
THE FLOWER SHOP CURSE

A Novella

––––––––

Cozy Small Town Thriller

––––––––

By Maya O’Neill

Population: 612.  Secrets: More than that.


Table of Contents

Title Page

The Town That Time Forgot (And Seemed Fine With That)

Room Seven Has an Excellent View

What the Town Records Don't Say

The Deputy and the Tote Bag

The Ghost With Excellent Organizational Skills

Reginald Crowe, Traveling Man

Five Women, Silk Robes, and a Very Honest Poker Game

What She Decided to Keep

Seeds: The Story She Filed

How to Leave a Town Properly

Epilogue

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Town That Time Forgot (And Seemed Fine With That)

[image: ]


❧

Nora Voss drove into Petal's Hollow at 6:47 on a Tuesday evening in May with three things: a full tank of gas, a dead phone charger, and the specific brand of professional resentment that comes from being assigned a "colour piece" about small-town America when you'd spent the last six months investigating pharmaceutical fraud.

The town appeared around a bend in Route 9 the way a pleasant surprise appears - quietly, without announcement, and with the faint feeling that it had been there the whole time, waiting for you to notice. Main Street was four blocks long and looked like someone had designed it from a postcard and then decided the postcard needed more flower boxes. Every storefront had one. Every colour was a shade too cheerful. Even the pharmacy - Dobbins' Drugs & Sundries, Est. 1931 - had geraniums in the window.

Nora pulled her Subaru into the one public parking lot, which had twelve spaces and a hand-painted sign that read: VISITORS WELCOME. HONKING IS NOT. She turned off the engine and sat for a moment.

Her editor's email had been enthusiastic in the way that only people safely located in Chicago could manage. "Petal's Hollow! It's got a flower festival, a hundred-year-old flower shop, and a local legend about a flower curse - you'll get a charming 2,000-word piece, maybe 2,500 if you find something really good. Three days tops! Have fun!"

Nora had typed back: "Define fun." He hadn't replied.

She climbed out of the car and stretched. The evening air smelled of cut grass and something sweet - honeysuckle, maybe, or some combination of things she didn't know the names of. It was the kind of smell that made you feel vaguely guilty for living in a city. A church bell somewhere counted seven. A dog barked twice and apparently decided it had made its point.

She grabbed her bag and started down Main Street.

The town had the easy quiet of a place that wasn't empty, just unhurried. A couple walked a golden retriever past the hardware store. Two old men sat outside the diner playing checkers with the focused intensity of people settling a score that had been going for years. A woman in her forties swept the sidewalk in front of a bookshop and nodded at Nora without breaking rhythm.

Nora pulled out her notebook and wrote: Quaint. Aggressively quaint. Possibly weaponized.

Then she looked up and saw the flower shop.

Finch & Bloom occupied the corner of Main and Sycamore in a two-story building painted the colour of a faded summer sky - not quite blue, not quite grey, with white trim and window boxes overflowing with lavender and white roses. The sign above the door was old wood, hand-lettered in gold: FINCH & BLOOM, EST. 1941. FLOWERS FOR ALL OCCASIONS. FUNERALS OUR SPECIALTY. A smaller line beneath that read: AND WEDDINGS. IN THAT ORDER.

Nora smiled despite herself.

The shop was still open. Warm light glowed through the front window, and she could see shelves of arrangements, a refrigerated case along one wall, and behind the counter, the back of a small white-haired woman moving with the efficiency of someone who had been doing this for sixty years and saw no reason to change a single thing about it.

A hand-written card was taped to the front door at eye level:

NO BLACK-EYED SUSANS SOLD AFTER SUNSET. THIS IS NOT A SUGGESTION.

Nora stopped. Read it again. Wrote it down word for word, including the underlining.

She pushed open the door. A small bell announced her.

The shop smelled overwhelmingly of flowers - not the cloying, perfume-counter kind, but the real kind, the way a garden smells after rain. Roses, eucalyptus, something green and sharp she couldn't name. The refrigerated case held arrangements in every colour, and the walls were hung with framed photographs, botanical prints, and several decades of local newspaper clippings.

The white-haired woman turned from the back counter.

She was genuinely small - the kind of small that makes you reconsider the word - with white hair pinned up under a gardening hat she'd apparently not removed since early morning, a blue apron over a floral dress, and gardening gloves worn the way other women wore jewellery: constantly, without thinking about it. Her face had the quality of having been through things and come out the other side with its sense of humour intact.

"Closing in five minutes," she said pleasantly, "but you look like you have a question."

"I do." Nora gestured at the door. "The sign."

"Mm."

"About the black-eyed Susans."

"Yes." The woman continued trimming a stem with precise, unhurried snips. "That one."

"Why? Why no black-eyed Susans after sunset?"

The woman finished the cut, set the stem down, and looked at Nora with an expression that was warm and entirely unreadable. "Some flowers are best appreciated in daylight."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the only one I have for visitors." She pulled off one gardening glove and extended her hand. "Marigold Finch. My mother opened this shop in 1941. I've been running it since 1978."

