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Chapter One


Saturday, October 14th

2:13 AM





The sound of pounding feet grew louder and meant one thing—he was closer. She willed herself to move faster, cursing the tight skirt and stiletto pumps that slowed her down. He sloshed through several puddles on the dark street, ones she’d avoided just moments before. She realized he’d already turned the corner and she was in view. A narrow alley lay ahead, illuminated by a naked, yellow bulb that hung over a massive steel delivery door.

She’d wheeled to her right heading toward the alley when her heel settled into an ancient pothole. She gasped and lurched forward. Gravity demanded she fall, ending the chase and her life, but she fought to stay upright, her strong legs and back preventing a collision with the concrete. She increased her speed again, but her ankle screamed in pain. The misstep cost her valuable seconds, and she knew he was gaining on her. Resisting the urge to look back, she pumped her arms harder and entered the black mouth of the alley. Darkness lay ahead and there was no way out. At any point she could careen into a brick wall or fence, but the alternative was worse.

Her ankle throbbed and her feet slowed. He was right behind her, his heavy breathing audible. If she could reach the end of the alley, a sliver of hope existed. She lengthened her stride and felt a hand graze her shoulder. She cried out and lunged forward. He reached for her again, this time grabbing some strands of hair, but she kept going. And then the pavement beneath her disappeared.





Jane’s eyes flew open and she gasped, a spasm of terror shooting through her body. The one-night stand sleeping next to her didn’t awaken. She glanced at the window and the slash of moonlight illuminating the bedroom. She sat up slowly, her head lolling between her knees. She knew before she looked at the nightstand that the digital display on her clock would show it was somewhere around two. Sure enough, it was 2:13. When her heart rate returned to normal, she rose from the bed, realizing this was the third nightmare in less than a week. She moved toward the window, conscious she was naked but comforted by the bright full moon.

She saw it instantly, haloed by the nearby streetlight. A white orchid lay on her front walk.



Chapter Two


Saturday, October 14th

7:55 AM





A shrill ring ripped Ari from a deep sleep. She dislodged herself from Molly’s strong arms and reached for her cell phone. “Ari Adams.”

“God, Ari, I’m sorry to call this early, but I waited as long as I could. I’ve been up since two this morning, so I figured if I wake up my best friend at eight on a Saturday, after sitting in my condo for six terrifying hours already, then I’m still being rather considerate, don’t you think?”

She rubbed her eyes, still half asleep. “Sweetie, slow down. I can’t understand everything you’re saying.”

“I got another orchid during the night. Somebody left it on my front walk, and now I’m totally freaking out.”

“Oh, no. Okay, honey. It’s okay.”

Molly sat up, her face full of concern.

She covered the mouthpiece and whispered, “Jane got another orchid.”

Molly shook her head and fell back against the pillow. “She needs to hire a PI.”

She stroked Molly’s blond curls as Jane continued to rant. While she loved Jane dearly, it was difficult to know whether a true emergency existed or if her melodramatic nature was responsible for the quake in her voice. Jane continued to barrel through her description while Molly kissed each of Ari’s fingertips, and she struggled to focus on the conversation. She knew it would only be a matter of seconds before Molly began sucking on each one, an act of foreplay she couldn’t resist.

“Ari, what should I do?” Jane moaned.

Molly’s lips closed around her middle finger, and Ari swallowed a sigh. “Jane, why don’t we meet at my office at ten? I’m not having an open house today, but I have to go in to do some paperwork. We can have some coffee and talk, okay?” She hoped she didn’t sound too rushed.

“Wait a minute,” Jane said suspiciously. “Are you with Molly? You are, aren’t you? You guys are doing it. Holy shit, Ari! I’m trying to talk to you about my potential murder, and you’re getting it on with your girlfriend.”

She took a deep breath. “Jane, there’s nothing I can do right now. Give me a couple hours and I’ll help you figure this out. I promise. If it takes all day, we’ll work on it, okay?” She knew the prospect of spending a whole day together while talking about herself would definitely appeal to Jane.

