t even go
there.” Candy turned to her with a frown then directed her next
words at me. “If Mom thinks Fiona’s been murdered, she’ll try to
figure out who did it, and right now I need her to stay focused on
the wedding plans. We’re down to the last few weeks, you
know.”

Swallowing hard, I pushed
the sleuthing notebook back toward Sheila, who managed a strained
cough.

“What?” Candy gave me an
accusing look. “What’s going on with you two? What are you up
to?”

“Oh, nothing.” I offered
up an innocent shrug. “Just chatting.”

“About. . . ?” Brandi gave
me a pensive look. “Just stuff.” Brandi snatched the notebook and
opened it, reading aloud. I cringed at the look on Candy’s
face.

“Mom, tell me you’re not
getting involved in this. Remember what happened last time?” She
reminded everyone within hearing distance that my last two
crime-solving escapades had interrupted Brandi’s wedding plans. As
she wrapped up the story, she crossed her arms at her chest and
stared me down. “And besides, Fiona Kelly died of natural
causes.”

I mouthed “Please be
quiet” and forced a smile as several of the women looked our
way.

Candy groaned. “I told
Garrett this was going to happen.”

A voice rang out from
across the room, interrupting our conversation. I looked up to see
Evelyn clapping her hands. “Ladies, could I have your attention,
please?”

We rose and made our way
to where the others were gathered. Candy chose the spot next to
Diedre. Great. Now she’s picking her
future mother-in-law over me. Just as
quickly, I chided myself. Diedre had, after all, lost a family
member this afternoon. And Candy had never given me any reason to
doubt her love. No point in crying over milk that hadn’t even
spilled yet.

Evelyn gave us a motherly
smile as she kicked off the meeting. “I’m glad you could make it.”
Her eyes brimmed over as she continued. “I’m sure you’ve all heard
the news about Fiona.”

Voices began to layer on
top of one another as the women talked about our beloved local
florist and her unexpected death.

Evelyn’s expression
shifted from compassion to joy as she continued. “Diedre and I have
been cooking up an idea we think you’re all going to love. One that
was inspired by Candy Peterson’s upcoming wedding and one,
ironically, that can be used as a tribute to Fiona’s love of
flowers.”

I looked at my girls for
reassurance. Whatever these ladies had up their sleeves had
something to do with my daughter, and anything having to do with
one of my children ultimately had something to do with
me.

“For months I’ve wanted
our W.O.W. group to do a Bible study focused on the Proverbs 31
woman,” Evelyn explained.

I couldn’t help the groan
that escaped. There were at least a dozen other biblical heroines
I’d rather study than the Proverbs 31 woman. That “practically
perfect in every way” gal always managed to put me to shame. Kind
of like Evelyn. Who could keep up with someone who rose before dawn
to care for her family, sold her wares to the local merchants for a
profit, planted vineyards, and still had time left over to clothe
her household in scarlet? Not me, even on my best day. I had enough
trouble keeping up with my editing clients and the never-ending
wedding plans. And my son’s upcoming graduation. And the occasional
crime-solving venture, of course.

Evelyn continued on,
oblivious to my ponderings. “Candy will be married in the sanctuary
on the first Saturday afternoon in June and will hold her reception
in the courtyard afterward. It’s going to be a summertime garden
party with hors d’oeuvres, finger sandwiches, and a lovely
three-tiered cake topped with daisies. As you know, we’ve been
working to clear out that area during the past few weeks, and it
will be ready for landscaping soon.” She shared her vision of how
beautiful the area would be with a little work.

“So, here’s our idea. . .
.” Evelyn turned to Diedre, who offered an encouraging smile.
“We’re going to plant a vineyard, just like the Proverbs 31
woman.”

Sheila raised her hand,
and I took note of the perplexed look on her face as she posed her
question. “Is that your fancy way of saying we’re going to do the
landscaping?”

“Yes.” Evelyn clasped her
hands together and smiled, clearly delighted with the idea. “But
here’s the best part. All the while we’ll be studying the Proverbs
31 woman, specifically the part of the story where she plants a
vineyard. We’ll also examine scriptures from the New Testament
about planting and reaping to see what the Lord has to say on the
subject. We’re going to learn as we go. . .about life, gardening,
and womanhood.”

Another groan escaped my
lips. I didn’t even try to stop it. Gardening and womanhood? Was
she kidding?

“Our Bible study will be
divided into sections that correspond with our work in the garden,”
Evelyn explained. “The project will begin next Wednesday afternoon,
and our scripture for the first lesson is from Proverbs 31:16: ‘She
considers a field and buys it; out of her earnings she plants a
vineyard.’ Because Candy is featuring gerbera daisies at her
wedding, we’ll plant several of those as well as a host of other
colorful flowers—sunflowers, zinnias, marigolds, and more. But
first we’ll learn to prepare the soil, add the nutrients, and so
forth. What do you think?”

