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​Chapter One: Inheritance and Ashes
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The funeral flowers had lasted longer than Iris expected.

Three weeks later, they still slumped in their vases throughout Petals & Thorns, brown-edged and drooping but refusing to fully die. Iris knew she should throw them out. She knew the irony of a florist letting arrangements rot in her own shop was almost laughable. She knew that every time a potential customer peered through the window and saw those skeletal roses, those withered lilies, they kept walking.

She couldn't bring herself to touch them.

They were the last flowers Aunt Viv would ever receive, even if Viv had been too dead to receive them. Even if Iris had been the one to arrange half of them herself, hands shaking, the morning of the service. Even if she'd cried so hard while wiring the standing spray that Pooja had to take over, muttering in Hindi under her breath while Iris sobbed into a dish towel in the back room.

The shop smelled like decay trying to masquerade as potpourri.

Iris sat cross-legged on the floor behind the counter, surrounded by three years of paperwork that she'd found shoved into a filing cabinet held together with duct tape and spite. Invoices, receipts, vendor contracts, tax documents—all of it in Aunt Viv's cramped handwriting, organized according to some system that had died with her.

"Okay, okay, okay," Iris muttered, sorting a stack of invoices by date. Or trying to. Half of them weren't dated. "This is fine. This is totally fine. People run businesses all the time without having nervous breakdowns on the floor."

Her phone buzzed. Pooja's name lit up the screen.

Still alive?

Iris typed back one-handed, still clutching an invoice from 2019 for baby's breath. Thriving. Living my best life. Definitely not having a crisis.

That's exactly what someone having a crisis would say

How's the ER?

Busy. Guy came in with a light bulb stuck somewhere unfortunate. How's the shop?

Iris looked around at the wilting funeral flowers, the scattered paperwork, the ancient cash register that had stopped working yesterday, the crack in the front window she couldn't afford to fix, the water stain spreading across the ceiling from the apartment upstairs.

Great! she typed. Everything's great!

Three dots appeared, pulsed, disappeared. Then: Liar. I'm coming over after my shift with wine.

I have a meeting with the lawyer tomorrow morning

Then you especially need wine

Iris set the phone down and pressed her palms against her eyes. The lawyer. Right. The mysterious clause in Aunt Viv's will that she'd been trying very hard not to think about for three weeks.

The shop wasn't just hers.

She owned fifty percent. Someone else owned the other fifty percent. Someone Iris had never heard of, someone the lawyer wouldn't name over the phone, someone who apparently had to agree to any and all decisions about the business going forward.

A silent partner. A stranger. Someone Aunt Viv had trusted enough to split her life's work with, but had never once mentioned to Iris.

Not that Iris and Aunt Viv had mentioned much of anything to each other for the past six years.

Iris grabbed another invoice and forced herself to focus. This one was dated, at least. March 2021. Roses, bulk order, for... she squinted at Viv's handwriting... Mrs. Kowalski's funeral.

Her grandmother. Viv's mother. The funeral Iris hadn't been invited to because she'd already been cut off by then. The funeral that happened three months after Iris had sent the family a letter explaining that she was transgender, that she was Iris now, that she'd started hormones and could they please use the right name and pronouns.

The letter had been returned unopened.

Well. Not by everyone. Aunt Viv had sent her own letter. Iris still had it, though she hadn't looked at it in years. Couldn't bear to. Three sentences, in Viv's blunt handwriting:

I need time to process this. Please respect that. I'll contact you when I'm ready.

She never had.

And now Iris was sitting in Viv's shop—her shop, fifty-percent hers—surrounded by Viv's filing system and Viv's funeral flowers and Viv's silence, trying to understand what the inheritance meant. Apology? Guilt? Some final passive-aggressive twist of the knife?

The lawyer had read one line from Viv's will over the phone, the only line that specifically mentioned Iris by name:

To my niece, Iris Kowalski, I leave fifty percent ownership of Petals & Thorns, with the hope that she will understand why.

Understand why. As if Iris understood anything about why Viv had done any of this. Why she'd chosen silence over reconciliation. Why she'd let six years pass without a single word. Why she'd died alone in this apartment above the shop at sixty-eight years old, and Iris hadn't even known she was sick until the lawyer called.

