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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… Finally it’s calm… At least for the moment… If she’s lucky…

Needing a break from all the murder and mayhem, Doreen and Mack plan an outing to see the local orchid show. Some of the displays are in the community center, but the more prized specimens of this genus require a visit to some of the gardeners’ homes, a rare opportunity not afforded to everyone.

This trip, not quite a date, affords Doreen a chance to enjoy not only the company of Mack but to get to know a few more of the colorful locals. But, when one of these locals ends up dead just after their visit, the dark underbelly of orchid growing is exposed and, with it, an old murder,… not to mention another new one.

Doreen and Mack just can’t catch a break. But can they catch a killer before he kills again?

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


Chapter 1
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Saturday, Mid-July; Kelowna, BC

Corporal Mack Moreau, a local RCMP detective, had become Doreen Montgomery’s close friend. Mack was right, this outing was a perfect idea.

Doreen could feel a budding excitement at the thought of going out, not only with Mack at her side, but to the orchid festival. She’d never had any experience with growing them herself, although they were plants that her husband had deemed appropriate for her to oversee and had his gardeners keep several in the greenhouse. But she had never really tried to do anything with them. They appealed, but they also almost repulsed her because they had such a strong connection to her soon-to-be ex.

But this was the first time to potentially enjoy them without his presence, and she would see some really rare ones today. As a gardening enthusiast, she knew just enough to get herself in trouble, so deemed it necessary to not get into any conversations about orchids, outside of asking questions regarding the long-held fascination she’d had over the unique plants. Many people did really well with orchids, and others found them incredibly difficult to grow. They were so special and had captivated people for centuries.

Doreen waited on her front porch with her three animals. She had even coerced a leash onto Goliath, a Maine coon, who didn’t seem to be arguing too much about his leash today. Her huge beautiful blue-gray parrot, Thaddeus, sat on her shoulder, and she heard Mack’s truck rumbling toward her.

“Alright, guys, here he is,” she said to her critters. Mugs, her pedigreed basset hound, was on a leash too and barked excitedly, his tail wagging in great joy as the truck pulled up into the driveway. Goliath lay on the top porch step and looked about with disdain. As the truck rolled to a stop, Mack opened his door. “Do you need help to get in the truck?”

She shook her head and walked down the last few steps and onto the sidewalk toward him. “No, we’re ready to go.” She walked around to the far side, opened up the passenger door to his truck, and urged Mugs up onto the seat. He was beside himself with excitement, so getting him into the footwell of the truck was one thing. But he was bound and determined to get onto the seat, where he could completely lick Mack’s face.

Mack was laughing, as he tried to calm down the excited dog.

Thaddeus, on the other hand, appeared to be happily nestled against her neck and just content to be going with the flow. Goliath hopped up onto the dash and sprawled out in front of them. Then Doreen climbed in and sat down comfortably, closing the door. “We’re ready.”

“I guess you don’t go anywhere without the animals, do you?”

“Not if I can help it,” she said. “It’s nice to have them. And they love these outings.”

“And this one is outside, so animals are allowed.” He backed out of the driveway and went around the cul-de-sac.

“Exactly,” she said happily. “I can’t express how much I’m looking forward to this. I hadn’t realized how depressed I was and in need of something fun and different in my life.”

He glanced at her in concern.

“I’m fine.” She shrugged. “It’s just—well, this was a good idea, and I’m really looking forward to it.” Something was almost lame in her response, but she wouldn’t go into it too much.

“Depressed?” he asked.

“I should have known you’d lock onto that.”

“That’s because it’s so unlike you.”

“And it’s not typically me,” she said. “I don’t know. It’s just been kind of a downer the last few days.”

“That last case was rough. I know.”

“It was,” she said. “Seeing that side of humanity wasn’t an easy thing. Dealing with Denise and her mind games, it was a bit much.”

He agreed. “You know that it’s likely to be really busy at this outing.”

“And that’s good too.” She rubbed her hands together. “I haven’t seen very many people lately, and I’m ready.”

He laughed. “Good enough. I thought you would ask Nan to come too.”

“She’s going already,” she said. “The retirement home already booked one of their buses full of people, but they’ll go before the general public.”

He rolled his eyes at that. “That sounds like a good idea.” He sighed. “Your grandmother can create all kinds of chaos.”