Jane sighed. “Fine. I just hope that I’m not kidnapped or tortured between now and then. You’ll feel really bad if my maimed and mutilated body goes undiscovered for weeks.”

“No, I’d find it before then. I’ll see you in a few.” Before Jane could respond, she flipped her phone shut and tossed it on the nightstand. She retreated back into Molly’s pleasurable embrace, savoring the gentle kisses Molly planted on her collarbone.

“I take it Jane is upset.”

“Yes, this is the fourth orchid that someone has left. I’m beginning to get a little worried about this.”

Molly’s expression sobered, and much to Ari’s dismay, she sat up on her elbow. “Tell me again, when did this start?”

“About two weeks ago. She found the first one in her cubicle at work. She didn’t think anything of it. She thought maybe a grateful client had left it. She’d closed a few deals that week, and she assumed it was from one of them.”

“Did she check that out? Make some phone calls?”

Ari shook her head. Molly stared at the far wall, lost in her thoughts. She knew Molly was moving deeper into cop mode, and once Detective Molly Nelson fully crowded her entire persona, she might as well get out of bed and start the day. “Jane hasn’t done anything proactive. She just has her suspicions.” She snuggled against Molly and kissed her cheek, allowing her hands to roam across her body. “I really don’t want to talk about Jane anymore. I’ll help her figure it out later.”

Molly cupped Ari’s face in her hands. “You need to promise me that you won’t do anything dangerous.”

She bit her lip. She’d nearly been killed a few months before, and while she doubted she would ever face that much danger again, she knew Molly was overly cautious about her life. She stared into Molly’s crystal blue eyes. “I’ll be careful.” It would be the perfect opportunity to share her feelings, but she knew Molly wasn’t ready to hear the words.

Molly kissed her and smoothed her hair. “I just . . . well, I worry.”

She knew it was the closest Molly would come to voicing her feelings. “I know.”

A look of relief crossed Molly’s face. “She needs to hire a PI. The police won’t do anything because technically no crime has been committed.”

“I promise I’ll suggest that to her when I see her,” she said, quickly dismissing Jane’s problems. She would spend the day with Jane, but right now she was in bed with Molly, who also was slated to work a stakeout in a few hours. It was a step toward promotion, and it meant Molly would spend more time on the job. She was not going to waste precious moments of intimacy on other matters. She rolled on top of Molly and made sure the next hour was quality time.



Chapter Three


Saturday, October 14th

9:28 AM





Molly parked the Chevy Caprice along the curb across from the industrial office park. Her partner, Andre Williams, handed her a black coffee and reclined the passenger seat to accommodate his lanky frame. Neither of them spoke; they had exhausted all small talk yesterday afternoon. Today was their third day in a joint stakeout with the FBI, and although other officers had told her that this operation, which had accidentally fallen into her lap, was a key to promotion, the waiting was killing her. She glanced at Andre, who looked more like a Wall Street financier than a cop in his well-pressed, dark gray suit and perfectly knotted tie. She surveyed her own appearance. It was a Saturday and for her that meant business casual—jeans, button-down shirt and a sports blazer. She’d grown accustomed to their fashion differences and she had accepted, for the most part, that he would always look more professional.

She sipped her coffee and gazed through the windshield at the brown metal door that had become the center of their lives for the last few days. The FBI was sure that New York crime lord Vince Carnotti was running his Arizona drug operation through this nondescript industrial office complex that sat just south of Phoenix Sky Harbor International Airport. The Cactus Airpark was a lookalike for the six other facilities that lined Mohave Road. It was the ideal place to go unnoticed since the tenants’ hours varied and traffic was inconsistent. A plane could glide through the large double doors that were common to each building, and she knew these establishments were ripe for hiding whatever, or whoever, didn’t want to be seen.

The radio squawked and the familiar voice of Connie Rasp, the lead field agent for the detail, warbled through the static. “Nora twenty-six, come in.”

Molly grabbed the microphone. “Go ahead.”

“Morning. You guys got anything out there?”

“Negative.”

Rasp sighed. “Nothing here either, and no sign of your informant. Hang tight.”

