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Chapter One

CUPID & I

IN THE QUIET recesses of the heart, human and animal alike, my essence dwells as an ever-flickering flame, a force that transcends time and reason. Love, want, romance, what a magnificent tapestry I weave! The same feelings, the same emotions within the souls of mortals and immortals alike. I inspire poets to pen verses that soar on the wings of passion and painters to dip their brushes in the hues of affection. Love, what can be considered the very essence of existence, finds its genesis in the depths of longing—a longing stoked, draped, in darkness, and often so flowers. Cupid and I adore flowers, all shades and hues, but pink is our favorite. 

Our garden, once Paradise, can become overgrown. Weeds here and there, but is that unlike life itself? A life that is, in its entirety, emotionally abusive. Flowers, such joyful blossoms, were Cupid and my favorite things. They made great gifts, great presents. And in this case, they made Reece Archer exceedingly happy.

A tall, somewhat lanky but well-built young man, Reece considered himself old, but at a mere twenty-six was youthful. His childish bones were hunched over, deadheading the patch of peppermint-striped zinnias while attempting to talk about those ungodly things called a cell phone. Back in my day, letters, pigeons, notes, and flowers were conversations and showcases of affection. Now, it was blue, grey, and green messages and emojis that reminded me all too much of Egypt. How far has humanity come to go back to using hieroglyphics?

“I gave up my writing career years ago. You know this. It was doing nothing for me,” Reece muttered, snipping away.

The lively yet stern voice on the other end, Viola Vulcanica, wasn’t having it with him. “Nothing? Are you crazy? It is your solace! What the hell is wrong with you? What opium or lion’s tail have you been smoking?” 

“For your knowledge, I haven’t been smoking anything.” He waved the garden shears in the air, raising a brow. “I grow wild dagga and poppies for admiration and preservation. I ain’t no drug lord.” His country accent couldn’t have been more evident. He was, after all, a farm boy, raised not too far away in Green Hills, a now bustling town housing a military base. He had lived in Streetcar Junction since moving from Green Hills four years ago. 

“Oh, do pardon me, Mr. Herb Doctor,” Viola’s sarcasm sounded from his speaker. I could envision her shaking her hands at him, pretending to be frightened. 

“My degree is in botany, Madame Música. Pardon you!” He joked back.

“Because being a botanist is making you poor as a church mouse. Oh, Capio, make a left up here, won’t you?” 

“If you get lost, so help me, Viola.”

“Oh, you hush now! I will be there; don’t worry, your little flower petal. Capio and I are about to hit traffic, so let me let you go.”

“Be careful, you two.”

“Of course, sir,” Capio’s rusty voice responded. 

“We shall be there within an hour or two. Much love, my dear, see you soon!” Reece hung up after telling her the same and slipped his phone back into his pocket. Viola and her assistant, Capio, were going to see Reece. The garden he tended, the one Cupid and I were guests within now, too, was his. He adored flowers and always had, having been raised breeding lilies and sunflowers, the old family business. I suppose that is what being raised in a plant-breeder family brings upon one. Reece did not have much else to fiddle with as an only child. The garden was Reece’s pride and joy. Cupid played in the sizable leaf-shaped birdbath as if he were a mockingbird. The early morning sun kissed my skin as I pulled my gown together, admiring the warmth of my pale, freckled face.

Reece finished his dead blossom removal and darted around the garden, cutting red and yellow sunflowers, white and pink blushed cosmos, perfume-scented red roses, and more zinnias that had not been cooked in the June heatwave. I strode around with him quietly; all of these were for a welcome home bouquet to give Viola. 

“Cupid, let us go. You and the cherubim.” My head shook side to side.  “I feel as if I babysit toddlers,” I called to him, standing at the edge of the archway on the warmed bricks. It was a zigzag of large and small beds decorated with brightly colored flowers. Hollyhocks, in almost every shade but blue, stood as tall as me on each side of me alongside sky-blue larkspur sentinels at the opposite garden gate entrance. The red and purple splotched morning glories over the arch now closed as they despised the heat.
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A rustic yet elegant façade, painted in soft pastel hues of blue, green, and gray, adorned with cascading vines of ivy and climbing roses. This was Reece’s flower shop, Elysian Fields, nestled onto the corner of Elysian Fields Avenue and Kowalski Street. 

An antique wooden door, weathered by time, stood as the sentinel that opened to reveal the floral paradise within. Cupid and I walked in, more so  through, since our transcendence was beyond the material realm. The interior always made me smile with its harmonious vintage charm and contemporary elegance. Wooden shelves and wrought-iron racks displayed a breathtaking array of flowers, each carefully arranged like a work of art. The shop, bathed in soft, natural light filtering through lace curtains, created a warm and inviting ambiance.

Elysian Fields was renowned for its exquisite floral arrangements. Various blooms, from classic roses and lilies to exotic orchids and proteas, graced the shop's offerings. Reece spent no exhaustion in ensuring he and his beloved shop stayed on top of the market and carried even the rarest flowers. His passion was flowers, the love language Cupid and I remembered and adored. 