“She sure can, but she can also calm it down,” Doreen said. “So she’s an asset to have, when the rest of them get going.”

He chuckled. “I haven’t seen too much of that aspect of her. Ever.”

“No, but you will over time.”

“Did she help smooth things over with your ex?”

She glared at him. “We’re not talking about him.” His eyebrows popped up, and she winced. “A little too forceful, huh?”

After a few seconds of silence, he continued. “Is that part of the depression?”

“I have no wish to see him, and I wish he’d stop calling me.” At that, Mack stared at her in surprise. She shrugged. “Sorry, I haven’t been telling you about it. You’ve had your hands full already, and I didn’t want to bother you.”

“You need to tell me about things like that.” His tone was serious. “I can’t have Mathew getting out of line.”

“He lives out of line,” she muttered. “And don’t worry. I have told Nick every time.”

“Maybe I need to find out what my brother is doing about it.”

“Maybe.” Doreen gave him a tiny shrug. “It seems like absolutely nothing’s happening. Mathew refuses to sign the document Nick drew up.”

“Ah, I’m sure we can trust Nick to deal with that.”

“I just wonder if he’s asking for so much money that my ex will never agree.”

“He’s not asking for more than what anybody else would ask for.”

“I don’t need all his money.”

“And you aren’t getting all of it,” Mack said. “I think Nick’s asked for 50 percent, plus something to make up for all the stress Mathew’s caused you since the separation.”

“Well, that I approve of.” She laughed at the idea. It sounded good but would never happen. It was a nice dream. If she could get something until Nan’s houseful of antiques sold, she’d be golden. “It’s been brutal.”

He chuckled. “It has been, but you have done very well for yourself.”

“Maybe, but I think that has more to do with Nan’s generosity.”

“Your bank balance is not the point,” he said. “It’s all about how you emotionally and responsibly handle things, and you’ve done really well with that.”

She smiled, appreciating the kind words, and she appreciated him. They had such a nice relationship, and she hadn’t realized where this closeness came from, but somehow those warm feelings were there, and she didn’t even know what to do with them. Yet she refused to act on anything with him, not until she settled up with her ex. The thought of getting into another relationship and dealing with those issues made her wince. It wasn’t her style at all. But then again people rarely waited, and she knew that she was being old-fashioned about it. But still, she had to do what felt right for her.

Mack pulled up beside another truck in a parking lot in front of an empty building next to a field.

She glanced around. “Are we allowed to park here?”

“The market space is full of the orchids,” he said, “and this building and property are no longer being used. It’s the old school district building. So you can park here for the market, and nobody minds.”

“Well, you’re the cop.” Laughing, Doreen opened the door, and Goliath hopped down, and so did Mugs. She struggled to get out with the leashes still on the animals, as they were not willing to wait. She called out to Mugs. “Hey, wait up, buddy.” But he danced around on the grass, too excited to sit still. She looked back at Mack. “It’s not just us who are looking forward to this outing,” she said. “Look at these animals.”

Even Goliath’s tail twitched back and forth in assumed disdain, but his eyes were bright and clear, and his nose was in the air, sniffing everything.

“Do you think they’ll be a problem?” Mack asked.

“I don’t know why they would be,” she said. “They’ve been really easy to deal with all the time.”

“Maybe.” But Mack looked at her a little doubtfully.

“I won’t leave them in the truck.” She shook her head. “So either we’re all going, or we’re staying.”

“Nope, we’re going.” He walked around to her side of the truck. “Do you want me to take one of them?”

She handed him the leash for Mugs, who was happy with the handoff. “Sure, here,” Together—her walking with Goliath and Mack with Mugs, plus Thaddeus sitting on her shoulder between them—they headed toward the display. When she saw how many people were here, she stopped and stared. “Gosh, I wasn’t expecting this many.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’ve never seen anything in Kelowna with this many people. There must be hundreds or even thousands of people.” The whole area, which was a normal marketplace every Wednesday and Saturday, was completely full of booths similar to the usual market setup, but everything displayed now was orchids.

“It’s a beautiful sunny day,” she whispered, “but orchids are still beyond temperamental.”

“Which is why only some of the display is here,” he said. “The rest is on a tour at everybody’s personal greenhouse.”