"Stop it," Iris said out loud. Her voice echoed in the empty shop. "Stop spiraling. You have work to do."

The paperwork wasn't going to organize itself. The shop wasn't going to save itself. The mysterious partner wasn't going to conveniently disappear. And Iris wasn't going to fall apart, because if she fell apart now, what was the point of any of it?

She'd fought too hard to become herself. She'd lost her entire family except for Aunt Viv, and then she'd lost Aunt Viv too, and then Viv had died and somehow left her this shop, this impossible responsibility, this chance to prove—

What? That she was worth something? That she could build something lasting? That her aunt should have chosen her six years ago?

Iris didn't know. She just knew she couldn't fail.

She worked until her back ached and her eyes burned and the stack of "sorted" invoices looked exactly as chaotic as when she'd started. The funeral flowers watched her like silent judges. The water stain on the ceiling seemed to spread while she wasn't looking. The streetlight outside flickered and died, and Iris realized it was past midnight.

She should go upstairs. Eat something. Sleep. Be a functional human being with a normal relationship to business ownership and inherited trauma.

Instead, she got up, joints cracking, and walked to the back room to make coffee.

The back room was tiny—barely space for a utility sink, a mini-fridge, a hot plate, and the ancient coffee maker Iris was pretty sure predated her birth. She filled the carafe with water, measured out coffee grounds with shaking hands, and waited for the machine to wheeze to life.

While it burbled and dripped, she leaned against the counter and let herself look around the shop properly.

It was a mess. That was the kind truth. The actual truth was that it was dying.

The paint was peeling. The display coolers were from the 1990s and ran so loud that Iris had to shout to be heard when they kicked on. Half the overhead lights were burned out. The floor tiles were cracked. The bathroom door didn't lock. The whole place smelled like old water and funeral flowers and something musty Iris couldn't identify.

But.

The bones were good. The big front windows let in beautiful natural light. The original tin ceiling was still intact under the water damage. The wood floors were solid oak under decades of scuff marks. The location was decent—right on Main Street in a neighborhood that was trying very hard to gentrify itself into relevance.

And the apartment upstairs. Two bedrooms, one bathroom, a kitchen, a living room with good light. Empty now. Viv's things already cleared out by some estate service the lawyer had arranged. Iris had only been up there once since the funeral. It had felt like trespassing.

The coffee maker beeped. Iris poured herself a mug, added too much sugar and the last of the creamer from the mini-fridge, and carried it back to the front counter.

The paperwork waited. The meeting with the lawyer waited. The mysterious partner waited. The impossible task of saving a failing business Iris barely knew how to run waited.

She sat back down on the floor, pulled out a fresh stack of invoices, and got to work.

By two in the morning, she'd made a spreadsheet. It was a terrible spreadsheet, full of gaps and question marks and cells highlighted in red where numbers didn't make sense, but it existed. Progress.

By three in the morning, she'd calculated the shop's current debt. Then she'd recalculated it, because surely she'd made a mistake. Then she'd checked a third time and confirmed that no, the shop was exactly as underwater as she'd feared.

By four in the morning, she'd drafted a preliminary business plan on the back of an old order form. Or the skeleton of one, anyway. Modernize the aesthetic. Focus on weddings and events. Build a social media presence. Offer custom design services. Partner with local wedding planners. Maybe do workshops. Something. Anything.

By five in the morning, she was crying again, quiet tears that dripped onto the paperwork and smudged Aunt Viv's handwriting.

"I don't know what you wanted," Iris whispered to the empty shop, to the funeral flowers, to the ghost of a woman who'd rejected her and then inexplicably left her everything. "I don't know if this is forgiveness or punishment or just—I don't know. But I'm going to try. Okay? I'm going to try."

The shop didn't answer. It never did.

Iris finished her coffee, now cold. She stacked the paperwork into something resembling order. She shut down the spreadsheet and closed her laptop. She looked at the funeral flowers one more time, and this time, she crossed the shop and started gathering them up.

They came apart in her hands, petals falling, stems breaking, the water in the vases murky and foul-smelling. She carried them to the dumpster out back, all of them, and threw them away. Every last one.

When she came back inside, the shop looked emptier. Sadder. But also cleaner. Ready for something new.

