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        The town of Hidden Glen has many secrets, but none more mysterious than the Christmas flower, which blooms rarely.

      

        

      
        Legend recounts that when the blossoms unfold to release their fragrance, fortune shifts for those whom the scent caresses.
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      Cassandra Finlay sat in the front pew of the Sacred Heart Catholic Church, alone as usual.

      The priest was late.

      Poor man. Not his fault. In this small community of Hidden Glen, he was the only clergy within a seventy-eight-mile radius to bless and shoo souls on to a better place. He had explained and apologized to Cassandra over the phone about the unexpected emergency, which had dragged him to the retirement home in the next town to give last rites. That took precedence over those who’d already departed.

      Cassandra had told the priest not to worry. After all, there was no hurry on her end, despite the fact the delay would add about forty-five minutes or so to the funeral mass. Her mother, Althea Finlay, was already dead, the casket closed. Better to take care of the living first, or almost living.

      She smoothed the only black dress she owned, stood, and walked over to the funeral home attendants.

      “The priest is running late,” she told the assistant to the funeral director. “An emergency at the Half Hollow Senior Living facilities.”

      “Will it give us time to get some coffee?”

      “No problem,” she said.

      “We’ll be back in half an hour or so,” he said, and nodded to the two men to follow him.

      It was a slow day for death at Hidden Glen.

      “No problem,” she repeated, knowing it wouldn’t cause any issues. The few friends she had in town (and her own employees) would not be attending the mass today. Work took precedence on a weekday, and they’d already paid their respects yesterday, at the wake.

      For the tenth time she fussed over the flower arrangement she’d created, fixed an imaginary slant to her mother’s blown-up photograph next to the casket, acknowledged the two people praying quietly way back near the door, and sat back in the pew.

      Such a crowd.

      Her lips moved in an attempt at humor, but what ended etched on her face was a slit of deprecation.

      Her mother had been mostly liked when living, and occasionally disliked for her bitterness and ornery behavior. But after the dementia took over, and not the Alzheimer’s everyone assumed it was, Althea had become monstrous, so much so, Cassandra had taken full control of the nursery and flower shop seven years ago and had kept her mother at home. On those rare occasions when Cassandra had to bring Althea along on errands for the business, her mother would embarrass or insult anyone around, particularly her. She remembered one memorable moment when she was buying stock for the flower shop. Cassandra had brought her mother along because the latest woman who’d taken care of her at home had quit. She’d wheeled her mom around the beautiful flowers in the hothouse, an activity that used to soothe and delight her. But Althea would not be appeased, particularly because she’d been taken off her routine by her daughter, her nemesis, no less. She’d gotten so out of control, Cassandra had been asked to leave, management not understanding that the disease, not the woman, was misbehaving. To top things off, at the car, when Cassandra had taken out the water bottle and given her mom a drink, Althea had given her the look, something between malice, utter hatred, and revenge, and had dribbled all the water in her mouth on Cassandra’s shoes, spit and all.

      Onlookers had been horrified. Cassandra’s heart had broken for the thousandth time.

      God, she didn’t want to remember her mother this way.

      But her mother’s psychiatrist had warned her this would happen. He also had said it would take time for her to heal and forgive.

      Cassandra stared at her mother’s casket, up at the crucifix, and back at the casket. Well, she thought, unlike her Savior on that cross, who’d at least had His Mother and some disciples surrounding Him at the moment of death, she had no family anymore. She would also have loved to remind the town, like all other moments during the past seven years, how different Althea had been in health. Bitter, true, but she’d had ample reason. A philandering husband had abandoned her way back when. He’d simply packed his bags one day and left for parts unknown, latest mistress in tow. He’d never come back. He’d never called his daughter. Cassandra had had a lifetime of fatherly no-shows. And that abandonment had scarred and branded her mother.

      So had most in Hidden Glen.

      The town… well, the townspeople had made sure Althea never forgot she was the third wheel at parties, the woman whom married women needed to watch out for, just in case. It made for a very lonely life. The flower shop had been the only saving grace. The blossoms Althea arranged daily had replaced love and companionship, had made her mom’s life colorful and beautiful. The rest of the empty time was dedicated to Cassandra.

      Until sickness…

      “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Gelert.” She acknowledged the awkward greeting of one of her customers with a smile. “It was very thoughtful of you to come.”