“Fabulous idea!” one of
the older women interjected.

“Fabulous, my eye,” Sheila
whispered. “I just got a manicure this morning. Can you see these
hands digging in the dirt?” She held out her shiny pink nails for
my examination then withdrew them with a sigh. “Why don’t we just
hire landscapers, like every other church in town? I’d be happy to
pitch in to pay for it.”

She started to raise her
hand, but I snatched it before she could do so. “Sheila, they’re
doing this out of love for my daughter and out of respect for
Fiona.”

“Humph.”

Evelyn kept talking, but I
barely heard a word. Only when Diedre stood and made her way to the
front of the room did I snap back to attention. She brushed away a
tear as she spoke in her beautiful Irish brogue. “In light of what
has happened, we have decided to dedicate the garden to our beloved
Fiona. As most of you know, she was my second cousin twice
removed.”

A hum filled the room as
the women took to chatting among themselves.

“Fiona was a wonderful
teacher and taught me so much about gardening over the years. I
want to pass on what I’ve learned. With that in mind, I’m going to
lead you through the process of planting a flower garden from a
biblical perspective, everything from tilling the ground to
planting the seeds to reaping a harvest. Each step of the way we
will study the parallels between the garden and our own spiritual
walk, tying it all back to the Proverbs 31 woman.”

Okay, so I had to admit
that sounded pretty interesting. Clever, even. I looked at my
daughter’s future mother-in-law, a little unnerved. I hated to
think she possessed qualities I did not—qualities Candy would learn
to admire and even emulate. If Diedre Caine could dig in the dirt.
. .if she could discover her womanhood crawling around on her knees
in a manure-filled bed of daisies. . .well, so could I.

Maybe.

Diedre continued on. “I’ve
titled the first lesson, ‘Consider a Field,’ taking my cues from
the Proverbs 31 woman.”

“This sounds like so much
fun!” Janetta Mullins, Clarksborough’s caterer extraordinaire,
spoke up from the row behind me. “And I’ll be happy to bring the
snacks for our meetings. What do you think of this idea? Each week
we’ll eat foods found in a garden.”

“Terrific,” Sheila
whispered in my ear. “Not only are we going to ruin our nails,
we’re going to overdose on broccoli and cauliflower and develop an
addiction to dandelion tea.”

I couldn’t help the giggle
that escaped as I envisioned Janetta Mullins passing around trays
of cucumber sandwiches and carrot sticks.

Candy looked my way with a
“Mom, you’re disturbing the meeting” look, and I did my best to
calm down. When did my girls become the mother?

Leaning back in my chair,
my thoughts shifted from gardening to Fiona, the woman who’d always
had the greenest thumb in town. I remembered the sparkle in her
eyes. Contemplated the joy in her expression. Balanced all of that
against Evelyn and Diedre’s plan to plant a garden in her
honor.

Had Fiona really died from
natural causes, or had someone taken her life? How would I ever
know if I didn’t get involved?

With new resolve, I
decided to do just that. . .and the sooner, the better.

 


 


 



Chapter Three – Flower
Drum Song

 


I sometimes wonder which
is tougher. . .solving crimes or living with pets. Strike that.
Murder is nothing compared to a duo of disobedient
dachshunds.

On Thursday morning I
awoke to the oddest noise—kind of a chomping, grinding sound. I
nudged Warren, who let out a sleepy groan.

“What is it, Annie?” He
rolled over and looked at me, eyes filled with concern.

“Do you hear that?” I
whispered.

We both lay in silence for
a few seconds, just listening. Warren eventually sat up in the bed,
and Sasha, who’d been snuggled under the covers between us, came
scrambling out with a low growl in the back of her throat. I did my
best to shush her before calling Copper’s name.

No response.

“That’s strange.” Usually
Copper woke us bright and early with soggy kisses. I patted the
comforter in the usual spot, but there was no lump. “He’s
gone.”

The odd sound continued,
and I swung my legs over the side of the bed, realization kicking
in. “Oh no. Don’t tell me he’s. . .” I stared down at the ornery
canine, who chewed the wooden leg of the bed with vigor.

Warren bounded from the
bed and joined me, a look of half-awake anger on his face as he saw
the evidence of the crime. He reached for the dog and I cringed.
“Spanking him won’t do any good,” I interjected. “Dogs need
positive reinforcement, not negative.”