She nodded. “That part is fascinating. I mean, I’ve seen them get ready for commercial sales,” she said, “so I wasn’t really expecting that there would be this many here.”

“It’s a very popular hobby apparently.”

She nodded. “I’ve heard that. Mathew thought they were the thing too.”

“He grew orchids?”

“Mathew had his gardeners grow orchids,” she corrected. “I’m not sure that’s the same thing at all.”

“I don’t think it is.” Mack snorted. “I tend to think of a hobby as being something you do yourself, not something you direct your employees to do.”

She nodded, as they walked up to the first booth. She smiled at an older gentleman, sitting with a blanket wrapped around his shoulders. “Are you cold?” she asked, frowning. “It’ll be almost 100 degrees today.”

He looked up at her and glared. “My orchids should be at home.”

“Oh dear,” she said. “Could you not keep yours in the greenhouse? I’m not sure how that works.”

“Only so many could do the home tour.” He shrugged. “And I could pop mine and move them, so I did.” He glanced down. “But still, some of my more special ones are at home.”

She nodded. “I can see that. I’m sure that a lot of people don’t bring out their best specimens just for that reason.”

“Well, we have an amateur section.” He pointed. “And we have the professionals. The professionals got to keep theirs in their greenhouses. I just missed the professional designation by this much.” He held up two gnarly fingers pinched together.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t know that I would have brought mine out either.”

He nodded. “At least you understand something.” He huffed as he looked around. “I’ll stay here for a few minutes, but that’s it.”

She smiled, then nodded and moved on, watching as another group of curious people stepped into the void that she had left behind. “I wonder if his attitude is the same for everyone,” she muttered.

“I don’t know,” Mack said, “but, when you think about it, anything that’ll be in a limited supply will cause some trouble. This is the first year of the event, and there are definitely different levels of growers.”

“Oh, yes,” she said, “and some of the professionals or the more advanced hobbyists will have quite the conflict with bringing them in here with the others.”

“Which is why those are on the home tour,” he added.

She nodded. “That in itself has got to be stressful for the owners and the orchids.”

“I imagine it is,” he said. “We’ll do that tour after we walk around here.”

“These are lovely.” She stopped, staring. “His were pretty. I mean, I loved the pinks and purples he had. But these? Wow!” Ahead of her was a series of orchids more of a silvered-blue color. The whole table was just in that one shade. She smiled at the woman sitting on the other side. “These are truly beautiful.”

The woman nodded quietly and didn’t say anything, but it was obvious she had been pleased by the comment. Doreen didn’t even know what else to say. She was just stunned at the glorious displays, as she moved from booth to booth to booth.

They finally got down to the far end of this section. Mack asked, “Do you want a coffee? They’re offering refreshments too.”

She looked up at him. “For free?”

“Of course not.” He laughed at that. “They have to make money for next year’s display as well.” He pointed off to the side, where Doreen saw a short line before several trailers that appeared to have coffee and snacks.

“I’d love one.” She was inordinately pleased at the idea of wandering around with a fresh coffee.

He led her off to the side into the shortest line. With the animals tucked up close to keep them out of the way, they waited until it was their turn, and he ordered two coffees for them. When he picked up two huge cookies and added it to their tray, her heart warmed.

“Now that,” she said, “was a really good idea.”

He grinned, as he handed her a cookie. “Can you handle all of this and Goliath?”

“I can if Goliath behaves himself,” she said, “but I’m not sure how much walking around I’ll do if he’ll give me trouble. I’d need a free hand for that, though you can’t be much help if you’ve got Mugs.”

“Well, that’s your fault for having so many animals.” He laughed.

She smiled, knowing he didn’t mean any of it, and they stepped off to the side, while she ate the cookie. With that down, the coffee was barely cool enough to have her first sip. “I’m really happy to see so many people here.” She took in her surroundings. “I wasn’t thinking about it being much different than the contest with the local produce or the kiwis.” She shook her head in remembrance of that case. “But it’s really something to see how many people come together in a setting like this.”

“It’s all done in good fun,” he said, “and anything that’s good fun is good for a community.”

She nodded. “I just don’t have much exposure to that,” she murmured. “So this has been an excellent opportunity to see how the community pulls together.”

“You saw some of it,” he murmured, “when it came to doing your deck.”

