Thorns
by Krigine Kathryn Rusch

It started on an unseasonably hot May afternoon. The air was asthick asaMidtown July. I'd aready
brought the exoticsingde -- much as | hated to since exotics lured the casua buyer, the out-of-towner,
the newly arrived soon-to-be-jaded Manhattanite. Exotics were what they expected from the city.
Something unusud, something strange, everything they wanted available for aprice.

The shop'sinterior was as cool asit could be with the front door open. In the summer, | kept the air at
frigid, but | didn't have the budget for that in May. So | had the air at luke-cool and kept the misters
running. The plants would survive aday or two of this, and if the weather stayed the same, I'd haveto
spring for the extraelectricity.

| was rearranging everything when she cameinsde. | saw her in the big round shoplifter'smirror I'd
ingtaled long about 1985: before then, | thought that my mirrored cases protecting the most fragile
blossoms would give me enough reflection to prevent the occasiond theft.

Then | was naive enough to wonder who would steal plants. After all, resde was hard. But four
teenagers with their eyesrolling insde their sockets from somedrug | couldn't identify, waving
semi-automatics and shouting, Mister, hey, Migter, open the goddamn cash register_, changed my focus
on security forever.

She peered through the fronds of an gpartment fern, bumped a bucket of past-their-prime rosebuds, and
somehow managed to knock over -- and catch -- some pansy starts | saved for the localswho liked to
put them in their windowboxes.

| watched her work her way to the counter, not liking the long white box she carried under one arm. She
dammed the box on the counter and looked around, hoping to find someone who would answer
questions or take acomplaint. | sighed as softly as | could, |eft the cdlalilies|'d been shearing for a
funerd inthe Village, and headed toward her, trying not to let my reluctance show on my face.

She was dender and amost pretty, with honey brown hair that marked her as anon-native New Y orker.
Her lower lip was chapped -- either she bit it too much or no one had taught her about Chapstick -- and
her skin wasthat blotchy pale most white New Y orkers managed to sustain year-round.

She shoved the box a me. It was long, and dented, with adirt stain on the Side, asif it'd been thrown or
dropped onto the street. A gold sticker with the shop's namein itaic script held the box closed.

| touched the edge, felt the familiar ridged cardboard, wondered if I'd find the roses | customarily put
insde or something else, something worse.

"What can | do for you?' | asked, pretending | hadn't noticed anything out of the ordinary.

"Don't send me any more of those." She shoved the box again. Her hand was shaking. | got the sense
that her anger covered adegper emotion, onel couldn't yet identify.

| dipped my finger between the box'slid and itsinterior, felt the softness of tissue paper, just likel would
have expected from our store. With asingle movement, | flicked the box open.

A dozen white roses, an expensve item at thistime of year. They werewrapped in red tissue, just a
smattering of baby's breath behind them, and some green frondsto giveit al color.

A beautiful package. I'd worked on it mysdlf. | had tied the white silk ribbon around the stemsjust that



mormning.
"You don't carefor roses?’ | asked.

"l don't carefor _him_." She shoved the box athird time. It did halfway off the counter, and | had to
catch it before the flowers spilled onto the floor.

"Médam, thisis probably something you should take up with the gentleman -- "
"I would if | could," she snapped, "but | don't know who heis. He's stalking me.”

| felt the fine hairs on the back of my neck rise. | fumbled inside the tissue for the card | remembered
placing there.

| found it. One of the smpler oneswith green leaves running dong the side.
_My heartistrue , it said in my handwriting.

"You've seen him. You tel him to leave medone." Her trembling had moved from her handsto her face.
Her eyesfilled with tears and she blinked angrily. Her lashes got wet, but the tears didn't fall.

"I'msorry,” | said. "I didn't see him. Thiswas aphone order.”
| knew that much from the fact that | had written the card.
"Taken with acredit card?"' she asked.

"Probably,” | said. "I would have to check."

"Well, don't take any more, especialy not for me." Shewhirled, sumbled into one of my taler orchids,
and grabbed the pot asif it were alifdine.

| came around the desk, balanced the orchid and put a hand on her back. Her muscleswererigid. She
pulled away from me, glaring & me asshedid.

"I'll dowhat I can," | said. "I'll need your name and address just to make sure.”
She nodded, wiped ahand over her face, then mumbled, "Ruth-Anne Grant.”

"Miss Grant, I'll make sure he doesn't send you any more flowers from here. Would you like meto give
hisinformation to the police?*

She blinked. | saw her expression clear asthe ideareached her mind. | knew what she was going to ask
before she asked it.

"Can you give theinformation to me?"

"Not his credit card information,” | said. "I do have aname, though. Would you like that?"
"And a phone number?'

| wasn't sure of the ethics of that. "For that, I'd have to talk to the police.”

She nodded, expression tight. “The name then. The namesadart.”

| moved the orchid away from her, then went back to my desk. The desk wasin the back, near the



workstation | used for more elaborate orders. The easy orders| prepared out front so that customers
and passersby could watch if they so wished.