“Well, if he ever did
anything positive, I’d reinforce him.” Warren now held the pup,
which began to lick him in the face. After a moment or two, the
tightness in his jaw relaxed—Warren’s, not the dog’s—and I could
tell that Copper had won him over.

“See, he’s not all bad,” I
offered.

Warren turned to me with a
sigh, and for the first time I noticed that his salt and pepper
hair stood up all spiky across the top of his head. . .kind of like
Sheila’s.

“Annie,” he admonished,
“you’ve got to take these two monsters to obedience school, like
you promised to do ages ago.”

“I know, I know. I’ve just
been so busy with the weddings and Devin’s graduation plans. And my
clients.” I wanted to add, “Who do you think I am, the Proverbs 31
woman?” but stopped myself.

After a deep sigh, I
promised to swing by Coats ’n Tails, Clarksborough’s premiere pet
shop, later this morning. The pups needed their nails clipped
anyway, and Sasha was long overdue to have hers painted. I could
drop the little darlings off to be bathed and groomed, ask about
obedience classes, and then make my way over to Moyer’s Funeral
Home for round one of questioning. Afterward I would pick up the
dastardly duo.

After letting the dogs out
for their usual yap-fest with the Maltese, I settled in to read my
new Bible, the one the girls had given me for my birthday. I
chuckled as I ran my finger across the name they’d had imprinted on
the front: Annie Peterson, Supersleuth. They’d joked that maybe I’d
uncover some mysteries in the Word of God as I read. Ironically,
this morning I had a major mystery to unearth.

Gardening. I would study
up on it. See what the Lord had to say about it. And I
might—shiver—actually read the thirty-first chapter of Proverbs. On
purpose.

Just twenty minutes into
my study—which, ironically, began in the Garden of Eden—the phone
rang. I smiled as I glanced at the caller ID. Sheila. I knew before
answering what she would say but pressed the Talk button
anyway.

“Annie, what time are you
picking me up?” “Picking you up?” I played innocent. “You’re going
to Moyer’s Funeral Home, right? At least that’s what I’d do if I
were you. Start at the scene of the crime and go from
there.”

“You mean, ‘Start where
the body was located.’ After all, we don’t know that a crime has
been committed. But, yes, Sheila, I am going to the funeral home.
And I will pick you up in forty-five minutes. I’ve still got to get
dressed and put on some makeup.” I paused a moment then added, “Oh,
and Sheila. . .”

“Yes?”

“Let’s dress
conservatively. It is a funeral home, after all. We want to be
respectful.”

“Con. . .servatively?” She
seemed to stumble over the word. “You mean, like, darker colors?
Nothing too bright?”

“Exactly.”

“Um, okay. I’ll be ready
when you get here. You won’t even recognize me.”

Why didn’t that surprise
me?

After a quick shower, I
put the dogs in the car and made my way to town. I noticed the
forsythias in full bloom, and the white blossoms of the pear trees
took my breath away. Why, I could think of nothing prettier than
Pennsylvania in the springtime. Colorful, vibrant, radiating with
life.

In the midst of my
springtime reverie, I happened to pass Flowers by Fiona and noticed
the Closed sign on the door. Hmm. Not everything was radiating with
life, was it? No, I had to wonder if Maggie would carry on with the
business. Maggie, why aren’t you at the shop? What are you up
to?

Minutes later, I pulled my
car into the driveway at Sheila’s house, and she bounded from the
front door dressed in the craziest leopard print getup I’d ever
seen. Her black boots and rhinestone studded sunglasses really
topped off the ensemble. She gave me a bubbly smile and waved then
sprinted in my direction.

After shooing Sasha and
Copper out of the way, Sheila climbed into the passenger seat then
gestured to her outfit. “I had a doozy of a time finding something
in black, but I finally managed.”

“Black?” Hmm. Okay, upon
further examination, there did appear to be a bit of black in the
fabric’s vibrant print, though I had to search for it. I smiled and
took a couple of deep breaths.

“So what’s the deal with
Mutt and Jeff here?” She gestured to the dogs, and I released an
exaggerated sigh. “I’m dropping them off at the groomer’s on
the

way. Don’t worry.” As if
to somehow woo her, Copper scrambled into Sheila’s lap and began to
give her slobbery kisses. Sheila groaned and pushed him away. “This
dog needs therapy. Or a girlfriend.”

“He has a girlfriend.” I
pointed at Sasha, who sat in the backseat.

“She must be falling down
on the job.”

“Um, not exactly.” In
fact, I’d witnessed just the opposite. The two had been
inseparable, especially for the past couple of weeks.

Minutes later we pulled
into the parking lot of Coats ’n Tails, and with Sheila’s help, I
managed to take the collars off both dogs, explaining that they
were going to be bathed. Sheila helped, but she didn’t look
particularly happy about it.