“He did himself a winning opening this shop four years ago.” Cupid motioned his tiny hand around the shop. We were expected guests here, admiring the blossoms and Reece’s exquisite touch and taste. After graduating college in Red River with his botany and science degree, Reece acquired a master’s in teaching and taught English Literature for about half a decade at Red River High School. As his mental health declined, and the administration changed their hearts, not for the better, he resigned. A tumultuous, pained birth gave way to this flower shop. 

“It is the center of this town. People came far and wide just for his flowers. All because of her.” I pointed a soft finger to the door that bore a knock and was opening. “His Angel of Music.”

“Hello, Elysian Fields!" The shop door swung open; her voice rang like a megaphone bellowing. Her entry was grand but lacked a red carpet. Viola Vulcanica had entered the building; a lightly tanned, pale-skinned, tall, slender-framed, and big-bosomed young woman with perfectly curled mahogany brown hair down to her shoulders. Fashion was her second language, maybe after singing, and this was accentuated by the light pink floral print knee-length skirt she wore above dark pastel pink heels, pearl earrings, and a golden necklace with a heart-shaped locket dangling. A black-suited bodyguard stood outside the door as her heels clacked on the tiled floor, echoing her march over to Reece behind the counter, fixing a bouquet of white lilies, her favorites. 


“Well, if it isn’t The Viola Vulcanica,” Reece smiled as he met her open arms and hugged her for five minutes.


“You look ravishing, my dear,” Reece told her, scanning the lines of her frame. 

“Thank you, darling! The shop looks even better than last time. To think it has been almost a year since I have been home!”

“That is the tour lifestyle beautiful. I don’t know how you aren’t tired all the time.” Reece cut stems off several lilies and placed them into the vase. 

“Oh, she does get tuckered out, sir,” a raspy voice followed the ding of the shop door. It was Capio. “Without caffeine and a prayer, I doubt the tour would have ever happened,” he chuckled.  Capio had been Viola’s assistant since pretty much her whole career. No one understood him, and after Sia debuted her wigs, no one questioned Capio. He was maybe five feet tall and shrouded in fabric highly reminiscent of the colorful linens worn during the reign of the Inca. 

“Capio, could you help me replace my calendula and Sweet Annie wreaths?” Reece asked him.

“Of course, sir, more than happy to aid.” 

Sweet Annie, a species of wormwood or mugwort, was familiar across much of the U.S., and Tennessee carried large swaths of it in abandoned places and fields. Reece and Viola always grew some since it was an excellent talisman to protect a home or building from negativity and illness. The calendulas represented the Sun and brought its shining light as an added form of protection and positivity. Reece hung them every year and always made extras to replace them. These wreaths, only the size of a saucer, were also among his top sellers. 

“I need to make more. I have almost sold out,” Reece said as he brought Capio the ladder and sat a small handful of the dried wreaths on the counter. “Online sales have skyrocketed again.”

“You are doing so well,” Viola exclaimed as she spun around the shop, her skirt twirling with her like a sparkling glitter bomb. 

As Capio hung the new wreaths, he muttered under his breath. He slid the old wreaths into his robes, where they vanished completely and only disappeared with the soft sound of chewing. Capio, in the pure Agatha Christie mystery he was, held more secrets than probably the government. Viola knew what he was. Cupid and I knew what he was. What and who he was. She never told Reece, however, at least not yet. Not long after signing with them, Viola took a short vacation to New Orleans and Haiti. She was already a practitioner of divination and tarot, and New Orleans welcomed her with open arms, much as Haiti did. She went to the mausoleum of New Orleans’s infamous Voodoo queen, Marie Laveau. 

She did not expect to run into one of the most powerful spirits who had visited New Orleans himself from the other world. Viola’s destiny was well known to those of the other world, whether it was Fair Folk or those like Cupid and me. Papa Legba was no exception, but he knew one of Viola’s deepest desires was empowerment. Not greed, not corruption, but self-empowerment. Her trauma-filled past left her weak and lacking confidence. Impressed with her already, Laveau and Legba agreed, and after her prayers, she found an assistant on her doorstep the following day. 

“Thank you, Capio,” Reece told him as he put away the ladder. 

To most, Capio was seen as mute. He could speak, but only those close to him heard his voice. Shrouded in his layers, he always did and always could, retain his identity, one Viola knew and had seen once upon his initial visit. 

“Of course, sir, anytime.”

Reece grabbed the blue vase of lilies and handed them to Capio. “Wherever Viola is staying, please ensure these are not destroyed.”

“Hey, now!” Viola glared playfully. She spun over and smelled them, letting out a loud sigh.

“I believe she has the hotel tonight while awaiting the luggage from Tokyo.”

“Capio speaks the truth!” Viola sniffed them again, wiggling her nose. “I will be at our lovely home once it arrives, which is supposed to be tomorrow.”

“You over-packed again, didn’t you?” Reece raised a brow at her.

