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      Tyrone stuck his head through the curtain. “Hey, Aggie, you got a moment?”

      “Sure.” Wiping her hands on a paper towel, Agatha walked into the main area of the shop to find her husband and an older, white-haired gentleman standing by the front refrigerator display case. She took in the man’s appearance: the stained overalls and shirt, the old ball cap perched over his uncombed hair, and the wrinkles and creases etched in his sun-browned skin. Spreading her professional smile on her face, she went over to them.

      “This is my wife, Agatha. She can answer your questions better than I can. I’m just the grunt,” Tyrone informed the man. Throwing Agatha a wink, he went to finish what he was doing at the counter.

      Agatha addressed the man directly. “Hi! How can I help you?”

      “Do you have any tulips?”

      “Yes, we do. Are you interested in a particular color?” She noticed her husband returning to the back of the store since there were no other customers in the store.

      The old man shrugged. “I’m not fussy. Neither’s Judith.”

      She gestured toward a refrigerated case on the other side of the store. “They’re right over there. Let’s go pick out a tulip for Judith…or is it for you?” she lightly teased.

      “No, no. It’s for her.”

      They walked up to the case where Agatha pointed out the flowers. “What’s Judith’s favorite color? Do you know?”

      “Yellow. But sometimes she likes pink, too.”

      “Ah! You’re in luck! We have a yellow tulip waiting for you!” She opened the door to reach inside and draw the flower from the tank. “Is there anything else I can interest you in, Mister…”

      “Just call me Hiram. That’ll do. What do I owe you?”

      Agatha lowered her gaze as she led him back to where the cash register was located. As she placed a water vial on the end of a stem and wrapped the flower with a sprig of greenery before adding tissue paper, she kept up a stream of conversation.

      “That’ll be two fifty-three. Are tulips Judith’s favorite flower?”

      “Yes. She used to have the flowerbeds in front of our old house filled with them. Every fall, she’d plant bulbs. Get down on her hands and knees and work until she could barely get back up on her feet on her own.” The man’s voice sounded wistful. Saddened.

      He handed her a crumpled five-dollar bill, and she gave him his change along with the flower.

      “Here you go. I hope she likes it.”

      For the first time the old man smiled. “I know she will,” he assured her. “You have a good day. And thank you.”

      “Thank you for stopping by. Come again,” Agatha called out to him as he left the store. She continued to watch the man as he made his way north, ambling slowly but steadily toward his destination. She was aware of her husband emerging from the back of the shop to set a few roses on the counter, then coming up behind her to slide an arm around her waist before dropping a kiss to her shoulder.

      “Poor guy,” he muttered.

      She nodded in response, waiting for him to ask the inevitable.

      “Any idea what that was all about?”

      “Not much,” she confessed.

      He tilted his head to gaze at her. “Uh-oh. I know that tone. He punched your curiosity button, didn’t he?”

      “Did you see how he was dressed?”

      “How could I miss it? He reeked of machine oil. He probably works at the factory.”

      “Ty, that guy has to be way past retirement age,” she noted.

      “Maybe he doesn’t have enough years in.”

      She scoffed at his suggestion. “Try again.” She knew her husband liked it when she challenged him.

      He took the bait. “All right. Umm, maybe he started working there later in life and doesn’t have the time in.”

      Agatha had to admit that one made sense. “But I thought seventy was mandatory retirement age.”

      “Could be. I’ll put a call in with Hector and double-check,” he offered, mentioning a friend of his who worked at the location a few blocks down the street. Tyrone gestured in the direction the man had taken. “He bought the flower for his wife?”

      “I took it that way. That Judith is his wife, and he loves her very much. Makes me wonder how long they’ve been together.”

      “This is the first time we’ve seen him, right?”

      “Yeah.” She included a nod.

      “Think we’ll see him again?”

      “Maybe.”

      Releasing her, he went over to the wide window in front of the shop and tried to gaze farther down the sidewalk. “Where do you think he’s going?” He glanced back at her. “I bet he’s heading for the medical clinic. Or the hospital.”

      “I think so, too.”

      “Think his wife’s not long for the world?”

      “It would explain his sadness,” she remarked.

      “You caught that, too, eh?”

      Agatha gave him a wink. “That’s why you wanted me to wait on him, wasn’t it? To see if I could read him like I can do some folks?”

      Her husband raised an eyebrow at her as he grinned. “Could you?”

      She shook her head. “No. I only caught the obvious. Same things you determined.”

      Their conversation was interrupted when a middle-aged woman accompanied by a younger woman came through the door. Agatha went to greet them, and Tyrone returned to whatever he’d been doing in the back.

      For the rest of the day, she kept her eye on the front window, hoping to catch the old man on his way back to the factory where she halfway assumed he’d left his car. But common sense argued that if Hiram had a car, why didn’t he drive up to the shop and park in one of the slots? Why would he be walking? Did he feel he needed the exercise?

      The phone rang. She heard her husband answer it in the back.

      “Bewitchery Floral Arts and Gifts. How can we help you?”

      Hearing him made her smile. They were a perfect pair, a bonded pair, both in business and in marriage. He handled the orders, invoices, and the books, and she took care of the flowers and plants. They lived in the small apartment upstairs, over the shop. Their business was small, but it afforded all they wanted and needed. And in those rare cases when they required a third pair of hands, there was no shortage of young adults they personally knew who wouldn’t mind the extra cash. Her only regret was her inability to bear children, a truth she’d given him at the beginning of his courtship, fully expecting him to back out. But he hadn’t.

      “I can never give enough thanks to whatever higher power is watching over us for that.”

      Since it was closing time, she went to lock the front door when a teenage boy suddenly ran up and forced himself inside. He shoved Agatha back inside the store as he slammed the door behind him. Pulling a pistol from his pocket, he aimed it at her.

      “Gimme your cash, bitch. Now!”

      Knowing she couldn’t make any sudden moves, she slowly raised her arms, the palms of her hands facing the guy to freeze him, when Tyrone exited through the curtain, having heard the yell. In horror, she saw the kid jerk his arm to the side and fire without warning. Hearing her husband’s cry of pain, the darkness she’d spent years trying to keep bottled up inside her exploded with her anger, and she reacted without thinking. Grabbing the long-stemmed roses from the counter, she threw it at the boy before he could react.

      “Thorns!”

      The intruder screamed as the thorns on the stems suddenly increased, multiplying and becoming claw-like extensions that ripped into the kid’s clothing and flesh. The more the guy tried to pull them off, the deeper they embedded. The boy screamed as he lost his footing and fell onto the floor. He kept firing the gun, but the bullets only tore into the ceiling. As he writhed on the floor, she ran up to him, slamming her foot down on the wrist that held the weapon. The pistol skittered across the tile.

      Knowing the kid was incapacitated, Agatha rushed over to find her husband holding his arm, blood seeping between his fingers.

      “Ty?” She was near tears as she searched his pale face.

      He managed a feeble grin. “I’m okay, Aggie.”

      “You sure?”

      He nodded. “Call the cops.” He added a weak chuckle. “Good thing we’re close to a clinic, right?”

      Agatha dialed 9-1-1 to report the incident. “He shot my husband! We need EMS! Hurry!”

      “They’re on their way,” the operator assured her. “Please stay on the line
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