“That is very true.” She smiled. “And I love my deck.”

“Good, because a lot of people came together to make that happen in a very short time frame.”

“Very true,” she muttered, then thought she recognized somebody from her deck crew. She pointed off to the far side. “Isn’t that one of the guys who did the cement work?”

Mack looked over and nodded. “Yeah, good eye. I’m not surprised to see him here. He’s a gardener. Lots of people in town are gardeners.”

“Well, there are gardeners,” she said, “and then there are orchidists.”

He laughed. “Yeah, I’m not sure I know the difference.”

“And I don’t really either, in the sense that I’ve never tried to grow orchids myself,” she murmured.

“I’m surprised. I would have thought this was definitely your kind of thing.”

“I think because they were my husband’s thing and because he thought that it was something that we should do since it was a high-class, well-respected hobby, I never got into it. Anything that he thought was a good idea, I tended to avoid.”

“Passive resistance, I like it.”

She smiled. “Is that what I was doing?” she asked. “I think I was just trying to avoid trouble. No way I ever could do it to suit him.”

“And sometimes you do whatever you must in order to make things work,” he said. “Don’t judge yourself for that.”

“That’s something I seem to always do,” she murmured.

“But not today.” He tucked his arm into hers. “Let’s check the other booths.”

And together they wandered through until they came up to the far side. She stopped and stared because she recognized several other people ahead of her. “I don’t know,” she said, “but I think I spoke to some of these people downtown.”

“Why not?” he asked. “It’s a small town.”

“It really is, isn’t it?” She relaxed.

He smiled. “And you’ve done just enough investigative work that has taken you to multiple corners of the town,” he said, “so I’m not at all surprised if you recognize people.”

“As long as they don’t mind me being here,” she whispered. He stopped and turned to look at her. She shrugged. “Some of the conversations weren’t all that easy.”

“Yep.” He chuckled. “That’s what happens when you think what you’re doing is the best thing. But you forget that you impact other people, and, when you do, it’s not always something that they remember well. Like the ones who end up in jail. But let’s not worry about it today.” And he led her down another aisle.

When she came to the end of that last aisle, she was stunned at how many people were growing orchids. Some of them were doing it easily and obviously were full of quiet joy at what they had accomplished. Others were more competitive and were asking people to rate them, so they could put it on their table. Some even had ribbons to be handed out. But Doreen wanted to see the ones in the private greenhouses. “I guess people really had to open up their doors to make something like that home tour happen. I bet there was some resistance to that.”

“Less than you think,” he said quietly. “Everybody likes to be recognized for doing a job well done.”

She thought about it and nodded. “I guess that’s human nature, isn’t it?”

“Absolutely, and, in this case, it’s a good thing. I mean, look at how much the community has come together over this.”

She smiled when she looked around and saw just what he meant. “No, you’re right,” she said. “Must be hundreds of people here. And probably hundreds more doing the home tours.”

“And we’ll get there too,” he said, “but just think how much joy something like this has brought to so many people. How much it’s brought them together and got them out of their houses and made it a great day. Then think about all the people here who are taking part and how much the recognition is helping them.”

“No, you’ve convinced me.” She laughed. “This is a great thing. I agree.”

“It is.” He nodded. “And, if you ever want to get involved in something local, you could always volunteer for some of these events. They always need organizers.”

At that, she thought about the women in the kiwi competitions and winced.

“And it doesn’t have to be a bad experience,” he reminded her.

Still withholding judgment on that point, she just nodded quietly, as they walked back to the truck. “I think one of the biggest things that I noticed,” she said, “is that sense of joy, how everybody seems to be so happy just to be out and about.”

“Well, it’s been a long summer,” he said. “There have been a lot of headaches, a lot of hassles, as you know. I can’t imagine that people were all that eager to stay at home and to not do something fun. Today was a perfect day for it. The weather is gorgeous, and you can see everybody out here is enjoying themselves.”

“Including us.”

“Including us.” As they got in the truck, he grabbed the printed tour map. “Now we’re supposed to find all these other places.”

“And these orchids are what again?”

“The ones grown by all the professional growers or the professional hobbyists. I’m not sure exactly what the criteria was to get into this level,” he said, “but there were requirements. And it was cut off at twenty private showings.”

“So everybody else back there didn’t make the cut, which had to be like what? Three hundred of them?”