“I bought a few clothes from Tokyo. The best designers were VIPs at my show and insisted I take their upcoming spring collection items to wear and promote.”

“Somewhere on a plane or ship are thousands of dollars’ worth of dresses, all for the Chilean Violet herself,” Reece shook his head. 

“It was a mutual trade if you ask me, Debbie Downer.” she poked out her tongue as her eyes lit up on Reece’s honeycomb coffee mug by the cash register. “Let’s go for coffee! Brunch! Capio!”

“Yes, ma’am?” 

“Please take us to Hot Tin Roasters.” Capio was also her chauffeur.

“Let me grab my wallet first.” Reece rushed to the backroom, grabbed his wallet, and ensured he had his phone. Viola latched onto his arm and bolted out of the store like a hurricane. Her bodyguards rushed behind her but always kept about a five-foot distance. Hot Tin was just a block and a half away, so it was a relatively short excursion. 

Capio opened the door for Viola and Reece as her bodyguards stood outside. Cupid and I followed them in and breathed in the deep fragrance of freshly roasted coffee beans. Hot Tin was a cute coffee shop. Starbucks was also up the road, but this place saw much business since small businesses had built Streetcar Junction. The interior was reclaimed wood and exposed brick, filled with plush armchairs and wooden tables of people lingering over their brews and on their laptops and phones. The air felt alive with the low hum of conversations, punctuated by the occasional laughter of friends catching up or the soft tapping of keyboards as writers found inspiration in these aromatic surroundings.

“Mr. Archer!” A young blue aproned barista called out to Reece. He flashed his hand up and smiled. “Hey, Thomas!”

“Your usual?”

“Absolutely. Viola?”

“Oh my God, it’s Viola Vulcanica!” A blonde woman cried out. Everyone who was minding their business suddenly turned around and, upon seeing her, grabbed napkins, their babies, sheets of paper, homework assignments, and whatever they had for her to autograph. Capio darted over to calm the hordes as Viola took out a black pen and signed whatever these idol-minded humans had on them for her presence. Many in Streetcar Junction knew Viola, as she was plastered everywhere. She was the face of Streetcar Junction ever since her career blossomed and she and Reece moved there. Her alternative and pop-indie music was beloved globally, and her net worth was in the millions, something she was not used to, coming from a low-income family that barely made ends meet to survive. 

“So sorry, darling!” She whirled around to Thomas. 

“That is okay, Ms. Vulcanica.” He blushed. “What may I get you?”

“I will take an iced white chocolate mocha. And two chocolate croissants.”

“Yes, ma’am, these are on the house. Yours too, Reece.”

“Thank you, Thomas,” he smiled. Thomas smiled back as he went to heat the croissants, and Reece, Capio, and Viola sat near the back of the shop in a booth. 

“The barista was eyeing you. Is there a fling going on since my absence?” She folded her hands, her elbows braced on the table, and her head landed on the tower to support her stare at Reece.

“Viola!” Reece exclaimed under his breath. “Thomas is bi, not gay.”

“So, you know he’s bi.” She raised her brow, smirking.

“Oh, stop it. Don’t play Cupid with me again. Thomas is sweet, and we haven’t dated or even hooked up. He has a girlfriend. We chat a good bit because I practically live here.” 

“It is 2027, Reece, bi, gay, lesbian. Does it even matter anymore?” Viola exclaimed as Thomas darted over to deliver their drinks and food. 

“Thank you so much, darling!” Viola exclaimed. She reached into her dress pocket and took out a crisp twenty-dollar bill, handing it to Thomas, who shakily took it from her. “Before you say anything, I insist on your hospitality!”

“Thank you, Ms. Vulcanica. Please let us know if y’all want anything else.” Thomas grinned, shoving the money in his pocket as Viola grabbed her croissants and iced mocha from the red tray. Reece grabbed his and sipped from the mug. 

“So, tell me, Mr. Archer,” Viola started as if she was interviewing him, “how have things been here in Streetcar?”

“Sad.” He swallowed. “Your absence makes everything dreary and weep. The town practically dies until you come back.” He shimmied his hands.

“Oh, stop it!” Viola winked and blushed. “Seriously though, Reece, how are you? I got so caught up in the tour, exhausted afterward, that we could not catch up. We talked nearly every weekend, but I was almost always interrupted with questions, interviews, sightseeing, all that jazz.”

“Streetcar has been calm and quiet. You know, life moves on. Elysian has been doing well. The Thanksgiving Parade, Christmas Parade, Fourth of July Parade, Streetcar High’s Prom and Snowball dances, forty-five weddings, and a handful of things in between all got my flowers. I need to order more flowers soon, speaking of.”

“Success seems to follow you around since we moved here,” Viola gulped some of her iced mocha.

“It has been much more peaceful and stress-free. I would much rather enjoy having the worry of what flowers I should plant and order than the shit I was dealing with. Or you, too, for that matter.”

“We both have been happier, it seems. A much-needed refreshment.”

“I finished therapy a couple of months ago.”

