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Chapter One — The Rain Awning Kiss
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Maribel Santos loved quiet mornings in her candle shop — the soft glow of wax warmers, the scent of vanilla and bergamot drifting through the air, the peaceful hum of a space she’d built with her own hands. But today, the sky had other plans.

A sudden storm rolled over the courtyard, rain falling in sheets so heavy she could barely see the flower shop across the way. She sighed, locking her door and stepping outside to pull down the awning.

That’s when she saw her.

Sienna Hale, florist, courtyard sunshine, and the woman Maribel had admired from a distance for months. Sienna was already outside, struggling to save a display of fresh roses from the downpour. Her curls were damp, her cheeks flushed, her laugh soft and breathless as she tried to gather everything at once.

Maribel hurried over. “You’re going to drown those roses.”

Sienna looked up, startled — then smiled. “Maribel! I didn’t think anyone else was out here.”

“Storm caught me,” Maribel said. “Come under my awning.”

Sienna hesitated, then nodded, gathering the roses and rushing across the courtyard. They ducked under the narrow awning together, shoulder to shoulder, rain pounding just inches away.

The space was small.

Too small.

Close enough that Maribel could feel Sienna’s warmth.

Sienna laughed softly. “Well... this is cozy.”

Maribel swallowed. “It’s temporary.”

But Sienna’s eyes — bright, warm, curious — lingered on her. “You smell like vanilla.”

Maribel felt her cheeks warm. “Occupational hazard.”

Sienna stepped a little closer, her voice lowering. “It’s nice.”

A sudden gust of wind pushed the awning inward, startling them both. Sienna stumbled, her hand reaching out instinctively — catching Maribel’s arm, pulling her close.

Their faces collided in a soft, startled brush of lips.

A kiss.

Accidental.

Warm.

Barely a breath long.

They froze.Sienna’s eyes widened. “Maribel... I—”

Maribel’s heart raced. “It was the wind.”

Sienna nodded quickly. “Right. The wind.”

But neither stepped back.

The rain kept falling, loud and relentless, but under the awning everything felt quiet — suspended — held in a moment neither woman knew how to name.

Sienna swallowed softly. “I didn’t mean to...”

Maribel whispered, “I know.”

But her voice trembled.

Sienna’s gaze softened. “It wasn’t... bad.”

Maribel’s breath caught. “No. It wasn’t.”

They stood there, close enough to feel each other’s warmth, close enough to remember the kiss even though it had lasted only a heartbeat.

The storm finally eased, the courtyard glistening with puddles and soft light.

Sienna stepped back, cheeks flushed. “I should... get these roses inside.”

Maribel nodded. “Of course.”

Sienna hesitated — then smiled, gentle and warm. “See you tomorrow?”

Maribel swallowed. “Yes.”

Sienna walked away, roses in her arms, curls damp, steps light.

Maribel stayed under the awning, touching her lips, wondering how a kiss that wasn’t meant to happen could feel like the beginning of something she’d been waiting for without knowing it.
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Chapter Two — Avoiding Each Other, Wanting Each Other
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The courtyard looked different the next morning. The storm had passed, leaving everything washed clean — the cobblestones glistened, the flower shop smelled sweeter, and Maribel’s candle shop felt unusually quiet.

But it wasn’t the weather making her uneasy.

It was the kiss.Accidental.

Brief.

Unexpected.

And impossible to forget.

Maribel arranged a row of new candles on the front table, but her hands kept pausing, her thoughts drifting toward the flower shop across the courtyard. She could see Sienna through the window — moving vases, trimming stems, laughing softly with a customer.

Maribel’s stomach fluttered.

She looked away.

She wasn’t ready.

Not yet.

The DistanceSienna noticed the distance immediately.

She stepped outside with a small bouquet of daisies, waving lightly across the courtyard. “Morning, Maribel!”

Maribel froze mid-step. “Morning.”

Sienna waited for her to walk over.

Maribel didn’t.

Sienna’s smile faltered just a little. “Busy day?”

Maribel nodded too quickly. “Very.”

Sienna tilted her head, studying her. “You’re avoiding me.”

Maribel’s breath caught. “I’m not.”

Sienna’s voice softened. “It’s okay if you are.”

Maribel swallowed. “I just... have orders.”

Sienna nodded, but her eyes held something gentle and knowing. “Right. Orders.”

She turned back toward her shop, but not before giving Maribel one last warm, lingering glance — the kind that made Maribel’s heart ache.

