

[image: Cover]



Four for Christmas

by

Linda Jordan


Jokul Frosti

Molly’s alarm blared at her and she jerked herself out of bed and across the dark room, dragging the down comforter, which twisted around the legs of her flannel pajamas. She turned off the alarm and remembered why she needed to be up so early.

She opened the curtains to blackness. The sun wouldn’t be up until almost 8:00. It was only 6:30. She needed to dress, eat and get over to the nursery. Clean up anything that was wind or frost damaged and be ready to open at 9:00, an hour early. She turned the light on and shivered at the chill in the room.

She sat back down on the bed and untangled the comforter from her legs. Long underwear today. It usually didn’t get this cold. It’d been a helluva storm yesterday and last night. Blew away all the cloud cover.

After a breakfast of gluten free corn flakes, she pulled her down jacket over three layers of clothes, grabbed her mug of steaming coffee and headed over to the nursery. The thermometer on the deck read 22 degrees. That would cut back a lot of plants.

She didn’t own Greenwoods Nursery. When Dad died last month, he’d left it to Bethany, Molly’s stepmother. Molly was only the beneficiary if both of them died. She’d decided to stay on as manager for at least the next year. Then, depending on how things went, she might start job hunting.

The only thing Bethany knew about plants was that they came in different colors. She was talking about selling the nursery, Molly wished she had enough money to buy it from her. Molly’s stepsister, Sarah, was an employee at the nursery. Sometimes. And always late. Molly didn’t have the power to fire her.

That would have to change.

She grudgingly opened up the gates between the nursery and house. At least the house was hers. Bethany had moved into a condo in town after Dad died. Molly didn’t hate Bethany, but she did feel jealous that Dad left the nursery to her. She’d worked her whole life here. Bethany was an interloper. Bethany had never belonged here.

Molly always left the gate open so customers could roam around the beautiful garden. It was where she did her experimenting and she felt proud of the results. Even now, just before winter started the garden looked lovely. The motion sensor lights revealed beautifully pruned trees laid bare by the cold. They were interspersed with conifers and evergreen shrubs. Other shrubs covered with berries in white and red were interspersed throughout the garden. A witch hazel bloomed orange in one corner and Christmas roses were beginning their yearly show, starting off with the snow white blossoms of Helleborus niger. The stark beauty of the plants in winter made her soul sing. Here at the darkest time of the year to be able to create loveliness, that was her work. Her true work. Even if few people saw it, she knew.

She walked towards the office, her boots crunching along the gravel path and clouds forming from her breath. Her fingers already hurt from the cold, even through thick gloves. The path was lit by twinkling white lights. The closer she got to the office, the more twinkle lights there were. At the office, there was a floodlight illuminating the doorway, which could be seen from the street. She was always a little worried about security. They had few break ins, but it only took one or two to devastate the nursery. Especially in this economy.

She heard a crackling noise behind her and turned to see a guy. How had he gotten in? The nursery was ringed with a tall fence. And she knew that all the gates had been locked last night. She’d double checked them. Unless, he’d followed her from the house. The yard was fenced, but the gates weren’t locked.

He didn’t look like normal nursery clientele. Dressed in sleek black leather pants and furry jacket and tall black leather boots. He wore no shirt and the jacket was left open, exposing his bare chest and the silver glint of a nipple ring. Dark hair and pale, pale skin made him look like a rock star. As he walked closer, she felt mesmerized by his light blue eyes. They reminded her of the sky right before a snowstorm. His skin looked blue as well. And glittery. It must be from the lights.

Lily meowed through the office door and brought her back to reality.

“We’re not open yet, sir.” Why was she sirring him?

“Pardon me,” he said, with an accent she couldn’t place. Not British, maybe slightly Germanic?

“You’ll have to leave. We open today at 9:00.”

He gazed into her eyes and she felt lost again. Lost in a blizzard of confusion. He was cold and alone.

How did she know that?

“If you really need a place to get out of the cold, you can go into that greenhouse,” she pointed to the one which held houseplants and the classroom. It was set up with tables for wreath making today. “It’s warm. Just close the door.”

He nodded and walked in that direction.

He disappeared inside the greenhouse and she opened the office door, closing and locking it behind her.

“Why did I do that? Why did I let him stay?” She shivered in the deep cold of the office. She should have left the heat on a bit. Poor cats. She switched it on.

She’d let the man stay because he was freezing and needed to get warm. No one should have to be out in this bitter cold. Even though he hadn’t looked cold, he hadn’t been hunched into his jacket, no teeth shivering. Somehow he felt cold. And Alone.

Lily meowed at her again, the sleek, black shape rubbing around her boots.

“I know dear, you’re starving.”

Molly opened a can of cat food and began spooning it into bowls. The cat flap smacked twice and Buster, a fluffy white cat and Calliope, the tortie, ran inside and added to the yowling, until she put the bowls down.

To the noise of the slurping cats, she checked the phone messages.

One from Bethany, to make sure Molly knew how important this particular wreath making class was, blah, blah, blah. The ladies coming were all members of her Women in Business Club and first impressions were everything. Blah, blah, blah. If first impressions were everything, then Bethany should have invited her club for a different class in May, when everything looked perfect. Not now, when everything was bare. Nurseries in December were for diehard plant lovers. Even with the Christmas trees and decorations, the ‘ladies’ wouldn’t be impressed.

There was no message from Sarah, yet. That would come about five minutes before the class started. Or five minutes after. A breathless, ‘Sorry, I’m late, I’m leaving right now.’