No collars meant no
leashes, which meant the dogs had to be carried to the door. I
grabbed Copper, the larger of the two, and Sheila reluctantly took
Sasha into her arms. My little darling licked her on the cheek—a
gesture of kindness—but Sheila didn’t seem to take well to doggie
kisses.

We made it to the front
door of Coats ’n Tails with both dogs. Unfortunately, we found the
door locked and a sign posted in the front window.

“Closed for Renovations”?
Sheila read aloud.

“You’ve got to be kidding
me.” I looked down at Copper, who stared at me with his tail
wagging merrily. “So now what do we do?”

“Take them with us, I
guess.”

“To the funeral home?”
Visions of Copper chewing the edges off a top-of-the-line mahogany
casket flitted through my mind, and I shuddered all the way down to
my pocketbook. “I can’t imagine it.”

“I have to meet Orin for
lunch at noon,” Sheila explained. “So that leaves me with a limited
amount of time. We can take the puppies with us. It’s a pretty day
out. Nice and cool, too. We’ll just crack the car windows when we
get there. They’ll be fine.”

Though everything within
me argued against it, I finally agreed. We set out for Wallop and
arrived at Moyer’s in short order. Perfectly organized rows of cars
tipped us off to the fact that a funeral was taking place inside.
Careful to avoid the line of graveside-bound traffic, I opted to
park on the far side of the lot nearest the cemetery.

Slipping the car into
park, I looked around the parking lot in amazement. “This place
gets a lot of business.”

Sheila shrugged. “Well,
you know what they say: ‘Where there’s a will, there are five
hundred relatives.’ ” She erupted in laughter, and I couldn’t help
but join in.

However, out of the corner
of my eye, something, or rather, someone distracted me. I took note
of the caretaker, an older fellow with curly white hair, tending to
the flower garden off to our right. He seemed a bit stiff as he
moved up and down.

“Poor guy. I’ll bet he has
quite a story.”

“Annie, we all have a
story. If someone took the time to examine your life—or mine—they’d
find plenty to talk about.”

“True. Still. . .” For
whatever reason, watching him work in the dirt like that reminded
me of Evelyn and our upcoming project. Maybe this fellow could
teach us a thing or two about gardening. If the courtyard at church
turned out half as pretty as the landscaped area in front of me
now, we’d all be happy. . .especially the bride-to-be.

Oh, how I wanted this
wedding to go well for Candy and Garrett. If any two people
deserved an event-free wedding, these two did. Meticulous to the
last detail, they’d both worked so hard to make everything perfect
for everyone. Yes, Candy would surely turn out to be the
twenty-first-century version of the Proverbs 31 woman. I could just
see her now, balancing her career as a hairstylist with her role of
wife and mother. Her children would be immaculate and well-groomed,
of course. Never a hair out of place. They would eat homegrown
foods straight from the garden she and her mother-in-law labored
in, side by side.

My heart grew heavy as I
pondered that possibility, so I opted to focus on the wedding. My
eyes filled with tears as I thought about Candy walking down the
aisle toward her husband-to-be, ready to take his hand, his heart,
his. . .name.

Hmm. We tried not to focus
much on that part. Marrying into the Caine family wouldn’t have
been an issue for Brandi, but for Candy, well. . .

“Everything okay?”
Sheila’s voice roused me from my thoughts.

“Oh, yeah. Fine. Just
thinking about the wedding.” I gave the funeral home a solid
once-over, knowing I needed to shift gears from weddings to
funerals. Pulling the key from the ignition, I turned to Sheila.
“We’ve got to have a reason for being here.”

Her brow wrinkled as she
responded, “We have a reason. We’re tracking down a
murderer.”

“We can’t just show up at
a funeral home asking questions about a murder like we’re the
police or something. I say we go in there and ask for information
about something pertaining to, say, our own funerals.”

“Ugh.” The wrinkles in her
brow deepened. “What do you mean?”

“I don’t know. Maybe ask
about prepaid funeral plans or something like that. Make it look
like we’re customers. And who knows. . .maybe we will be someday.
This is all usable information.”

Sheila grew silent,
something that happened so rarely that I began to get nervous. She
finally whispered, “I haven’t been in a funeral home since Judy
Blevins died last fall.”

A chill came over me at
the mention of Judy’s name. It had been months since either of us
had spoken of our good friend, perhaps because her death had
awakened us to the possibility that life was more fragile than we’d
thought. She’d died in her early fifties. Far too young, to my way
of thinking, though I certainly couldn’t question the Almighty or
ask the “Why?” question. I wasn’t sure I’d like the answer,
anyway.

