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Chapter 1: Homecomings and Handkerchiefs
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In Bottlebrush Bend, autumn arrived with three certainties: the apple harvest would bring the town to life, Mabel Matthews’ award-winning apple pies would be sorely missed at the festival, and Rose Matchwell would find a way to turn grief into new beginnings. As Claire Matthews stood beneath the old orchard sign, suitcase in hand and city dust still on her shoes, she had no idea that Rose was already three steps ahead in a game Claire didn’t even know she was playing. In Bottlebrush Bend, matchmaking wasn’t just a hobby—it was practically a civic duty. And Rose Matchwell never shirked her responsibilities.

Claire squinted up at the weathered sign swinging in the breeze. Sweetapple Orchard, Est. 1910. The paint was peeling, and the chain creaked with every gust of wind, much like the ancient gate hinge that had protested when she’d pushed her way onto the property. Five days since the funeral, and it still didn’t feel real that Gran was gone. Even less real was the notion that this entire place—all fifteen acres of it—now belonged to her.

“What am I supposed to do with you?” she murmured, shifting her designer bag higher on her shoulder. The real estate agent in Adelaide had practically salivated when she’d mentioned an orchard this close to the tourist route. “Developers would snap it up in a heartbeat,” he’d assured her.

Claire sighed and headed up the gravel drive toward the white farmhouse that seemed smaller than she remembered. The last time she’d visited was... eight years ago? Nine? Work had always gotten in the way, and Gran always understood. Or at least, she’d said she understood.

The key stuck in the lock, requiring a particular jiggle that came back to Claire’s memory before her conscious mind could recall it. The door swung open with a creak that echoed through the silent house, carrying with it the scent of furniture polish, old books, and something distinctly apple-like that had permeated the walls over decades.

“I’m here, Gran,” she whispered, feeling just a little foolish at the words.

She dropped her suitcase in the entryway and moved through the house, trailing her fingertips along familiar surfaces. The kitchen was exactly as she remembered: blue gingham curtains, a collection of apple-shaped salt and pepper shakers lining the windowsill, and the massive wooden table where she’d learned to make pastry dough under Gran’s patient supervision. A pang of regret shot through her at all the years spent in a corporate cubicle when she could have been here, learning more of Gran’s recipes and stories.

A soft knock at the kitchen door startled her from her memories.

“Yoo-hoo! Claire, darling? It’s only me!”

Before Claire could respond, the door swung open and Rose Matchwell bustled in like a floral-scented whirlwind. At nearly seventy, Rose was a petite woman with a cloud of silver hair and the energy of someone half her age. Today she wore a bright blue dress patterned with tiny yellow flowers, garden secateurs poking from one pocket, and carried a wicker basket covered with a checkered cloth.

“I thought I saw a car come up the drive,” Rose said, placing her basket on the kitchen table and enveloping Claire in a hug that smelled of lavender and freshly turned earth. “Oh, it’s so good to see you, dear. Though I wish it were under better circumstances.”

Claire returned the embrace. Rose had been Gran’s best friend for as long as Claire could remember, the two women as different as could be—Gran practical and reserved, Rose exuberant and, as Gran would say with fond exasperation, “relentlessly optimistic.”

“Thank you for everything you did for the funeral, Rose,” Claire said, pulling back. “Gran would have loved the flowers.”

“Mabel always said there’s no point growing beautiful things if you don’t share them at the moments that matter.” Rose patted Claire’s cheek. “Now, I’ve brought some essentials. Fresh bread from the bakery, some of my blackberry jam, eggs from my chooks, and tea. Can’t face anything without a proper cuppa.”

As Rose busied herself unpacking her basket, Claire sank into one of the kitchen chairs, overwhelmed by the decisions awaiting her.

“I don’t know where to start, Rose,” she admitted. “The solicitor said there’s no mortgage, but there must be other costs, and I don’t know the first thing about running an orchard.”

Rose plugged in the kettle and flicked the switched. “Start with tea,” she said simply. “Everything seems more manageable after tea.”

Rose busied herself at the counter. “Still one sugar, dear? Some habits never change.”

“Perfect memory as always, Rose,” Claire replied, settling into a kitchen chair.

“I’ve been thinking,” Rose said, placing a steaming mug in front of Claire. The tea was the exact shade Claire preferred, though she couldn’t remember ever discussing it with Rose. “You’ll need to have someone look at the orchard before making any decisions. The trees haven’t had a proper pruning since Mabel’s health started to decline two years back.”

Claire wrapped her hands around the warm mug. “I was planning to call someone in Adelaide—”

“Oh, heavens no,” Rose interrupted, her expression suggesting Claire had proposed something truly outlandish. “You need someone who understands South Australia heritage varieties. Someone local.” She tapped a finger against her cheek thoughtfully, though there was nothing uncertain about the gleam in her eye. “You know, Tom Harper would be perfect.”

“Tom Harper?” The name stirred no recognition in Claire.

“Agricultural consultant and a very capable handyman. Brilliant with troubled orchards. He brought back the old Brannigan place when everyone said it was a lost cause.” Rose sipped her tea. “He’s back in town after working all over—Victoria, Tasmania. Very knowledgeable about apple varieties. Quite handsome too, if you care about such things at your age.”