There was alarge glass window that opened into the store, so that | could see the customers, and above
that, theimages from severd security camerasthat | bought last year.

Ruth-Anne Grant wandered through my orchids, touching the fragile blooms despite the signsthat
warned her not to, and looking at the other plantsthat covered every available space in the store.
Outside, ayoung couple holding hands examined one of the gpartment-size palm trees that stood just
under the awning.

If thiswere anormal afternoon, | would have gone out and asked them if they were interested in aplant
to liven up their home. But it wasn't anormal afternoon. Ruth-Anne Grant's revel ation had made certain
of that.

Twenty years ago, | gave up my law practice to open aflower shop. | had discovered that | wasn't tough
enough for thelaw, but | loved plants. | thought of flowersasaway of ddivering joy or comfort. | spent
extratime on bouquetsfor lovers, and when | designed funerd arrangements, | tried to givethem a
specia touch, so that the bereaved would see the sympathy | had for them.

| never thought my gift would be used to terrorize someone.

My fingerswere shaking as | sat behind the desk. My computer dept, the dark screen running the shop's
logo againgt abackdrop of lilies.

| used the mouse to wake up the machine, then | went into the day's order files. | searched by recipient.
My software was so well designed (thanksto aformer lover) that | found Ruth-Anne's order quickly,
even though I'd had a very busy morning.

Theinformation rosein front of me like arap sheet. The flowerswere ordered by a Dwight Rhodes, and
he paid with a platinum American Express card. He lived in Soho. | recognized the address as one of the
newer coops that had sprung up in recent years.

There was nothing in hisinformation that would have made me suspicious. | didn't even wonder why he
came to my shop, which was nowhere near hishome. A lot of people walked past here on their way to
work; | would smply havefigured if | had even thought about it at dl that he was one of them.

Asadouble-measure, | checked Ruth-Anne Grant's address. Shelived in the Village, one of those twisty
neighborhoods with funky apartments and alot of local color. | wondered how Rhodes had first seen her
-- whether they worked near each other, or had ssumbled into each other a some restaurant.

| checked the in-store window. Ruth-Anne was waiting by the counter now, leaning away from the roses
asif they might poison her.

| scrawled his name down, then shut down the program before heading out front.

"Here," | said, handing her the paper, not wanting to speak his name doud. "Thisisthe man who ordered
your flowers™

She stared at the paper for along time. She had stopped shaking. In fact, she seemed calmer now than
she had when she had entered the shop.

Outside, the couple shook their heads and walked on. A woman wearing black fondled the wisterial had
wrapped around a clay atue. A man leaned against alamp post, drinking bottled water, and watched



her examine the plant.

"Could you tell me anything dse?' Ruth-Anne had looked up from the paper. The blotchiness had |eft her
skin. Now it wasjust pale. | could see exhaustion in her features, exhaustion so deep | wondered how
she could function from day to day.

"l just don't fed right giving you anything s | said. "I'm not even sure | should have given you his
name."

"Judt tell methis" shesaid. "Does helive in Manhattan?'
| nodded.

"Near me?'

| figured | could give her that much. | shook my head no.
"Ishe Uptown or -- "

"I cant," | said. "Redlly. I'll talk to the palice. I'll give them everything they need. Just send them in here,
and they'll take care of it."

Her mouth closed, her lipstight over her teeth, dmost asif she were physically holding the words back.
She took adeep bregath, obvioudy gathering hersalf, and then she extended her hand.

"You'vebeen alot of help. I'm sorry | was so upset when | camein.”

| took her hand. Shewas so thin that | could fedl the bones beneath her skin. " Anyone would be under
the circumstances.”

She nodded, then dipped her hand out of mine. She headed toward the front of the store.
| scurried around the counter, and said, "Wait."

Sheturned.

| grabbed asmall pot of pansy sarts. "Here," | said. "Takethis."

Ruth-Anne frowned. "Whét for?"

"| just -- don't want you think of flowers as bad things. Thesell grow in your kitchen window or on your
balcony. If you let them, they'll take care of you dl summer.”

She studied them for amoment, just like she had studied the paper. Then she took them from me.

"Thank you," she said and she smiled. The smile gave her abit of life, made me see what she had been
like before this entire orded started. "I had forgotten how kind people can be."

And then shel€ft.

| stood among the pansy startsfor another ten minutes, just staring outside my shop. The misters cameon
once, caught mein their spray, and eased some of the heat. People wandered by on the sdewalk,
sometimes touching, aways admiring the plants.

The man, leaning againgt the lamp pogt, finished his bottle of water, and went ingde the deli next door. A
teenager skateboarded by, legping off the curb so that he avoided my display.



| went back to my arrangement, but my heart wasn't init. Instead, | grabbed the roses from the box,
removed the damaged ones, and put them in abucket of water.

| grabbed asign from my desk drawer -- _Free. Takeone_ -- and taped it to the bucket. Then | put the
bucket outsde.

As| did, awoman who looked wilted from the heat stopped in front of me.

"Free?' shesad. "Redly?’

"Redly."

