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Description 1




For Riley, our Angel.

The world is brighter because you’re in it.





Chapter 1 Saturday Morgan

Let the record reflect that Morgan Vanessa Taylor was not one for hosting large extravaganzas, especially the kind where the entire town is invited to your front yard. But when your parents own ‘the quaintest bed and breakfast with relaxing riverfront views that features a never-ending field of breathtakingly beautiful daffodils’, you have no choice but to memorize the website copy, grit your teeth, and fall in line.

The Daffodil Jubilee, Cinnamon Falls’ Annual Spring Festival, was the worst idea her parents had ever come up with. Her mother claims that Morgan loved it as a child, was excited for it even, but back then Morgan would have agreed that the Earth was flat if her mother had told her so, especially if it meant having her attention for more than five minutes at a time.

To an outsider, the Daffodil Jubilee looked like any other small-town festival in Anywhere, USA, but to the residents of Cinnamon Falls, the Jubilee meant that spring had arrived like a promise kept, warm and golden. It was an excuse to shake off winter’s shivers, and get out of the house, sip lemonade, and post scenic photos for your same ten followers.

Little ones got lost in the hedge maze or hunted for plastic eggs behind manufactured tufts of grass, while everyone else enjoyed the live music, local vendors, and the star of the show: a garden of yellow and white daffodils that stretched as far as the eye could see.

It began as a simple invitation almost thirty years ago when the Taylor family planted daffodils in the overgrown garden behind their newly restored farmhouse-turned-bed and breakfast. Their business venture marked a fresh start for the family, and the Taylors spread the word far and wide for residents, travelers, neighbors, and friends, to celebrate the start of spring. They came and had been coming ever since.

Her father, Wesley Taylor, had worked in hospitality all his life. When he was a young man, he’d served cold drinks on hot summer days to flirty aging women over at Cinnamon Crest Country Club in Asheville. Through the years he’d moved up to breakfast attendant, then server. The customers raved about his service so much that he was promoted to front desk attendant, then manager, where he’d spent the majority of his career until he’d had the cockamamy idea to open up a bed and breakfast of his own.

As the story goes, when Morgan’s parents heard that a riverfront property on the outskirts of Cinnamon Falls was on the market, they’d jumped at the chance to buy it. With their combined life savings, they willingly bought an unkempt piece of land housing a run-down shack that had long since been abandoned.

It took years of sweat equity, dozens of tearful nights and shouting matches, but the Daffodil Inn Cinnamon Falls knew now was her parents’ idol; a symbol of their life’s hard work encompassed in eighty acres of rich, rolling greenery that had been transformed to hold a charming estate, neighboring a field of daffodils that stretched along the quiet riverside.

Morgan’s birth, however nominally exciting, paled in comparison to the unbridled joy in her father’s eyes when the Inn finally opened for business just a few months after she was born. Morgan didn’t remember the opening, since she was fast asleep in her mother’s arms, but she’d seen (and dusted) the commemorative picture almost every day of her life. It hung proudly in the great room over the brick-laid fireplace, encased in an ornate golden frame. There was nothing more important than the Inn, not even their own daughter, from Morgan’s point of view.

Over the years there had been plenty of soccer games, debate team matches, and dance competitions her parents missed (or conveniently forgot) because they were busy with the Inn. There was always work to be done; beds to be made, linens to be washed, dishes to be served, mantels to be dusted, weeds to be pulled and grass to be trimmed. There was never enough time for both. Precious childhood memories be damned.

As much as Morgan resented the Daffodil Inn for cutting her parents’ attention in half, she also knew that helping her parents was her duty. So when they’d asked her to cancel her long-awaited spring break plans with her best friend, Nia, she begrudgingly spent the week at the Inn preparing for the Jubilee instead.

Every year The Daffodil Jubilee transformed Morgan’s backyard into a patchwork of green, yellow and white tents that fluttered in the breeze like petals dancing in the sun.

This year would be no different. The Taylors couldn’t have prayed for better weather. The golden sun kept winter’s chill at bay and Morgan was glad she opted for her quarter-length sleeved shirt.

She watched as children squealed with sticky fingers and wide eyes; cheeks painted with daffodils, butterflies or fairy wings. The signature scent of cinnamon buns from Rosie’s old recipe mingled in the air with the sweet bite of kettlecorn, funnel cake, and the tang of spicy-sweet barbecue smoke. In the distance, Rodney McIntire and the Macs, Cinnamon Falls’ most popular folk band, played a rendition of a classic oldies tune while parents snapped along in their lawn chairs, reminiscing.

Morgan ducked inside an empty tent next to Benny Johnson’s meat smoker. The BBQ Joint owner had been smoking a mouthwatering brisket all day. Wiping her forehead with the back of her hand, Morgan took a deep breath, inhaling equal parts smoke and stress. It was as good a hiding place as any; it got her away from the crowd and her nagging mother, for a brief godsent second. She adjusted the laminated badge in the shape of a daffodil laced around her neck and scanned the festival grounds from her vantage point. Everything seemed to be going smoothly.

Just a few more hours, her brain told her.

‘Is it a good sign that no one is shouting your name or asking where the extension cord is?’ Nia Bennett appeared beside her, sunglasses perched on top of her head, holding two frosted bottles of lemonade. She stopped short. ‘Sorry, were you supposed to be hiding?’

Nia always had terrible timing; realizing the obvious a little too late. They’d been best friends since the first grade, when Morgan enrolled at Morningstar Elementary, and had been stuck together ever since. They’d survived the complicated and traumatic death of their mutual best friend, Sienna, and her mother, Rosie, and were embarking on a new adventure together: Nia’s wedding to Cinnamon Falls’ top cop, Jesse Shaw.

