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About This Book


A new cozy mystery series from USA Today best-selling author Dale Mayer. Follow gardener and amateur sleuth Doreen Montgomery—and her amusing and mostly lovable cat, dog, and parrot—as they catch murderers and solve crimes in lovely Kelowna, British Columbia.

Riches to rags. … Chaos calms. … Crime quiets. … But does it really?

After getting involved in two murder cases in the short time she’s lived in picturesque Kelowna, divorcee and gardener Doreen Montgomery has developed a reputation almost as notorious as her Nan’s. The only way to stop people from speculating, is to live a life of unrelieved boredom until the media and the neighbors forget about her. And Doreen aims to do just that with a tour of Kelowna’s famed Carnation Gardens. Plants, more plants, and nothing whatsoever that anyone could object to.

But when she sees a fight between a beautiful young woman and her boyfriend, she can’t help but be concerned. Concerned enough that she follows the couple out of the parking lot and through town. And when gunshots interrupt the placid afternoon, it’s too late to worry about how her nemesis, Corporal Mack Moreau, will feel about her getting involved in yet another of his cases.

With bodies turning up in the carnations, and a connection to a cold case of a missing child from long ago, Doreen has her hands full, not least with trying to keep her involvement in the investigations a secret from her Nan, Mack Moreau, and especially the media. But someone’s keeping up with Doreen’s doings… and that someone can’t afford for her to find the answers to the questions she’s asking.

Sign up to be notified of all Dale’s releases here!


Chapter 1
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In the Mission, Kelowna, BC

Wednesday, One Day Later… from her last case

Doreen sat curled on the couch. All she had wanted was three days. Three days of peace and quiet. Was that in the cards? She doubted it. As much as she desperately wanted to be out of the limelight and rejoice in the peace and quiet of living in her Nan’s house, she had a bad feeling in her gut.

Her brood was sedate—even Goliath, asleep on the other end of the couch with Mugs—all her furry or feathered babies obviously understanding how Doreen really needed that from them at this time. Thaddeus rubbed his beak along her cheek, then closed his eyes, happy to just sit on her shoulder.

Unfortunately she found no peace or quiet outside her home, not yet today—but it was early morning—and not for the last two days for sure. The reporters were still at her door, even at this hour. The newspaper journalists were still writing articles about how Doreen had helped solve the decades-old cold case of Betty Miles’s death, and Nan and her cronies were still enjoying being the center of attention by giving numerous interviews, supposedly on Doreen’s behalf. Doreen had told Nan how that was totally fine, just happy that Nan had found something, other than her illegal betting activities, to bring excitement to her life.

Indeed, Nan glowed with it.

But, as for Doreen, she wanted to be left alone. At that thought, her phone chimed. She glanced at her cell and groaned. But she hit the Talk button anyway. “You better have a good reason for bothering me, Mack.” She slid farther down on the couch until her head rested on the armrest. Thaddeus shifted his position but refused to give up his spot on her shoulder.

“I figured for sure that, by now, you’d be all pepped up, raring to go,” he said.

She could detect the worry in his voice and had to smile. “I am, and yet I’m not. Have you any idea how deep the lineup of reporters is outside my front door? I know this is a small town, but it seems like the news hit the wires all the way across the country.”

“You’re a celebrity,” he said, laughing. His voice softened. “But, no, that’s not an easy position to be in.”

“I didn’t murder anybody,” she exclaimed, sitting up straight to peek through the curtains. “Why are they haunting me?”

Thaddeus squawked, shot her a disgusted look when she disturbed his nap on her shoulder, hopped up to the back of the couch, then he wandered over a few steps and proceeded to close his eyes again.

“It’s like everybody thinks I’m the one who’s done something wrong,” she said reaching out to pet Mugs, then stroke her fingers across Goliath’s back.

“Remember the last time?” he asked. “This too will blow over.”

“Sure, but every time I find a new body,” she said in exasperation, “they look at me as if I had something to do with it.”