She picked up the most perfect rose and rubbed it against her cheek, her eyes half closed.
"Thank you," she said. "Thank you."

And then she walked away.

| smiled, feding better. Then | went back inside, feding refreshed enough to give everything | had to
finishing the funerd arrangement before my ddivery guy showed up.

* k% k% %

The police arrived two days later.

Rain had broken the hesat, and spring had returned to the city. My shop door was open, likeit had been
during the heat wave, but now cool breezes blew through, abeit cool breezes smelling of auto exhaust
and garlic-ginger from the Asan-synth restaurant on the corner.

| knew from the moment the two men entered the store that they weren't customers. My customers
browse. They touch leaves, sniff flowers, run hands lovingly on clay pots. These men strode in, coats
flaring behind them. Plantstrembled in their wake.

| watched from the counter, my finger hovering above the panic darm | had indtaled after the teenager
incident. If the men tried anything, 1'd press the button and a siren would blare. | would use that moment
to duck and run to the back, hoping | could make it out of the store before the men realized where | had

gone.

They were both white with black hair and chisded faces that would have been attractive if they hadn't
had such hard lines. Broad shoulders, muscular arms, and benegth the coats, the bulge of shoulder
holgtersthat hid guns.

Thetdler one reached mefirst. He had aflare of gray at histemplesthat softened the hard edge. If | had
met him in abar, | might have bought him adrink, hoping for some conversation before we had adance
or two. But | could tell from his posture that he was the kind of man who would never dance with
another man. The only way he would enter the bars | frequented would be by accident.

"Mr. Shdton?' Hisvoice was deep, authoritative. | jumped in spite of mysdif.

My hand trembled over that button, even though | knew at that point that this man was not going to rob
me. "Yes?'

Heflashed abadge at me. | struggled to seeit clearly. My finger remained near the button.

"I'm Detective Whittig. Thisis Detective Barret." Whittig indicated the shorter man who had stopped



behind him. They both stared a me.

My hand had moved away from the button.

"May | seeyour badge again?' | asked, glad that my voice sounded calmer than | felt.
Whittig opened the badge wallet and | peered inside. It looked officid enough.

"What can | do for you?' | asked.

"Two days ago, you ran astolen credit card to pay for some flowers."

| probably did that more often than | realized, but no cops had ever visited me because of it.
"No credit card company has contacted me," | said.

"They wouldn't." The second detective, Barret, had one of those dry voices that sounded sarcastic even
when he wasn't trying to be.

"It's common procedure to have astolen card denied,” | said, "or to be contacted by the credit card
company if thetransaction isunusud. Two daysisalong time. | would have heard.”

"Maybe normdly," Whittig said, "but thisisn't normd."
"Perhaps you'd better fill mein, then,” | said. "Why wouldn't | have heard?"
"Because the cardholder isdead,” Barret said. "He couldn't report it missing.”

| frowned. "Even so, the credit card companies monitor transactions. They should have noticed
something unusud.”

"Theré's nothing unusua about buying flowers from aneighborhood vendor,” Whittig said. "I'm sure
someone would've noticed the card was missing, if it'd been used more than the once. But it wasn't. It
hasn't been used at al since two days ago.”

"So how do you think | can help you?' | asked. "Would you like meto look up the record? If the card
was stolen, | probably won't have much you can go on.”

Barret looked pointedly a my mirrors and the single camera hidden behind an extremely well-tended
spider plant. "Maybe you got video of the person who used the card?"

"Two days ago?' | nodded. "1 keep the tapes for months.”
"Holy Chrigt," Whittig said to Barret. " Someone who actudly follows the security company's directions.”

"I've had afew bad experiences,” | said. "l do everything | can to make sure | don't have any more. If
you give meaname, | can look up the transaction, see what time it occurred, and give you the pertinent
video."

Whittig nodded. "L et'sdo that.”
He glanced at his partner. Barret didn't seem to have an objection.
"His name was Dwight Rhodes," Barret said.

| froze for perhaps ahdf second, maybeless. It felt like an eternity, like | had guilt written al over my



face. Guilt and fear and something else -- something | hadn't experienced in along, long time.

Horror. | felt horror.

"Rhodes," | said, somehow managing to keep my voice even. "Dwight."

"Yes" Whittig was watching me. "Do you know him?"

"If he shopped here, he was an acquaintance.” | retreated to primness. " The name doesn't ring any bells.”
| hoped they couldn't seethelie.

"That's R-O-A-D-S?' | asked.

"No." Barret used that dry voice again. "R-H-O-D-E-S, like rhododendron.”

"All right." | sounded just alittle too hardy now. They had to know something was up. "I'll check that for
you. The main order computer isin the back."

"Mind if we come with you?' Whittig asked.

