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When asked why her mysteries were of the 'cozier' strain, Jean Sheldon 
replied "My protagonists are o�en more seasoned women who either 
have, or seek knowledge and peace. �e most powerful weapons they 
carry, except for the detectives, are humor and good sense. Stories you 
can read without gritted teeth or a knotted stomach. �ose are the 
books I write, because they are the books I read." 

One thing on which readers agree is the genuineness and 
believability of her characters. �ey quickly become as familiar as 
old friends—old friends you want to see again. �e characters in 
�e Woman in the Wing lived and worked during WWII, but 
their thoughts and emotions are timeless. Readers relate to them 
as easily as to contemporary heroines.

Like most of Sheldon's protagonists, the primary characters 
in Flowers for Her Grave are strong, seasoned women. 
Tracy Kendall and Kate Chandler are both 62, the age of 
many boomer women—healthy, �nancially comfortable, 
educated readers. According to recent polls, more 
women are reading �ction than men, and the most 
popular genre are mystery, adventure, and thrillers. 
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An adventure in the Land of Enchantment

turns deadly when a group of Chicagoans �nd

themselves between a myth and a madman 

FLOWERSFOR HER GRAVE

JEAN SHELDON

A gardener and gossip 
columnist join forces to dig 
up a small town’s deadly secret 



Flowers for Her Grave Samples

Prologue
�e diary’s cover felt smooth, pleasing to 

Louise Vandenberg’s wrinkled �ngertips as she 
placed it on the shelf with the others. �e �nal 

one of the dozens she’d kept during her �ve-year 
undertaking. �ough the answers saddened her, 
�nding them brought her a small amount of 
peace.

Twenty years earlier, Louise arrived home to 
�nd her husband dead and her six-year-old 
daughter missing. A�er all those years of dark-
ness and pain, she knew who was responsible. 
He’d denied everything when she confronted him 
but she saw the uneasiness in his eyes and heard 
the tension in his voice. �ey both knew the 
truth.

�at horrible night—she could barely move 
from the weight of the loss. Her friend Anna 
helped with kind and comforting words and 
sometimes simply quiet companionship. For 
��een years, she lived in a state of numbed 
detachment. �en she understood that her peace 
would come only when she discovered what 
happened to Jack and Kimberly.

She �lled her diaries with page a�er page of 
notes taken while investigating. She inter-
viewed everyone in Raccoon Grove, and 
though many of them answered out of pity, 
she found the pieces of evidence she 
needed. She did it despite the ex-sheri� ’s 

e�orts to prevent her. At �rst, she 
wondered why he wanted her to stop, 

but when things began to fall into 
place, she understood. Even his sick 

anger and greed could not discour-
age her search. 

Anna died last month and in a 
few weeks, it would be the 
twentieth anniversary of that 
day. Louise remained seated 
on her bed and turned 
toward the door when she 
heard someone climbing 
the stairs.

“Hello, Louise.”
“Hello.”
“You knew I’d come.”
“Yes, I knew you had 

to.”  

Chapter 1
On a warm, June evening in 1966, the specta-

tors in Raccoon Grove High School’s auditorium 
watched Kathleen make her way across the stage. 
Practiced con�dent movements carried her as 
smoothly as silk and kept even the harsh lights 
from spoiling her perfection—at least on the 
outside. Admirers couldn’t know as they followed 
her graceful steps that she wanted nothing more 
than to run and hide and fought an intense urge to 
throw up. 

She didn’t throw up, nor did she stray from the 
well-rehearsed path leading to her place in a line of 
smiling young women. As she waited for the 
others to join, she hoped for a sign. Not from the 
people who ran the pageant, but a clue from above. 
Anything to explain what possessed her to enter a 
beauty pageant, her high school beauty pageant no 
less. �e growing ache behind her eyes wasn’t the 
message she sought and as the pageant wore on it 
became clear no sign would appear.

Darlene Avery, Raccoon Grove High School’s 
most popular cheerleader, won. Kate �nished �rst 
runner-up. It surprised her to win anything, but 
what surprised her more was that within days of 
the high school competition, she began to enter 
other pageants. If she won, she reasoned, her 
confusion would li� and her motives become 
clear. With a new determination, Kate applied 
more makeup and poured her body into garments 
that pushed and pulled in unimaginable ways. She 
practiced the di�cult task of smiling at people 
who never looked at her face, and later found 
herself grateful that no one looked any deeper. 