“Not that you had something to do with the making of the dead bodies,” he corrected, his light humor sliding through his voice, “but that your arrival precipitated all this. Or maybe you have some sort of psychic ability. You don’t, do you?” His voice held a curious note to it.

She chuckled at his tone. “I think, by now, both you and I would know if I did.”

“Well, you need something to cheer you up.”

“What have you got for me?” She stood, walking over to peer through the round window on the front door. Instantly camera flashes went off. She stepped back and walked toward the kitchen. “Have you got a nice puzzle for me to work on?”

“You mean, like another case?”

“It would get me out of the dumps.” Her tone turned crafty. “You know how I like a good puzzle.”

“You could pick up some jigsaw puzzles,” he exclaimed. “That’s a much safer hobby.”

“Murderous puzzles are much more fun.” She chuckled, knowing he’d hate her answer.

“And much more dangerous,” he snapped. “You could have been killed last time.”

She shrugged. “You live and you die. At least I’d be doing something I wanted to do.”

“Solving cold cases?”

She grinned, hearing the hesitation in his voice. “You have another cold case you’re looking into, don’t you?”

Silence.

For the first time since she had awakened before dawn today, her boredom and sense of a dark cloud hanging over her almost lifted. “It’s not my fault this town is a den of iniquity,” she stated. “Just think of all the nastiness hidden here for so long.” She could feel that same sense of excitement surging through her when delving into Mack’s cold cases. “Are you going to tell me the details?”

“No,” he said, no hesitation in his voice this time.

“And why not?” She waited. If he wanted to play a waiting game, that was no problem. She could play that game too.

Finally he said, “It’s not really a priority.”

“Maybe not to you,” she said. “Cold cases are a priority to the families.”

“I didn’t say a death was involved.”

“That would be even better,” she said. “Then I wouldn’t trip over any more bodies, at least not right away.”

“I’d be totally okay if you wouldn’t trip over any more anytime,” he said.

“Suits me,” she said. “I’m okay to not find dead bodies ever again.”

“Besides, it’s not a cold case I wanted to talk to you about. I’ll think about that first.”

“Damn.” She let out a heavy sigh. “So what is it then?”

“I was talking to the city council. They want to redo the big sign with the garden as you enter the city limits. You know the Welcome to Kelowna sign surrounded by flower beds?”

“Yeah, mostly begonias I think,” she said. “At least one of the rings around the sign are begonias.”

“Ugh,” he said. “I’d be happy not to see any more of those anytime soon.”

She nodded. “They’re nice to look after, and they don’t grow too crazy outside, so they don’t need a ton of maintenance. They’re easy for large gardens and make great borders or plots.” At the word plot she winced.

He chuckled. “I can see that having you around will be a constant reminder of dead things and everything associated with them.”

“Maybe. And what about the city council? What were you talking to them about?” Her mind zinged to her ever-dwindling pile of money, and she was deeply concerned about it. “Hope it’s important. And, if it involves money for me, the answer is yes.”

He chuckled. “You don’t even know what it could entail.”

“Doesn’t matter,” she said. “I’m about out of the money I found in Nan’s pockets before donating and trying to resell some of her unwanted clothes. Which means I’ll be diving into that little bit of savings I have.”

“And the gardening you did at my mom’s place? That’ll be a regular thing, if you’re okay with that.”

“I am absolutely okay with that,” she said. “What you pay me will put food on my table.”

“Speaking of food,” he said. “Did you turn on the new stove?”

She pivoted and walked out of the kitchen. “What stove?”

He sighed. “The stove you paid one hundred dollars to replace. A lot of people went to a lot of trouble to make sure you had something safe to cook on.”

“There’s the trick,” she said, “the word cook.”

“I’ll tell you what. How about this Sunday I bring over the fixings for something simple for breakfast or lunch, and I’ll show you how to cook it.”

“Simple would be, like, eggs,” she said, “and I highly doubt you want eggs for lunch, do you?”