      The woman nodded, bent her head for a few moments in deference to the dead, then left as awkwardly as her greeting had been.

      Such was Hidden Glen. Always avoiding the uncomfortable.

      Cassandra sighed, feeling guilty about the relief she felt at her mother’s death. Things had been so brutal, for so long, she hadn’t cried at the news of her mother’s passing. About the fact she hadn’t been at her mother’s side at the moment of death due to work. The doctors had told her it was normal.

      She stared at her mother’s casket and thought how on earth could that be normal? She had dismissed their first warnings, too, about how much worse things would get, the disease acquiring all negative personality traits of her mother and magnifying them tenfold. The doctors had also been blunt about the fact Althea’s behavior would target the caregiver, which meant, regrettably, her. Well, the illness, indeed, had exponentially magnified Althea’s hidden bitterness, until her mother’s condition had robbed her of speech, of movement, and, finally, of life. And while Cassandra understood all that on an intellectual level, on an emotional one, the constant barrage of nastiness had taken a heavy toll on her.

      And if anyone had ever bothered to find out, Cassandra would have shown the emotional scars she bore.

      She breathed deeply. For a moment there, two months ago, she’d thought one person had actually bothered to learn about her wounds. But that had been a chimera. Edward McCay, the man she’d secretly had a small crush on in middle school, had finally noticed her, approached her, kissed her, had shown his intent to make love to her on her living room couch until… until her mother had approached, feces staining her pink nightgown like muddy prints on a pristine floor. Ed’s disgust had appeared as fast and as hard as he’d disappeared out her front door, leaving her alone to cope. And after she’d showered her mother, cleaned and disinfected the bedsheets and the surrounding area her mother had thought of as the bathroom, Cassandra had asked in soft agony, “Why do you do this to me, Mom?” An unjust question, she knew, but she’d been overwhelmed, desolation nipping at her bruised heart without pause.

      And for the first time in months, her mother’s lucidity had surfaced, responding with a soft and bewildered “I don’t know.”

      A few days later, devastating Rumor, as it habitually paid a call in the form of the charitable townspeople who sponsored her shop, announced that Edward McCay had just gotten engaged to the catch of the town, Miss Arabella Mathews. Her daddy owned the paper mill by the river, so Edward would gain influence and power, not to mention the family’s padded bank account, company shares, and bearer bonds. Rumor, with sly looks and feigned smiles, had informed all who’d hear that Eddie had attempted to sow his “last oats” after a celebratory night out with the guys. And Rumor had volunteered, as well, a nasty incident where Edward had been disgusted to the point of being nauseated, poor soul. His only excuse had been, well, he’d been blind drunk, emphasis on the blind, and had quickly reconsidered his actions before doing something unforgivable, not only to himself, but also now to his fiancée’s reputation.

      No mention or sympathy for Cassandra’s broken heart.

      But, never mind that, she thought. The status quo remained: Like mother, like daughter…always alone. Heck, she embodied the dictionary definition of lonely, with bitterness gnawing and rasping her insides. Lately, it had been a constant battle not to implode from the damage. She knew that if she was ever to survive this emotional upheaval, she had to find equanimity. Only then could she overcome the spite blanketing her heart.

      Or so she hoped.

      She sighed and scanned the almost empty church.

      Hope was the only thing now that tethered her sanity. Kept bitterness at bay. Hope buoyed her, promising an eventual happily ever after.

      Hope promised a life. A future.

      And yet, deep down in the bowels of her soul, Cassandra suspected she was running out of time for any happy, let alone a happily ever after.

      Hope was running out of fuel, especially in this small town.

      “I’m so, so sorry for your loss.”

      Another one of her nicer customers, who’d come to pay her respects.

      Cassandra accepted the sentiment, thanked the woman for coming, and waited for this painful act in her life to end.
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      Ken Rivers, a.k.a. Keanu Rivers by birth, thanks to his mother’s love of the name and the actor, parked his uncle’s truck in front of the flower shop, The Smiling Peony. A lonely building, resembling an old converted homestead, the shop sat in the middle of farm fields now fallow with dried-up corn stalks reminiscent of used matchsticks. Deer corn, if he remembered correctly, a favorite of the locals.