Today, Nia wore her recently dyed honey brown curls in a high ponytail, gold hoops glinting in the sun as she tilted her head with a knowing smile, finally catching on. Her maxi dress, covered in yellow daisies, fluttered in the breeze, and her vendor apron, pressed with The Cinnamon Scoop logo, still bore a faint smudge of dried cinnamon-swirl ice cream from the cones she’d been serving all morning. She was beautiful in a confident and easy way. Nia never had to try too hard for attention, or acceptance for that matter. Morgan admired that she knew exactly who she was and didn’t waste any energy on being validated.

‘Not anymore,’ Morgan grumbled, snatching one of the bottles from Nia and twisting off the cap hungrily. ‘No one asking for me is either a good sign or a sign of the apocalypse.’ She held up the bottle to her best friend, a silent thank you. ‘Been running around like a chicken with my head cut off since sunrise. I needed this.’

‘You pulled it off again,’ Nia said, glancing around the green with a proud smile. ‘This might be the best jubilee yet.’

Morgan opened her mouth to deflect Nia’s compliment when she noticed movement outside of the tent; her hiding place threatening exposure. Near the game booths, William Reed stood behind his daughter, Angel, helping her form at the basketball contest. His hand guided hers gently, his other muscled arm braced against the game’s frame. When Angel’s ball hiked too high and thunked off the rim, Will handed the attendant another dollar and let her try again. Angel’s determined expression made Morgan’s heart melt.

Nia followed her gaze. ‘You should go talk to him.’

Morgan scoffed, her eyes darting away. ‘You’re out of your mind. Angel is in my kindergarten class.’

‘She was in your kindergarten class,’ Nia clarified. ‘She’s in second grade now and that makes her father fair game,’ Nia added with a smirk. ‘Come on, you had to see the way he looked at you during the school’s spring fundraiser last week.’

‘He was looking at the snack table,’ Morgan muttered.

‘Trust me, it wasn’t the brownies that had him in a trance.’

Suddenly flushed, Morgan took a long sip of lemonade. Her eyes drifted back to Angel as she giggled, reaching up to accept a blue unicorn from the game’s attendant. She was too short, so Will handed the toy to his daughter with an exaggerated flair, bowing in a deep curtsy. Angel hoisted her winnings in the air, unleashing a victorious battle cry.

An older woman journeyed over, a shock of burgundy hair swept into soft waves pinned to one side and a smile of pride set deep in her eyes. Eleanor Langford. She’d been staying at the Daffodil Inn since Monday, and was always impeccably dressed, like life was her runway. Today she sported a flowing floral kimono with dramatic ruffles that dragged the ground when she walked. Morgan could spot a Frankie Templeton custom with her eyes closed. She was a walking billboard for The Velvet Fox Boutique.

Eleanor’s bejeweled hand clutched a delicate teacup to her chest like it was a prized possession and Morgan wanted to believe it was her daily requested chamomile tea, but knowing Eleanor, it could have been straight vodka. Angel showed her prize off to Eleanor, who gasped in delight and joined the girl in a hip shaking victory dance.

‘I have to finish breaking down with Dad.’ Nia tapped her phone, bringing Morgan back to the moment. Nia listed on her fingers. ‘Then I’m heading home to shower, and take a nap, in that order. You know how I love to sleep through alarms, so I might be a little late for Petals N’ Promises.’

‘Fashionably, I hope,’ Morgan called after her as she walked away.

‘Obviously!’ Nia responded. ‘Save me a cinnamon bun and’ – she cupped her hands over her mouth – ‘save a dance for that tall drink of trouble.’ She pointed not so subtly to Will behind her cupped hand. Morgan resisted the urge to flip her friend the bird in case a child was watching. The last thing she needed was for it to get back to her mother.



The rest of the afternoon passed without incident, and despite it being solely responsible for the sharp and intense pain between Morgan’s ass cheeks, the Daffodil Jubilee was on its final act, the Petals N’ Promises Dance.

The dance began just as the sun dipped low behind the trees, casting an ethereal glow over the fields of nodding daffodils. The real magic happened at night, under a sky of sequined stars, transforming the backyard into something out of one of those expensive home magazines.

The tents, tables and chairs were cleared from the space and a makeshift dancefloor was laid over the soft grass; the music, a mix of local musicians and old soul records, spilled across the lawn, blending in with the effortless laughter of couples in love, and the soft clink of cocktail glasses.

You can do this, Morgan told herself. It’s just another Jubilee. It’ll be over in– She looked at the face of her smart watch. The timer ticking away in the top corner told her it’d only been twenty-two minutes since the dance began and she was already over it. She took a deep cleansing breath, like the nightly meditations she fell asleep to told her to, in order to calm the galloping horses in her heart.

Normally, Morgan would have rejoiced this time of night. In just a few short hours, the hellish day she’d been dreading since the new year would be behind her. She could go back to her normal life and sleep in her own bed without her mother managing her every move, just like, she was sure, Vanessa preferred. Morgan was used to her mother’s frostiness by now. Ever since Morgan moved across town to a place of her own, it wasn’t like Vanessa ever called to catch up if it didn’t involve the business. Morgan could have run away and joined the circus as a bearded woman and her mother would have still commented an airy, ‘that’s nice’ over the phone.

Vanessa Taylor wasn’t all bad. She showed her devotion through work. In her mind, work meant action. Action yielded results and she had no time for trivial matters of the heart like affection.