“Not an issue for me. I love eggs anytime,” he said. “Don’t you know how to cook eggs?”

She pulled the cell from her ear so she could glare at the blank screen.

“Okay, okay, okay,” he said. “Stop glaring at me.”

She gasped. “How did you know I was glaring at you?”

“I could hear it in the heavy silence of the phone’s speaker,” he said drily. “And eggs are easy. How about we do omelets? They are a little more substantial than plain eggs.”

Her mind filled with the soft fluffy omelets her chef used to make for her. “With spinach and caviar and gruyere?”

Mack replied with that heavy silence again.

“Oh. Okay, so what do your omelets normally contain?” she asked.

“Well, spinach is one possible ingredient,” he said, “but anything I have on hand. Like bacon, ham, leftover meat. You can put veggies in it if you want.” His tone said he really didn’t see the point. “Meat and eggs are a perfect combo. … Plus cheese.”

“Well, ham and cheese omelets are good too,” she said. “Can we add mushrooms?”

“Sure,” he said. “We can sauté a few mushrooms. So are you up for a cooking lesson?”

“Yes,” she said slowly. But she needed to ask him something, and it was kind of embarrassing.

“Speak up,” he said in that long-drawn-out sighing way of his.

As if he knew she was making a big deal out of nothing but needed to get it out first. “Am I paying you for it?” she asked in a rush.

He laughed. “No, you’re not paying me for a cooking lesson. Not with money, not with gardening work, not with bartering or any other method.”

She beamed. “In that case, I’m looking forward to cooking lesson number one coming up. Omelets it is.”

“I’ll bring the ingredients. You’ll write down everything I do, okay?”

“Okay.”

“And, on Tuesday, you’ll repeat the menu, on your own,” he said. “You’ll take a picture and send the final results to me, so I can see how you did.”

She chuckled. “Probably better if you come back and watch me make it the second time, and then you can taste the results.”

“Done,” he said.

She frowned suspiciously, wondering if he hadn’t planned on that in the first place. “So you need to bring ingredients for two meals,” she said swiftly.

He howled with laughter. “You know what? You might not know how to cook, but you sure know how to negotiate a deal.” And, on that note, he hung up.

She grinned to herself, until she realized he hadn’t told her all about the city’s Welcome garden—or about the cold case. She called him back, but he didn’t answer. Then she sent him a text. What about the city?

He sent her a map and a handout with his return text. They’re looking for suggestions about what to put in these two beds.

She walked to her laptop, turned it on, and transferred the image and the PDF on her phone to her computer. There was the sign, Welcome to Kelowna. She could see the mature plantings around it. And the indicated beds were on each side of the sign. Suggestions for what?

Types of flowers, why those flowers, money, as in a guesstimate for the cost.

I haven’t a clue on the money, she typed. And, even if I do tell them what I would do, what’s that got to do with anything?

They’re looking for bids. The winning bid gets to do the job and to make the money.

She perked up when she heard that. Then she opened the PDF and read the one-page document. Okay, but it says to submit this by midnight tomorrow night.

Yeah, he replied. That’s why I called you earlier this morning. So get at it.


Chapter 2
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Getting at it was complicated. Doreen was in the third local greenhouse, checking out the prices of perennials, Mugs walking patiently at her side. She had all kinds of ideas from lipstick plants to carnations. She thought carnations would be gorgeous. But, to get the color she wanted at a wholesale price, that would be the trick.

So far nobody she had talked to was interested in giving her a bulk-buy deal. She knew somewhere in the Okanagan region she could set up something like that, but she hadn’t done very well tracking that down. She wondered if she could put in a bid for doing the work and have the city pay for the cost of the flowers on their own. Surely the city gardeners had access to plants she couldn’t even comprehend and at bulk pricing.

It made sense to her, but she didn’t know if that was the proper procedure or, if not, if the city would go for it. Still, she could try. But, at the moment, she was running out of ideas of where and what she could put together. She loved the idea of roses, but they took work. Carnations, not the long-stemmed ones though, she could do in layers. Longer in the center and then shorter as they went out to the edge. That might look pretty cool.