Iris locked the front door, turned off the lights, and climbed the stairs to the apartment. Her apartment now, supposedly. Though it still smelled like Viv's rose-scented hand soap and the lavender sachets she'd kept in all the drawers.

She collapsed into bed—Viv's bed, that Iris really needed to replace—without changing clothes.

Tomorrow she'd meet the partner. Tomorrow she'd figure out what the hell Aunt Viv had been thinking. Tomorrow she'd start actually saving this business instead of just sitting in its ruins crying.

Tonight, she let herself be tired.

She fell asleep still wearing her jeans and her cardigan and her chipped nail polish, one hand curled under her cheek, the other clutching her phone like an anchor.

In the morning, everything would change.

She just didn't know how much.
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​Chapter Two: The Carpenter's Silence
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Delaney Frost had built her life around control.

The workshop reflected that. Every tool hung in its designated place on the pegboard wall, outlines traced in permanent marker so she'd know immediately if something was missing. The workbench was clean, swept clear of sawdust at the end of every day. Her project notebook sat at perfect right angles to the table saw. Even the scrap wood was organized by size and type, stacked neatly in bins she'd built herself.

Control meant safety. Safety meant survival.

She ran her hand along the cabinet she'd been working on for the past week—white oak, dovetail joints, custom-fitted to hold vinyl records for a client in Providence. The wood was smooth under her calloused fingers, the joints tight and perfect. Good work. Work she could be proud of, even if only three people would ever know she'd made it.

That was how she preferred it. Anonymous. Private. Safe.

The client had found her through a friend of a friend of a friend, the same way all her clients found her now. Word of mouth, quiet recommendations, nothing in writing beyond the contract and invoice. No website. No social media. No public presence at all.

She used to have a website. Used to have business cards with her name and photo. Used to think visibility meant success.

That was before.

Delaney pushed the thought away and focused on the cabinet. She needed to attach the shelves today, then sand everything one final time before applying the finish. Two more days of work, maybe three if her hands were bad.

Her phone buzzed on the workbench. She ignored it. Probably a spam call. The only people who had her number were June, her physical therapist; Mrs. Chen, who'd hired her to rebuild her porch last summer; and the handful of other clients who'd earned her trust enough to get a callback number.

The phone buzzed again. Then a third time.

Delaney picked it up, frowning. Not a call. A notification from the mail tracking app. Certified letter delivered to her PO box. Signature required.

She set down the sandpaper she'd been reaching for. Certified letters meant government agencies or lawyers. Neither was good.

The workshop suddenly felt too small, too quiet. She grabbed her keys and jacket and headed out.



The post office was a ten-minute drive from her workshop, located in a converted garage behind the house she rented in a neighborhood that minded its own business. She'd chosen this place specifically because her elderly landlord didn't ask questions and the nearest neighbor was a quarter mile away.

Inside the post office, she signed for the letter without making eye contact with the clerk. Thick envelope, expensive paper, return address from a law firm in the city.

Her stomach dropped.

She made it back to her truck before opening it. Her hands were steady—she'd learned to control that too—but her heart hammered against her ribs.

The letterhead read: Whitmore & Associates, Estate Planning and Probate Law.

Estate planning. Someone had died.

She scanned the first paragraph, and the world tilted sideways.

Dear Ms. Frost,

We regret to inform you of the passing of Vivian Kowalski, who named you as a beneficiary in her last will and testament...

Viv.

Viv was dead.

Delaney stared at the words until they blurred. Then she kept reading.

...fifty percent ownership of the business known as Petals & Thorns, located at 412 Main Street...

...co-ownership with Ms. Iris Kowalski, Ms. Vivian Kowalski's niece...

...mandatory six-month partnership evaluation period...

...your presence is required at our offices tomorrow, May 15th, at 10:00 AM...

No.

Delaney read it again. Then a third time. The words didn't change.

Viv had left her half of the flower shop. The flower shop on Main Street. The flower shop with the big front windows and the apartment upstairs and the location in the middle of the busiest street in the city.

The most public place Viv could have possibly chosen.

And she had to share it with someone named Iris. Viv's niece. Someone Delaney had never met, never heard of, someone who probably had no idea who Delaney was or why Viv would leave half her business to a carpenter.