Molly frowned. “Copy.”

“That’s not good,” Andre said.

She swallowed hard and tried to push aside the worry that crept into her mind. Dudley Moon, known as Itchy on the street, was one of her informants and the reason she and Andre had become involved with the feds. He had been busted ten days ago for fencing stolen goods, and when the arresting officers found a pound of cocaine in the pocket of his army jacket, he refused to talk to anyone but Molly. He had insisted he wasn’t running drugs, but he was vague about the details, except that the drugs belonged to the Carnotti family. She convinced him to make a deal, knowing he wasn’t the prison type. A small, skinny man who looked like a teenager even though he was almost thirty, he knew he’d be somebody’s slave within the first week of incarceration. Self-preservation and a belief that the government could protect him drove Itchy to become a snitch.

Apparently when Special Agent Connie Rasp saw Molly’s interview tape, she was impressed and immediately asked Molly and Andre to join her two-year-old investigation of the Carnotti family. Itchy was the first person willing to cross the Carnottis in over a year, and Rasp had told Molly that she needed him to stay alive and testify. Her last witness had conveniently crashed into the guardrail of a bridge in Newark when the brakes of his car went out.

Now Molly worried that Itchy might be in danger. She had asked permission to follow him herself, but Rasp had insisted the fibbies take that responsibility, and Molly and Andre were relegated to watching the brown metal door, the place where Itchy said he would bring Carnotti’s associates.

“What time is Ari’s birthday party?” Andre asked.

“We’re getting there around eight thirty, so you could come at eight.” She looked at her partner, whose hand tapped the doorframe to a rhythm he heard in his head. “You know, this party might get a little wild. I mean, it’s mostly lesbians.”

Andre chuckled. “You think a handsome black man can’t handle a room full of gay women? I’ll bet you that at least one of your sisters swings both ways, and she and I will leave together, or I’ll meet one of your few straight friends who’s looking for a man.”

“I don’t know about that.”

Andre turned in his seat and pointed at her. “I will bet you lunch for a week that I hook up with a fine woman at your girlfriend’s party. You wanna take that bet?” He held out his hand to shake.

She met his grip and smiled. “I don’t mind eating pastrami on rye from Duck and Decanter for a week. You’re on.”

“And no coaching your friends, either,” he added. “Keep it aboveboard.”

“No problem.” Molly glanced at the door, which remained closed with no activity around the building. Every parking space was vacant and no one entered or exited through the front gate. In fact, she had not seen a single car pass by the other buildings. Typical Saturday morning, she thought. But when she reviewed the past two days, she realized they had seen few vehicles and only two or three people. She assumed that many of the buildings were vacant, as evidenced by the handful of real estate signs that lined the fence. Yet, now she wondered.

“Don’t you think it’s weird that there’s no one here?”

Andre shrugged. “It’s Saturday morning. I think this is probably normal.”

“Yeah, but this isn’t much different from the workweek. There’s been hardly any action. We saw a few cars, but this place is too quiet.” She got out and strolled across the street, Andre following behind.

“Mol, what are you doing?”

“We need to check this out. Did the fibbies think to run the water bills on these buildings?”

“I don’t know. They told us to sit in the car and watch the door, which you’re not doing, by the way.”

She ignored his protests and strolled past the huge double doors, stopping in front of the main office. She peered between the partially closed slats of the cheap vertical blinds, expecting to see a reception area with a desk and chairs, but instead she saw an empty room, bits of paper scattered on the floor and the phone wires hanging out of the wall. “Shit. Take a look.”

Andre stepped to the glass while her temper flared. They had wasted two days of their lives. He looked up, a puzzled expression on his face. “What’s going on?”

She stalked across the asphalt to the next building, in view of the other detail assigned to watch the industrial park. She knew it wouldn’t take long before Connie Rasp was calling her. She found another window. The inside was the same—down to the hanging phone wires. She headed toward a third building, where she was sure she’d seen a visitor during the week. She peered through the glass and saw a disaster. The furniture was still there, but an entire filing cabinet had been overturned and files lay strewn all over the floor. She imagined someone had broken in or had left in a hurry.