“I’m not sure I can do
this, Annie. And if we get to talking about the price of caskets
and all that. . .” Sheila’s voice trailed off.

I reached over and patted
her hand. “It’s okay. I’ll do the talking. You just keep your eyes
and ears open for clues. We’ll get through this. And like I said,
we’re going to have to face this funeral issue one day,
anyway.”

“Well, yeah,” she
muttered, “but I’d rather face it looking up from the casket, not
into it. What’s the point of dying if you have to make arrangements
first? That’s like going to a restaurant but still having to plan
the meal for everyone beforehand. Is everything in life prearranged
these days? Even death?” She shuddered. “Can’t I just leave all the
details to Orin and the kids?”

I didn’t offer my thoughts
on the matter, in part because they differed so greatly from hers.
Why should my family members have to fight over what sort of casket
to put me in or which songs to play at my service? I wanted all of
that ironed out beforehand.

Which meant I’d better get
busy.

I rolled the windows down
about four or five inches and let out a sigh. “I sure hope the dogs
will be okay.”

“They’ll be fine.” Sheila
removed her seat belt and bounded from the car. “Let’s get to work,
Agatha Annie.”

“Mm-hmm.” I exited the car
and closed the door. Speaking through the opening in the window, I
gave the pups a lengthy lecture about the need for peace and
quiet.

“There’s a funeral going
on, so no yapping! Play it cool.”

I pointed my finger at
Copper, but ironically it was Sasha who peered at me through the
glass with a suspicious glint in her eye.

“I don’t know about this,
Sheila.” Worry swept over me. “I’ve got a bad feeling.”

“There’s no turning back
now. Let’s just get this over with.” She took off toward the front
door of the funeral home, and I sprinted along behind her. Maybe if
we stayed for just a few minutes the dogs would be fine.

Before stepping inside, I
turned back for one last look at the car to ease my mind. Sasha’s
nose poked out above the window. I gave her a warning look, just in
case she had any wild ideas. Then, determined to learn all I could
about who had killed Fiona Kelly— and why—I entered the vestibule
of Moyer’s Funeral Home.

 


 


 



Chapter Four
– You Don’t Bring Me Flowers

 


There’s something about
walking into a funeral home, even when you’re not there for a
service or viewing, that just sends a shiver down the
spine.

Sheila and I entered
through the heavy double doors of Moyer’s, finding ourselves in a
beautifully designed foyer. From above, the sound of piped-in music
played a soothing melody. Directly in front of us, a somewhat
mousy-looking, middle-aged woman sat at an ornate wooden desk
talking on the phone. She looked up as we entered and mouthed,
“Just a minute, please,” and then pushed a strand of graying
brunette hair behind her ear and turned her attention back to the
phone.

While we waited, I took a
moment to examine the area with an investigator’s eye. Where had
the police found Fiona’s body again? I should’ve called Sergeant
O’Henry at the Clark County sheriff’s office to ask for specifics.
Then again, asking for information would raise red flags. For now,
I’d better stick to snooping. If I could get Sheila to cooperate.
She looked a bit pale.

The foyer opened onto an
oak-paneled hallway lined with oversized wooden doors on either
side. I turned back to glance at the woman at the front desk to
make sure she was preoccupied, whispered, “Stay right here,” to
Sheila, then slipped through the first door on the
right.

Yikes. A viewing room.
With casket. And body. I gazed down into the face of the woman
about my age, and my heart lurched. I drew back and took note of
the casket spray—a beautiful arrangement of red roses. Whoever she
was, she had been loved, and that meant friends and family couldn’t
be far away. I slipped back into the hallway, bumping into the
woman from the front desk who now stood next to Sheila,
chatting.

“Oh, are you with the
Radisson family?” she asked. “You’ve come a bit early. Private
viewing for the family begins at noon. Public viewing at
one.”

“Oh, no, actually. .
.”

“Could you direct us to
the ladies’ room?” Sheila interjected.

“Ah, I see. Yes, it’s down
that hall to the left. Second door.” She pointed, and I headed off
in that direction on Sheila’s heels.

“Fast thinking on your
part,” I mentioned, “and trust me, I need the pit stop after what I
saw in that room. I wasn’t prepared for a private viewing,
especially when I didn’t even know the deceased.” I wanted to add,
“She looked younger than us,” but didn’t. Instead, I guided Sheila
into the ladies’ room for a private chat.

“Annie, I don’t think I
can do this.” She placed a trembling hand on my arm. “You have no
idea the lengths I’ve gone to over the past several months to avoid
thinking about death.”