      He breathed deeply, the invigorating air chilling his lungs. Even when he hadn’t set foot in Hidden Glen for close to thirteen years, the shop’s façade hadn’t changed much from when he’d worked here as a teenager on a part-time basis. Located a few miles outside the town limits, it stood on a solitary winding road, with a somewhat decrepit air to it that almost spelled abandoned. Had it not been for the colorful ornaments and flower arrangements showcased inside the two bay windows flanking the doorway, the newly repaved parking area in front, and the cars littering it, strangers would tend to dismiss the business. But Keanu knew it was a thriving shop, and had been ever since Althea Finlay had opened its doors way back when he and his family still lived in Hidden Glen.

      Ah, Hidden Glen.

      To his surprise, it felt good to be back in the backwaters of this northeastern corner of his home state. He’d returned several days ago from Manhattan on a two-prong mission: to help his aunt around the house while his uncle recovered from knee surgery, and to flip his life’s first-act script to a blank second-act page.

      Not a revision of his past life, but a complete overhaul.

      Keanu needed that. Needed it badly.

      His cell phone pinged, with a message adding to the list his aunt had given him this morning before sending him off this way. He’d better get on with it, pick up his aunt’s order, and also take this opportunity to buy her some flowers as a small token of thanks for putting up with him. If memory served him, the flowers on the entrance table of his aunt’s home had looked rather sad and wilted yesterday. Time for an upgrade.

      He dodged the upper frame of the doorway and entered the retail area of the shop. Unlike when Althea was alive, the shop was now bright and airy, welcoming and full of color and fragrance, with artisanal pots, baskets, doodads, and decorative pieces adding to the charm.

      “I’ll be right with you, sir,” chirped a cute woman in her twenties, pixie haircut decorated in different tonalities that seemed to complement the colors of the flora surrounding them. She was chatting away with a customer who was paying for a gigantic floral arrangement in pinks and whites.

      “No rush,” he said and waved in an it’s okay manner. “I’m just browsing for now.”

      He ambled over to a bucket that sported premade bouquets, picked one that looked like the same flowers in his aunt’s vase, and waited for his turn at the cash register.

      “How many tables?”

      The voice of the woman at the far edge of the long counter caught him by surprise. It was rich, enveloping, evocative of s’mores by the firelight. It drew him in. Curiosity took hold. Turning for a better view, he made believe he was inspecting the delicate glass insects welded to metal garden stakes stored in a knee-high bucket next to him.

      The owner of the sexy voice, her back to him, was sandwiched between two other women. She was writing information in what looked like a form of some kind, was casually dressed in khaki pants and a T-shirt with the shop’s bold pink flower logo prominent on its back. She appeared somewhat tense because her shoulders were rigid. Manager? Owner? Could it possibly be Althea’s daughter? His aunt would probably know. At the moment, though, as the woman wrote, he couldn’t see her face, just the caramel-colored wavy hair haphazardly gathered with a large claw hair clip at the nape of her neck. And, anyway, would he remember what Althea’s daughter looked like after so long? She’d been a sophomore to his senior at Hidden Glen High, had bounced around the shop with her swinging ponytail while he worked in the nursery area in the back, and, well, people changed as life took over.

      He was a prime example. He definitely did not look the same.

      “Don’t you mean guests?”

      Now that voice held a bit of grating disdain and a whopping amount of smugness, traits Keanu was familiar with.

      His attention pivoted to the other two women. The one on the right of sexy voice seemed to be in charge, perusing an agenda that was bursting at the seams like a stuffed vegetable. The one on the left shuffled, her expression barely concealing what Keanu categorized as utter boredom and, what else? His eyes narrowed. Yep. Smug superiority. He’d seen that expression before on the many women he’d had the misfortune to meet in the city: self-absorbed, vain, and vacuous vessels that screamed money and pampering. Life was a constant looking-down-their-nose exercise that kept the neck muscles toned.

      He’d almost married one, duped into believing she wasn’t like other women. Until his business experienced difficulties due to lockdowns and crime. And when sacrificing was in order (instead of pampering), Stephanie, his supposed soul mate, had decided to sniff around greener pastures—bulging wallet’s worth of greener pastures that did not include him.

      And quicker than a blink.

      Keanu mentally shrugged. That chapter of his life had ended in an anemic fizz. Time for a reboot. Exactly what he was here for.