"Actudly," | started to say that | did, then | stopped myself. Much as | wanted to look this information up
aone, | didn't want two police officersin thefront of my store discouraging business. I dont mind at dl.”

| led them into the back. It smelled of greenery, of the lilac shipment that had just comein aswell asthe
last of the Easter lilies. Bouquets, some haf finished, littered my worktable, and two orders fill waited
for customer pick-up in their whitefloral boxes.

| tapped the computer, hoping | was wrong about the name, that it wasn't the one | had given Ruth-Anne
Grant. The detectives |eaned over me, crowding me. | could hear their breathing, raspy and out of sync.

| found the records from two days before, and of course, thereit was, the name, Dwight Rhodes, big as
life. His Soho address was there, dong with his phone number and the stolen credit card.

"That'sit," Barret said unnecessarily.
| opened thefile, reveding the order, thetimeit had comein, and when | had processed it.
Whittig swore. "Phone order."

| sat there, unableto move. My mouth was dry. | had given this man's name to Ruth-Anne Grant. She
had been in bad shape.

She had thought he was her stalker.
And now he was dead, with detectives here, following up.
"Can we have a print-out of that anyway?' Barret asked.

The print-out would lead them to Ruth-Anne Grant. She was the one who got the flowers, she wasthe
onewho returned them. Even if she hadn't done anything, she would still tell them about her visit here,

About what | had done.

| used the key controlsto hit print, and heard my printer snap to life afew yards away. The detectives
had turned their atention toit; | wasno longer of any useto them.



"| takeit," | said, wishing that | could banish the primness from my voice forever, "this Rhodes was
murdered.”

Both detectives turned back to me, identica movements, bringing them closer and adding to that
claustrophobic fedling.

"Didn't we say that?' Barret asked. "1 thought we said that.”

"We might have said he was just dead.” Whittig's tone told me that he knew full well what they had said,
that it had been deliberate.

"Sohewas," | said. "Murdered. Inthe last two days. Right?"

| was till staring at the screen. Both men were reflected init. They looked at each other over my heed.
"What'sit to you?" Whittig asked.

"Because," | sad, the primnessfindly gone, my voice shaking. "1 might have made abig mistake."
"You knew him?' Barret asked.

"I don't know," | said. "I don't know if | ever met him. But | gave hisname away."

"Hisname?" Whittig sounded confused. "To who?"

The printer beeped. The paper had run out. | stood, grabbed some paper from the storage shelf, and put
itin the paper tray. Then | manualy restarted the printer. The order spit out, quickly and cleanly.

| handed it to Barret, and pointed to the sentiment on the card.

"l gave hisnameto Ruth-Anne Grant,” | said, wishing | didn't have to say anything, wishing this had never
happened. " She thought he was stalking her."

* k % %

It felt like | had passed a death sentence on someone, like | had been the person who had stood up ina
large theater, pointed at awoman I'd only met once, and shouted, "Unclean!”

| could tell just from the looks on their faces that the cops thought they had their killer. Hell, | believed it
too. The coincidence was too much. I'd learned alot about investigations and coincidence and the ways
crimeswere committed in my old job, and | knew the odds favored Ruth-Anne Grant over everyone
dse

They were going to talk to Ruth-Anne, and they would push her and poke at her, and make her say
things she may not mean. And she would no longer be the victim of a stalking. She'd be the perpetrator
of acrime.

| stood and went back to my computer, feding like | hadn't had any deep. Detached, tired, empty. |
shuffled across the floor, and brushed againgt tables, nearly knocking over aglobefilled with late-season
forced narcissus.

| caught it, held it, feeling the bubble glassin my hands. It would be so easy to crush the globe, fed the
bulbs and squeeze them to death aswell.

Lifewas so hard to cultivate, so easy to destroy.



| set the globe on the rough-hewn antique table | used for my more fragile vases.

The door opened and | whirled, careful to missthe tablesthistime, although | brushed part of apam and
broke off abranch. For haf amoment, | feared the cops were back.

They weren't. Stan, my ddivery driver, sood in the doorway, looking a me with great annoyance. He
was young, early thirties, and had visions of being a Broadway Sar.

He had the beauty for it, but not the chops. I'd seen him off-off-off Broadway, and he was so wooden
that | was embarrassed. Still, one couldn't fault aman for his dreams. And with the money he earned
from this, and histwo other jobs, he paid for lessons at one of the acting academies on the upper west
sde.

"I knocked in back. Pounded in fact, and you didn't even bother. I'm haf an hour behind now. | couldn't
leave the truck back there and you know how hard it isfinding parking up front.”

"I'msorry,” | said. "The copswere here.”
Heflushed asif he were the one they were &fter. "Cops? Y ou okay ?'

"l don't know," | said, surprised that | made the admission. | never talked much with Stan. He wastoo
atractive, too young, and frankly, abit too dumb for me. I didn't want to get involved in anything more
than the empl oyer-empl oyee friendship we seemed to dready have.

"Nobody brokein, did they?' He had been driving for me when those kids came in with the shotguns. In
fact, he was the one who hel ped me clean up the store.

| shook my head. "One of my customerswas murdered.”

| guess| could call Dwight Rhodesthat, even though | knew he had never really been a customer. At
leadt, not voluntarily.

"Damn, boss, I'm sorry.”
| nodded, and decided that | had to move.