With ideas buzzing in her head, she wandered through the greenhouse, writing down notes. When somebody called out her name, she turned without thinking, and a camera flash went off in her face. She growled. “Stop doing that.”

“You’re a celebrity in town.” The man chuckled as he turned and walked away.

She sighed and slipped out the side entrance back to her vehicle, Mugs at her side. There she sat in her car for a long moment.

Somehow she hadn’t associated getting out of the house as also being her first step into the public eye after the latest news had broken on Betty Miles. Doreen had been so focused on escaping the house that she had forgotten what she’d be escaping into. But her exit had worked out better than she had thought. She’d forced the media crowd to part to let her drive away, and she wouldn’t return until she was darn good and ready.

As she sat in her car, she watched an old couple arguing nearby, standing at another parked vehicle. They looked so comfortable, as if the calm complaints had been told many times over. When they finally got into a vehicle and drove away, she wanted to laugh and to cry.

A loud engine had her turning to watch as a young woman drove up in a fancy scarlet Mini Cooper. Although what was mini about the new model, she didn’t get. It looked bigger than her Honda. She watched as the woman got out, perfectly coiffed top to bottom. Doreen recognized all the work that went into that look; yet she had absolutely no interest in looking like that again.

She studied her currently close-cropped fingernails. They were clean, but her hands showed the ravages of gardening—no weekly manicures or special fingernail soaks to keep her hands perfect anymore. Just healthy outdoor work in Mother Nature’s glory. But still, Doreen needed to pick up some good hand cream. As she glanced back at the gardening shop, she wondered if they’d have a working hand cream—like, for professional gardeners. She was well-past using fancy hand lotions for her skin now. But the gardeners at her former home had small green pots of stuff they used daily. A drugstore might be a better option for that—and cheaper.

Then she thought about making yet another stop and decided she’d check here anyway. She hopped back out of the car, held Mugs’ leash, and beelined to the far corner containing the walls of shelves for everything associated with gardening. Sure enough, the hand creams were on a triangle-shaped display.

As she studied the different choices, she could hear somebody speaking in the background.

A man said, “After what you’ve done, you’ll now do as I tell you to.” His tone was ugly.

Doreen stiffened. Mugs shifted at her heel, tugging at his leash to sniff the flowers an aisle away. She looked around cautiously to her left but didn’t see anyone. She peered to her right, around the stand of hand cream, and saw two people around another corner. The man was large—six feet, maybe six two—glaring down at the stunning blonde Doreen had seen getting out of her car earlier. But, instead of being daunted, the blonde had shoved her face into his, and, in a hard voice, she said, “Well, with me or without me backing your decision, you’ll end up planted in the daisies. Not me.” The blonde turned in a huff and strode away.

Doreen tried to get out of her way, but the blonde deliberately knocked Doreen sideways. The air rushed out of Doreen’s chest with an oomph. Mugs barked loudly, edging closer to the blonde.

The blonde turned, looked at Doreen, and said roughly, “Mind your own damn business. And keep that chubby pooch away from me.”

“I didn’t say a word,” Doreen replied. Then, unable to help herself, she snapped, “And he’s not chubby.”

Just then the man came around the corner, towered over Doreen, and sniggered. “No, he’s fat. And you won’t say a word, will you?”

She glared up at him. “You can go murder and plant all the people you want. Just keep me out of it. And stop insulting my dog.”

He laughed. “Wow. You’ve got a hell of an imagination, don’t you?”

But she could see the worry in his eyes. He walked away but not before she grabbed her phone and took a picture of his profile as he turned a corner. It was probably a shitty photo, but maybe somebody could figure out who he was, if need be.

With her cream in her hand, she headed to the long line at the front counter. She watched the blonde ahead of her step out of the line, as if she couldn’t be bothered to wait, and, in a hurried stride, headed for the front doors.