He looked at the back of the pamphlet they’d picked up. “There were 412.”

“Wow, that’s a lot of people.”

“It was,” he said, “and now we have these twenty different homes to go to.”

“So these are the ones being judged?”

“Yes.” He nodded. “So the people visiting these homes to see these special orchids are not just us and the general public but the judges too.”

“And do you think the growers know when the actual judges come, versus members of the public who come through?”

“I would hope so,” he said, “but maybe that’s part of it. Maybe just being an observer of it all is what the judges want.”

“Maybe, but I suspect they’ll come with some authority that will make everybody nervous.”

He laughed at that. “Maybe so, but then we’re used to that. We tend to make people nervous ourselves.”

“You do,” she said, with spirit. “Me? I try to make everybody feel at home.”


Chapter 2
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Mack drove Doreen and her animals to the first four of the twenty houses. The fifth had so many people parked outside that they skipped it and went on to the sixth. By the time they hit the ninth house on the orchid tour, Doreen was wearing thin.

“Are you still up for going to all the rest?” he asked.

“Well, I feel like I have to, since we started this.”

He chuckled. “We can also end it.”

“Maybe, but these people have put so much effort into it that I don’t really want to let them all down. Plus these orchids are even more spectacular than those at the market show.”

“That’s the spirit.” He carried on to the next house. And she was good for a couple more because these orchids were gorgeous. When they walked into the sixteenth house, it had a different atmosphere.

She sniffed the air and winced. “It smells like he’s growing something else in here as well.”

He chuckled. “And we can’t make a comment about it.”

“Says you,” she replied. “I know it’s supposed to be legal here, but I’m still not all that thrilled about having it everywhere.”

“We’re in their house, and they’re allowed to do as they will.”

“I got it.” She held up a hand. Goliath didn’t appear too happy to be getting out of the vehicle again. She was more concerned about how the animals were handling all this getting in and out than herself. As they wandered through the garden, she was struck by the absolute beauty of the place. “This house,” she said on a gasp.

He nodded. “This is where you get to see how other people live.”

“But it’s…” And she was nonplussed for words. “It’s absolutely stunning,” she murmured.

“And some people live like this all the time,” he said. “Even you, who had so much money at one time, didn’t have a house like this.”

“Because this is more than a house.” She stared at it. “This is very much a home.”

Behind her, a woman spoke, in a soft tremulous voice. “Thank you for that.”

Doreen spun to see an older woman, leaning against the doorjamb. She wore capri jeans, with flip-flops on her bare feet and a button-up shirt that hung over the top of her belt. With her shirtsleeves rolled up to her elbow, she didn’t look in the least like she had money. Doreen smiled. “This place is stunning. Something is so very special about the atmosphere.”

The woman nodded. “We’ve lived here for hundreds of years,” she said. “My family was one of the first to settle in the area, so an awful lot of history is here. A lot of family, a lot of births, a lot of deaths.”

Doreen said quietly, “But also a lot of laughter and joy.”

The woman beamed. “How very lovely of you to say so.” She looked over at Mack. “Hey, Mack. How are you?”

He walked forward and gave the older woman a gentle hug. “Hi, Edna. It’s been a long time.”

“And here I figured you disappeared or were overrun with work.” Edna turned toward Doreen with interest. “So that means you must be Doreen then.”

“Why must I be Doreen?” She tilted her head to the side, looking from Mack to Edna.

“The animals,” Edna explained.

“Ah, yes, they are a dead giveaway, aren’t they?”

They all chuckled, as Edna pulled back Doreen’s hair to see Thaddeus sitting there. “And you must be Thaddeus.”

Thaddeus immediately rose to his full height, fluffed out his feathers. “Thaddeus is here.”

“You are indeed, big guy,” she said, “and, my, you’re doing so well.” Doreen was confused, until Edna explained. “I’m the one who had this guy brought in for your grandmother.”

She stared. “Really?”

“Yes, I had three at one time, and this guy took a shine to your grandmother, so I let her keep him.”

“Oh,” Doreen said suddenly, “you’re not looking to get him back, are you?”

Edna looked at her in shock and then started to laugh. “No, my dear, not at all,” she said. “Besides, these animals have lives, thoughts, and heartbeats of their own. He wouldn’t take kindly to me upending him.”