"I only have three ddiveriesthis afternoon,” | said, and hoped it wastrue. | couldn't remember any of the
orders|'d taken. Everything left my brain when the police came through that door. "But if you finish early,
check with me onelast time. I'm abit frazzled."

"No kidding." He pushed hisway past the line of herb starts | kept for thelocals. "I'd be too."

| knew | could trust him to check back if he had the chance. Stan was good that way. He'd been one of
the best employees| ever had, even though he wasn't technicaly just mine. When | redlized that | didn't
have enough businessto pay for al hisddivery runs, | got together with afew other smaler shops. We
shared Stan asour delivery driver. It covered his vehicle cogts, and it took the burden off our small
businesses. None of us counted him as an employee. We dl paid him under the table, and he took care
of hisown costs.

Of course, the only price we paid on that was afuture one: If Stan ever got that Broadway job he
dreamed of, we'd lose him in the space of an afternoon.

| followed him into the back. He grabbed the largest arrangement, a cliched spray of carnationsand
greenery for afunerd, and carried it to the truck. | followed with the daisy basket I'd made for an



upscal e boutique and the ddlicate vase filled with the palest pink roses| had.
Weloaded up the truck and heleft, after checking to make surel wasal right.

| said | was, and even | believed thelie. Until | found mysdf in the back, staring at the damn compuiter. |
wasn't looking at the missed deliveries, even though | had promised mysdlf | would.

| was doing something | should have donethat very first day, when Ruth-Anne Grant crossed my
threshold.

| should have run a search on her name, seen how many other deliveries she got from me, and who had
sent them.

The computer found five, spaced over five months. They came at the same time on the same day of the
month, asif the guy had aritud.

And of course, each name who sent the flowers was different from the last. The bouquets were different
too, and so were the prices, dmost asif thismook knew how much was on that credit card he'd stolen
and how much he could spend without getting caught.

Rosesin May, hyacinthsin April, tulipsin March, amixed bouquet in February, and an expensive bonsai
-- one | had nurtured for nearly a decade -- in January. That one broke my heart asif this stalker had
attacked me personaly.

If Ruth-Anne Grant knew the bonsai was from the stalker, she had probably thrown it out.
All that work, dl that love, los.
Just like Dwight Rhodes was|ogt.

| did another search, thistime for the names on the credit cards, to seeif the stalker had used them more
than once. He hadn't, and they had never shopped here.

Then | printed out the Ruth-Anne Grant order files. Asthey chugged out of my too-dow ink jet printer, |
studied them. Phone orders each one, each with aromantic message, each sent anonymoudly.

And those dates...

They weren't redly enough to let awoman know she had anything more than a secret admirer. What
made awoman think she had a stalker? Frequent, persistent attention. Phone calls. Letters. Gifts.

Many, many gifts.

And clearly this guy wasn't one who liked face-to-face contact. He ordered with false names and left no
fekename on hisddliveries,

The only other things | could tell about him were obvious: he had opportunity to get other peopl€e's credit
cards without them reporting the theft to the credit card companies, and he knew hisflowers. He bought
what wasin season.

Frequent, persstent gifts. Once amonth wasn't frequent enough, and Ruth-Anne Grant's anger made me
think the flowers were atheme.

Persstent. That much was clear. But smart enough to cover histracks over and over again. With the
credit cards, with the names, with the anonymous messages.



| gripped the papers, till hot from my printer, and sank into anearby chair. Ruth-Anne Grant hadn't been
lying about the stalker.

| whirled in my chair, grabbed the phone, and dialed Flowers by the Book, a boutique book and flower
shop nearby. We shared Stan, and | liked to talk to the owner, Odele Page, an opinionated woman in
her mid-fifties

| explained the Stuation, leaving the murder and the police out of it, by saying that | thought maybe a
client of mine had astalker, and would she look up the client's name, seeif she had anything on filewith
anonymous cards, and fax metheinformation?

She offered to do it then and there, on the phone. | cradled the receiver between my ear and my shoulder
as| moved around the back, too stressed to stay till. | checked the mirrors and the door, making certain
| wasaone.

All thewhile, | listened to her computer system beep and ping, her fingers tapping lightly on the keys. She
would sigh and then Sgh again, and findly she gasped.

"Ruth-Anne Grant," Odele said, and recited the address.

| stopped between the blue vases and the white ceramics | bought from alocd artist. "That's the one.”
"I've sent her something the first week of every month since December.”

"On an exact date?' | asked.

She paused for amoment, and | heard the sounds of keys again. "Looks like as close to the third as
possble”

Mine were around the twelfth.
"Canyou fax metheinformation?" | asked.
"l don't know," shesaid. "It seems private.”

"The only private thing on there is Ruth-Anne Grant's address, and | already havethat,” | said. "Therest
has got to be stolen credit cards and fase persona information.”

Still, Odele hestated.

"Look, Odele, dl I'm going to do is give thisinformation to the police. | hope that they'll go after thisguy,
whoever heis. Can | at least tdll them to contact you?'

