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            "Sometimes the hardest part of letting go of the past is realizing that the sweetest future has been quietly growing all along."
(Penelope Dalton)
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​Chapter One: The Farmhouse
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The lane to the farmhouse narrowed to a ribbon between stone walls and shoulder-high goldenrod. Harper eased her city sedan along it like a skittish cat, every bump a reminder that this place had been built for boots, not heels. The house waited at the crest of the hill, white paint scabbed and peeling, porch sagging like a mouth missing teeth, windows blank and patient.

She parked beneath a black walnut tree. The air smelled like apples and damp wood. For a long breath, Harper stayed in the car with her hands on the wheel, staring at the house she’d inherited and the life she hadn’t asked for.

“You’re late,” a voice called, warm and amused.

A man in a faded ball cap strode up from the field, the sun catching on glass jars in a crate he carried. Bees traced lazy spirals around him. He looked like summer in work boots, forearms browned, grin ready.

“I’m not late,” Harper said, stepping out. “I’m right on time.”

“City time,” he teased. “I’m Joey Pierce. I’ve been tending the hives on your grandma’s back acre since... well, since before I had to shave.”

Harper’s spine tightened. “You’ve been using the property?”

He blinked, then set the crate gently on the porch railing, as if the old wood might feel it. “Mara always let me. Said the bees liked the clover here.” He tipped his hat, suddenly gentler. “Sorry about your grandma.”

The apology knocked the air out of her. Grief was a tide; she never knew when it would drag at her ankles. “Thank you,” she managed, then added briskly, “I’m planning to clean up, get an appraisal, and list it.”

Joey’s smile hiccuped. “Sell? Before the harvest?”

“I have a life in Boston,” she said. “A job. Plans.”

“Right,” he said lightly, though the word landed heavy. “Well, until you decide, I can show you what you’ve got. See the hives. They’re the only things working around here without complaining.”

Harper looked at the porch, at the bent nails and flaking paint, at the memory-shadows clinging to the doorway. Her grandmother had loved this place fiercely. Harper couldn’t see how she’d ever fit inside that kind of love. “Fine,” she said. “Show me.”

“Careful,” he said with that irrepressible grin as he led her toward the meadow. “You might start liking things that don’t fit on spreadsheets.”
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​Chapter Two: The Beekeeper’s Grin
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He suited her up in a veil and gloves, the netting smelling faintly of smoke and clover. “Rule one,” Joey said, lifting a lid with practiced ease, “move steady. Bees don’t love surprises.”

“I’m very steady,” Harper said, keeping her voice even, ignoring how her pulse ticked faster.

Frames slid free, heavy with comb. The hum rose and fell like breath. It made something in her loosen, an old, tight knot she’d tied when her life had started to tip.

“They talk,” Joey said softly. “By dancing. Beats my last relationship, at least the bees communicate.”

She snorted before she could stop herself. “Impossible.”

“What, that I had a relationship?” His grin turned theatrical. “I contain multitudes.”

“Tragedies,” she muttered, but the corner of her mouth traitored upward.

He pointed with his hive tool, reverent. “Queen’s doing good work. See her? Longer abdomen, moving like she owns the place.”

The queen glided across the comb. Harper felt the oddest prickle of recognition, of a woman whose job was simply to keep building. “How long have you kept hives here?”

“Since my uncle let me set a box behind the barn,” he said. “I was twelve. Money was tight, and honey was sold. My dad called it a hobby until he tasted a good year.” He slid the frame back with care. “Anyway. This land’s a sweet spot. It would be a shame to rip up the clover.”

“I’m not ripping anything,” Harper said. “I’m selling.”

He nodded like he’d heard a different sentence. “Sure. You decide when you’ve seen what the place can do.”

He said it like the house was a person, like it could surprise her. Harper blamed the veil’s heat for the flush in her cheeks. “We’ll see,” she said.

“Yeah,” Joey said, smiling gently now, real. “We will.”
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​Chapter Three: Hives and History
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The farmhouse gave up its secrets slowly. A drawer stuck, then yielded: recipes in looping script, seed packets brittle with years, a photo of a girl perched on the porch railing, her grandma, wild-haired and laughing.

“You favor her,” Joey said, leaning in the doorway with a jar of honey in his hand. “Same stubborn line to the mouth.”

Harper squared her shoulders. “I’m not stubborn.”

“You’re here with a clipboard,” he said. “Stubborn with bullet points.”

She took the jar. The honey caught the light; it looked like captured afternoon. “This is a bribe.”

“This,” he said, “is a reminder. Home can be sweet.”

She scoffed, but when she dipped a fingertip and tasted, the flavor flooded, sunflower and apple blossom and something she couldn’t name, like the echo of music down a hall. Her throat tightened. “It tastes like... September.”

“See?” Joey said softly, not pouncing, not joking. “The bees know.”

She set the jar carefully on the counter. “I can’t run a farm.”

“Who asked you to?” he said. “Just don’t decide everything before you’ve lived a week of it. Fix a hinge. Paint a railing. Help me pull late supers. If you still hate it, I’ll help you list the place myself.”

“You’ll help me sell?”

He held her gaze. “I’ll help you do the right thing for you. Not for your grandma. Not for this town. You.”

It was the kindest thing anyone had said to her since the funeral. “We’ll see,” Harper said again, but it sounded less like armor now and more like a door left ajar.

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Four: Stings and Salves
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It happened because she forgot to be afraid. She moved closer to watch his hands, forgot the edge of her veil, and a honeybee found the warm curve at her wrist.

The sting was sharp, a bright-hot needle. Harper hissed, shock flushing her face.

“Hey,” Joey said instantly, calm as rain. “It’s okay. Come here.”

She hated the wobble in her knees and the way he steered her to the porch steps like she might fall. He knelt, palm up. “May I?”

She nodded, and he worked with gentle precision, flicking the stinger out with a fingernail, pressing a mud-cool poultice he mixed from baking soda and water. His hands were warm. He smelled like smoke and sunlight. The ache eased.

“Bees sting when they’re scared,” he murmured. “You move like someone who doesn’t give herself permission to be scared.”

“I prefer not to be stung,” she said through tight teeth.

“Me too.” He looked up, worry bright in his eyes. “You okay?”

Harper realized she wanted to cry, for the pain, for the ridiculousness, for the way his concern made her feel both held and seen. “I’m... fine.”

“Good,” he said, and then, softer, “You’re doing great.”

It was nothing. It was a balm. It was the opposite of the voice that had told her, a year ago, that she was too cautious, too slow, too much trouble. Harper stared at the old porch boards until the rush in her ears settled.

“First sting
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