Claire nearly choked on her tea. “Rose!”

“What? I’m old, not blind,” Rose said with a wink. “Anyway, I’m sure he’d be happy to give you an assessment before you make any decisions. No harm in knowing what you’ve got here.”

Before Claire could formulate a response, Rose had moved to the window overlooking the orchard. “Oh dear,” she murmured. “Those trees need attention sooner rather than later.”

Claire joined her at the window. The late afternoon sunlight slanted across the property, highlighting what even her untrained eye could recognise as neglect. Overgrown grass, unpruned trees with branches sagging toward the ground, and what appeared to be a collapsed section of irrigation pipes near the far edge.

“It’s worse than I expected,” Claire admitted.

Rose made a sympathetic noise. “Mabel tried to keep up, but the last two years were difficult. She was so stubborn about accepting help.”

“That sounds like Gran.” Claire sighed, already mentally calculating how much money she’d need to spend before she could even think about selling. “I should probably stay a bit longer than I planned.”

Something that might have been satisfaction flashed across Rose’s face, there and gone so quickly that Claire wondered if she’d imagined it.

“Wonderful! I mean, it’s good you can take the time.” Rose turned from the window, straightening her dress with a brisk gesture. “Now, let’s see what else Mabel left in that pantry of hers. You need a proper meal, and then we can make a list of what needs doing first.”

As Rose bustled about the kitchen, opening cupboards and exclaiming over Gran’s preserves. Watching on, Claire felt a weight lifting she hadn’t realised she’d been carrying. She might be overwhelmed, but at least she wasn’t alone.

“Oh, look at this! Some of Mabel’s recipe books!” Rose’s voice carried from the butler’s pantry. “And those old photo albums. There’s so much history here, Claire. So many stories.”

Claire joined her, running a finger along the spines of the handwritten books that contained generations of family recipes. “Gran always said she’d teach me properly someday.”

“It’s not too late to learn,” Rose said, placing a hand on Claire’s arm. “Mabel may be gone, but her legacy is right here. In these books, in this house, in these trees.”

Something tightened in Claire’s throat. She’d come to Bottlebrush Bend with every intention of wrapping up Gran’s affairs as quickly as possible and returning to the city. But standing in the warm kitchen with the afternoon light spilling across generations of recipes, she felt an unexpected tug of something she couldn’t quite name.

“I should call that consultant,” she said finally. “Just to know what I’m dealing with.”

Rose’s smile bloomed with an enthusiasm that seemed disproportionate to the situation. “What a splendid idea! I happen to have his card in my pocketbook. Old gardening club connection, you understand.”

Of course she did, Claire thought, accepting the slightly bent business card. Tom Harper, Agricultural Consultant. The card was simple, no-nonsense, with just a phone number, email, and a small green leaf logo.

“I’ll phone him first thing tomorrow,” Claire said, tucking the card into her pocket.

“Perfect!” Rose clasped her hands together. “Now, let me show you what I’ve brought—oh! I nearly forgot the most important thing.” 

She reached back into her seemingly bottomless basket and pulled out a bouquet of flowers—delicate white petals tinged with pink, mixed with sprigs of rosemary and thyme.

“Apple blossoms?” Claire asked, surprised. “But it’s autumn.”

Rose’s eyes twinkled with pride. “From my greenhouse. Been experimenting with forcing branches to bloom out of season for years. Reminds us that some things can flourish even when it’s not their natural time.” She arranged them in a small vase. “Besides, I thought they might cheer you up. Your grandmother always said they were your favourite.”

“From Mabel’s own trees,” Rose said, her voice softening. “A little of the outside here inside.”

Claire leaned forward, breathing in the sweet, familiar scent that transported her back to childhood springs spent climbing trees. “Thank you, Rose. They’re perfect.”

Rose patted her hand. “That’s what flowers are for, dear. To say the things we sometimes can’t find words for.”

Later, after Rose had gone—leaving behind enough food for three people and promises to check in tomorrow—Claire stood on the back porch, watching darkness settle over the trees. 

She pulled out her phone to check her emails, grimacing at the stack of unread messages from the office. Her boss had been “generous” in granting her two weeks’ leave for a funeral and to “settle affairs,” but the unspoken expectation was clear: handle it quickly and get back to work.

With a decisive click, Claire turned off her phone and slipped it into her pocket. The orchard stretched before her, silver-tipped in the rising moonlight. Gran had loved this place enough to pour her life into it. The least Claire could do was understand what she’d built before deciding its fate.

Across the neighbouring field, lights glowed in Rose Matchwell’s cottage. Claire could just make out the older woman’s silhouette moving about the kitchen—and then, curiously, Rose seemed to raise something to her eye. Binoculars? Surely not. Who would Rose be watching at this hour?

Claire shook her head, dismissing the odd impression. It had been a long, emotional day, and her imagination was clearly getting the better of her. She turned back toward the house, unaware of the satisfied smile spreading across Rose Matchwell’s face as she made the first entry on a fresh page of her garden journal:

Claire Matthews: arrived. Phase One complete. Tom Harper: appointment to be arranged. Weather forecast: favourable for new beginnings.

In her carefully tended garden, the late roses turned their faces to the rising moon, and somewhere in the quiet town of Bottlebrush Bend, the winds of change began to stir.
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