“I am so proud of you.” She gently slapped his shoulder as she leaned across the table. “Unpacking all of that shit.”

“It was a lot of tears. There were a lot of things I had never considered or spoken about. You knew a lot, but still.”

“Digging into the pit of us, the skeleton in our closets, is tough. It requires substantial vulnerability with us and with others, like a therapist. I will always support therapy. It helped me through the rough patches.”

“And look at you now. We come into Hot Tin, and half the population is running up to you.”

“It happens nearly everywhere I go. Unless it is a small village, I only go there when you and I are plant hunting. Or herb hunting.”

“Our journeys are so fun. I miss being on tour with you, though.” Reece, before opening Elysian Fields, accompanied Viola on all her tours. She had been in the music industry for around seven years, and Reece never left her side. 

“It is quite boring without your doll face. I am stuck in the hotel, practicing, or purely crashing. Our shenanigans are so much missed. Minus my security team.”

“How was Tokyo, speaking of the tour.”

“Amazing!” Her green eyes grew wide, and her lips formed a huge smile. “The arena was packed, and we sold out long before the show started. Our apparel sales were up by about 90% as well. The entire audience was singing right along with me, too!”

“As they should. Your voice is beautiful. Hence why I call you what I do.”

“Angel of Music,” Viola warmly smirked. 

“That and the Lily of Elysia. You are the face of this flower shop. You jump-started its fandom and fame.”

“I would only have you do flowers for my shows, events, and venues, darling. Your eyes are exquisite for them. A fashion god and goddess of flowers!”

“Thank you, Viola. “I just do what I love.” He blushed.

“And that is one thing that sets you apart from many. Your passion is flowers. Joy, even given the things you have lived and dealt with.”

“Well, flowers are generally positive. I love giving them to people. And growing them.” He sipped.

“Enough about me, though. I am almost always the conversation. What about your love life? Romances? No flings with barista boy here.”

“I am still single, Viola. You know very well. You would be the first person I’d tell.”


“Would I, though?” She sipped. “You are quite superstitious.” That Reece was. He was superstitious. Friday the 13th, he despised. He did many things, specifically not to create weird, destructive luck chaos. He especially never divulged a budding fling, romance, or hookup to Viola to protect it and himself from jinxing it. Viola was his most trusted person, most trusted friend. She knew practically everything about him. 


“Okay, valid point, madame, but yes, you’d be the first to know. I’ve been lonesome since finishing therapy. No one interests me. The college boys here are hotter than a pistol and make me drool when they come here, but they’re all straight.”

“That you know of,” Viola winked. 

“You haven’t even been here in a year, ma’am! How can your bi-dar go off in Tokyo?”

“The cards told me,” She formed a mischievous crescent moon grin, winking. Viola’s intuition was exceedingly strong. She and I had previous conversations, which would come up later. Yet, she epitomized The High Priestess card in a tarot deck, as well as The Empress.

“I love tarot and fully support and believe in it, Viola. You know this. I use botanical oracles anyway. But why the hell would they be telling you things you haven’t even asked about?”

“I’m just saying, darling, the cards don’t lie. You can manipulate people, not them. You have been single for how long now, Reece?”

“Well, we moved here in 2023, almost 2022 since November. Um…” He thought for a minute. “Seven years this year.”

“Eight years, sir,” Capio added, having been quiet for the entire conversation until now.

“Thank you, Capio; I don’t exactly remember anymore. I unpacked everything with Noah in therapy, and it has been so long since he moved anyway.” Capio nodded.

“See, it has been forever! We are not getting any younger, dolls! Your back is shit. My feet hurt like hell, usually from standing, singing, and the heels. But you need to get out there! He could be anywhere!”

“He who, Viola?”

“Your man! Your lover! The one!” She clapped her hands happily.

“Oh please,” Reece rolled his eyes as he moved the piece of curl from his eye. “The chances of such a thing. I deleted Tinder. Before you left, I deleted Tinder, Bumble, Jumble, Hinge, all those apps last year. They were doing nothing for me but aggravating and making me feel more alone.”

“Good for you! There is certainly a man out there that wants your blue caterpillar ass.”

Reece glared at her and covered his face with his hands. “I can’t believe you said that. Nobody wants to see me as Absalom again. I promise you.” As written by Dr. Suess, or in this case, Lewis Carroll, Reece had met Viola at Red River High School back home when she was in a grade higher than him. She was the star of all of Red River’s theatrical performances, a hint at her future career with slight changes. Her voice had an exceptionally pleasing tone, warm and resonant with a velvety texture. It carried depth echoing emotional undertones that the theatre department at Green Hill admired and adored. The musical she would thus star in was a version of Alice in Wonderland. Viola was Alice, and Reece was the smoking caterpillar, Absalom. She always had to help him off the giant mushroom prop her father built for the performances. Their friendship grew, and they had remained best friends ever since. 

“You were adorable, though!”

“I was a giant blue worm who waddled around. Be real, Viola.” Reece took a drink of his lukewarm coffee.