The letter included a card with the lawyer's contact information and a handwritten note at the bottom:

Ms. Kowalski has already been notified. We look forward to meeting with you both tomorrow to discuss the terms of the inheritance.

Delaney's phone rang. She jumped, nearly dropped it. June's name on the screen.

She let it go to voicemail. She couldn't talk right now. Couldn't explain this.

The truck cab felt too hot despite the cool May morning. She rolled down the window and forced herself to breathe. In for four counts. Hold for four. Out for four. The technique June had taught her for managing panic.

It didn't work.

Viv was dead. Viv, who'd hired her five years ago to build custom shelving for the shop's back room and had never once asked about Delaney's past. Viv, who'd paid her in cash and never put her name on any public invoices. Viv, who'd sometimes left her alone in the shop to work and trusted her not to steal anything.

Viv, who'd been the closest thing to family Delaney had left.

And Viv had left her the shop. Half of it, anyway. Along with a partner. Along with a requirement to run a public-facing business for six months before she could sell her share.

Six months of visibility. Six months of existing where anyone could find her. Six months of risking everything she'd built in the four years since the incident.

Delaney looked at the letter again, searching for a loophole. There had to be a way out. She could refuse the inheritance. People did that, didn't they? Just signed it away, walked away, stayed safe.

But then she reached the final paragraph:

Please note that refusal of this bequest will result in the entire business passing to Ms. Iris Kowalski, along with a personal letter from Ms. Vivian Kowalski to be delivered to you posthumously. Ms. Kowalski specified that she hoped you would choose to honor her wishes by accepting the partnership.

A letter. Viv had written her a letter.

Delaney's throat tightened. She hadn't cried in three years—not since the day she'd deleted her business website and stopped answering her phone and rebuilt her entire life around invisibility—but she felt dangerously close now.

Viv had known. Somehow, Viv had known what this inheritance would cost. And she'd done it anyway.

Why?



Delaney drove to her physical therapy appointment on autopilot, the letter folded in her jacket pocket like a ticking bomb.

June's office was in a medical complex on the east side of the city, tucked between a dentist and a pediatrician. Delaney had been coming here every other week for four years, ever since the construction accident that had shattered her left knee and ended her career in commercial carpentry.

The accident had been the beginning of the end. The media attention had been the actual end.

June was waiting in the treatment room, her black hair pulled back in its usual low ponytail, wearing navy scrubs and the calm expression that never changed no matter what Delaney said or didn't say.

"You're tense today," June said, before Delaney had even finished settling onto the treatment table. "More than usual."

Delaney stretched out her left leg, feeling the familiar ache in her knee. "Bad morning."

"Want to talk about it?"

"No."

June nodded, didn't push. That was why Delaney kept coming back. June understood boundaries.

The session was the same as always—assisted stretches, resistance exercises, manual therapy that hurt in the specific way that meant healing. Delaney focused on her breathing, on the controlled movements, on anything except the letter burning a hole in her pocket.

"Your range of motion is improving," June said, guiding Delaney's knee through a careful rotation. "You've been doing the home exercises."

"Yeah."

"Pain level today?"

"Four out of ten." A lie. It was closer to six, but Delaney had learned that admitting to high pain numbers meant longer appointments and more questions.

June's hands were warm and steady on her knee. Professional touch. Safe touch. The only kind Delaney allowed these days.

"How's work?" June asked.

Standard question. Safe question. Delaney usually gave a standard answer: Fine. Busy. Good.

Today, she heard herself say, "Someone died."

June's hands stilled. "I'm sorry. Someone close to you?"

"Close as I get these days."

A pause. June resumed the gentle manipulation of Delaney's joint. "Do you want to tell me about them?"

Did she? Delaney stared at the ceiling, at the motivational poster about the body's capacity for healing, and considered it.

"She was a client," Delaney said finally. "Years ago. She hired me for small jobs sometimes. Didn't ask questions."

"That was important to you."

"Yeah."

"And now?"

"Now she's dead. And she left me something I can't accept."

June worked in silence for a moment, then said quietly, "Can't? Or don't want to?"

Delaney's jaw tightened. "Same thing."