I knew Sheila to be a
woman of faith, so I took her by the hand and gazed into her
fear-filled eyes. “I’m not trying to be morbid by coming to a
funeral home. If you’re uncomfortable, we can go.”

“No.” She fidgeted with
her purse. “It was my idea to come in the first place. I’m just
thinking that maybe I should’ve waited in the car with the
dogs.”

“We won’t be long, I
promise.”

I entered the first stall,
chattering the whole way. Something above the toilet caught my
attention. A vent. Hmm. I filed the information away, convinced
that it would come in handy.

Minutes later, Sheila and
I made our way back out to the foyer. By now the funeral service
had let out, and dozens of mourners flooded toward us.

“Goodness.” I leaned
against the wall, trying to figure out what to do as the throng of
grieving people pressed in around me. An idea flitted through my
mind. Why not take advantage of this opportunity? With such a
crowd, no one would notice my activity, right?

“You wait right here,
Sheila,” I whispered. “I’m going to take a quick look
around.”

Sheila’s bug-eyed stare
told me she’d rather not, thank you, but she inched her way past
the mob and sat in a plush chair in the hallway. I made my way
beyond a grieving couple and rapped on the door marked Director. No
one responded, thank goodness, so I opened the door and slipped
inside then closed the door behind me.

Flipping on a light
switch, I took in the room. Wow. Not bad. Fabulous desk and oak
bookshelves, stocked with books on grieving. On the desk, alongside
a calendar and pen, sat a plateful of brownies. So, a funeral
director who likes chocolate. I almost reached out and grabbed one
but thought better of it, what with my daughter’s wedding coming up
in a few weeks. I could practically read Sheila’s mind from
here: A minute on the lips, forever on the
hips. To the right of the brownies I took
note of a nameplate that read Eddie
Moyer. Must be the funeral
director.

 Just then the door flew open and I found myself face-to-face
with a rather intimidating looking man— slightly overweight with
thinning black hair—dressed in an impressive Italian suit. He took
one look at me, and shock registered in his eyes. “C–can I help
you?”

Wow. Deep voice. He’d
chosen the right profession, no doubt about that.

“I, um, I’m a bit turned
around,” I started. “I was just looking for. . .”

A female voice interrupted
us, and I turned to discover the woman from the front desk staring
at me with wide eyes. “Mr. Moyer, I’m so sorry.” She gave him an
apologetic look then turned my way and directed her next words at
me. “Ma’am, I believe I mentioned that the ladies’ room was the
second door on the left, not the first.”

“Oh, I, uh. .
.”

The director seemed to
relax a bit. “It’s all right, Louise, er, Miss McGillicuddy.
Could’ve happened to anyone.”

I noticed the expression
in her eyes as she gazed at him. Hmm. I knew that look well. This
was a woman in love. Only one problem. . . My supersleuthing
abilities tipped me off to the fact that he wore a wedding ring.
She did not. Clearly, they were not Mr. and Mrs.

“Can I help you with
something?” Mr. Moyer took a seat and gave me a pensive
look.

“Well, actually, yes. My
friend Sheila and I had hoped to talk with you about prearranged
funeral plans.”

Sheila, never one to miss
a cue, appeared in the open doorway at that very instant, a calm
unassuming look on her face. The woman could’ve taken home an
Academy Award for her smooth performance.

Eddie Moyer’s face lit up
as he slipped into business mode. “Well, you’ve come to the right
place.”

I extended my hand. “My
name is Annie Peterson. I live in Clarksborough, and I’ve heard
such wonderful things about Moyer’s over the years.” That part
happened to be true. Moyer’s had taken care of all of the
arrangements for Judy’s funeral, after all. “I had to come and see
for myself.”

Louise pursed her lips, as
if she found me suspect. I didn’t really blame her. “Would you like
me to visit with them, Mr. Moyer?” she offered. “I wouldn’t mind,
and I know you’re busy.”

“No, I have time.” He
gestured for us to take a seat on the opposite side of his desk,
and Louise scooted out of the room, looking perturbed.

“First, let me thank you
for choosing Moyer’s Funeral Home,” he began. “I know you have
other choices closer to home, so it speaks volumes that you’ve come
to us. We’ve been in business since the 1930s and have walked
thousands of Pennsylvania families through the process of planning
for their big day.”

Yikes. He made it sound
like a wedding, not a funeral. And I noticed the rehearsed smile on
his face. He’d been through this speech a time or two
before.

Mr. Moyer reached for a
packet with the words Pre-Need
Package on the front and slipped it across
the desk in my direction. “I’m a firm believer in planning ahead.
When you take care of the details before you pass, you spare your
family members from having to make difficult decisions. I’ve been
in this business for years and can tell you, grieving friends and
family members are hardly in the right state of mind to be making
tough choices.”