“No, I don’t think so,” Mack said. “He’s definitely happy where he is.”

“Getting into lots of trouble, from what I hear,” Edna murmured, with a knowing grin.

Doreen wasn’t exactly sure who this person was, but obviously she knew Nan and had a lot of history in town and, like her grandmother, probably knew everyone. “Thaddeus has been such a godsend to me,” she said warmly. “I love having him in my life.”

“And that, my dear, is all that matters,” Edna said gently. “And it shows. He obviously looks very happy on your shoulder. He never would ride on mine. His brother that I had wouldn’t either.”

“Well, he and I definitely take a lot of long walks and look after each other,” Doreen said, smiling broadly.

“That’s good,” Edna said. “I suppose you’re here for the orchids, aren’t you?”

Mack nodded. “May we see them?”

She laughed. “Like you even care,” she said affectionately.

“Hey,” he protested, “maybe I do.”

She shook her head at him. “No, but I appreciate that you’re here. So let’s go take a look at them.”

As they walked farther into the house, Doreen glanced at Mack, and he had a small smile playing at the corner of his mouth.

“She’s an icon in town,” he said. “Everybody knows her.”

“Except me.” Doreen rolled her eyes.

“You haven’t been here long enough to know everyone yet,” Edna called back, obviously having heard the conversation.

Doreen flushed because the one thing she knew was manners, and talking about somebody, particularly in their own home, was definitely not on the list of good manners. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “Please forgive my lack of manners.”

“Ah, posh, don’t worry about it.” Edna waved it off. She led them into a different hallway.

“Oh my,” Doreen said, “did we come in the wrong way?”

“You sure did,” Edna said, “but I watched you and realized it was Mack. I figured he was just coming in the way that he knew. You weren’t looking for the home tour signs.”

“Oh, sorry,” Mack apologized. “You’re right. I’ve been here several times, and I just automatically came in.”

“That’s all right,” she said. “There isn’t always a right or a wrong way to do something. It’s what you know.”

Definitely some undercurrents were going on around Edna, but they didn’t appear to be harmful or negative, so Doreen followed along. As they entered the orchid area, she gasped. “Oh my.” The greenhouse was massive. The double panes of windows were at least fifteen feet high. “This is more of a solarium.”

“That’s exactly what it is. My grandfather built it for my grandmother many years ago. At one point in time it was all heated by wood, but now we have geothermal in here.”

Stunned, Doreen looked at the wonderful room and the beautiful plants and knew she must look like a fool because Mack came up beside her. “Your jaw needs to close at some point in time.”

She shook her head, turned impulsively to Edna. “You are blessed to have this.”

Edna gave her a beaming smile. “You’re right. I am, and the good part is that I’m lucky enough to know it.” She said, “Come on now. Let’s go down this aisle to my special orchids over here.”

“What makes these special?” Mack asked.

“Well, they’re very rare,” she said, “and nobody’s allowed into this area without a guard.”

“A guard?” Doreen raised both eyebrows.

“Absolutely,” Edna said. “You have no idea how vicious the world is when it comes to stealing orchids.”

Doreen didn’t even know what to say. “Really? I hadn’t considered it to be that cutthroat.” She frowned. “But I should have, I suppose, because it is something my husband was always into.”

“Right, the husband. Another reason everybody keeps wondering what the deal is with you.”

“Me?” Doreen looked at her in surprise.

Edna nodded. “Just like you’re very busy, off solving all these cases with Mack here, the world is trying to figure out what makes you tick and what brought you here in the first place.”

“A pending divorce and my grandmother,” Doreen said. “It’s very simple.”

“Most things in life are.” Edna smiled. “But they’re all waiting to see what you do with your life now.”

“I’m pretty much just getting in Mack’s way apparently.” Doreen laughed. “And thankfully he has enough patience to not get too angry about it.”

“Well, you’ve done an awful lot of good for the community,” Edna said, “so I wouldn’t worry about it too much.” She motioned them around the corner. “Here we go.” As she stepped forward, she gasped and stopped.

“What’s the matter?” Doreen asked, bumping up behind her.

There on the floor was a woman with a very puffy face, who appeared to not be breathing. They all raced forward.