“Have you ever considered real dating Reece? Like, not virtual or anything, but finding an actual guy? A genuine one?”

“Viola, I am a bi masculine man in my late thirties. I run a flower shop and am a nerd obsessed with writing, Tennessee Williams, Edgar Allan Poe, flowers and plants, nature, and stuff many guys are not into. I am an old soul.” Reece was an old soul who had lived previous lives in Egypt, Greece, and even Celtic/Viking. He was unaware of this for now but had lived many times before. When Aphrodite and I met him, he was happy with a handsome man in Greece. The same was true for Egypt when Hathor and I met him. His old soul caused him to have the interests of generations long before him. He adored the 1920s. The Roaring Twenties hairstyle mixed with a pompadour gave it away, as this had been his hairstyle for the last few years since moving. “I love writing poetry, writing love letters, starlit walks, visiting the beach at night, watching the stars, picnics, bouquets as presents and gifts, stuff like that.”

“So, what! That is not an entirely dead desire!” Viola poked his hand. 

“Truthfully, Viola, no, I have not considered it.” Reece’s glance shifted to the large window next to the booth, where he watched people walk by, unable to see him within. “At least, in a legitimate concept. Fantasy-wise, yes.”

“You’re ready for a relationship.” Viola shook her finger. 

“Who died and made you Cupid?” Reece poked her back, laughing.

Viola softly took his hand, which he clutched, and returned his view to her exquisite face. “I am serious, dear. We need to write this out. Writing is a manifestation, after all.” She reached into her blue Chanel purse that Capio was guarding by his robed feet and sat a gold-crusted pen and light blue notepad on the table, shoving aside her empty cup and plate. She clicked the pen as she met Reece’s gaze. “So, what do we want in this relationship? Your dream man, better yet. I don’t know, start with something like this prompt.”

Reece took a deep breath, organizing his thoughts. “I want someone who understands me, you know? Someone who gets my quirks and my silence. Someone who doesn't just hear but listens. It's more than just sharing interests or having great conversations. It’s about feeling that unspoken connection.”

“Having shared interests, though,” Viola said as she wrote, “is still important. It is crucial, but that unspoken connection is also key. I like it, Picasso,” she snickered. 

Reece paused, tracing the rim of his coffee cup with his finger. “But it's not just about understanding. I need someone who challenges me, pushes me to improve, and accepts me as I am. Someone who's not afraid to tell me the hard truths.”

Viola nodded; her expression thoughtful. “That sounds mature. Anything else?”

“Yeah,” Reece continued, a hint of vulnerability in his voice. “I want a relationship where we both feel secure enough to be independent but know we're a team. Trust and respect are crucial. And, of course, a sense of humor. Life's too serious not to be able to laugh together, right?”

Viola laughed, agreeing. “Definitely. Now, describe this man to me.” She kept writing notes down as Reece pondered. 

“He must be handsome. You know I cannot handle him not being.” Reece chuckled. 

Viola raised her brows. “You know damn well neither of us would take a man that wasn’t attractive.” 

“He would need to have some of my interests, I guess. But he also should have his passions.”

“Absolutely,” Viola said, her smile broadening. “It's all about balance. Sharing some interests, but also respecting and celebrating your differences.”

“Yeah, exactly!” Reece exclaimed, his enthusiasm growing. “And I guess, at the end of the day, I just want someone genuine. Someone who's not afraid to be themselves can be open and honest. Someone I can trust. Someone I can talk to about anything.”

“This is way different than where you were a few years ago. You told me repeatedly how you would be single all your life.” Reece slumped down a little as he sighed. Viola reached across the table, placing her hand over Reece’s in support. “This all sounds wonderful, Reece. And you deserve all of that and more in a partner.”

“Thank you, Viola, truly.” They shared a warm, knowing smile, a silent acknowledgment of the deep friendship they had cultivated over the years. 

“Always and anytime dear. Now, keep this paper to reflect upon. Do not misplace it!”

“Yes, ma’am,” he laughed, taking the paper from her. 

He and Viola would play catch up further for the next hour as Thomas kindly came to check on them many times. Capio would ask for a glass of simple iced water, and Viola and Reece went through another round of mochas. The afternoon streetcar trolley bells rang, echoing 4:00 p.m. sharp. Viola glanced out the window at the large, bright red train-like car zipping its way down the streets.

After a mocha gulp, her face grew joyful and amused, staring directly at Reece. “I have something to ask you, doll face.”

“Yes, my dear? Anything. Except math. I don’t do that well.”

Viola laughed. “Neither do I doll. Neither do I.” She stuck the straw in her mouth. “Mr. Damsel and I spoke yesterday. A long, long call.”

“Mr. Damsel, as in the one who owned the old opera house in Holland? He married into the family that owned Faber Castille Pencils and art supplies, too.”

“That very one. The place where I first performed overseas. When Europe took me by storm, after that was the Royal Albert Hall; the rest is history.” She sipped. 

“Why did he call you out of the blue?”