In a short time, Kate stood on a stage with her 
head tilted to receive the crown and arms opened 
for the bouquet of �owers. Rehearsed tears 
streamed as expected, but she felt no joy. Nothing 
told her what she searched for or why she believed 
it existed on a stage or runway.

She continued competing in city, county, and 
state pageants and o�en won. In early competi-
tions, Kate learned to appear involved interested 
and happy to be participating. Inside a wall sepa-
rated her from the people and event. She no longer 
asked herself why she entered. When she tried to 
imagine what else she could do, she knew the 
answer.

For six years, she wore makeup that su�ocated 
her, clothes that did the same, and sprayed thick 
goop on her silky brown hair. Everything, includ-
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ing her gowns and swimsuits, smelled 
and felt as Kate thought she did—fake. 

“Who,” she o�en asked herself, “in their 
right mind wore three inch heels with a 

swimsuit?” 
At the ripe old age of twenty-three, an 

agent approached her and suggested she run 
for Miss Illinois. �e agent tried to convince 
her she’d win easily and could begin to prepare 
for the Miss America contest. 

At the same time, Kate received another 
proposal. Dirk Harrison wanted her to become 
his wife. Most pageants barred married contes-
tants and Dirk’s o�er gave her a good way to 
end her pointless journey. She heard and 
ignored the stage whispers from the back of 
her mind suggesting her new journey prom-
ised more of the same. 

Runways became hallways and stages 
became rooms that felt cold and dark, and 
needed constant cleaning. She moved her 
detachment from the stage to the bed, 
but Dirk noticed no more than the audi-
ences had. Kate had only one responsi-
bility, to look beautiful. 

She looked striking while she 
changed diapers and cleaned house. 

Lovely as she cooked meals and 
kept her husband’s clothes clean 

and shirts ironed. When she 
appeared on Dirk’s arm for 
company dinners or parties, it 
pleased him that people 
admired her beauty. 

To attend those festivi-
ties, Kate stepped back on 
the runway and 
performed. She never 
considered if she felt 
happy or unhappy. 
Nor did it enter her 
mind that others 
might feel di�er-
ently. She assumed 
everyone had a hole 
inside. She along 

with the rest of humanity shared the tedium of 
the unful�lled days of the present and the prom-
ise of those to come. When changes occurred, 
they moved you from one empty reality to 
another. 

She traded what she perceived to be a normal 
life to strut down runways around the state. She 
didn’t think of the pageants as a job, but they 
were her career. She traded that to raise two 
children and make a home for her husband. 

Twenty years later, she rarely heard from her 
son and daughter. Her husband, who still loved 
young beauty queens, checked out the runways 
again when the years began to show. She refused 
to color her hair or surgically enhance anything 
and he considered it a breach of their marriage 
contract.

A�er her grown children moved to Chicago 
and her husband moved in with his next contes-
tant, she found herself without a role to play and 
searched for a way to �ll the emptiness threaten-
ing to consume her. 

She had one constant in her life—from some-
where inside that she didn’t truly understand—a 
love of �owers. When her family le�, she planted 
a small garden in the spacious back yard of their 
�ve-acre lot. She had helped her mom in her 
gardens when she lived at home and knew the joy 
of a single new blossom, a joy she’d almost forgot-
ten. �e more time she spent amid the �owers, 
the more her spirits li�ed and the bigger her 
garden grew.

She added new varieties to her ever-expanding 
plots and a�er a while, the fragrances and colors 
�lled her empty spaces. At sixty-three, forty-six 
years a�er she walked down her �rst runway, 
Kate understood that what she wanted didn’t 
come from a Pauline Trigere evening gown, or 
Helena Rubenstein lip-gloss. It came from rich 
black soil that nudged forth a fragrant rainbow 
and helped her discover the beauty that existed in 
her heart.

“Kate, are you home?”
“Out back, Tracy.” She shouted to her familiar 

visitor. “Grab a bottle of water on your way.”