“This is a setup,” she said to Andre. He looked through the window just as her radio squawked.

“N twenty-six! What the hell are you doing?”

“There’s nothing here. The whole place is empty. They knew we were coming and they got out.” Molly waited for a reply, and when she heard nothing, she knew Connie Rasp was already in her car and barreling over to the airpark.

She and Andre had just returned to their vehicle when Rasp’s unmarked Ford pulled up beside them. She was out the passenger’s side before the car made a full stop. A well-built, handsome African-American woman who was shorter than Molly by six inches, she stepped into Molly’s physical space, her anger palpable.

“What the fuck are you doin’, Nelson? Who do you think is running this investigation? Who told you to move your ass out of your car? Was it you?” She pointed her finger at Andre, who shook his head fiercely. “This is what I get for working with locals.” She placed her hands on her hips, her lips pursed, and waited for Molly’s reply.

“This place is a shell,” Molly said quietly. She knew Rasp was furious, and she didn’t care if she was thrown off the investigation. It would give her more time to look for Itchy. Her anxiety was over the top, now that she was sure he would never make a meeting at Cactus Airpark. “Go look in the windows.”

She pointed at the closest office and watched Rasp cross in front of her. Molly’s eyes naturally went to the woman’s fine figure, particularly her tight ass, which she displayed effectively in her black dress pants. She sighed and chastised herself. What are you doing noticing other women? You love Ari and you come unglued when she does the same thing. C’mon, Nelson.

“Damn it,” Rasp said when she returned. She went back to her car and barked at the other detail in her radio. “All units report back to headquarters.”

Andre and Molly watched Rasp’s car turn around and leave before climbing inside the Caprice.

“She could have at least said thank you,” Andre said.

“I don’t want a thank you. I want to know where the hell Itchy is.”



Chapter Four


Saturday, October 14th

10:03 AM





When Ari pulled up to Southwest Realty, Jane Frank was already sitting on the porch, her cell phone glued to her ear. Ari could see her long, pink nails gesturing with the conversation, which clearly wasn’t pleasant. Her perfectly painted face, coiffed brown hair and designer suit created the consummate image of a professional businesswoman. When she was dressed like a conservative Republican, no stranger would ever suspect that her closet harbored her true self—a wild dyke with enough sex toys to start her own adult store. There were, though, very few lesbians in Phoenix who were strangers to her bedroom.

Women adored Jane and gravitated to her physical beauty and extraordinary charm. Her fiery personality burned high most of the time, feeding primarily on anger or passion. Fear and vulnerability were foreign concepts, and if she ever felt anxious or nervous, she hid those emotions from Ari—until recently, until the appearance of the orchids.

Jane looked up and waved. Her eyes narrowed in protest to the phone conversation, and several times she tried to interrupt, only to close her mouth in futility. Ari smiled, amused. She was sure Jane was talking to Aspen Harper, her least favorite client and Phoenix’s new, premier chef. Aspen was intent on debating and arguing every point of the transaction with her. Ari imagined the commission must be quite hefty if Jane agreed to endure Aspen’s constant scrutiny and second-guessing, even late at night when she would call, anxious about her first home purchase. They had spent two months searching for the perfect house, one that didn’t seem to exist.

Ari unlocked the converted bungalow and Jane followed her through the quiet hallways to her office, prattling away with standard responses and soothing words of encouragement. Ari glanced into the spacious main office as they passed its door, surprised that her boss, Lorraine Gonzalez, had not arrived. Lorraine rarely skipped Saturdays, spending much of her weekends hosting open houses or previewing listings with clients. She had the strongest work ethic Ari had ever seen, and she admired the mother of four who believed that hard work was the key to success and a guarantee that her family would never return to their impoverished roots.

Jane dropped onto the divan, pushed the speakerphone button and set her cell phone on the coffee table. She flipped off her heels and hung her stockinged feet over the arm of the couch, withdrawing a nail buffer from her purse to work on her manicure. She no longer bothered to create responses for Aspen, who, like a car running out of gas, eventually exhausted her statements and questions.