"I'll fax you," she said, and hung up. | smiled. I had figured she might respond like that. Odele was, after
al, atypica former hippie, aversonto thepoliceand dl.

Odele wasn't my only phone cdll. | contacted dl the other florists who shared Stan. A few of them hadn't
heard of Ruth-Anne Grant, but afew others had, al of them near my neighborhood, dl of them boutique
shopslike mine.

Each shop had its particular day, and they were close enough that | began to get a sense of what
Ruth-Anne Grant had gone through. She was getting flowers every day of the week, anonymoudy, for
five months -- the December offering from Odele being thefirdt.

It was ds0 the most unique: aholiday package of greens, mistletoe, and holly around alarge poinsettia.



Along with the plants came a bag of Christmas cookies from anearby bakery, and variousteasfrom al
over theworld.

But the centerpiece was Odel€'s specidty, alarge-szed, stunning gift book that she had first bought for
the previous Vadentings Day: Elizabeth Barret Browning's_Sonnets from the Portuguese , with
illugtrations by well-known New Y ork gdlery artists.

Love poems, and love art, dlong with flowers, sweets, and tea. Anyone would have been happy to
receive apresent like that. And the first offering would have seemed marvelous -- agift froma
mysterious admirer, perhaps even someone Ruth-Anne Grant thought she knew (and secretly hoped
cared for her as much as she cared for him).

Over time, though, asthe gifts became routine, as she started asking her friends and colleagues who sent
them, Ruth-Anne Grant must have redlized that the presents which had given her so much pleasure had a
sniger undertone to them.

A bell tinkled in the main part of the shop. A young man, no more than twenty-five, stood between the
orchids and the eucalyptus, looking lost. He wore a black suit -- a Ralph Lauren knock-off by the way it
gathered at the seams -- and a pae pink shirt. Histie combined both colorsin just the way asales clerk
might think was dtractive.

Hedidn't have alot of money, then, but he had ajob that required othersto think he had.

| sighed and set down the faxes from the various shops. Normally, | would have bounded into the front
room. | loved helping customers.

One of my smple pleasures, which might now be gone. Because as| stood in the back, my fingers
gtained with the ink from my cheap fax, | found myself wondering who this man, this new customer,
wanted to hurt.

* k% k% %

| helped him anyway. | made myself smile as| walked out of the backroom, and | questioned him like |
would any other new customer. We talked about his sister, the one with M'S, and how much she loved
flowers. Wetaked about his criticaly ill mother, who was worried about his Sster's care after shewas
gone, and we taked about his budget, which, as| expected, wastight.

Normally the conversation would have been enough for me, but my mood was so odd, my discomfort so
gredt, | flirted with him -- not obvioudy, but just enough to let him fed the persond interest.

Hefindly pulled out hiswallet and showed me his sister'slatest picture. She was younger than he was --
high schooal, 4till -- and cute in that way that fresh-faced way most teenagers had.

Asl studied her, as| saw that spark of intelligencein her eyes, mixed with atouch of sadness, | redized |
had seen alot of family photos over the years. | was nosy and intrusive and garrulous, and while most of
my customers liked that, afew never came back because they didn't want the conversation.

| handed the wallet back to the young man, undercharged him for two arrangements of spring flowers --
onefor Mom and onefor the Sster -- and sent him on hisway.

Then | stood near my cash register, trying to identify what | wasfeding. It wasthe edge of anidea, a
memory, athought that | had nearly captured just amoment before.

When | waslooking at the photograph. When | wasredizing how | interviewed dl of my new clients.



| would never have sold that bonsai over the phone. | dways madeit apolicy to hand-sell specid items,
to make certain the customer saw them, and approved of them.

| had talked to him.

He had told me whatever story he had made up -- or had he made it up? Had he convinced me of his
delusion, that there was some specia woman out there for him, some woman he wastrying to impress,
some woman that he loved?

What would | have told him? Bonsai's needed nurturing, atough hand but a gentle one. Bonsai's weren't
for everyone, but the person who appreciated them had a botanist's heart.

| wished | had found out more about Ruth-Anne Grant. Something about her, or thissick creegp's fantasy
of her, convinced him to send her flowers. Convinced him -- convinced me -- that she deserved a plant
that required acommitment.

| shut down the register, and hurried to the back, stopping in front of my stack of video tapes.
| had January.
All fiveweeksof it.

My hand shook as | looked for the date, and when | found it, written across the label in magic marker,
my heart nearly stopped.

"Gotcha," | said as| pulled the tape out of the pile. "Y ou son of abitch, I've got you now."

* * % %

Andthehdl of it was, | remembered him.

As| watched the tape, images grainy and unfocused, not professond at all, | went back to that
afternoon.

It wasdark at 3. A storm had threatened dl day, and findly hit, mixing rain, snow and dest. | had stood
near the window for along time, moving plants, wishing that the old building which housed the store hed
abetter heating system and better insulation.

He had comein, black hair dusted with snow, atraditionaly handsome man wearing asilk suit which
looked, to my inexpert eye, like Armani. He had the body for the suit, broad-shouldered, narrow hipped
-- legitimatdy GQ.