      “Arabella.” Patience, heavy with resignation, was the answer. “Unless you want every guest at your wedding to receive a very expensive floral centerpiece, then no, we don’t count the guests. We count tables.”

      “Now, honey, shush,” the woman with the agenda said. “Your father is paying me to organize your wedding. Let the professionals hash it out.” She turned back to the woman taking the order. “Fifty, plus the wedding retinue table, which will require three.”

      “What about the bridal bouquet?”

      Pixie hair rushed by him to open the door of the shop to the customer who’d just bought the floral arrangement. “Thank you, Mrs. Cartwright. Are you sure you don’t need help?”

      From somewhere behind ceramic, color, and greenery, the customer replied her grandson was waiting in the car and that he’d help.

      Keanu’s grin was wide as pixie hair ambled his way, hand outstretched.

      “Hi, I’m C.C. Let me take that.” She took a plastic sleeve from behind the counter and wrapped it around the wet end of the bouquet. “Anything else I can help you with?”

      He took out his wallet. “Actually…”

      “Why on earth can’t I have it?”

      The whine was loud and annoying, wheezed out from this Arabella, the woman whose wedding was being organized.

      Good grief. Could this be the Arabella he’d had the misfortune to know in high school?

      He shuddered at the thought.

      “What you want is impossible.” Again, patience and resignation colored the tone of the woman with the smoky voice. “The Nativitas germens…”

      “The what?” Arabella said.

      “The Christmas flower you’re talking about is one of those rare local plants that blooms when it feels like it. Usually every ten years. We’re into year seven of the ten. Unless there is a miracle, or someone finds a bud in the wild, you’re out of luck.”

      “Cassie’s right, you know,” the wedding organizer said. “I’ve checked with every florist and nursery within the area, even online nationwide, and nothing is blooming.”

      “But I really wanted one.” More whining from the bride-to-be. “They’re supposed to bring good luck.”

      “Now, sweetie, I’ve explained this to you many times. You were the one who wanted a February wedding.” The woman opened her planner and flipped many pages. “If we delay things till April, we can get the magnolias you first wanted.”

      “No delays,” Arabella said, pointedly looking at the wedding planner. “The sooner the no trespassing ring is on the finger, the better. Some people here don’t seem to respect boundaries.”

      The air in the shop seemed to hold its breath.

      Good God, Keanu thought. That wasn’t even veiled.

      The woman they’d called Cassie didn’t flinch. Keanu stared. This had to be Cassandra, Althea’s daughter. The shortened version of the name matched. Her features, from what he could now see as she faced Arabella, were slightly familiar. Or did it seem that way because he’d seen her around town? He doubted it. He would have remembered that face, with its soft angles and full lips. He definitely would have remembered the voice.

      “I separated several ceramic vases that will fit your theme,” Cassandra answered, placing her pen on top of the order with a very deliberate and slow movement. “Let me bring them out. That way you can choose which one is to your liking.”

      She turned and disappeared through the open doorway into the back of the shop.

      Wow. Heavy-duty control. Kudos, lady.

      If it had been him, he thought with growing approval, he would have been all over the idiot bride-to-be. Probably would have told her to get the hell out of his business and take her wedding, and the planning, elsewhere.

      “O…kay,” C.C. whispered more to herself than to Keanu. “That’ll be twelve ninety-nine. Anything else?”

      “Actually, yes. My aunt, Faye Rivers, lives by Archer Road? She asked me to pick up her order. Said it was ready.”

      “Oh, Mrs. R.,” C.C. said in delight. “How is she doing? Must be so hard with Mr. R incapacitated from the surgery.” She leaned forward while making change for his twenty. “He is such a sweetheart. How’s he coming along? You must be here to help them, because I haven’t seen you around before.”

      She handed Keanu his change and rummaged in a drawer under the counter. Lifted a sheet of paper.

      “Here we go. Ten poinsettias. She will love them. Delivered fresh from the nursery just this morning. Just go round the back, and we’ll load those up for you.” She handed over the order sheet. “Give this to Bishop there, sign, and you’re good to go.”