Morgan climbed into the gazebo that should have been bulldozed years ago. It was as old as the land it sat on – weathered paint, stripped from the salt of the river, unruly nails jutting out this way and that – but her mother was adamant about keeping the ‘vintage charm’ of the bed and breakfast, whatever that meant. Morgan’s arches were screaming in her five-inch wedge heels and her stomach was praying for a break from the girdle she wrestled on earlier in the evening. It was keeping her breasts hiked up to her nostrils in her strapless gown, so some sacrifices were worth it.

She eased onto the wooden bench, turned and hooked her arm over the edge, careful not to get a splinter, to get a good view of the river dawdling past her, smooth and undeterred, until it reached the ocean miles and miles away.

A chorus of crickets and frogs sang their nightly ballad, serenading her, while mosquitoes worked to dodge her quick reflexes. It was unusually warm for April, heat pressing in around her, but the nearby river offered her a welcome breeze like a stolen kiss from a lover.

On the horizon, she couldn’t make out where the river ended and the sky connected. Tiny white spheres dotted the night sky creating a kaleidoscope of constellations that Morgan used to know by heart when she was in school. Now, it looked like a complicated map that she couldn’t read. The stars reflected on the water like schools of glow-in-the-dark fish, swimming away from Cinnamon Falls. Morgan wished she was going with them.

She took a sip of the drink perspiring in her hand, a strawberry margarita, heavy on the muddled strawberry and heavy on the tequila. She sucked hard, ready to inhale the drink in one sitting. A chunk of strawberry tangled itself in the suction and shot to the back of her throat like a heat-seeking missile.

Morgan doubled over, hacking out a cough that made her eyes water. Finally, she spat out the death-determined strawberry and it landed with a splat near a pair of hard-bottomed shoes standing at the gazebo’s entrance.

Through teary eyes, Morgan catalogued the man in front of her from the bottom up. Black snakeskin dress shoes stuck out underneath a pair of cuffed dark wash denim jeans that stretched across his thighs in a way that made her mouth water – and not from nearly suffocating.

It was just her luck to choke when the finest man in Cinnamon Falls was standing in front of her, clutching the most perfect bouquet of cream and yellow daffodils, her favorites. William Reed was the kind of handsome that Morgan hadn’t ever experienced before. In a small town, most men had been spoken for since they were in diapers. Will was a transplant, thank goodness, by way of Macon she’d heard, and suspiciously rumored to be single.

He sported a black round-neck T-shirt that was tucked behind a snakeskin belt that matched his shoes. Morgan, a woman in favor of intense color coordination, appreciated his effort. A plum-colored blazer hung off his athletic shoulders, almost shimmering under the moonlight, and even underneath the heavy fabric she admired the muscles sculpted by years of intense, sweaty yard work.

His expression shifted from concern to humor as his full, incredibly kissable lips folded into a smile revealing two rows of astonishingly white teeth. His long locs were twisted into a ponytail, making his buttercream complexion the star of the show. His button nose crinkled with an incoming laugh and his kind, smiling brown eyes made Morgan’s skin flame with embarrassment.

With Will she played it safe, keeping things light, friendly and surface level. She’d certainly never had the guts to ask about his relationship status. He didn’t even look like the relationship type. A man that handsome surely kept a revolving door of women chomping at the bit for their turn at him. She was not going to be one of those women, desperate for a second glance or a flash of his smile, even though in reality she could run for president of his fan club.

Besides, friendship was something Morgan excelled at; that was her lane. Messy, fairytale love stories were for someone else, someone softer and less complicated. Morgan had made peace with being the funny best friend in everyone else’s love story. It was easier that way, keeping her crush buried deep in the quietest corner of her heart, where she stored all the things she didn’t dare want too much.

‘Those for me?’ Morgan croaked. She batted away a few tears that had escaped and righted herself, sucking down gulps of precious air.

Will looked down at the forgotten flowers, straightening a few of the crumpled petals.

‘Yeah,’ he responded shyly, a hint of rose coloring his cheeks. ‘I was going to… sorry, are you okay?’

‘Fine,’ Morgan replied, sitting her drink down next to her. ‘Didn’t know strawberries were so bloodthirsty.’

He smirked. ‘Note to self, ixnay the strawberries.’ He stuffed his free hand in his jeans, rocking back on his heels. Morgan gestured for the flowers.

‘Sorry,’ he said for the second time. He took a step toward her and his shoe caught on something underfoot. He pitched forward, losing his balance.

Their foreheads collided in a startling jolt, sending a shockwave of pain reverberating through Morgan’s brain, stunning her. Stars popped behind her eyes and she let out a pained oomf as Will’s solid frame slammed into hers.

Stumbling backward, Morgan desperately grasped for the railing to gain her balance. The wooden bench bit through the fabric of her lavender gown; splinters piercing the soft skin of her thighs. The flowers went flying from Will’s hands, toppling over the guardrail and floating downriver.

Will landed on top of her, his solid arms locking her body underneath his. In different circumstances, Morgan would have probably welcomed and enjoyed an encounter of such with Will, but just like every other time in her life, things just had to go wrong.

‘I am so sorry,’ Will said breathily, scrambling to his feet. He held out his hand and pulled Morgan upright so quickly she had to brace herself against his rock-solid chest, her vision swimming.

It wasn’t lost on her that their faces were a breath apart; their mouths perfectly aligned. If Morgan were a princess in a storybook, her Prince Charming would lean forward, primed for a kiss, the music intensifying as fireworks exploded in the distance, washing their bodies in pops of sparkling lights. But Morgan was no Cinderella.