“Jane, are you listening to me?”

“Of course, darling. I understand your position entirely. Now why don’t you let me worry about your new abode and you focus on those soufflé recipes you were telling me about. They sound marvelous.”

“They’re amazing,” Aspen agreed. “I’m putting them out as the specials tonight.”

Jane smiled at Ari. She knew she’d won this round. “I’ve got to go. Let me know if you need anything.”

“Will I see you later?” Aspen asked, almost in a childlike voice.

Jane closed her eyes and gritted her teeth. “I’m sure I’ll catch up with you this afternoon. ’Bye.” She disconnected and stared at Ari. “Why are we in this business?”

“To make a ton of money, honey,” a voice answered. “At least when the market cooperates.”

They looked up to see Lorraine Gonzalez in the doorway. A perky woman in her forties, her beautiful smile masked the hard life she’d known before opening Southwest Realty. She was full of curves, as Jane described her, and the tailored suit she wore accented her buxom bosom. She tapped her fingers on the doorjamb and glanced between the two women. “What are you doing here?”

“I got another orchid,” Jane said.

Lorraine shook her head. “That’s really creepy. You’ve probably got a stalker.”

“Oh, please don’t use that word,” Jane whined.

“Whoever it is probably has a horrible crush on you and just wants your attention. You are irresistible.” Lorraine leaned over and kissed Jane on the head before going back to her own office.

“Why isn’t that woman gay?” Jane mused. “You know, I’ve been told that I do have the power to turn straight women gay. Why doesn’t she succumb to my charms?”

Ari laughed and joined her on the divan. “Because, honey, Lorraine loves men almost as much as you love women. The only difference between the two of you is that she’s much more discreet.”

“I’m discreet.”

“Janey, your name is plastered on bathroom stalls in all of the lesbian bars. Women have written testimonials about your prowess in the bedroom and put them on the Internet. It’s not discreet if I can Google you and know about your sex life.”

She shrugged, admitting her reputation. “Do you think the orchids are from one of my past conquests?”

“I don’t know. It’s possible. It would certainly make sense, sweetie. Most women think that going to bed leads to a relationship or a commitment. You’ve left a trail of women in the dust and some of them have been pretty angry. How many times have you changed your phone number?”

“I’m always honest with them. I’ve never promised any woman anything. And to answer your question, only three times in the last year. I don’t think that’s a big deal. Most of the women I see understand our relationship, or rather the fact that the word is not in my vocabulary.”

“That’s true but, honey, all it takes is one.”

Jane looked out the window, and Ari knew she was filing through the past few months of lovers. Ari could name at least six different women Jane had bedded recently, and she was sure there were many more. Jane loved women, met them frequently and didn’t hesitate to fornicate anywhere.

“I just don’t think it’s a woman,” she mused. “It’s too awful to think a woman would stalk another woman like that. In my nightmares it’s always a man.”

“How do you know?”

“His feet. I hear his shoes against the pavement and they aren’t stilettos. It sounds like I’m being chased by an elephant.”

“The question is what you should do about it. Molly told me this morning that there’s nothing the police can do since no crime has been committed. I’ll bring it up with her again if you really want me to, but she’s got a lot on her mind with this new assignment. It might get her a promotion.”

“And I can tell you’re absolutely thrilled by the possibility.” She nudged her shoulder. “C’mon, best friend. What’s going on between the two of you? I know there’s something you’re not telling me.”

“It’s just . . . it’s just . . .” Ari sighed. “I can’t explain. We’ve hit some sort of wall, and I don’t know what will happen next.”

Jane wrapped her arms around Ari and kissed her on the cheek. “It’ll all work out, honey. You both just need to suck it up, say that little L word, you know the one that I can’t bring myself to think about, and then you’ll live happily ever after.”

Ari snorted and rolled her eyes. “I don’t picture that happening anytime soon.”

“The sooner the better, sweetie.” Jane looked around the room. “How do you do this?”