Doreen put down the hand cream on the counter, raced outside, and, with her phone, took a picture of the woman. As she walked to her car, Doreen snapped another picture of the Mini. She was getting damn good at using her cell phone at her hip to take images on the sly. She was pretty sure Mack wouldn’t be happy with her doing this. Neither would the people she’d taken pictures of. But it seemed like everybody else snapped cameras in her face. So what the hell?

She wondered if it was safe for her to follow the woman. But that was an idiotic move. She had witnessed a minor tiff between two people who’d uttered empty threats. Nothing to do with Doreen. And hardly a life-threatening situation. She should just mind her own business …

Until she watched the big bully hop into a huge black truck and drive off aggressively behind the Mini.

Doreen chewed on her bottom lip indecisively, not liking the menacing growl of the truck’s engine. Those humongous trucks always seemed to be driven by asshats.

At that term she grinned. Swearing wasn’t something she was terribly comfortable with, but the words slipped out more and more. And unfortunately Thaddeus heard—and repeated—most of them. She wanted to utilize forms she could say comfortably that would give the same meaning without lowering her standards. The internet was full of alternate swear words, but she didn’t want anything that just everybody used. Of course, asshats was a popular one. Still, she kind of liked it.

She hopped into her car and drove out, following the truck and the Mini Cooper. She didn’t know why exactly. Was she that bored? It’d been three days since she’d solved the cold case of poor Betty Miles who’d been dismembered thirty years ago by her best friend, Hannah Theroux. Three days, that was it. What was she, some kind of a dead-body junkie?

Still, the argument between the two people had seemed like a viable threat, now that she thought about it some more, in light of the demanding man now following the woman. Not that the woman had seemed threatened by the man’s words. She’d given as good as she got.

While following those two, Doreen realized she was heading in the direction of the Welcome to Kelowna sign. She perked up at having a viable excuse to give Mack for going in this direction. She really did want to take a look at the two beds the city was considering updating. Doreen should have done that in the first place because, without knowing the size of each, she would have no idea how to budget for her time or for the number of plants needed.

It took another five minutes to reach that area. Both vehicles continued ahead of her. She frowned as they turned off and went around the corner and past the sign. She pulled in a small strip mall close by so she could park and walk to the sign the rest of the way up the road.

As she hopped out, she studied the direction the other vehicles had taken. It looked like a dead-end street. Maybe, when she was done here, she’d take a look there. In the meantime, she grabbed her notepad, and, with Mugs at her side, she strolled over to look at the big garden, about fifty feet across, with the Welcome to Kelowna sign in the middle.

She took several photos of the two smaller garden beds the city was looking for options on. The heart-shaped beds were pretty and could use something extremely unique. Her creative artistry piqued, she had almost too many choices to consider. As she wrote down more notes, she checked out the dryness of the soil, the type of mulch used, and saw how the city’s gardeners had used a cutting tool to create a shallow trench at the garden’s edge to keep the grass from encroaching. Which was smart because public-area maintenance requirements in a city this size were massive and expensive. Even though the city likely employed an army of gardeners, there was always too much to do and not enough man-hours to do it.

Mugs lay down in the grass, happy to be on a field trip. He rolled over and snuffled along the ground, enjoying himself. She chuckled. “I should have brought the others with us. They’d love it here.”

Of course, the cat and the bird were much harder to control. She returned her attention to the gardens. Her mind buzzed with various plant options. She wondered if they could keep rubber plants here because they were huge statements that could be in the center of each of those heart-shaped beds. Not just one rubber plant but maybe four or five of them. She’d seen many big planters on the city’s sidewalks and in the malls using the same idea. It would tie together the inner-city landscaping with the outer-city designs.

“Come on, Mugs. Let’s go.”