She brushed herself off and looked up at him, mortified. ‘At least we’re tied up in awkward moments.’

Will looked down at her, a mischievous sparkle in his eye. It’d been one school year since Morgan taught his daughter. But she recognized that look from a mile away. It was the same expression Angel gave her when she was about to disrupt her entire kindergarten class.

‘Let’s see if we can go two for two.’ Will hooked one finger under Morgan’s chin, directing her lips to his.

Time stopped.

All other anxious thoughts dropped out of her head: this dumb party, her aching feet and bleeding thighs seemed like trivial matters to this moment.

The frogs’ song hit a crescendo and Morgan wondered, just for a split second, if her life was truly about to become something out of a romance novel. Will moved in, shuttering his eyes closed, and Morgan’s legs turned to Jell-O. He was inches away… centimeters… just a whisper of breath trapped between their waiting mouths…

A scream shattered the night, animalistic and guttural, that sent a blast of lightning down Morgan’s spine. They shot apart, their romantic moment fluttering away in the passing wind.

Morgan met Will’s panicked eyes and without saying a word, she sprinted out the gazebo, clearing the steps in one leap, and charged toward the Daffodil Inn.

‘Morgan!’ Will called after her. ‘Wait!’

Snatches of conversation filtered past her as she muscled her way through the crowd of spectators who looked on with curious and horrified expressions. She reached the center of the crowd where the hedge maze had been erected weeks prior, thanks to Will and his father, owner of Reed & Roots, Cinnamon Falls’ best landscaping company. Morgan had pretended not to watch Will out of the second-story window as he’d worked shirtless and sweaty underneath the April sun, anchoring the bushes into the ground one by one to build the complicated tapestry of greenery.

‘What is it?’ she asked the crowd gathering at the lip of the maze.

Caleb Brewster and a group of seniors at Cinnamon Falls High stood around, their faces ghostly pale. Beside her, Will arrived out of breath, searching the crowd for his daughter.

‘Angel!’ He screamed against the murmurs of the crowd getting louder with each passing second.

Then, Morgan received the worst news of the night. Caleb’s pointer finger shook in the direction of the maze. ‘Miss Morgan, there’s someone in there… dead.’





Chapter 2 Eight Hours Earlier Will

Like every other crisp Saturday morning, William Romeo Reed found himself elbow-deep in the damp soil outside of his father’s greenhouse. Sunlight stretched across a pale sky, glinting off dew-slick grass, while a cheerful chorus of robins sang a sweet song. Behind him, the screen door creaked with every shift of the breeze, carrying the faint sweetness of honeysuckle tangled along the fence line. Will pushed his sleeves higher, earth smudging his forearms, and worked with a quiet satisfaction alongside the Grow Squad; half a dozen teenaged boys from Cinnamon Falls High who needed an outlet, something to get into other than trouble.

With varying degrees of effort, they removed weeds from the soil, more interested in elbowing each other than the dirt. The program, run under the family business, Reed & Roots Landscaping, wasn’t just about planting tomatoes and pulling weeds. It was survival. And for some boys, it was the first time they’d seen something grow because of them, not in spite of them.

Will had just finished staking a row of tomato cages when he’d overheard his father’s familiar drawl floating across from the adjacent plot.

‘That right there,’ Calvin said, pointing at a cluster of tall, elegant stalks crowned in bell-shaped blooms in soft pinks and purples, ‘is foxglove. Beautiful, right? Attracts bees, hummingbirds, and all kinds of pollinators. But hear me good, do not touch it. It’s poisonous if handled the wrong way.’

Will dusted his hands off on the thighs of his cargo pants and watched as some of the boys took a collective step backward, impressed but wary. Calvin moved on to talk about irrigation flow and Will caught eyes with Caleb Brewster, who stayed back from the group.

He was tall for sixteen; lean and wiry, growing like a weed. He sported a permanent scowl carved into his face like a mask he’d grown too comfortable wearing. His uncle, former Cinnamon Falls Police Chief Vernon Prescott, had worn the same one. After Vernon was exposed, fired, and sentenced for his role in the cover-up of the murders of Sienna and Rosslyn Rose, Caleb had spiraled. He went from being the golden child of Cinnamon Falls to the town pariah. Kids at school whispered behind his back, and in front of his face, too. Some said that Caleb would end up just like his uncle, that it ran in the family.

The rumors seemed to hold some weight since he’d made new friends from Atlanta who showed up in town with souped-up cars and heavy chains. Will had been around long enough to know that guys like that weren’t hanging around for the scenery. Caleb was into something deep, and Will was doing his damndest to pull him out of it.

It didn’t help that Caleb’s mother, Rhonda, had all but cornered Will in Bones’ Barbershop last winter, tears clinging to her lashes, begging him to find something, anything, to keep her son safe and out of trouble. That was how Caleb ended up in the Grow Squad.

He’d barely said a word the first few sessions. But Will saw how intensely he listened, how he lingered next to the plants a little longer than the others. Will knew there was still something reachable in him; something real.

‘What’s up, Caleb?’ Will called to him.

Caleb shrugged, kicking at a clump of soil with the toe of his boot.

‘Nothin’, he replied. Will didn’t like to converse early in the morning either, so he didn’t take it personally.

Will leaned against his shovel. ‘You got any plans later today?’

‘Man, it’s seven in the morning,’ Caleb complained. ‘All I can think about right now is getting back into bed.’

Will chuckled. ‘You should swing by the Daffodil Jubilee. Remember that plot y’all helped plant last fall? The flowers have bloomed like crazy.’

Caleb’s face stayed unreadable, but Will caught the brief flicker of pride behind his eyes. The other boys gathered around, curious now.