“Do what?”

“Keep your office this neat?”

Ari scanned her desk and credenza, which were uncluttered and free of random sticky notes or phone messages. Her folders were organized, alphabetically, of course, and her to-do list was displayed prominently next to her phone. She could only shrug, knowing Jane would never understand. They sometimes joked that one of Jane’s ex-lovers was buried underneath the piles of paper that were stacked around her office. She was fastidious about her manners and appearance, but that vanished at the entrance to her workspace.

Jane extended her legs and wiggled her free toes. “I’m bored with this topic for right now. We can talk about you for a little while. Let’s start with your birthday party at Hideaway, which is still somewhat about me since I’m planning it. I guarantee it will be a night of heavy drinking, general debauchery and extreme merriment.”

Ari winced at the description. “Please don’t forget that there are many straight people coming—granted, they are liberal straight people, but you do tend to blur the lines of decency. Sometimes I’m offended.”

She patted Ari’s knee and laughed. “Don’t you worry, honey. Lynne and Brian are helping me plan the party, and they’re keeping me on the appropriate side of decency, as you put it.”

“And you know my father may come, right? I don’t think Hideaway would be the best place for a reunion after nearly four years.” She tried to imagine Jack Adams at their favorite bar, witnessing a sea of lesbians in various states of dress, freely displaying their affection for one another.

Jane waved off her concern. “So if he decides to come, we’ll go to dinner and then dump him at Sol’s before we hit the bar.” Sol Gardener was the Phoenix Chief of Police, Jack’s best friend and Ari’s godfather.

“Hmm. I don’t know. I think I’ll ask him not to come. It just would be too difficult.”

Jane sat up and took her hand. “I understand what you’re saying, honey, and in this case you might be right, but you’ve avoided seeing your father for the last six months. I personally think it’s great that he’s trying to mend the fences from the past. Does he even know about Molly?”

“No, we’ve talked on the phone about general stuff and work. He hasn’t asked me about my love life and I haven’t volunteered.”

“He’ll find out eventually, sweetie. Molly’s too big to hide.”

Ari gripped Jane’s shoulders. “Promise me that you’ll exercise some control regarding this party.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Define control?”

“Uh, well, that would mean no strippers, no sex toys—”

“Wait! No sex toys? But sex is okay, right?”

“Jane!”

“Hey, I’m just looking for parameters.” She chuckled. “Honey, you don’t need to worry.” She clapped her hands once and sat up on the couch. “Now, back to me. What should I do about this flower business?”

Ari rose and grabbed a notepad from her desk. “Tell me the history again.”

“This makes number four in the past month. The first one was left on my desk at the office, the second one was on top of my car outside Hideaway, the third one appeared on the bench in front of my gym locker, and now this one.”

“It seems like each one gets a little more personal.”

“Damn right. Whoever it is knows where I live, where I work and how I spend my time. I’m totally creeped out.”

She tapped her pencil on the notepad. “You said four in the last month. Is that about one a week?”

Jane narrowed her eyes. “Well, that’s about right, but the last two were only four days apart.”

“Hmm. Well, that could be significant. She or he may be losing patience. Can you think of any women you’ve crushed lately?”

Jane scowled. “Don’t say that. You make me sound like a monster. I just like a good time.” She looked up at Ari, who stared without comment. She wasn’t going to argue with Jane about her reputation with Phoenix’s lesbian population. “And no, I have not had a screaming match with any woman in the past month, nor have I needed to duck because a date was throwing a shoe at me. The fall season has clearly been about meeting enlightened women.” She held up her chin with an air of dignity.

Ari sighed and sat down on the couch. “Well, then maybe it’s somebody who’s old-fashioned and is trying to court you.”

Jane smirked and shook her head. “I doubt it.”

“Maybe you should do what Molly suggested and hire a private investigator, someone who could check out the orchids? See if there’s some way to tell where they’re grown.”

Jane held up her hands. “Why do I need a PI? You’ve got it all figured out. We could do it together.”

“I don’t know, Jane. Molly made me promise that I would never again involve myself in anything dangerous. Not after last time.”