“It’s Miriam,” Edna cried out, and she reached down, with two fingers at her throat. She looked back at Mack in panic. “Get help, please!”

Mack already had his phone out and was calling for assistance, but then he dropped down beside Edna and looked over Miriam. “She’s not breathing.”

“No, no, no.” Edna frantically tried to lift the much heavier but younger woman into a supine position. “No, no, she’ll be fine. She’s got to be fine.”

Mack put his hand on Edna’s shoulder. “She’s not fine, Edna. Put her down now, so we can help her.” He looked back at Doreen and shook his head.

She stared at him. “What happened?” she whispered.

He shrugged. “Let’s start CPR.” He checked Edna, who was staring down at Miriam, both hands holding the woman’s head close to her chest.

“Edna, lay her flat, please. Doreen, help me count.” He started chest compressions. “Edna, when did you see her last? Edna!”

Pulling her gaze from the woman on the floor, she whispered, “Not that long ago—a couple hours at the most. We were doing all the preparations for the show.”

“And Miriam, what was she doing?” he asked.

Edna’s gaze widened. “She was guarding the orchids,” she whispered. And she bolted to her feet, then looked around and cried out, “Please don’t let this be about the orchids.”

She raced off to the side wall, while Mack could only watch, as he tended Miriam. And, sure enough, Edna stopped in front of a raised planter, as Doreen raced along behind with the animals, getting caught up in the leashes.

“What is it?” Doreen asked.

“It’s gone. My rare, my incredibly rare, Miosa. I’ve always called it my heart.” Her hand instinctively rested on her chest.

“An orchid?” Doreen gently reached out to Edna.

“Yes.” She stood in front of the bare spot on the raised planter. “I cultivated it with Miriam. She is my best friend, the woman of my heart and soul.” She looked back at Doreen. “So many people judge us for it, but we really love each other.”

And Doreen understood. “Nobody has the right to judge you for being happy,” she said gently. “And, if she brings you happiness, I’m so grateful that you’ve had those years with her.”

Edna looked back to where her friend was. “She told me that she would be here and would keep an eye on this one particular orchid,” she whispered.

“She looks like she had an allergic reaction.”

“Yes, and that’s quite possible. She’s an asthmatic. And sometimes she’s had some really terrible reactions. She’s also allergic to bees,” she said bitterly. “She kept stuff with her all the time, so I’m not sure what happened.” She frowned. “Obviously something went wrong. So very wrong.”

“I’ll tell Mack.” Doreen hurried back to Mack, still carefully watching the rise and fall of Miriam’s chest. “Miriam has asthma, and she’s had some bad allergic reactions apparently.”

“Check for a pulse, would you?” Mack said.

Doreen bent closer to Miriam. “Oh, it’s there, very faint, but definitely there. And her lips aren’t so blue.”

Just then the paramedics arrived. Doreen hurried to pull the animals out of the way, as Mack stood and passed on the information they had.


Chapter 3
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As the paramedics worked on Miriam, Doreen tried to stay out of the way with her animals and looked around a bit. Mack spoke to Edna briefly, then walked over to Doreen. So far, nobody else had come to this far side of the solarium. “I’m not certain that she told you yet, but it’s missing.”

“What’s missing?” he asked quietly.

“The orchid she was talking about.” She nodded toward a spot where there was a label, but the actual place where the plant should be was empty.

He stared at her. “Are you saying that somebody stole it?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe Miriam moved it for some reason. Or maybe—” And then she stopped and shook her head. “I’m not going there.”

Mack narrowed his gaze at her. “You better not.”

And just then Mugs decided that he’d had more than enough of calm and quiet, and he started barking and barking, pulling at his leash, which Doreen held. “I’d better take the animals outside.”

He nodded. “That’s a good idea.” Goliath took that moment to jump up onto one of the tables full of pots and potting soil, and the whole thing started to teeter, and a few things fell. Mack reached out, stabilized it. “Yeah, I definitely think you better get them out of here. I’ll straighten this up.”

She nodded and hurriedly pulled Goliath off the table, scolding him. “Come on, Goliath. Come on. Let’s go outside. Mugs, stop it, please!” Exasperated, she tried to retrace her steps out of the greenhouse solarium area, but the layout was confusing and this house was huge. By the time she got to a door, she was back in the actual house and not outside where she was supposed to be.