      With bouquet and order in hand, Keanu left the shop in a more hurried pace than he would have wished, because, at the mention of his aunt’s name, and C.C.’s enthusiastic babble, the bride-to-be, Arabella, had turned his way with open curiosity. And if she was indeed the Arabella he remembered from school, well… put it this way, he would not have wanted to establish a getting-to-know-you-again conversation. She had been the spoiled, mean brat of the paper mill owner—who’d been the town’s mayor at the time—who used to hang around with her obnoxious clique and who thought nothing of shredding to pieces anyone they’d thought inferior. As a matter of fact, Althea’s daughter had been the butt of many of the group’s nasty confrontations and ridicule at school.

      For a second, Keanu pitied the poor sucker who was the groom-to-be. He’d need a whole lot of luck with that one.

      And as he drove the truck to the back area of the store, Keanu felt lucky he’d escaped a similar yoke of his own.
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      “And here is your key.” The local Realtor, who’d helped Keanu find this gem of a property, converted words into action. “Welcome to Hidden Glen… again.”

      “Thanks.” He fisted the key. This moment rivaled the exhilaration and pride of opening his restaurant in the city. And he had plans for this old-style plantation home, with its architectural elegance, wraparound porch, high-ceilinged rooms, spacious bedrooms, and expansive grounds. He had big plans.

      Now the real work would begin, not to mention the headaches that went with any venture in a new area, despite his established reputation as the owner of one of New York’s trendiest restaurants. That wouldn’t matter. In a new venue, one always had to spend a good amount of time and money on marketing and branding, despite the fact he was a homegrown boy.

      It was good, though, that the odds were in his favor. He was planning on creating a business here that was currently found nowhere within a hundred-mile radius. If the projections and research he’d done proved accurate, he’d have a little gold mine within his five-year projection plan.

      “I’ll email you the list of local contractors you were interested in,” the Realtor said, as they walked back to his car. “As a matter of fact, one of them is your neighbor.” He pointed to the property a good distance away from his, on the right.

      “Which one?”

      “Cassie Finlay,” the man answered.

      “Althea’s daughter?”

      The man nodded as he got into his car. “Best landscape architect in the region. Good and honest woman. Professional and affordable. Excellent taste, too. She refurbished Town Square Park and its surroundings a few years back and it’s the pride of the area now.” He put the car in gear, but didn’t drive on. “They seasonally deck out the place—you know Halloween, Thanksgiving, Christmas, that sort of thing. If you haven’t been there, you should go and see. Visitors come from as far as Atlanta to enjoy it. Next phase should be up soon.”

      “I’ll make sure to check it out.”

      The man chuckled.

      “You probably won’t have a choice. Your aunt and uncle never miss going.”

      “Ah.”

      “In any case, welcome back. Say hi to Faye and Martin for me. Glad the surgery went well.”

      Keanu watched as the car disappeared on a turn at the edge of his driveway, then turned to grab the pad and pen he’d left on the floor next to the entrance door. He had his own survey to complete.

      He spent the next two hours checking every room, every outlet, every floorboard, ceiling, and appliance, jotting notes about things that would require replacement, improvement, or upgrade.

      He couldn’t wait to get started.

      But it was late.

      As soon as his uncle was ambulatory, he thought, leaving the porch lights on and locking the door, he’d move in with a few borrowed things from his aunt’s house. That way he could be on-site to supervise the work and pitch in whenever necessary. He’d done it before at his restaurant, saving himself a good chunk of money. And he’d need to be frugal. He would be shuttling back and forth from New York to Hidden Glen until the sale of his condo and restaurant pushed through. That meant all expenses came out of his own savings until this business opened.

      He saw the plant as soon as he faced the porch steps. That hadn’t been there before. A waist-high evergreen, from the looks of it, with an envelope clipped to the rim of the pot.

      Curious, he scanned the grounds. Empty. Suspecting the gift giver, Keanu scanned the letter:

      
        
        Welcome back to Hidden Glen, Keanu!

        Since I’m not a baker, and I know you’re a chef, I thought you would appreciate this gift better. It’s a camellia to complement the one you have at the northeast corner of your house. It’s a heavy bloomer and will bring a smile every time you see it flower.

        And, if you need advice on anything plant related, come on over. I still make a mean lemonade.

        Give a big hug to your aunt and uncle, and enjoy! Glad you bought the property. It is a beautiful place and it’s about time someone gave it some TLC.

        Welcome back home.