“You could say that, but we’ve been texting off and, on all month,—the last couple. The opera house was demolished alongside many old apartments near and around it. They found mold and foundation issues and requested it to be destroyed.”

“What a shame,” Reece swallowed the sweet mocha flavors washing across his tongue. 

“Pieces of the old opera house are being incorporated into the new one. They found a large piece of land in Haarlem to build it. It's a theatre this time, though. The Delirium.”

“Haarlem as in the town that was the center of the old tulip trade? From the Dutch Fever?” Reece’s interest was highly peaked. He was a fanatic for tulips. I was myself as they grew in my garden and were held with high regard for centuries. They were exquisite bulbs throughout history. They conveyed a connection to romance and love, precisely passion, transience, and admiration. Moreover, they were a beautiful representation of pure, perfect love. 

“Precisely that very one.” To many who heard of the Dutch Fever, it brought up images of malaria or yellow fever. It wasn’t an actual sickness, at least by pathological means. Psychologically and greedily, though, it was a full-blown pandemic. The Dutch Tulip Fever, also known as Tulip Mania, was during the Dutch Golden Age when tulip bulbs reached extraordinarily high prices and dramatically collapsed.

“I have dreamt of visiting that town. So much history and the Hortus Bulborium, there remains a vast array of tulips and rare bulbs.”

“You’re quite in luck then, boo boo,” she smiled. “I want you to be my guest, my date, to the opening of The Delirium. In Haarlem”.  

Reece’s face paralyzed with bewilderment. “Wait, what? Viola, you want me to come to Haarlem? As in Holland? Like with you for the grand opening?”

She took the napkin and dotted her mouth, leaving an imprint of her lavender lipstick. “You heard me right, chico. I am the entertainment!” Mr. Damsel asked if I would be the first performer in the theatre. It should draw a large crowd and promote the new building and myself. I haven’t been to Holland in years. Especially Haarlem”. 

Reece was quiet for a few minutes, trying to process her request. “I need flowers as well. This has to be exquisite.”

“I’m honored, my dear!” Reece exclaimed. “I’ll do it. Just know my language barrier will be grand.” 

“Many speak English there, so you’ll be fine. Capio can translate for us, too, in the rare event we need it.”

“He knows Dutch?”

“Oh yes! He studied language. He is one of the few people that know most languages. Amazes me every time”. 

“Now I see why you have him on your team.” That was one of many reasons Viola had Capio, but Reece didn’t know the whole story. 

“I’m so glad you’ll be joining me in Haarlem, doll. It’ll be much more fun having you there”.

“When do we leave? I must be sure I pack and get Elysian Fields settled away.” 

“In two weeks.”

“Two weeks?” Reece’s eyes grew big as a cat hunting prey.

“Yes, sir.”

“Oh, dear lord, Viola. I need to start preparing now. I must ask Anna if she can cover the shop while we’re there.”

“Surely, she can! I’d offer Capio, but he’s our driver and potential translator.”

“I will text her and ask.” Reece was very much a do-it-all himself type of person, having grown up as an only child. He was strongly independent, but he finally learned to accept help and hire some employees in the business, especially when the flower shop became a bustle of bees for weddings and other venues. 

“Come darling, I want to show you the outfits I managed to get back in my checked bags. They’re at the hotel.”

“Streetcar Suites?” Reece asked, ensuring his wallet was in his pocket after laying a tip on the table. 

“None other! Come, come!” Viola whirled, Capio scurrying behind her. Her guards regained focus after being frozen in place for almost two hours. She was already at the door when Reece stood up and began walking, only to notice the lack of the paper Viola and he had written. 

Reece turned around and scanned the booth, seeing the paper had fallen underneath it. He bent down to pick it up as she rustled out of the shop. As he leaned back up, fingers on the paper, he bumped the table. A small blue vial with a silver cap appeared at the table’s edge just a few moments prior, placed by a white wisp. Tied by a golden thread, a small paper label hung off the bottle, which shook after Reece’s collision. Just as Reece rubbed his arm from the impact and turned back around, he bumped the table again, and the vial plummeted, smashing into the floor. Shimmering like a thousand glittering stars, a light blue liquid spilled out. With a grumble and paper, Reece stood and ran to catch up with Viola, leaving a trail of glowing blue footprints. They were only visible to Cupid and me because Reece had stepped into the potion of Beginning. 


Chapter Two

CUPID & I

CUPID AND I were familiar visitors to Viola and Reece’s home, even if they did not know. We were everywhere and everywhere, as were the powers that moved humanity and romance, even life itself.  I've often pondered the nature of love, marveling at its power to transform lives and bring joy and heartache. Love, in all its manifestations, is the driving force behind the stories we tell, the songs we sing, and the art we create. The invisible thread connects us all, transcending boundaries and languages. Where was more romantic than Europe? Than Holland?

Viola and Reece’s humble abode, primarily the living room since it was the largest and most spacious, was currently strewn with luggage bags, clothes, travel guides, and even a few paper maps. Reece was in the center of this organized mess, like the eye of a hurricane. Viola happily sat in a small recliner, watching Reece attempt to figure out what to bring. 