She looked back at Mack, saw that the paramedics had brought in a gurney, and Mack stood with a hand on Edna’s shoulder, trying to give the first responders room to work. Her heart sank for the older woman and for Miriam, who obviously stayed here because of the friendship and the relationship she had with Edna, even though Miriam was obviously deathly allergic to something here. Doreen sincerely hoped that the relationship hadn’t finally killed her.

Miriam herself looked to be in her seventies, and who knows? Maybe the fact that she’d had some adverse reaction to something was just the final straw. All Doreen knew was that Miriam looked to be in very critical condition, and, for that, Doreen was sad. But the animals were not interested in being calm, and Doreen didn’t know what was going on with them. “Mugs, calm down,” she scolded him. But he kept barking and barking.

Finally, pushed to her limit, she managed to find a way back outside and ended up in a small side garden. Mugs immediately raced to the fence and barked. “Are you chasing something?” Doreen was confused, but nothing was out here to tempt Mugs. “It’s just us.”

But then she heard a weird howl and turned to find a cat, looking at them with glittering eyes. “Oh, I’m so sorry,” she whispered. She pulled on Goliath’s leash, who even now was stalking the same cat. “Whoa, whoa, whoa, no cat fights.” This was a scenario she hadn’t come across yet. So far, everybody avoided them when they were out, but this cat had been cornered on his own turf. And her animals were causing the problem.

She looked down at Goliath. “Behave yourself,” she warned him. Then she tugged him backward, trying to get him out of the way, so the other animal didn’t feel so threatened. But Goliath wouldn’t give an inch, and finally the other cat jumped onto the fence and disappeared. Doreen glared at her critters. “That’s no way to behave,” she cried out. “That cat didn’t do anything to you.”

Looking around for a gate, she had no idea how to get out and back to where Mack had parked. Even to the driveway would be preferable, and so she kept wandering, yet not wanting to interfere into the personal life of this woman, who was obviously suffering two blows today. However, it was hard for Doreen to find her way through the maze.

Finally Doreen found a door to a nearby building, and she poked her head inside. It led through to a garage. With relief, she raced into the garage, only all kinds of plants, pots, trees, and gardening supplies were in here. She groaned. It may have been built as a garage, but that didn’t mean it was a functioning garage. Just another space where Edna kept a lot of her gardening surplus. Another door was on the far end, and Doreen raced down with the animals, more than ready to get out of here before she was discovered and before somebody thought she was trespassing.

She opened the door and stepped into what appeared to be yet another side garden. She cried out. “Where am I?”

At that, a man spoke behind her. “What are you doing here is a better question?”

She turned ever-so-slowly, not liking the tone of his voice, and cried out softly when she saw a huge man standing in front of her. “Oh, I’m so sorry,” she apologized, stepping back. “I was in the solarium, but then I was supposed to take the animals out, and I got turned around.” She knew she was babbling, but she didn’t know how to stop.

“Turned around and confused, huh?” he said. “Are you here to steal things?”

Her gaze widened. “No, no. Not at all. That’s not what I’m here for at all.”

“Really?” he sneered. “It seems like everybody is after something. And everybody always wants something from Edna.”

“I don’t,” she said immediately.

“Really?” He obviously didn’t believe her.

And she couldn’t blame him. She was someplace she shouldn’t be, but she didn’t know how to get out of here. “If you could show me how to get out of here,” she said, “I’d be happy to take my animals and go.”

Immediately his gaze dropped to the dog and the cat. “Well, now I know why Mona was howling.”

She winced. “Yes, my cat didn’t want to give way to his dominance. I’m so sorry. It’s clearly Mona’s home and obviously she should be allowed to be in her home.”

The man stared at her, almost in fascination, and she realized that, once again, her tongue was out of control. She took a long slow deep breath. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Could you please show me how to get out of the house?”

He pointed to another door she hadn’t seen. “Take that to a long hallway and, when you come out the other side, you’ll see the main garage just around the corner, with the driveway.”

She hastened to the doorway. “Thank you,” she called out, then disappeared through the door, hurrying as fast as she could with her animals. When she got down to the other end of the hallway, she turned to look back, and, sure enough, the man stood there, staring at her. She didn’t even bother saying anything and just bolted out the next door. As soon as she got outside, she
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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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