        Cassandra

      

      

      Keanu smiled. He’d forgotten that, apart from his mother, Althea and Cassandra were the only other people who’d always called him Keanu, just as he’d always called her Cassandra. A picture of the woman she’d become flashed in his mind. But especially, the smoky voice.

      His smile turned wider.

      It was time to reacquaint himself with Cassandra Finlay. This gift gave him the perfect excuse. He was looking forward to it.
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      Cassandra slid her steaming, triple portion mocha delight cup toward the center of the booth table at her favorite coffee shop, Baristas & More. She sat on the padded seat like a dropped sack of top soil. Her team had just completed the finishing touches to her Halloween decorations for Town Square Park, thank the good Lord. She leaned over the cup and let the steam warm her nose and cheeks. The end of October had come in with a blast of arctic air not experienced in the area for many years…decades even, and working outdoors with that kind of wind chill had been uncomfortable and debilitating. In any case, despite the discomfort, she was proud of how this exhibit had turned out.

      “Playing hooky?”

      Cassandra smiled at the voice.

      “Only for a few minutes.” She took a quick sip of her hot drink, her stiffened muscles relaxing from the grip of the cold. “It’s brutal out there.”

      Miranda Cavannah slid across the seat facing Cassandra, another steaming cup of some coffee blend in her hand. Few knew that this statuesque, elegant, well-dressed, sophisticated wife of the most respectable, and richest, member of the town council was the owner of the adult club Catnip & Lace, fifty miles off I-95 from Hidden Glen, and who pole danced her way weeknights as her alter persona, Cat Woman, mask and all.

      Then again, Hidden Glen was full of secrets. Cassandra knew many and revealed none. Perhaps another reason she remained alone.

      “May be cold, but at least it’s not raining,” Miranda said.

      “Should have checked my Farmers’ Almanac instead of listening to those wannabe actors in front of their CGI maps on TV. Could have brought a few portable heaters to the site.” The warmth inside the coffee shop was thankfully adding to Cassandra’s defrosting. She opened her padded windbreaker’s cocooning and gave it a few flaps. She should have taken the thing off, but she wouldn’t be here that long. She had to go back to the shop and work.

      “Heard the Donners are selling their plot,” Miranda said. The mix of disgust and disappointment was clear on her face.

      “Yeah,” Cassandra said. “C.C. couldn’t stop talking about it. Another one bites the dust.”

      “Another one bites the golden egg, you mean,” Miranda countered. “Not that I blame them. After the plans by the state to expand the parkway in that area leaked out, many are trying to sell at a profit.”

      “If they can,” Cassandra said.

      “Has anyone approached you yet? Scott found out yesterday from Mayor Jeater that, added to the mix of agribusiness giants and AI property hunters showing interest in our area now, there is a big Nevada developer sniffing around,” Miranda said, her concern obvious. “Rumor has it all these vultures have begun to focus on properties at the eastern edge of the town now.”

      “Some representative from some foreign investor stopped by the other day at the shop,” Cassandra said. “I wasn’t there. But C.C. said the man insisted I should call back. Had a lucrative business proposition to discuss. As if.”

      For a moment, both she and Miranda sat quietly.

      “Done with the Halloween decorations?” Miranda surfaced from her thoughts, changing the subject to a less depressing one.

      Cassandra nodded and took another fortifying sip of hotness. “It should provide entertainment for the kids and, hopefully, a few innocuous scares. Ralf came through implementing my vision, as always.”

      “That light and sound engineer of yours is a gift. And Scott said more than three hundred tickets have been sold.”

      “And that husband of yours better keep excellent accounting. I’m counting on my percentage of ticket sales by Monday.”

      Miranda laughed. “Spoken like a good businesswoman.”

      “Off tonight?” Today was a weekday.

      Miranda drank some coffee, leaned back, and relaxed. “Scott invited a few council members for dinner tonight to showcase a very special chef’s skills in-house. You may know him. He’s your neighbor.”

      “Keanu?”

      Miranda laughed. “You’ve got to be joking. That’s his real name?”

      “Yeah, although I’m sure he’d be mortified if anyone calls him that.” Not for the first time, Cassandra wondered why he’d never minded her calling him Keanu. Habit, she guessed. Her mom had never called him anything but, so she carried on with the tradition. “His mom was watching Point Break when she went into labor,” Cassandra explained. “So, she named him after
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