I'd let him browse a hit -- sometimes the high-end types stumbled into the wrong store to kill amoment
before amesting -- but after awhile | realized he was actually shopping, and | went to help him.

He had flirted with me -- it was visible on the tape, his hand on my deeve ever so casud, the way he
tilted his head so that he could look into my eyes, the dight amile.

| remembered him, not just because he fit my idea of gorgeous or because we had flirted, but because |
had led him to the bonsai's. | had talked himinto it -- for hislover. Thelover he had described.

A man.

* * % %



My hands shook as | searched for that original order form in my stack of faxes. Minewere at the
bottom, of course. | should have looked for them there. And sure enough, the evidence was before me.

| hadn't sent that firgt plant to Ruth-Anne Grant. No, it had goneto R.A. Grant at Ruth-Anne's address.
RA. A ddiberatelie.

None of the others were lies. Over the phone, he had ordered flowersfor awoman. In person, just that
once, hed told me, convinced me, he was ordering for aman.

| sank into my chair. | no longer try to hidewho | am. | learned that lesson long ago the hard way, when |
was an upscale defense atorney with an infatuation for the civil litigator down the hall.

He had outed me, vindictively, one afternoon in astaff meeting. | had flirted without realizing what | was
doing, hoping that no one saw my infatuation, hoping that no one understood.

And hisouting was crud, in an Upstate old-boys club which, in the mid-eighties, wasn't haf asliberd as
it thought it was. | wasn't fired; | was shunned, given cases so obvioudy tailored to forcing me out of the
firmthat | should havefledin panic.

Instead, | decided to retdiate. | invited the litigator's wife to lunch and, instead of eating with her, | gave
her flowers. | still remember how her eyeslit up, the way she had smiled at me. It was clear litigator boy
hadn't given her flowersin along time, and she found them specid.

And at that moment, | realized | didn't haveit -- the bals, the ssomach, the cut-throat attitude that made
the best attorneys. | couldn't even avenge mysdlf on aman who had made my job hell.

| couldn't take that light from that woman's eyes.

Instead, | decided that | couldn't be miserablefor the rest of my life trying to be someone | wasn't and |
gaveit dl up. | sold my house, my wardrobe and my life, and came to Manhattan and bought, on awhim,
aflower shop which | made my own.

Flowers saved people; flowers shouldn't destroy them.

And somehow he -- this stalker, this GQ man who was obsessed with another person without regard to
that person -- somehow he had known who | was, what | believed in, and he subverted it.

Heusad it, to play hislittle games.

* k * %

Sometimes, with the memory of my past, | get akind of clarity. Not an understanding of who or what |
am -- | know that deeply now -- but away of seeing the world, the patterns | had learned in law school,
the waysthat | was supposed to view the world in the adversarid system | had found myself in.

The pattern here, the onethat | chose to focus on, was asimple one: In the beginning, thisjerk orderedin
person. | confirmed by looking at the variousfaxes| collected, and it was clear.

Likemy bonsa, like Odele's specialy book-bound package, each of those first orders had been difficult,
the kind of order that was dmost impossible to make over the phone.

And because he wasn't thinking like a crimind then, Ruth-Anne's staker had to have goneinto shops he
was familiar with. Maybe he had seen me around or talked to me before. | certainly would haveflirted
withhim.



Odel€e's store wasn't far away, and neither were the others he had used. He lived near here, and he
shopped near here, and eventually he gained a system, asystem that involved stedling credit cards and
using them to place the orders.

He had to have started that before he saw me, though, because the average Armani owner had no need
to steal funds, and probably could think of athousand other waysto cover histracks. Like cash, for
instance. Cash required no names, and wasn't even remarkable. A lot of people paid cash for abouquet,
only to decide at the last minute, to have that bouquet delivered.

And there were certainly enough flower shopsin the Five Boroughsto keep a cash-paying stalker in
plantsfor decades.

No, either he had stolen that outfit or --

| paused, frowned, and went back to my video. The graininess worked against me. | had been so
concerned with this guy's face and his expensive clothes that | hadn't looked at his shoes.

Shoes were dways the tip-off. Expens ve shoes were much more comfortable than cheap ones, so even
if arich guy had no pretensions, he wore good shoes.

To my disgust, the stalker stayed behind tables and large plants. | couldn't get agood image of the shoes
-- until thelast few frames.

When he came over to pay for the bonsai, his shoes appeared briefly in the center of the image.

They were black. But | couldn't tell if they had been polished or not -- the tape was too dark. However,
these shoes, these so-called expensive man's shoes, had an interesting fegture,

They had thick soles, nearly tennis shoe thickness, which implied rubber.

Only one group of people wore shoes like that with clothes like his. Waiters. Bartenders. Guyswho were
ontheir feet dl day. Retail employees generdly didn't haveto dress up. If they did, they got the shoestoo
becauseit was al part of the package.