After letting Mugs into the car, she hopped back into her vehicle. Rather than going home, she proceeded where the two vehicles had gone. Just a quick trip to make sure everything was okay. She went around the corner to find the truck parked a few houses down on the left. With her phone, she took a picture of it, getting the license plate number. The truck appeared out of place compared to the run-down house it was parked at, which in her mind looked like a crack house. One of the typical druggie houses seen in a big city that others avoided. They were usually pretty easy to avoid because they were generally clustered with more houses of the same in a particular neighborhood. Yet the houses on either side here looked more upscale. This particular derelict house was hardly a place she expected the blonde to go.

Doreen was in the Rutland area of Kelowna, and Nan lived in the Mission area. Rutland was a poorer area, not low-class by any means, and the city was certainly doing a lot to revitalize the area. It had the lowest-priced real estate in town too. Great for enticing developers.

As she drove slowly past the truck, she could see the bright red Mini Cooper parked beside it. That looked really incongruous with the decrepit house. Maybe those two were developers? Maybe they had bought the house and planned to level it and rebuild? She shrugged, wondering what their deal was, but knowing it wasn’t her business.

She drove ahead to a cul-de-sac at the end of the road. She pulled around in the circle and slowly drove past the house again. She had absolutely no excuse for doing what she did next—nothing that would pass muster with Mack. But she didn’t even think twice about it.

She pulled up to a nearby house and parked. In a pretense of taking Mugs for a walk, she got out on the sidewalk and headed away from the house, crossed the road, and strolled on the sidewalk opposite the house in question. She was being nosy, and she knew it. But she and Mugs were just taking an innocent walk. Not like she was on private property with No Trespassing signs posted.

No harm done.

Spit. Spit.

She froze, wondering where to look, wondering if she could have mistaken that sound, but it came again. Spit, spit. Followed by a cry.

That all came from the house. “Mugs, let’s go.” She raced to her car, hopped in, and drove back to the garden store, where she called Mack from the safety of her car in the parking lot.

“What?”

“I think I heard gunshots,” she said without preamble.

“What the hell? Where?”

She winced as she told him about the couple’s argument and taking pictures of them and their vehicles and then following them.

“You did what?” he roared.

“Okay, okay. I know I shouldn’t have followed them,” she said, “but it doesn’t change the fact I think I heard gunshots.”

“It’s also quite possible you heard something other than gunshots,” he said. “Like a car backfiring.”

“Yes, maybe,” she said. “Maybe, maybe, maybe. But maybe not.”

He groaned. “Fine. What’s the address?”

“I don’t know the house number,” she said. “But it’s on Hawthorne Street, the third house in from the corner—on the left side if you’re coming from the Kelowna sign.”

“Oh, that’s what you were doing there.”

“I had to see how big the beds were. How else could I give a decent bid?” She hoped he would believe that was her main reason for going there in the first place.

“I’ll take a look,” he said. “But you go home. Will you do that?”

“I will.”

“Did you bring any of the animals with you?”

“Just Mugs.” She reached over to pet the basset hound’s head. Mugs let out a corresponding woof into the interior of her car.

“At least you’ve got him, although I don’t know that he’ll be much protection against an attack.”

“As you well know,” she snapped, “he’s great protection—when needed.”

“Maybe,” he said. “But maybe not. I think you guys are a comedy of errors.”

“Okay, that’s possible,” she said defiantly, a trifle hurt. “But it works. We’re all family.” And on that note she hung up. She reached over and gave Mugs a big cuddle. “Let’s go home. Back to the rest of the family.”

Was there ever a better word? Nope. And she couldn’t think of a better place she wanted to be right now.


Chapter 3
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The reporters still lolled around her driveway. They all stood at attention and snapped pictures, their flashes lighting up her front yard as she drove in. A couple were determined to stand their ground, but she continued to drive forward steadily. They would either get out of the way in time or get mowed down. She was hardly in the mood to discuss this with them.

As she drove into her driveway, she pulled in front of the garage and parked. Too bad she hadn’t had a chance to empty the garage so it was useable. It would give her a chance to get away from prying eyes. While Doreen had been sorting through some of Nan’s stuff in the house, the garage was a whole different story.