"Is it?"

She didn't answer. June didn't push.

At the end of the session, June gave her the usual printout of home exercises and the usual reminder to ice the knee if the pain flared. Then she said, "Delaney. Whatever this thing is that you can't accept—if you need to talk about it, I'm here. Not as your PT. Just as someone who gives a damn."

Delaney took the printout, nodded, and left.



She drove home the long way, avoiding Main Street even though it added fifteen minutes to the trip. She didn't want to see the flower shop. Didn't want to think about what it would mean to walk through that door tomorrow and meet Viv's niece and sign whatever papers the lawyer put in front of her.

She couldn't do it.

She wouldn't do it.

She'd go to the meeting, refuse the inheritance, get the letter from Viv, and walk away. Stay safe. Stay invisible. Stay in control.

But when she got home and sat in her empty living room with the letter spread out on the coffee table, she couldn't stop reading that one line:

Ms. Kowalski specified that she hoped you would choose to honor her wishes by accepting the partnership.

Honor her wishes.

Viv had never asked Delaney for anything. Not in five years of occasional work, of quiet payment, of careful distance. She'd just let Delaney exist in her space, no questions asked, no expectations made.

Until now.

Delaney picked up her phone and pulled up the search bar. She typed: Iris Kowalski.

Three Facebook profiles, none with photos. A LinkedIn for someone in Seattle. A marathon runner in Colorado. Nothing that matched.

She tried: Iris Kowalski florist.

Nothing.

Petals & Thorns flower shop.

The shop's Facebook page came up, last updated eight months ago. Generic photos of flower arrangements. No people. No personal information.

She was about to close the browser when she noticed the reviews. One from three weeks ago:

So sorry to hear about Viv's passing. She made the flowers for my mother's funeral ten years ago and I never forgot how beautiful they were. Wishing her family peace.

Three weeks ago. So Iris had been running the shop alone for three weeks. Probably overwhelmed. Probably grieving. Probably expecting a partner who'd help share the load.

Definitely not expecting a carpenter who'd want nothing to do with any of it.

Delaney set down her phone and looked around her living room. Small rental house, barely furnished, nothing personal on the walls. She'd lived here for three years and it still looked like she might leave any day. Because she might. If anyone found her, if the harassment started again, she'd already planned her exit strategy. New city, new name, new life.

That was control. That was safety.

But it was also lonely as hell.

She thought about Viv's shop. The smell of roses and green stems. The way light came through the big front windows in the afternoon. The apartment upstairs that Viv had lived in alone for forty years.

She thought about the letter she'd get if she refused. Viv's last words to her. Probably an explanation. Maybe an apology for putting her in this position.

Or maybe a challenge.

Delaney stood up, walked to her bedroom, and pulled out the small wooden box she kept on her closet shelf. Inside: her old business cards, from before. Her name, her photo, her carefully built reputation as a skilled carpenter who did excellent work.

She hadn't looked at these in four years.

The woman in the photo looked younger. Happier. Naive enough to think visibility was safe.

Delaney closed the box and put it back.

Tomorrow she'd go to the lawyer's office. She'd meet Iris Kowalski. She'd figure out what the hell Viv had been thinking.

And then she'd decide whether to honor her wishes or save herself.

She just didn't know which one mattered more.



That night, Delaney lay in bed staring at the ceiling, her knee aching despite the ice pack, her mind racing despite the exhaustion.

Viv's voice echoed in her memory. The few conversations they'd had, brief and practical:

Good work on the shelves. I'll call you if I need anything else.

You don't have to tell me anything you don't want to. I don't pry.

Here's cash. Easier that way.

And once, just once, about six months ago, when Delaney had finished installing a new countertop in the shop's back room:

You're good at this. Building things. You should do more of it.

Delaney had shrugged. I do enough.

Viv had given her a long look, the kind that saw too much. Do you, though?

She'd left before Delaney could answer.

Now Delaney understood. Viv had been planning this. Maybe for months. Maybe longer. She'd seen Delaney hiding and decided to force her hand.

It was infuriating.

It was terrifying.

It was, possibly, the kindest thing anyone had done for her in years.

Delaney turned onto her side, careful of her knee, and closed her eyes.