‘You serious?’ Jeremiah English asked, rising on his tiptoes in excitement. ‘We can go?’ Jeremiah was the youngest of the group, his eyes still bright with possibility.

‘Yeah,’ Will said, grinning. ‘Bring your family, too. Come out and see what your hands built.’

While the other boys celebrated, Caleb leaned against the fence, arms crossed. ‘What’s the catch?’

‘No catch,’ Will replied. ‘But y’all need to find something decent to wear. Don’t show up lookin’ like you just rolled out of bed. You got a suit?’

Caleb shrugged and mumbled, ‘I got a bunch of my uncle’s stuff.’

‘A suit for flowers?’ Carl Weathers snorted. ‘I ain’t tryin’ to wear no bowtie or nothin’.’

‘It’s not just flowers. There’s live music, food trucks, photo booths, the whole town comes out. At the end of the night is the Petals N’ Promises dance, you need the suit for that.’

The boys exchanged playful glances. Will knew what that meant. Girls.

‘What you wearin’, Mr. Reed?’ Caleb asked.

Will didn’t hesitate. ‘Purple.’

Their laughter rippled through the quiet fields. A spooked bird jetted from a tree overhead. Will rolled his eyes.

Caleb smirked. ‘Purple? What, you trying to match somebody?’

Will didn’t answer at first. His gaze drifted across the field where the sunlight filtered through the daffodils, a breeze bending the golden blooms in soft waves. In his mind, he saw Morgan Taylor, laughing, head tilted, probably in some purple silky loose-fitting dress that would make his heart stumble over itself. He hoped today would be the day he could finally ask her out.

‘Maybe,’ Will said at last, more to himself than the group, a quiet smile tugging at his lips. ‘Y’all just worry about showing up, aight?’

They each reached in for a pound and scattered to help Calvin with the last of the compost bags. Will hung back for a moment longer, watching them. Caleb, in particular. He’d been trying so hard to keep the kid close; to keep him from sliding off the edge of something he couldn’t undo.

If giving these boys something to take pride in could shift one of their futures it was worth every aching joint in Will’s body. He headed for the shed to pack up the tools, already thinking about what shoes he’d wear to match his blazer.



That evening, in his room at the Daffodil Inn, Will was so nervous that his stomach was threatening to reintroduce his breakfast. When was the last time he’d been this nervous? Not since Angel was born.

He shook out his nerves, giving his reflection a silent pep talk in the floor-length mirror while his daughter looked on, bored. She sat cross-legged on the extra double bed in their shared room and gave him a skeptical once-over before continuing to scribble away on the tablet that had become her third arm since her mother bought it for her last Christmas. Will hadn’t been pleased about it, especially considering that he and Tanya had agreed to keep Angel screen-free.

There was nothing wrong with drawing traditionally with pen and paper, artists have done it for centuries, but he couldn’t say no to Angel’s eyes pleading to keep it. He was terrified of her resenting him in her adolescent years, especially for doing it all on his own.

Some battles weren’t worth the victory. He was satisfied knowing that his baby got to see her mother at Christmas for once, healthy and smiling. Truthfully, he hadn’t thought about another woman since he and Tanya decided to part ways just after his daughter’s third birthday. Besides, Angel had kept him busy enough.

But Morgan Taylor was different.

When he’d seen her during Angel’s first day of school, greeting all the new students, it was like time slowed. Her magnetic personality, knee-weakening smile, and whip-sharp sense of humor had him feeling things he thought he’d forgotten about. That year, he’d kept his distance, admiring her from afar (heavy on admiring). But now that Angel had moved on to the second grade with a different teacher, he was going to make an effort to get to know the Miss Morgan Angel spoke so highly of.

There had been plenty of times over the past year that they could have conversed about something other than Angel. But every time he got within range of her, it was like his brain took that opportunity to shut off.

Tonight, he vowed, would be the night. He’d picked his outfit carefully the day before, hoping to coordinate with purple-obsessed Morgan. He had to do this right; impress her, capture her attention, something that would break him out of the box of friendship they’d been toying with since meeting. It was something about her; the way she held his name in her mouth, or how her eyes always seemed to roam him, that made him think there was something between them; something worth exploring.

‘What do you think?’ He turned to Angel, bracing himself for her scathing assessment. One thing about Angel was that she never told a lie, not even a little white one to preserve her father’s feelings. The deep purple blazer he’d had dry-cleaned and pressed specifically for the Petals N’ Promises dance arrived from Marsha Pickens over at CinnaSudz in perfect condition. He looked good enough for his standards; his daughter’s were something else entirely.

Angel pulled her pair of hot pink unicorn headphones off her ears and looked up at him properly. An ache shot through his chest. She looked more and more like her mother with every passing day.

The soft pink party dress complemented her deep ebony skin, making her brown eyes stand out. The 3D applique butterflies gave her dress a dreamy and whimsical look. When Angel had sent him a picture for the exact dress she wanted for the Petals N’ Promises, he obliged with a tight smile. It’d cost him a fortune, but Angel was a good kid – the best thing that ever happened to him – and he vowed to always give her what she asked for, within reason, of course. He remembered giving Frankie Templeton over at The Velvet Fox his card details with his eyes closed.

The pink butterfly barrettes clipped to the side of her hair buns had Angel resembling a storybook garden princess. He was getting better at styling her hair. He was used to straight lines and buzzing clippers, but he took his time to learn some new styles, mostly buns. He was grateful for his daughter’s patience.