Nora shook it. "Nora Voss. Chicago Tribune. I'm writing a piece about the town."

"I know. Dorothy at the inn called ahead." She pulled off her second glove and folded both neatly beside the register. "The black-eyed Susan legend. Your editor mentioned it to you."

"It's not a legend?"

"It's a rule." She looked up. "Now, is there anything else?"

There was a bucket on the front step outside - Nora had noticed it coming in. Black-eyed Susans, dozens of them, yellow-petaled and dark-cantered and entirely ordinary-looking, sitting in water with no label and no price card, as if they'd been set out by accident.

"Those," Nora said, pointing through the glass. "The ones on your step."

Marigold glanced at the door. Something passed across her face - quick, barely there. "Those are overflow stock. They'll go back in the cooler in the morning."

"Not for sale tonight?"

"Not tonight, no."

The bell rang as a teenage boy came in holding a crumpled twenty-dollar bill and asking about carnations for his mother's birthday. Marigold turned to him with a smile that transformed her face entirely, and Nora slipped back outside.

She stood on the sidewalk. The bucket of black-eyed Susans sat on the step, yellow and cheerful and minding their own business entirely.

She looked up and down the empty street. She was a journalist. There was a story here. And no one had said she couldn't.

She took a bouquet - not all of them, that would be rude, just a nice bunch, fifteen stems or so. She tucked a ten-dollar bill under the bucket handle.

The flowers smelled like summer.

She walked to the inn with them under her arm, feeling only slightly guilty, and told herself the guilt was irrational. They were flowers. She'd paid for them. It was completely fine.

It was fine.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Room Seven Has an Excellent View

[image: ]


❧

The Petal's Hollow Inn was a three-story Victorian on Maple Street that had been run by Dorothy Briggs for twenty-two years and showed it in the best way - good mattresses, thick towels, and a handwritten card on the nightstand explaining how to reach Dorothy directly if anything went wrong, followed by a gentle note suggesting the lavender pillow spray in the drawer because "guests tend to sleep better with it."

Nora tried the lavender pillow spray. It smelled wonderful. She quietly resented how much she liked it.

She'd eaten at the diner - a BLT that was better than any BLT she'd had in five years, which she also quietly resented - showered, and arranged the black-eyed Susans in the water glass on her dresser because she hadn't thought to ask for a vase and it felt too late to go back down.

Room seven was on the second floor and had, in fact, an excellent view of Main Street. She could see the corner of Finch & Bloom from the window. The shop was dark now, the bucket gone from the step. A streetlight cast a warm circle on the empty sidewalk below.

Nora sat on the bed with her laptop and her notes and the remains of a bag of gas-station pretzels she'd bought outside Springfield and typed up what she had:


Petal's Hollow: pop. 612. Founded 1887. Flower Festival, third weekend of June. Notable: Finch & Bloom, est. 1941. Proprietor Marigold Finch, approx. 80s, communicates almost entirely in deflection. Mystery: no black-eyed Susans after sunset. Reason given: none. Reason required: find out.



She closed her laptop at 10:30, turned off the light, and fell asleep faster than she had in three months. The town was that quiet.

At 2:54 in the morning, Nora woke up.

No noise. No bad dream. Just the feeling of being looked at, which is the worst feeling to have in a dark hotel room by yourself.

She lay still. Then she noticed the smell.

Flowers. Strong, green, clean. The kind of smell you get walking into a flower shop, not sleeping in a hotel room.

She turned on the bedside lamp.

The room was full of black-eyed Susans.

Not metaphorically full. Full. They covered the floor in a carpet that left only a small path to the door. They covered the desk, the nightstand, the windowsill. The dresser held a pile three feet deep. They spilled across the bathroom floor - she could see them through the open door. They were on the toilet lid. They were on her suitcase. One, with ambition, had made it onto the mini-fridge.

There were easily three hundred flowers in the room.

Nora sat up and looked at all of them.

"Okay," she said aloud, to no one in particular.

She picked up the stem closest to her - one lying across her phone charger on the nightstand. She held it up to the lamp.

The petal had something on it.

She squinted. Brought it closer.

The petal was etched. Not written in pen, not printed - etched, the way you'd engrave metal, in tiny, precise letters:

RUTH CALDWELL

Nora set the stem down. Picked up another.

AGNES PRICE  ·  ELEANOR MARSH  ·  VIVIAN COLE  ·  HELEN BEAUMONT

She picked up stem after stem for the next ten minutes, turning on every light in the room, sitting cross-legged on the bed. The names cycled through five, then six - over and over across all three hundred stems - until, after twenty minutes of searching, she found the seventh.

MARGARET CLAIRE HOLLOWAY

Nora stared at it for a long time.

Then she got out her notebook and wrote all seven names down twice, because she was thorough.

Then she photographed every surface of the room with her phone - forty-seven photos in total - methodically and without hurry.

Then she sat back down on the bed, looked at three hundred black-eyed Susans, and said: "Okay. This is my story now."

She didn't sleep again. But she made excellent notes.
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