Tomorrow. She'd deal with all of it tomorrow.

For tonight, she let herself imagine, just for a moment, what it might feel like to walk into that shop and claim it. To build something beautiful in a space where people could see it. To have a partner, someone to share the weight with.

To be visible and safe at the same time.

It was a fantasy. A dangerous one.

But as she finally drifted off to sleep, Delaney couldn't quite let it go.
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​Chapter Three: Forced Partnership
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Iris arrived at the lawyer's office twenty minutes early, because of course she did.

She'd stress-cleaned the apartment until three in the morning, then showered, then changed outfits four times before settling on a floral sundress and cardigan that made her look approximately seventy-three percent more competent than she felt. Her hair was in a deliberately messy bun that had taken fifteen minutes to achieve. Her nail polish was fresh, a cheerful coral that was already chipping at the edges because she'd applied it at 6 AM with shaking hands.

She looked like someone who had their life together.

She felt like someone who was about to throw up in a law office waiting room.

"You're going to be fine," Pooja had told her that morning, calling from the hospital cafeteria during her break. "It's just a meeting. Sign some papers, meet the mystery partner, figure out next steps. You've got this, babe."

"What if they're terrible?" Iris had said, pacing her kitchen. "What if they want to sell immediately? What if they're, I don't know, a real estate developer who wants to tear down the building and put up condos?"

"Then you negotiate. That's what the six-month clause is for, right? You have time."

"What if they're a secret racist or transphobe or—"

"Iris. Breathe. Your aunt wouldn't have left them half her business if they were terrible. She was a lot of things, but she wasn't stupid."

Iris had wanted to believe that. She'd tried to believe that, all through the anxious drive to the lawyer's office, through finding parking, through riding the elevator to the third floor.

Now she sat in the waiting room, leg bouncing, trying not to check her phone every thirty seconds.

9:47 AM. Thirteen minutes until the meeting. Thirteen minutes until she met the person who now owned half of her inheritance, half of her chance to prove herself, half of everything.

The waiting room was aggressively beige. Cream walls, tan carpet, taupe furniture. A reception desk where a woman in her fifties typed without looking up. Bland landscape paintings. A fake ficus in the corner.

Iris pulled out her phone and pretended to check email. Nothing new. She opened Instagram, scrolled for ten seconds without seeing anything, closed it again.

9:51 AM.

The elevator dinged.

Iris looked up.

A woman stepped out. Tall, lean, dark hair cut short on the sides and longer on top. Work boots, Carhartt canvas pants, a gray henley with the sleeves pushed up to reveal muscular forearms. She moved carefully, almost stiffly, and there was something guarded in the way she scanned the waiting room before her eyes landed on the reception desk.

Iris looked back at her phone. Probably a contractor here to meet with a different client. Or someone's butch lawyer girlfriend. Not her problem.

The woman spoke to the receptionist, her voice low enough that Iris couldn't hear. The receptionist nodded, said something, and the woman turned toward the seating area.

Their eyes met.

Iris felt the recognition like a physical jolt, even though she'd never seen this woman before in her life. Something about the careful way she held herself. The walls practically visible around her. The look in her dark eyes that said I don't want to be here so clearly that Iris could practically hear it.

Oh no.

The woman crossed the waiting room and stopped a careful three feet away from Iris's chair. "Iris Kowalski?"

Her voice was low, measured, with a subtle New England accent. Like she chose every word before saying it.

Iris stood up too fast, nearly dropping her phone. "Yes. Hi. That's me. Are you—you're the—"

"Delaney Frost." She didn't offer to shake hands. Didn't smile. Just stood there like she was braced for impact. "I owned half the shop."

"Owned? Past tense?"

"We should probably talk to the lawyer first."

And that was apparently all she was willing to say, because she moved to a chair on the opposite side of the waiting room and sat down, pulling out her own phone and staring at it with aggressive focus.

Iris sat back down slowly. Okay. Okay. So her new business partner was a taciturn carpenter who looked like she'd rather be literally anywhere else and had already mentally checked out of this partnership before it even started.

Great. Perfect. Fantastic.

She snuck another look at Delaney. The other woman sat perfectly still, not bouncing her leg or fidgeting or showing any external signs of anxiety. But there
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