“Tough like which casket
do we pick, the stainless steel or pine?” Sheila asked. “Or which
lining do we want, satin or crepe? Because, frankly, I’d rather let
someone else figure all that out.”

“Oh, well, then why are
you—”

I cut him off, anxious to
get back into the conversation. “I’m shopping. She’s simply here as
my friend.” I shot a glare her way. “My moral support.”

“I see.” He plastered on a
stiff smile and directed his next words at me. “Well, Ms. Peterson,
once you have chosen one of our plans, you can put your worries
aside. Those of us at Moyer’s Funeral Home will carry out your
wishes in a professional manner.”

“Tell me how this
works.”

“Of course.” He opened the
booklet and began to move through it as he spoke. “We have three
plans available, each offering its own level of funeral
arrangements. You choose based on your personal preferences. And
your budget, naturally.”

“Naturally.” Sheila
muttered something under her breath, and I gave her a gentle kick
in the shins to quiet her.

“We can tailor a funeral
plan to meet your exact requirements and specifications.” He dove
into a lengthy speech, losing me somewhere along the way as my gaze
shifted once again to the plate of brownies. He pushed them my way,
pausing to smile. “Go ahead, take one. Be my guest.”

I thought at once of my
dimpled thighs. “Um, no thank you. I’m watching my
waistline.”

He chuckled as he pulled
the plate back across the desk to its original spot. “Yeah, me,
too. And it’s getting easier to watch every day, which is why my
new wife has me on a diet.”

New wife?

He sighed. “I haven’t
touched these, but I hate to hurt Louise, um, Miss McGillicuddy’s,
feelings. She used to bring homemade brownies every Wednesday . .
.until I got married a few months back. Then she stopped.” He
glanced down at the plate and chuckled. “Started up again this
week, though. Must’ve heard the news that Gloria’s got me on a
diet.”

“Oh?” My curiosity got the
better of me.

He shrugged. “Must be
trying to tempt me. I never could resist Louise’s brownies, but I
don’t need the sugar.”

We spent a few more
minutes talking about dieting—a subject I knew well—and then I
shifted the conversation back to business. At one point, something
behind Mr. Moyer caught my attention: a vent on the wall behind the
desk. Hmm. Was it somehow connected to the one in the ladies’ room?
My thoughts shifted in several different directions at once as I
thought about the possibilities. Yes, indeed. This would come in
handy for future snooping.

By the time the clock
struck eleven, we’d talked through all my options and I’d promised
to return with a decision. Soon. What would it hurt? Warren and I
often talked about this very thing.

Eddie Moyer ushered us out
into the hallway, where we found Louise engaged in a heated phone
call at the front desk. Though I didn’t deliberately listen in, I
couldn’t help but hear a few words coming from her end.

“Mr. Kratz, we’ve been
over this several times.” She spoke with great passion. “And Mr.
Moyer has been busy all day; otherwise he would have called you
himself.” She turned and saw us standing there, and her eyes grew
wide. “I understand your concerns, but I have to let you go now. We
are quite busy. I will pass on the message to Mr. Moyer, as
always.”

Concern wrinkled itself
into Eddie Moyer’s brow, and I wondered what had happened to cause
it. Who was Mr. Kratz, and why did the mention of his name bring
such concern?

We said our good-byes, and
I thanked the funeral director for his time. He nodded, smiled,
then turned back toward his office. I’d learned a lot during the
half hour I’d spent with Eddie Moyer, information I could use at a
later date. Louise McGillicuddy’s downcast expression caused
several questions to run through my mind. She looked like a woman
in distress, but why?

A strained smile tipped up
the corners of her mouth. “Thank you for choosing Moyer’s. I hope
your visit was informative and will help you to make a decision.”
She ushered us to the door and opened it wide, as if to force us
through.

I took a step outside into
the sunlight. Sheila, however, lagged behind, finally turning to
stare the woman down. “Hang on a minute, sister. We’re not quite
finished yet.” I flashed her a warning look, but Sheila would not
be shushed. “We’re not just here to check out funeral
policies.”

I tried to squelch the
groan, but it would not be squelched. Louise gripped the door
handle, her eyes widening. Sheila forged ahead. “Sometimes it makes
more sense not to beat around the bush, so let’s just cut to the
chase. We know that Fiona Kelly passed away here yesterday
afternoon, and we’d like your help in figuring out who killed
her.”

Louise’s face paled, and
she ushered us onto the front walkway. “Who. . .killed her?” She
spoke in a strained whisper. “Are you saying that she was
murdered?” Her voice lowered until we could barely make out her
words. “Are you sure?”