With Mugs in tow, she walked toward the front door. What she should have done when she was out was grab some food. She was damn near out of crackers and cheese and peanut butter and everything prepackaged. Since Mack had told her that ramen noodles were supposed to be cooked, she’d begun microwaving them with water. A constant source of poor nutrition. She had to chuckle at it all.

From the front stoop, she could see Thaddeus, the great big goof, looking out the window. She had closed the curtains before she’d left because of the reporters. In fact, the curtains had been closed for days now. But the parrot had worked his head between the folds so he could look outside.

Pulling his head back from the curtains, he was blocked from her sight. She knew he’d be perched on the sofa cushions waiting for her to enter. She could hear him inside, squawking, “She’s home. She’s home.” Doreen opened the door and cried out, “Yes, Thaddeus. I’m home.”

Mugs gave a woof as he went in and jumped onto the couch—almost on top of the cat—as if to tell off Goliath, the monster cat sprawled on the center cushion, for being there. Goliath’s hiss and one swipe of his claws were followed by one last bark, and Goliath ran off. Then Mugs lay down on the couch with a disinterested glare and closed his eyes.

Doreen groaned, closed the front door with a shake of her head, and walked into the kitchen to put on the teakettle. She dropped her notepad on the counter and said out loud, hoping Mack’s ears were burning, “You’re welcome, Mack. Somebody might have just died. But that’s all right. Don’t be worried about me or them.”

She wasn’t being fair, of course, because Mack was worried about her safety when following the couple. Maybe they’d had a lovers’ tiff, but, regardless of the nature of their argument, it was none of Doreen’s business. The fact of the matter was, she was bored. They’d caught her eye, and she hadn’t been able to let them go.

On that note she sat down at her laptop and continued her research, looking for pictures of large beds of carnations in Kelowna. She didn’t want to make a mistake and pick the wrong plants. Although she loved carnations, what did they look like when they were en masse? Google Images brought up several nice pictures of local gardens. Thinking maybe she could drive around and take a closer look at these, she made herself a cup of tea and put it into her travel mug.

Besides, she was restless, and Mack telling her to go home wasn’t sitting so well. Technically she did go home. She just planned on leaving once more. If she could do something constructive, then she should. Right?

She put the leash on Mugs again and ushered Thaddeus and Goliath into the car too. This trip would be a family outing. Thaddeus rode in the back passenger seat, Mugs on the other side, with Goliath riding shotgun because, … well, because he would never let anybody else sit here. Life was just that easy for Goliath. But then, when you were a thirty-pound Maine coon with claws and teeth, life was pretty easy.

Doreen slowly backed down the driveway, once again inching past the reporters, ignoring the flashes of their cameras going off in her face. She wondered if she should tell the media camped out in her front yard about the gunshots she had heard earlier. They’d all pack it up and head to the new crime scene, right? But that was hardly fair to the police. The media could disturb their initial investigation. When she was clear of the pesky reporters, she headed back into town.

She drove toward the first of three carnation sites she wanted to see firsthand, starting with the one farthest away. Once there, she let the animals out to walk with her. This was a huge public garden set beside the entrance to one of the many big vineyards privately owned by the Pollock family. The garden bed was absolutely gorgeous. She could see from where she stood how the tall carnations drooped sideways somewhat, probably because of the last rain they had had here—like a month ago? Kelowna didn’t receive a lot of rain, but, when it came, sometimes it poured heavily and would knock the flowers flat.

As she studied these, she found they were recovering but would likely never stand straight again. So maybe these carnations weren’t the best choice.

Now Dianthus carnations were a different story. Bright, colorful, cheerful, almost always in bloom, particularly when mature plants. Those might be a better answer. Still, Doreen had two more existing carnation gardens she should look at.

The next garden was much smaller. The carnations were planted in circles and surrounded by what looked to be heather. Interesting choice as the heather would be striking with its purple blooms in spring. She’d always loved heather. It was hard to argue with anything that shouted out with joy that the new year had arrived, that spring had finally sprung, and that basically told everybody to get off their butts and to get out of their houses because it was a new world out there. She smiled at her own quirkiness and got busy taking pictures.