Will wasn’t afraid to admit that he struggled with parenting alone; whether to give too much or not enough. He knew he overcompensated for her mother not being very present in her life, but those were the cards he was dealt. Excuses were tools for incompetent men. Will was not one of them.

Angel gave him an uninterested thumbs up. ‘Looks good, old man.’

He rolled his eyes. Last week she’d overheard Will’s conversation with her grandfather, when Will jokingly called him an old man for complaining about knee pain. She’d been a nuisance ever since.

‘Again with the old man stuff,’ Will grumbled, turning back to his reflection. ‘If I’m old, your grandpa is ancient.’

‘Two things can be true,’ she replied, flourishing her pointer finger in the air.

Her sarcastic timing was impeccable. But Angel had been advanced for as long as Will could remember. At nineteen months, she was having conversations with him, and once she’d started school, there was no stopping her from talking to anything with a pulse. It was a running joke within his family that Angel had never met a stranger in her life, and he had no doubt that she would leave the Jubilee with a new friend. She’d become fast friends with a senior (only in age) staying at the bed and breakfast with them this week, Miss Eleanor, and he knew she was itching to go downstairs to find her.

‘Are you ready yet?’ Angel inquired with a sigh that signaled her patience was dwindling.

The Daffodil Jubilee had fallen on the week of Angel’s spring break, and having Eleanor to hang out with gave Angel something to do other than playing with her tablet, while they stayed at the Inn. Their bond made Will feel like less of a douchebag for not putting his daughter in science camp or swimming lessons like the other parents at Morningstar Elementary.

Will had to make a living, and Wesley and Vanessa Taylor were shelling out a pretty penny to keep the Inn’s grounds looking pristine until the Jubilee. The Taylors graciously offered Will a place to stay while he worked the grounds, and to look after Angel while he was working at the barbershop. Every day, he diligently made the thirty-minute drive into town to cut hair during the day, and drove back out to the Inn to pull weeds and cut grass with his father under the evening sun.

The days were long; exhausting, actually, but when he returned to the Inn in the evenings, and Angel would tell him of the adventures she’d had with Eleanor that day, it was all worth the sacrifice.

The hard part was over now. The daffodils were in full bloom; the maze had been installed. The acres of grass had been mowed into stripes, the weeds pulled and treated. The landscaping was spectacular, if he did say so himself. His night was shaping up to be perfect.

‘Go ahead.’ Will relented now, pointing his chin toward the door. ‘Find your buddy. I’ll see you down there in a minute.’

Angel jumped up, tossing her tablet on the bed. She slipped her shoes on at the door, a pair of white patent leather ballerina flats. Before she got too far, she turned to him.

‘You look nice, Dad.’ She beamed and shut the door behind her.

Will puffed his chest out a little bit more. He did look good, and he hoped it was enough to catch Morgan’s attention. The second she had a minute alone, he was going to swoop in with a handful of freshly clipped daffodils and they would spend the rest of the night slow dancing in each other’s arms. That was how it played out in his head, anyway.

The door closed behind him with a soft click. There was no turning back now.

He journeyed downstairs, passing the bustling kitchen toward the back door. Eddie Rutherford, the caterer of the Jubilee, shouted directives to someone unseen. Inside was a flurry of activity as wait staff passed each other in a blur, loading and unloading trays of hors d’oeuvres for the partygoers.

A young lady in a standard black uniform squeezed past him in the narrow hallway, a wide silver platter covering her face, blond braids peeking out from underneath. Will ducked just in time to miss smashing into it. He made it to the back door without incident and stepped out into the spring night.

The air was cool and fragrant, the scent of blooming daffodils wafting over the lawn. Sunlight was fading, giving way to the soft indigo of the early evening. Strings of golden lights twinkled above the grounds like fireflies caught mid-dance.

The Inn had been transformed; tables draped with white linen lined the stone path, vases bursting with yellow and white daffodils at their center. Music floated from hidden speakers tucked in the shrubbery, the soft pluck of an acoustic guitar accompanied the murmur of laughter and the clink of cocktail glasses and silverware as the guests worked on their appetizers.

‘Mr. Reed!’ Will stopped when he spotted Caleb and Jeremiah together at a table, ties crooked and jackets hanging off their wiry frames. Both boys were shoveling food into their mouths like they hadn’t eaten in days, grinning at each other between bites.

Will reached over, giving each one a dap. ‘Lookin’ good, fellas.’ Will plucked at Caleb’s oversized shirt. ‘A little wrinkled, but good.’

‘Lookin’ like your uncle shrunk and left them clothes for you,’ Jeremiah joked around a mouth full of something chewed to bits.

‘Where you get those shoes from? Clowns R Us?’ Caleb shot back, their howls of laughter curling into the night. Will felt a swell of pride that they’d shown up at all, sitting with their heads high.

He clapped both of them on the shoulder. ‘You boys clean up better than I thought,’ he said, though his eyes started to wander across the lawn.

Jeremiah smirked, elbowing Caleb while they watched Will.

‘Love struck,’ Caleb singsonged, earning another round of laughter.

Will shook his head, trying not to grin as he backed away from the table.

‘Save room for dinner,’ he muttered.

With their laughter trailing behind him, he slipped into the crowd, scanning for one face: Morgan’s.

Will followed the path, passing couples in their spring best: linen suits and floral dresses. Judging from the crowd, the Daffodil Jubilee was a town favorite, coming in second place only to the Fall Festival. Cinnamon Falls, and all its traditions seemed silly at first when he and Angel arrived almost three years ago, but the little town was growing on him, fast.

He caught sight of Morgan sitting alone in the gazebo, watching the river dawdle past. As he moved toward her, his heart revved.