The Wanting

Maribel spent the next hour pretending to work.

Pretending not to look toward the flower shop.

Pretending she wasn’t replaying the kiss in her mind.

She wasn’t used to this feeling — this fluttering, this uncertainty, this wanting. It wasn’t dramatic or overwhelming. It was soft. Quiet. Persistent.

Every time she passed the window, she caught glimpses of Sienna: arranging lilies with careful hands, laughing with a customer brushing a curl behind her ear, glancing toward Maribel’s shop when she thought no one saw it.

Maribel’s chest tightened.

She wanted to talk to her.

She wanted to explain.

She wanted... something she didn’t have words for yet.

But wanting made her nervous.

And nervous made her hide.

The Courtyard Encounter

By midday, Sienna stepped outside again, carrying a small pot of lavender. She walked toward Maribel’s shop — slow, deliberate, hopeful.

Maribel panicked.

She ducked behind the counter, pretending to reorganize a shelf of wax melts.

The bell chimed softly as Sienna entered.

“Maribel?” she called gently.

Maribel stood up too fast. “Hi.”

Sienna held the lavender pot close to her chest. “I brought this for you.”

Maribel blinked. “For me?”

Sienna nodded. “Lavender helps with nerves.”

Maribel’s cheeks warmed. “I’m not nervous.”

Sienna smiled — soft, kind, unconvinced. “Okay.”

She set the lavender on the counter, her fingers brushing the rim lightly. “I didn’t want yesterday to make things strange.”

Maribel swallowed. “It didn’t.”

Sienna’s voice lowered. “It did a little.”

Maribel looked down. “I just... didn’t know what to say.”

Sienna stepped closer, her tone gentle. “You don’t have to say anything yet.”

Maribel’s breath trembled. “I’m not avoiding you.”

Sienna’s eyes softened. “I know. You’re thinking.”

Maribel nodded slowly. “Yes.”

Sienna exhaled, relieved. “Good. Because I’ve been thinking too.”

Maribel looked up, surprised. “You have?”

Sienna’s smile warmed. “A lot.”

The air between them felt different — not tense, not awkward, just quietly full.

A Small Step Forward

Sienna reached out, touching the lavender pot again. “Keep this near your workspace. It helps.”

Maribel nodded. “Thank you.”

Sienna hesitated — then added softly, “And... if you want to talk later, I’ll be here.”

Maribel’s heart fluttered. “I know.”

Sienna gave her a warm, hopeful smile. “Good.”

She turned to leave, pausing at the door. “Maribel?”

Maribel looked up. “Yes?”

Sienna’s voice was gentle. “I liked the moment under the awning. Even if it surprised us.”

Maribel’s breath caught. “I... did too.”

Sienna’s smile deepened — soft, bright, beautiful. “Then we’ll figure out the rest slowly.”

She stepped out into the courtyard, leaving Maribel with lavender, a racing heartbeat, and the quiet realization that avoiding Sienna wasn’t going to work.

Not when she wanted her this much.
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Chapter Three — Candlelight Confessions
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Maribel Santos spent the rest of the afternoon pretending she wasn’t waiting for something — a sign, a glance, a reason to walk across the courtyard. The lavender pot sat on her counter, its scent drifting through the candle shop like a quiet reminder of Sienna’s visit.

By closing time, the sky had turned a soft peach. The courtyard was empty, the flower shop lights still glowing. Maribel stood at her door, hand on the lock, heart fluttering.

She could go home.

She could stay quiet.

She could keep pretending.

But she didn’t want to.

She wanted Sienna.

Maribel took a breath and stepped outside.

The Invitation

Sienna was sweeping petals near her doorway, humming softly. She looked up when Maribel approached, surprise flickering into warmth.

“Hi,” Sienna said gently.

Maribel swallowed. “Hi.”

Sienna leaned on the broom handle, her smile soft. “You came over.”

Maribel nodded. “I... wanted to talk.”

Sienna’s expression brightened — hopeful, relieved. “I’m glad.”

She gestured toward the flower shop. “Come in. I’m almost done closing.”

Maribel stepped inside, the scent of roses and eucalyptus wrapping around her like a warm embrace. Sienna flipped the sign to Closed and turned back to her, brushing a curl behind her ear.

“Do you want to sit?” Sienna asked.

Maribel nodded, settling onto a small stool near the counter. Sienna sat across from her, close enough that their knees nearly touched.

The shop felt quiet.

Soft.

Safe.

The Confession Begins

Sienna folded her hands
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