“Viola, why do you have the maps you used the last time you visited Holland? I doubt they’re even still accurate.” Reece held up one, shaking it.

“The general streets are much the same, darling. Do not fret.”

“No real need to bring them with us,” Capio said as he brought Viola a paisley teacup with fresh chamomile tea. “I know my way around there, and you both have cell phones so that the GPS will take us wherever. I’m sure Mr. can help, too.”

“So right, Capio.” Reece nodded, shoving clothes into a bag. 

“Am I the only one packing?” Reece looked around and then to Viola, who was calmly drinking. “Like, Capio has little to bring, but Viola, you usually pack more than me.”

“I had some of the luggage from Tokyo re-routed to Holland. Should be plenty. Capio has my one bag by my bed, and we will be good to go. I am trying to pack light.”

“You, Madame Vulcanica, pack light? I have never seen that since we’ve known each other.” Reece and Viola had lived here in their humble abode for a few years. It was a 100-acre property that was surrounded by Janet Kluse Park, part of Streetcar Junction’s green walkway, and home to a rare population of wildflowers. The city was still close by, and Reece often biked or walked to his flower shop since it was only about three blocks away. It was the exact retreat they wanted, and with Viola’s fame, she helped buy the entire property about five years earlier. She and Reece lived in an apartment in Red River before her career took off, and Reece had just moved back a bit prior from living in Wisconsin for a few years for a job he took. 

Reece held up a brightly colored tulip-themed scarf. "Do you think this is too cliché to wear in Holland?"

Viola laughed. "No way, it's perfect! Embrace the tulip mania. Speaking of which, we won’t get to see the Keukenhof Gardens. I know you wanted to, but our trip is short, and everything will have bloomed already. It’s almost the end of June.”

“I know,” he replied, drenched in sadness. “I figured so, but I have my camera, so we can take photos of anything you need while there.”

“Oh! I need new publicity photos and some cuties to post on social media. 

“How about Dutch food?” Reece packed his large camera. “I’m looking forward to trying some authentic stroopwafels, hopefully. If I don’t chicken out and stick with more common foods.”

“And don't forget the cheese markets!” Viola clapped happily.  “Gouda, Edam… I’m drooling just thinking about it. We should also try riding bikes in Amsterdam. I’ve read it’s the best way to explore the city.”

Reece picked up his passport to check it. “Speaking of Haarlem, I’ve bookmarked this unique bookstore I found online. I want to see what they have.”

“Books, probably,” Viola shrugged her shoulders as Reece turned around and stared at her. Laughter broke out. 

“I would hope a bookstore has books, dear.” He shook his head.

“Is there something specific we should keep an eye out for? I’m surprised you want to go shopping over there. I know cities stir up your anxiety.”

“I think I’ll be okay. Haarlem isn’t hugely populated like Chicago, New York, or Los Angeles. Nashville is not too far from us here, and I greatly despise traffic.” He folded some pants and shirts. “Ideally, I hope they have the old catalogs reprinted with translations of the tulips from the Mania in the 1620s. I have found online versions, but they are all in Dutch, and Google Translate was not very kind.”

“I certainly would think the town in the heart of that fever would have such a thing.”

“They should. I was reading reviews on their website, and they carry a lot of botanical stuff, given the town’s history. So, I am hopeful. And wanting to feed this tulip binge I’ve been on.”

“The tulips you had out front and in the back garden were gorgeous! I could not stop looking at all the photos of them you texted.”

“It was oddly a good year for them. We’ve struggled in the past, but I made close to ten grand off those tulips alone. The one tulip field, as you saw, was picturesque.” Reece had turned much of the acreage into the farm for Elysian Fields Flowers. Spring always saw loads of daffodils, hyacinths, and tulips for sale, which made the whole property smell divine. He spent much of the fall preparing to plant them, boxes upon boxes of bulbs imported from Holland. 

“How are you doing with packing?” Viola looked down at him, helping from a distance. 

“I’m trying to pack light, but also want to be prepared for any weather.” Reece zipped up his enormous bag and then began adding the folded clothes behind him to the medium-sized one. “I'm almost done. I need to decide on which shoes to bring. Comfortable ones for sure. We’ll be doing a lot of walking.”

“Oh, and we should learn some basic Dutch phrases.” Viola took her cup to the marble countered sink. “At least 'please,' 'thank you,' and 'where’s the bathroom.'”

Viola leaned into the recliner when Capio entered the room, holding a pair of sneakers. “And let’s not forget, ‘Een biertje, alstublieft’ – 'One beer, please.'”

“Those are perfect, Capio, thank you. Also, it is the best phrase to know and learn! We're going to have the best time. Holland, here we come!”





