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            "You were never done blooming. You just needed winter to remind you."
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​Chapter One: Bouquets in Winter
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Snow dusted Maplewood Falls like powdered sugar, softening the edges of storefronts and tucking itself into evergreen boughs. Eleanor Greeley leaned over the counter of her flower shop, trimming the last of the holly stems. The sharp scent bit pleasantly at her nose, a winter perfume she’d grown accustomed to.

She wrapped the bouquet in brown paper, tied it with twine, and set it carefully on the “pick-up” shelf. The order was for Mrs. Calloway, naturally, every year, the older woman requested “something festive but not gaudy” for her mantel. Eleanor had learned that meant holly, cedar, and a single red ribbon.

The bell over the door jingled. Mrs. Calloway herself bustled in, wrapped in three scarves and a look that suggested she knew everyone’s secrets, including Eleanor’s.

“You’ve outdone yourself,” she said, eyeing the bouquet. “As always.”

Eleanor smiled politely. “Thank you. The ribbon’s a new shade this year.”

Mrs. Calloway’s sharp eyes softened. “And how are you, dear?”

“I’m fine.” The answer was automatic, practiced. Fine was easier than explaining the hollow spaces that lingered even after three winters alone.

Mrs. Calloway hummed as though unconvinced, but she let it go. “The Winter Market will be busy this year. You’ll be there?”

“I have wreath orders,” Eleanor replied. “I’ll deliver them to the stalls.”

“You’ll do more than deliver,” Mrs. Calloway said firmly. “The market needs you. And,” she added slyly, “the market carpenter has returned.”

Eleanor blinked. “Carpenter?”

“Daniel Hale,” Mrs. Calloway supplied, as if Eleanor should know the name. “He’s building the new stalls. Brooding fellow, but dependable. Back after years away.”

Eleanor busied herself sweeping stray pine needles. A carpenter had nothing to do with her. She had her flowers, her shop, her lists. That was enough.

But that night, locking the door against the swirling snow, she couldn’t help but wonder what kind of man built a market stall strong enough to hold the weight of Maplewood’s winter cheer.
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​Chapter Two: The Carpenter Returns
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Daniel Hale arrived in Maplewood Falls the way storms arrive on the lake, quietly at first, then settling in like they meant to stay. He parked his old pickup behind the café, boots crunching over salted snow, breath white in the late-afternoon air. Elias met him at the back door with a handshake that was half welcome, half work order.

“Booths first,” Elias said. “Rose has measurements. Nate has volunteers. The market opens in two weeks.”

Daniel glanced toward the green where wood frames stood like a half-finished sentence. “Winter doesn’t hurry for anyone.”

“Neither does Mrs. Calloway,” Elias said, smirking. “She’ll want your signature on every stall.”

Inside, the café hummed, steam hissing, spoons clinking, Clara laughing near the pastry case. Daniel took his coffee and stood by the window, letting the warmth climb into his hands. That’s when he saw the flower shop across the street.

A woman moved in its window like a careful thread through cloth. Auburn hair pinned back, shawl falling from one shoulder, she trimmed evergreen and tied it with red ribbon, her attention bright as flame. He didn’t know her name yet, but he knew the small economy of her movements, the way people who tended breakable things learned to carry themselves.

“Eleanor,” Elias said, following his gaze. “Greeley’s Flowers.”

Daniel nodded, as if the word had always been familiar to him. “Nice work.”

“She’s the best,” Elias said simply. “And she’ll make you redo anything that wobbles.”

Daniel huffed a laugh. “Then we’ll get along.”

He didn’t cross the street that day. He went out to the green, measured the skeleton of a stall, and began the slow winter ritual he trusted: mark, cut, fit, sand. The rhythm folded over the noise in his head, the old regrets, the roads he hadn’t taken, and made them, if not quiet, at least respectful.
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​Chapter Three: Cold Introductions
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“Your braces are wrong,” Eleanor said.

Daniel looked down at the corner joint, then up at the woman with the auburn hair who’d materialized beside him like a directive in human form. Snow freckles dotted her shawl. Her cheeks were pink from the cold. Her eyes were steady in a way that implied she carried steadiness for a living.

“They’ll hold,” he said, testing the wobble with a palm. “No shear stress at that angle.”

“It’s not the angle,” she replied, gloved finger tapping the brace. “It’s the height of the table. Vendors will lean. People will bump. I’ve mended enough bruised bouquets to know.”

“Ah,” he said, the corner of his mouth begrudging its way up. “You’re not wrong.”

She blinked, surprised at the concession. “Eleanor Greeley.”

“Daniel Hale.” He set his pencil behind his ear. “You make things beautiful. I make them stand up.”

“Beautiful things fall if they’re not built right,” she said, almost to herself.

“Built things are useless if no one wants to be near them,” he returned, almost to himself.

Their gazes snagged, recognition traveling between them like a taut line. He lifted the brace; she held the post. Together, they re-set the joint a notch higher. The stall stopped its faint complaint and settled into itself.

“Better?” he asked.

“Acceptable,” she replied, which, from the look on her face, was as high as her praise ran for strangers.

She turned to leave. He found himself saying, “If you tell me the weight of your wreath hooks, I can discreetly double the anchor plate.”

She hesitated at that, some door inside her considering. “I’ll send the measurements,” she said, voice softer. “Thank you.”

Daniel watched her cross the street, shawl tugged tight. He rubbed his thumb along the smoothed edge of the brace and wondered when he’d last wanted to prove, to anyone, that he could build something more than just strong.
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​Chapter Four: Snowfall and Sawdust
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Snow came in tidy flakes that morning, the kind children draw when they’re asked to imagine winter. Daniel set up a makeshift shop under a canvas awning, sawhorses, a miter saw, and a bin of hardware he’d labeled the way home cooks label spice jars so they can pretend toward order.

Eleanor appeared with a tray of wrapped wreath hooks, cedar-scented steel, polished where the holly might catch. “Measurements,” she said, setting them on his worktable as if presenting evidence.

He measured one, weighed it in his palm. “You weren’t guessing,” he said, and the respect threaded his voice without permission.

“I don’t guess,” she said. The softened edge to her mouth suggested she hadn’t meant the words to sound like a dare.

A gust shouldered the awning, sending a drift of snow onto the table. Daniel moved quickly, scooping the hooks into a dry bin. Eleanor reached too, fingers brushing his. They both stilled, alarmed at the small shock of contact, then busied themselves as if the moment were a glass bauble they ought not drop.

“Let me cut these backing plates,” Daniel said, already setting a board. “You drill the pilot holes. You drill, I’ll countersink.”

He didn’t look at her while he said it, he was watching the blade, the way wood behaved. But Eleanor’s breath hitched in what might have been relief. Work was a language she understood. She took the drill, found the right bit, braced the
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