Only in restaurants did guys have to wear the clothes without the matching shoes. Restaurants often
ordered outfits for their staff, sometimes one or two, expecting them to wear the clothing on thejob and
near the building. But they never bought shoes. The waiters bought the shoes themselves, and of course,
they couldn't afford the expensive ones. They went to Jersey, shopped in Payless or Wa-Mart or Target,
and bought shoes they could afford. Shoes with thick rubber soles so that their feet wouldn't ache quite
50 bad at the end of the day.

And what else did waiters do? They whisked away credit cardsin little |eather receipt books, discreetly
running the cards behind the bar or in aback room so that the restaurant patrons didn't have hear the
constant chugging of the computerized credit card machine, vomiting out receipt after receipt, authorizing
dollars and deducting the amount from a pile of plastic.

An old client of mine used to substitute one credit card for another, giving him afew days of use before
the card holder redlized that the platinum Visain hiswallet didn't have hisname on it. Ruth-Anne's sta ker
could have done that, or he could have done something even smpler.

If hewas awaiter, standing in the back of arestaurant, he could have copied the card number, the
expiration date, and the name onto his order pad. Then he could have used those card numbersfor
phone orders with placeslike florists. We ran the cards, but we never checked that the person on the
phone was the actua owner of the card.



We never checked because who, in their right mind, would stedl acredit card and order flowerswith it?

At leadt, that was the assumption. And like all assumptions, it was wrong.

* k% k% %

| had afull presentation for Detectives Whittig and Barret when they returned: a print-up of the video
image, right down to the shoes, faxes of invoices -- dl made out to Ruth-Anne Grant, alist of restaurants
nearby that required its Saff to wear S|k suits, and a suggested theory asto what had actualy happened.

| actually had her stalker'sname, but | didn't tell them because | ill knew afew things about the law.
Any good defense attorney would make it impossible for the prosecutor to use evidence gathered by a
ctizenlikeme.

| had made aprint of the best video image and showed it around. It only took me afew daysto find
Ruth-Anne Grant's stalker. His name was Glenn Haines, and he worked at an upscale restaurant
between my place and Odel€'s. It was called Chez Nouveau.

Maybe | kept the name for security. Maybe | did it so that | could make certain that Whittig and Barret
got theright guy. Or maybe | did it because | had an inclination to take care of the matter myself.

Even though | never did. That had been Ruth-Anne Grant's mistake. They indicted her on first-degree
murder chargesthe day before | handed over the stalker information. Whittig and Barret seemed so
uninterested in catching the stalker that | thought at first they weren't going to follow up.

But they did -- not to find the stalker -- but to solidify their case againgt Ruth-Anne Grant. While I'd been
thinking like a defense attorney who would use the information to get ajury to acquit, Whittig and Barret
were building acase.

If they could prove that Ruth-Anne Grant had a stalker, they had motive for first-degree murder.

Of course, Whittig and Barret never told methat. They just thanked mefor theinformation, did the
additiond research, and arrested Haines. Then the Didtrict Attorney's office, ways smarter than |
wanted to give them credit for, got an earlier tria date for him.

If he pleaded to the charge or got found guilty, they'd have a paper record for Ruth-Anne Grant's motive.

And | couldn't argue because | got Haines off the street. The only good thing in al of thiswasthat Haines
wouldn't hasde anyone else. His stalking days would end -- at least until he got out of prison.

* % % %
But it hasn't ended for me.

| dream about Ruth-Anne Grant sometimes. She never speaks. All she doesis dam that box of roses
down on my counter, and looks a me, asif I'm the one who stalked her, hurt her, and ultimately
destroyed her life.

When | wake up, | try to tell myself that she made the choice. She was the one who didn't do her
research to seeif Dwight Rhodes had sent her al those flowers. Instead, she had taken her gun and
waited for himin the hallway, shooting him before he could even get close.

Her choice, not mine.

But those thoughts never comfort me. Because | remember how harassment fedls, how it makesyou so



very helpless, and how stopping it seemsimpossible.

And | know how terror feels -- not for weeks and months and years, like she went through but just for a
brief instant, when those teenagers, waving those semi-automatics, cameinto my store and shouted,
_Migter, hey, Migter, open the goddamn cash register .

| haven't been the same since. | Htill tense when akid under twenty comesin, and | look over my
shoulder when | lock up at night, and | keep my security tapes, long past the dates the security company

saysit's necessary.

| know what terror fedslike, and it makes me wonder what | would do to those kids if they kept coming
into my store, never hurting me, aways threatening me.

I'd never fed safe again.

And if | ran into them on the street -- or, God forbid, someidiot told mether names, | couldn't
guarantee, even now, that | wouldn't seek them out and give them ataste, just ataste, of what they gave
me

| used to believein thelaw, until | realized that the people behind it -- me and that civil litigator -- were
just asflawed asthe people beforeit.

| used to believein mysdlf until | gave an innocent man's name to awoman who wanted to kill him.

And | used to believein the heding power of flowers until one unseasonably hot May afternoon, when |
learned that even the most fragile blossom can be as potent aweapon as alocked and loaded gun.

- END --