At the third garden, the carnations were planted in stripes. A dwarf type apparently was used as the flowers were about two-thirds the heights of the others she’d seen, yet the size worked lovely as a centerpiece. She studied the garden from the front and then walked all the way around to see the whole effect.

She froze, her breath coming out in short choppy gasps. Forcing herself to move, her gaze still locked on the bed, she called Mack. His line was busy. She tried a second time, then a third. When she still couldn’t get through, she switched to Camera mode, but, before she could take a picture, her phone rang.

“Nothing is there at the house on Hawthorne Street,” Mack said. “No vehicles, nobody outside. The doors to the house were unlocked, but the house itself appears empty when we peered in the windows.” Fatigue colored his tone of voice. “So it’s a false alarm.”

“No, it’s not,” she said. “I need you to come here. Like now.”

“Doreen, are you okay?” His voice was sharp.

“No,” she snapped. “I’m not okay. Come here, right now,” she said.

“What are you talking about?”

She cried out, “I’ll show you. Hold on. I’m sending a picture.” She hung up, switched back to Camera mode, and took a picture of the absolutely stunning carnation garden and the dead body lying in the middle of it.


Chapter 4


[image: ‡]

After she sent the photo, Doreen didn’t have long to wait before Mack called. “You didn’t just find her, did you?”

“Yes, I did. She’s the one I saw and followed earlier,” Doreen said. “She’s the woman who’d been in the fight with the man.”

He swore softly into the phone. “Why didn’t you call me?”

“I did, three times,” she exclaimed. “You didn’t answer.” She hung up on him, gathered her animals, headed back to her car, and sat inside, wondering at her delayed reaction. She should be shaking by now, shouldn’t she? It wasn’t that she was getting numb to seeing dead bodies, but she had just seen this woman very much alive and very assertive in the face of a belligerent man. And that should be enough to shatter anybody’s world. It was slow to come, but, after her initial disbelief, then grief slipped into Doreen’s heart and soul. That poor woman. She’d been so vibrantly alive just hours ago. Doreen had admired her spunk.

Doreen wrapped her arms around her chest and rocked gently back and forth in the seat. Thaddeus crossed over to her shoulder and gently rubbed his cheek against hers. “Body in the garden. Body in the garden.”

“We really need to add to your vocabulary,” she said softly to the bird. She reached up and stroked his feathers, loving how very affectionate he was. He rubbed up and down her cheek, catching the wet tear streaking from the corner of her eye.

Goliath hopped across the seat and landed in her lap, as if expecting her to have nothing to do but pet him. She picked him up in her arms and squeezed him tight. And he let her. That was the surprising part. He didn’t even growl at the strength of her hug. He must have sensed that her crying meant he should allow it for now. She buried her face in his soft fur and whispered how much she had missed knowing him in his early years. He was such a blessing in her life.

She had no sooner finished saying that when Mugs barked from the back seat. She chuckled. “Yes, Mugs. I love you too, buddy.”

What she really needed was for Mack to get here before anybody else arrived. She did not want to be found alone with the body. But she felt she had to stay, to be protective, to watch over the poor woman.

As if anyone could do anything else to hurt her now. … She was already dead. So sad. … People could be a nasty lot sometimes, and she didn’t want some heartless kids to come and take pictures to post on the internet.

When a hard knock came on her window, she let out a shriek. Mugs barked furiously. Goliath reached up with his big paw, putting it against the window, his claws out. She hit the button, lowering the window, hearing Mack shouting at her.

“You and that menagerie,” he said, his face grim as he took in the occupants of her car.

“Hey, I only took Mugs last time,” she said. “Maybe I knew I would need the solace of bringing them all this time.”

“You should be home, where I told you to go,” he said, “safe and sound, not out here again. What are you even doing here?”
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   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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