“We’re not sure about
anything,” I offered, “but we were very good friends, and we are
suspicious. We’ve put two and two together and come up with
five.”

“Look, don’t you think
we’ve had enough bad press?” Louise gave us a warning look then
glanced around to make sure no one was listening in. “We’re already
worried about losing business, thanks to what happened. If you want
to shut us down, then go right ahead and pursue this. But if you
have half a heart, you’ll leave and take your insinuations with
you.”

“Humph.” Sheila crossed
her arms at her chest. “How could anything hurt your
business?”

“I’m pretty sure the Dead
Body Found at Funeral Home headline in the local paper won’t
exactly cut into your business,” I was quick to add. “So, if you
could just tell us what happened yesterday afternoon. . .that would
be a huge help. Then we’ll be on our way.”

A look of sadness washed
over Louise’s face. For a second, the forlorn look in her eyes
almost made me feel sorry for her.

“Maggie Preston usually
makes the deliveries for Fiona,” Louise explained. “And I expected
to see her yesterday with the casket spray for Mrs. Radisson. But
Fiona came instead. Said Maggie had to go to Philly that afternoon.
Those flowers were the last delivery Fiona Kelly ever made.” Louise
paused and dabbed her eyes. “Unless there are gardens in
heaven.”

I hadn’t considered that
possibility. If there were gardens in heaven, likely Fiona was
digging in one right now.

“I’ve known Fiona for
years, and I’m really going to miss her.” Louise’s downcast
expression seemed genuine enough.

“Same here.” I nodded.
“That’s why we’re trying to figure out what happened.”

“Where did she die,
precisely?” Sheila reached for a pen.

“In Mr. Moyer’s
office.”

Interesting. “And how long
was she in there?” I queried.

“Quite awhile, actually.
They were old friends, you know, but it had been awhile since her
last visit, so they talked for some time. At least an hour. Maybe
more.”

She dove into a story
about Fiona’s ties to the Moyer family, but something off in the
distance distracted me. I glanced across the parking lot to see the
caretaker rising from his spot in the garden. The stiffness in his
stance. . .the worry lines on his forehead. . .his concerned
expression. . .I took note of all these things. Who was this
fellow, and why did he give me reason to pause? If I didn’t know
any better, I’d have to say he’d been burying his troubles by
digging in the dirt.

Louise continued with her
story, finally ending with, “So we’re all sad right now. We will
miss Fiona terribly.”

After a few more words, we
wrapped up our conversation. I thanked Louise for her time, and
then we took our first few steps toward the parking lot. As soon as
we were out of hearing distance, Shelia turned to me with anger
shooting from her eyes. “Let’s get out of here, Annie. All of this
funeral policy stuff just infuriates me.”

“What? Why?”

“The whole prearranged
funeral thing. Everything from A to Z. I can’t afford to die. It’s
too expensive.”

“Yeah, I know. But we have
to be prepared, just in case. You heard what that Moyer fellow
said. We don’t want to leave the expenses for our loved ones to
deal with. So that whole prepaid funeral thing does make
sense.”

“Still. . .” She shook her
head, and a look of disgust registered on her face. “Their prices
are exorbitant. Outrageous! And did you hear his excuse? Ooh, it
makes me mad! Explain to me how a funeral home can raise its burial
prices and blame it on the cost of living.”

I couldn’t help but
chuckle, but just as quickly my laughter faded. I glanced through
the open window into my car, horrified to find it. .
.empty.

“Sheila.” I turned to her
with fear eking from every pore. “Go around to the other side of
the car and look into the backseat. Please tell me that the dogs
are hiding. Or sleeping. Or something.”

With her eyes widening,
she shot to the far side of the car. One glance in the window was
all it took. She looked back up at me and shook her head,
whispering, “Annie, they’re. . .they’re gone.”

 


 


 



Chapter Five
– I Need You. . .Like the Flowers Need the
Rain

 


I call it the “white
zone”—that place I slip into whenever I’m in a panic. My ears ring.
I can’t think clearly. Everything begins to spin. I see
stars.

The minute we realized the
dogs had disappeared, I slipped over into the white zone. Sure, I
heard Sheila’s voice. Saw her standing in front of me. But I
couldn’t have quoted anything she said. I vaguely remembered
hearing her call out to the elderly caretaker, asking if he’d seen
Sasha and Copper. Heard him mutter some sort of response. All of
this I observed through a thick fog.

Somewhere along the way
things started to come into focus again. I clutched the door handle
in one hand and my purse in the other.

Sheila drew near and put
her hand on my arm. “Annie, it’s going to be okay. We’ll drive
through the cemetery and look for them. I’m sure they’re still
here.”
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