No one would be here to help until then. As usual Molly would have to do it all herself. Which would be fine, if she didn’t have to account for Bethany’s and Sarah’s wages out of the amount she had available for scheduling anyone else. Which left no money to hire someone who would actually do some work.

She got the coffee brewing in the office and the heater going. The cats would appreciate it. She checked email messages. Nothing crucial that couldn’t be left for tomorrow.

She was stalling. She didn’t want to go to the greenhouse and check on that guy. He didn’t give her creepy vibes. Didn’t feel dangerous. Just not all there, as if part of him was somewhere else. Maybe he was on drugs. Maybe she should call the cops.

Maybe she should stop worrying so much.

It wasn’t really light enough to check outside for storm damage. She should make sure everything was set up for the class. After all, she had left that for Sarah to do. She locked the office and went back outside. The windows of the office were covered with frost, making delicate icy filagreed pictures.

Reluctantly, she went inside the classroom greenhouse. The guy wasn’t there. Unless he was in the restroom. But no, as she got closer, both doors were open. She went in each one, flushed the toilets and ran water, just to make sure pipes weren’t frozen. Turning the heat up, she glanced around the greenhouse. At least it was cleaned up from yesterday.

She got out the old coffeemaker and filled it with cold water from the deep sink in the classroom area. Set it on the table and put coffee inside the filter. She’d plug it in later. Bethany was bringing pastries from her favorite bakery. Something about impressing her friends, she’d said. Molly got out paper cups, plates and napkins.

She looked at the tables and rearranged them, noticing Sarah hadn’t got out wreath forms, rubber bands or clippers. All she’d done was drag out the tables.

And that guy, where had that guy gone? She didn’t want to get clubbed in the back of the head with a shovel. Sam, the part timer who was mainly working the cut Christmas trees, would be here just before nine. Another person around would make her feel safer. But maybe the guy had left the way he came. Which was how? She should check the gates and fences. But she felt sure she’d locked everything last night.

Molly closed her eyes and sighed. Why had Dad given the nursery to Bethany? Why? But she knew why. He’d wanted Bethany to have an income, because there was no money to give her. The nursery didn’t bring in that much. And Bethany and her daughter were worthless as nursery employees. Absolutely worthless.

It burned a hole in Molly’s gut. She’d worked there her whole life and Dad gave the nursery to someone he’d only been with for three years. Hadn’t she been worthy enough?

She shoved the black pit of despair back into its hiding place and gathered the supplies, laying them out on the tables, so each person would have what they needed to make a wreath. She needed to get over this. Either live with it or leave.

Taking a deep breath she inhaled the scents of the wreaths hanging up in the greenhouse. Fir, pine, bay, rosemary. The smells soothed her, made her shoulders drop and her muscles loosen somewhat.

Molly glanced at the clock. 8:30. She plugged in the coffee and set out a bowl of sweeteners and creamers. It was light outside, she needed to make sure things were cleaned up. She grabbed a small candy cane from another bowl. Sliding it out of the plastic, she slipped it in her mouth. The peppermint woke up her tongue, sharp and biting. She crunched on it until the sweet, strong minty pieces were gone.

Things might not start on time this morning, some of the ladies might have trouble on the icy roads. At least the snow had held off. That would kill business completely. No one wanted to make wreaths or buy Christmas trees in the snow, what kind of Christmas spirit was that? Except maybe a few neighborhood people who invariably came by on foot, just for the adventure of walking in the snow.

Even though it was past dawn outside, the temperatures hadn’t warmed up. The sky was blue, crisp and clear. It wouldn’t get much warmer today. On days like these, only clouds coming in would warm things up.

She uprighted some of the larger trees in pots which had blown down. Things weren’t too bad. They’d sold most of their outdoor stock at the fall sale. Of the plants left, most were over wintering in unheated greenhouses.

She loved the smell of the fir trees, cut just for Christmas. They had a few living Christmas trees as well. Sam should be here soon. All he did was sell the Christmas trees and a few other things on the weekends. Rang people up. He didn’t know plants, but he showed up for work, even though this was his second job.

She kept a lookout for the strange guy, but saw no sign of him. After a complete round of the nursery, she decided everything looked perfect. The frost glinted and made everything sparkly and pretty. She left the twinkle lights on during the day at this time of year. Made everything more festive. The place was lined with wreaths and garlands, ribbons and bows. Beautiful planters with evergreens that berried and tasteful garden statues of concrete. All the fragile statuary had been taken inside. And the whole place smelled wonderful from the fir trees. She really couldn’t get enough of that smell.

It reminded her of Dad. This would be her first Christmas without him. She felt such an empty pit in her stomach. He would have wanted her to learn to live with this. For her and Bethany to work together.

She had tried, but the crap Bethany had pulled in the last month took her breath away. Taking all the cash for the tills, because “I needed it”. Not calling customers back, firing the other part time employee, Janet, who’d been there for years. “Because of the way she looks. She looks like a lesbian.” Janet knew plants and customers loved her. They always asked for her. And replacing Janet with Sarah, who knew nothing and did less. And who one more than one occasion insulted customers. Dad hadn’t worked for forty years building up this nursery to have Bethany kill it in half a year. Molly couldn’t let that happen.

She unlocked the office again and went inside the store from there. Took the money out of the safe and set up two tills. There’d be a rush at nine and then as the ladies left, hopefully another one as they bought a few little things they adored.
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