Her dress, lavender, soft as a spring morning, clung to her curves like it’d been sewn onto her body. It nearly undid him at the seams. It wasn’t flashy like all the other women’s choices, with gaudy rhinestones or glitter. The strapless neckline framed her collarbones like art in a museum. Tiny sculpted flowers were placed strategically along the bodice and down her ample hips; a garden blooming from the inside out. Even her shoes, strappy wedge sandals, made him want to do something ridiculous, like offer to carry her through the grass just so they wouldn’t get dirty, or undo them with his teeth.

Her hair, pulled up into a complicated braid style, brought out her cheekbones, making her doe-like eyes the star of the show. He wanted to say everything he’d been thinking, but she looked so radiant, it stopped him cold in his tracks and TV static filled his brain.

As if it couldn’t get any worse, he would stumble over his own feet, colliding face first with the woman he daydreamed about, sending the flowers he spent the entire winter and spring cultivating from root to bloom toppling over the gazebo’s edge. And just when things reached a level of unforgivable mortification, then came the scream. The magical moment he planned down to the last possible detail, fizzled into the night right before his eyes.

All Will could think about as he trailed behind Morgan, was Angel. He spotted her, slipping through party-goers’ legs, fighting her way through throngs of people gathering at the maze. Relief flooded him like a cool shower. It wasn’t his baby that was hurt. He could breathe again. But what could have possibly happened? He hooked one arm around her waist, pulling her backward out of the chaos.

Angel’s eyes, wild with fear, landed on his. ‘Dad! I heard them say it’s Miss Eleanor!’

No. Will’s heart plummeted to his feet. Angel wrestled to get out of his grip, contorting herself, bucking against his strong frame. He pulled her in tighter, locking her to his side.

‘Let me go!’ She hiccupped, tears streaming out of her eyes, her tiny fists beating against his arms. ‘It’s her! I know it is! I couldn’t find her anywhere!’

Will placed her down and dropped to one knee, making sure to keep a solid grip on his daughter’s arm so she didn’t get too far from him.

‘Tell me what happened,’ he said, trying to keep his voice level among the absolute chaos exploding around him. Throngs of people stampeded by, running wild this way and that. He didn’t want Angel to get more upset than she already was. He kept glancing around through the crowd but couldn’t spot Morgan. Where had she gone that quickly?

‘It’s Miss Eleanor! In there!’ Angel cried as she pointed over his shoulder toward the hedge maze.

Will was torn. As much as he wanted to see what was happening, he had to take Angel someplace safe and out of the ruckus. She was his only priority right now.

He grabbed her hand, and Angel dug her heels in the soft grass. ‘I’m not leaving without Miss Eleanor!’

Will pulled her in closer, coming face to face with his daughter. She swiped at her wet nose with the back of her hand. Her eyes were fierce with determination.

‘Stay right here,’ he advised. ‘Do not move, do you understand me?’

‘But…’ Angel protested, crossing her arms over her chest.

‘I’m going to find Miss Eleanor, okay? I’ll be right back.’

She nodded just as Morgan’s mother, Ms. Vanessa, was rushing past. She skidded to a stop when she noticed Will and Angel.

‘Will! Thank goodness!’ She clutched her hands over her ample chest. ‘What’s happening? I can’t find Morgan anywhere!’

‘I’m going to find her.’ He gestured to his daughter, his eyes pleading in a way that he knew another parent would understand.

‘I’ll look out for her,’ Morgan’s mother promised as she reached down to grab Angel’s hand. ‘Let’s get inside.’

‘Two minutes,’ he promised Angel, with a kiss on her forehead.

Then, he jetted into the maze.





Chapter 3 Morgan

Morgan used to think that the worst thing about Cinnamon Falls was its size. When she was younger, she remembered being terrified of the too-tall trees, and the nights blacker than shadows, illuminated only in snatches by the lightning bugs playing in the open fields next to the Inn. The sky seemed never-ending, stretching beyond the expansive grounds of their home, as far as she could see. Back then, everything felt out of her reach.

Now, she realized, the worst thing about Cinnamon Falls was the mortality rate. Why was someone always dying? And why, of all nights, did it have to be tonight?

Eleanor Langford stared up at Morgan with lifeless eyes. Her burnt-orange silk dress clung to her frail frame, lace-trimmed sleeves grazed her wrists and a vintage bejeweled brooch in the shape of a fox was fastened to it, just above her heart. Her simple gold kitten heels sat askew, inches away from her pale, veiny feet.

A headache pulsed behind Morgan’s eyes, a dull throb that echoed the thrumming of her heart. Death really did have the worst timing.

‘Come on, now,’ Morgan groaned, crouching down until she was close to Miss Eleanor’s body, silently pleading with her to stay on this side of the veil, expecting the woman to sit upright in an explosion of laughter as if this was some elaborate prank. But there was no movement, no breath. Just eerie stillness.

Eleanor and her late husband, Thomas Langford had once owned the Daffodil Inn, long before her parents decided to buy it. And yet, Eleanor never truly let it go. Like clockwork, she returned every year, checking in exactly one week before the Jubilee, much to her mother’s chagrin.

The moment Eleanor’s name hit the reservation list, Vanessa would spring into action, barking a never-ending list of orders. Every corner had to be swept, every baseboard scrubbed, every speck of dirt or dust banished to the ether.

Because if it wasn’t, Eleanor could sniff it out, and comment on it. Loudly. She had a critical eye and an indiscriminate sharp tongue that often accompanied an arched brow and folded arms. From the time she checked in until she left, she offered a laundry list of unwanted opinions ranging from the paint colors to the arrangement of the furniture.