Jane was silent but her gaze went to Ari’s shoulder, the place where Ari had been shot. “I’m just talking about the orchid part,” she said. “The simple legwork. No chasing criminals. That’ll give me time to look for a real PI. What do you say? Please? I’m really desperate here.”

She hated it when Jane whined. She rarely put on a pathetic face, but when she did, it was priceless. She sighed. “Hand me the phone book, and let’s look up florists.”



Chapter Five


Saturday, October 14th

1:40 PM





The morning had really been about spending time with Jane. They had stopped at three floral shops with detours for her personal needs and her bottomless stomach. Jane seemed to relish their time together. It was like the old days when they both were single. Since she and Molly had become a couple, Jane was relegated to the outer circle of her life, and while she never uttered a complaint, Ari knew she felt a distance growing between them. So she was happy to spend the beautiful day cruising through Phoenix in Jane’s convertible Porsche Boxster while everyone stared or honked at the sleek machine.

By afternoon two facts were clear to Ari: Jane was highly connected, and the orchid-sender could be any female in the metropolitan Phoenix area. Despite Jane’s belief that someone wanted to harm her, Ari wasn’t sure the orchids were meant to be sinister. Jane had brought the last one along to show florists. Ari studied the delicate petals and the beautiful design. It was truly elegant, and as she held the slender stalk in her hand, she thought of Molly, imagining her lover naked on her bed while she stroked her tanned skin with the silky white flower. She quickly set the orchid back in her lap before her thoughts went wild. She couldn’t fathom how something so gorgeous could ever carry a dark purpose.

“Lunchtime,” Jane announced as she whipped the Porsche into a parking spot at the front door of McGurkee’s, their favorite sandwich shop. “You go grab a table and I’ll get our usual.”

The eatery was crowded, and Ari found the last open booth in a corner by a picture window. She gazed at the buildings across the street and reviewed the morning’s activities. They had accomplished little due to their intermittent detours. After stopping at Jane’s to retrieve the last orchid, they’d gone to AJ’s Fine Foods because Jane couldn’t live without her morning double mocha latté. Ari was astonished when Jane greeted the coffee barista with a kiss on the mouth. When they went to pay, she embraced the cashier and turned to Ari. “Lina, this is my best friend in the whole world, Ari Adams.”

Lina took her extended hand and brought it to her lips. “Ari, it is a pleasure. Jane has such good taste in friends.” The look in her eyes left Ari with a clear message of opportunity. She withdrew her hand and noticed the amused expression on Jane’s face.

Their first florist stop proved a dead end, since the only person working was a high school student. The thin young man dressed in gothic attire knew nothing about orchids except that his shop didn’t carry them very often, but he thought Jane’s flower was quite beautiful. Next they had zipped into the dry cleaners to claim Jane’s suits, which also netted her a dinner date with the carhop.

At the second flower shop they learned more about the orchid. The owner, a pudgy older man with white hair, pulled out a thick book on flowers and found the section on orchids. His gaze shifted from the orchid Jane held in her hand to the array of pictures on the page. When he found what he wanted, his stubby finger smacked the book.

“That’s it,” he said. “The Angraecum elephantinum, also known as the Gigantic Angraecum. It’s very difficult to grow and must be nurtured carefully.”

“Do you sell it?” Ari asked.

The florist shook his head. “No, certainly not something that rare. You wouldn’t have much of a market for it. Whoever grew that flower did so out of love, not profit.”

“I’d say you have an admirer,” Ari told Jane as they left.

“An admirer? What kind of admirer tries to scare the crap out of their intended conquest?”

“Jane, the person may not know he or she is affecting you this way. You heard what the man said. Someone grew it out of love.”

“Love of flowers, not love for me. If I find out who’s doing this, I’m going to press charges.”

Ari chuckled. So far the entire situation seemed rather benign, and she was rather sure Jane was being overly dramatic. The third stop confirmed that Jane did possess a Gigantic Angraecum, but the salesperson did not carry them and had received no inquiries that
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