Chapter Three

CUPID & I

NESTLED ALONG A cobblestone street in the heart of picturesque Haarlem, Quill and Ink epitomized a quaint small-town bookshop. Its exterior was adorned with ivy climbing the brick walls. A rustic wooden sign, weathered by time, proudly displayed the shop's name in elegant script with golden threads encircling them and the sign edges. This was the top bookstore and the prime place for Viola to bring Reece for his thirst for knowledge. The two were about a block away, walking down the street as Cupid and I watched from the doorway of Quill and Ink. 

“Viola, how do we even know they have what I want?” 

“What is it you want exactly?” 

“A catalog or manual of the old tulips of this town. Those sold here in the 1600s during the Dutch Tulip Fever.”

“Where did it happen?”

“Haarlem here was the center point for sales and growth.” 

“And where are we? 

Reece looked at her. “Haarlem.” 

“So, it is the perfect place to look!” 

“Viola! It is a random bookshop. What if they don’t speak English?” 

“Oh, they do love. I’ve been here a few times before.” 

“That’s not that helpful, Viola.” 

“I gave you plenty of cash!” She points down towards us. “There it is! We are close, darling!”

“Do you think he has any idea how important this visit will be?” Cupid asked me, watching Reece walk faster than Viola and her guards. 

“Not at all. He’s caffeinated, which is good. But the life-changing moment he is about to have will hit him unexpectedly. The guest is here.” 

“As was meant to be. They are not expecting this either.” 

“Precisely. It is an even match, an equilibrium.” I take a small glass vial from my toilet pocket and hold it between my thumb, index finger, and middle finger. The liquid inside was rose gold, sparkling like a swirling galaxy. 

“Parcae Amor is an excellent choice,” Cupid smiled, seeing the vial. 

“The Fair Folk are good at their potions.” 

“That they are. How shall we incite this?” 

“Skulu has written it as it should happen. We must ensure it happens.” I dropped the vial and grinned at Cupid. 

“You can’t read old Dutch.” 

“I can’t read Dutch at all. I love pictures though.” He shook his finger mockingly.  “Picture books are amazing.” 

“Go, go! I am going clothes shopping”.

“You brought three luggage bags of clothes, Viola. Why do you need more?”

“This is Haarlem! I haven’t shopped here in years. The Boutique is right down there.” She pointed to a delicately decorated white shop about a block from the boutique. “Something is telling me to shop, so why not!”

“That something is your clothing addiction.” Reece rolled his eyes, smiling. 

“Hey! I could have worse addictions!” Viola snickered. “I will meet you back here, love. Just text me when you’re done book hunting. Grab something I may like it if you see anything”.

Viola started wandering off. “Viola!” Reece called after her as she turned around. “Please get me a cute beanie or cardigan if they have anything.”

“I got you, boo! Enjoy your words bookworm!” She waved, turning back around. She pranced down to the boutique as Reece shook his head, laughing. A loud crack echoed out, unbeknownst to him, but Cupid and I heard perfectly well. Reece gripped the doorknob just as his foot stepped in, leaving a perfect imprint of rose gold liquid. 

Upon entering, Reece was enveloped in the warm embrace of aged mahogany bookshelves, each brimming with a curated selection of books ranging from vintage classics to contemporary gems. Sunlight streamed through lace-curtained windows, casting a soft glow on worn leather armchairs. It was a literary paradise, and his face lit up as his eyes tried to take in all the shelves. For such a small outdoor presence, it was a sizable inside area. 

The scent of well-loved paper mingled with the faint aroma of freshly brewed coffee, parking Reece up as he wandered his way to the counters. “May I help you?” The shopkeeper, a bespectacled bibliophile with a warm smile, asked as he stood behind a vintage oak counter adorned with antique quill pens and inkwells. 

“Yes, sir, I was looking for any books or catalogs on the tulips from here. During the Fever”.

“Ah, yes, excellent topic for our town. We should have exactly what you’re looking for. Go a few shelves down, then turn left. There will be a wall that says local—third shelf from the bottom. World history will be the shelf behind you”.

“Thank you, sir.”

“Let me know if you need help. It’s easy to get lost here. Used to be an old library”.

“I figured with all of the space. Thank you again. Reece nodded and wandered off in the direction he was told. Cupid and I shuffled along behind him. Reece had no clue that his life was about to change forever. He had always found solace in the world of books, but little did he know that today, amid the shelves filled with stories, he would find the most extraordinary story.

The scent of old leather-bound tomes and the soft rustling of pages greeted him like an old friend. Reece always loved the comforting embrace of a bookstore, where he felt himself most. He strolled along the aisles, lightly running his fingers over the spines, each whispering tales of adventure, love, and mystery as they touched. Reece stopped at the exact shelf the shopkeeper had mentioned. Hundreds of books littered the shelf, and a sign above told the local history. Reece hunched down and skimmed the books. Cupid nudged my leg as he wandered off to a shelf or two behind us. 


“The Catalog of Mania: Tulipa of the Dutch Fever, Richard Jameson and Ivanka Patters,” Reece read aloud as his hand grazed the cover. It was an old Dutch painting of a fancy vase filled with red and purple speckled tulips, some fully open and others in bud. 
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