Over the years, Morgan had become an expert at navigating her moods. She was her father’s child after all, hospitality was in her bones. Morgan always made sure to place Eleanor in the Garden Suite, the room with the best views of the wild daffodils that blanketed the field beside the Inn, Thomas’s favorite. In his last days, Thomas would often request a slow drive past the Inn to marvel at them; and after he passed, Eleanor clung to those memories by having an annual staycation at the place he’d loved the most.

Every morning Morgan would watch Miss Eleanor drink her chamomile tea on the back porch and then mosey between the rows of flowers, crouching down to smell them or to stroke a velvet bloom between her fingers. Sometimes, Morgan would hear her talking to them, or maybe to her husband, she wasn’t sure because she never interrupted. All she knew was that the flowers seemed to light something in Eleanor from the inside. And now, it’d been extinguished, with only a shell of a woman left behind.

‘Pssst,’ she whispered.

Eleanor didn’t move.

‘Miss Eleanor?’ Morgan whispered again.

The body didn’t stir.

Morgan leaned over, placing one finger underneath the woman’s nose. No warm breath expelled.

‘Don’t do this,’ she whispered to the skies. ‘Not tonight.’

Morgan was just about to put her finger to Miss Eleanor’s neck to feel for a pulse when the garden maze exploded ahead of her. A chunk of bush toppled over, making way for Will as he shouldered through the greenery, leaving a man-sized hole in his wake.

‘Made a shortcut,’ he muttered, brushing off the leaves caught in his suit jacket. He plucked a twig from behind his ear and brought his attention to Miss Eleanor, looking between her and Morgan.

‘Dead?’ he asked. His Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat as he crept closer.

Morgan nodded, the weight of the truth pushing her backwards on her bottom. The grass was cool under her palms; the hard earth beneath her was a steady reminder that she wasn’t dreaming. This was real.

‘What the hell happened?’ Will asked breathlessly.

‘Caleb said he and his friends were trying to find the center of the maze and when they found it, Eleanor was just lying here, dead.’

‘You think she’s been out here all night?’

‘Someone would have seen her before now. What am I going to do?’ she mumbled aloud to no one in particular, her mind zooming with existential thoughts. If she didn’t figure this out in the next few minutes, Morgan was going to be next on the deceased list once her mother got a hold of her. The garden maze had been Morgan’s idea. She expected it to be a hit, not to backfire in her face. This would only give her fuel to tell Morgan ‘I told you so!’

‘I’ll call Jesse,’ Will suggested. ‘He’ll know what to do.’

Jesse was merely a detective and Morgan was past that. She needed a physicist. Someone who could figure out the science behind time travel so she could go back to fifteen minutes ago when all was right with the world. She brought her legs to her chest, resting her forehead against her knees, bracing herself for the inevitable long night ahead.

‘Hey, man. I know it’s late, sorry to wake you. Oh, you weren’t sleeping? Good. Listen, I’m at the Daffodil Inn with Morgan,’ Morgan heard Will say. She looked up to see him clutching his cell phone to his ear, his voice low and thick with tension. ‘We’ve got a bit of a situation.’ He scrubbed the back of his neck and then pushed one hand into his pocket.

‘Yeah, and I think she’s dead…’ Will looked to Morgan and silently conferred, ‘Yeah, no pulse. Roger that. Thanks, man. See you in a minute.’

He turned back to Morgan. ‘Jesse is on the way. He said to touch nothing and to clear the area as much as we can.’

Clear the area?

‘What about the party?’ Morgan couldn’t stop the tears that pushed themselves out of her eyes. Months of planning had gone down the drain in a matter of seconds. Everything was ruined.

Will looked at her with an expression so gentle she wanted to morph into a pool of liquid. ‘I think… it’s over, Morg.’

Logically, Morgan knew that she would have to end the Jubilee early. But it felt like she was ripping her heart out of her own chest. How would she break the news to her parents? All their hard work whittled down to terrified residents and a dead body.

Will reached down to help her up, offering a hand attached to a veiny forearm. She took it and before she could get her footing, she was upright again, bracing herself against the concrete slabs that doubled as pectoral muscles under his shirt. Under normal circumstances, she would have loved to stay there, a breath apart from a man as fine as frog hair. But her night was turning out to be anything but normal.

‘You okay?’ he asked, his eyes searching hers, one hand bracing the small of her back, steadying her.

She was certainly not okay. Morgan shook her head. ‘I don’t think I can do this.’

‘I’ll be right there,’ he promised. He pushed tangled branches out of the way and guided her through the man-sized hole in the bushes. ‘Watch your head,’ he advised.

Together, they stepped through five more jagged openings, with Will dutifully making sure that her or her dress didn’t get snagged, until they reached the outer edge of the maze.



‘Start at the beginning.’ Chief Noelle Raines crossed her arms over her chest. Her gaze flitted around the Daffodil Inn’s rustic kitchen, taking it all in. Morgan wondered what Raines was thinking while her eyes trailed the reclaimed oak beams that spanned the length of the ceiling, courtesy of Old Man Milton’s barn house renovation several years prior. Morgan always loved how the warm blend of natural materials gave the tight kitchen a larger feel; that was her mother’s magical touch.

Food filled every inch of the marble countertops; cramped with dozens of tiered trays of Eddie Rutherford’s carefully crafted hors d’oeuvres: delectable brie and fig crostinis, wedge garden salad skewers for the conscious eaters, bacon-wrapped jalapeno poppers for a little spice, single serve charcuterie presented in adorable little mason jars that Eddie
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