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Chapter One: The Dusty Road Home
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The humid air of Willow Creek smelled like damp earth and the heavy, sweet scent of lilacs—a smell that usually brought Maya Sterling a sense of peace. Today, however, it felt like a reminder of everything she hadn't achieved. At twenty-four, with a degree in communications and a resume that had been rejected by every marketing firm from Seattle to Savannah, she was back in her childhood bedroom, surrounded by posters of bands she no longer listened to and the suffocating comfort of her mother's concern.

Maya pulled her dark blonde hair into a messy bun, checking her reflection. Her brown eyes looked tired. She wasn't the same girl who had left for college with stars in her eyes. She felt smaller, dimmed by the cold reality of the corporate world that didn't seem to have a place for her.

"Maya, honey? Are you going to the market?" Martha Sterling called from the kitchen. Martha was a woman made of sunshine and sturdy resilience, having raised Maya single-handedly after her husband passed away when Maya was just a toddler.

"Yeah, Mom. I want to find something special for you. It's Mother's Day tomorrow, after all." Maya grabbed her keys, trying to force a smile. She needed to get out of the house, away from the stacks of 'Return to Sender' envelopes and the feeling of stagnation. Driving through the winding roads of Willow Creek was like navigating a memory. There was the library where she'd spent summers hiding from the heat, and the sprawling acres of Thorne Blossoms.

Thorne Blossoms wasn't just a local farm; it was a national phenomenon. Their flowers graced the tables of the White House. But as Maya drove past, she noticed a hand-painted wooden sign leaning against the fence: HELP WANTED. It felt like a sign from the universe, or at least a temporary escape from her own head.
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Chapter Two: The Giant in the Field
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Elias Thorne wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of a gloved hand. He stood six-foot-three, with shoulders broadened by a decade of manual labor. Running the Thorne legacy wasn't a job; it was a marathon that never ended. Since his parents had passed, the workload had tripled, and he was drowning in the administrative side of the business.

He saw a small, silver sedan pull into the gravel lot. A girl stepped out, wearing a simple yellow sundress. She looked around with an expression of pure wonder, her dark blonde hair glowing like honey in the sun. Elias realized he was staring. He wiped his hands on his jeans and started walking toward her, his heavy boots crunching on the gravel.

"Can I help you?" he asked, his voice coming out deeper than he intended.

Maya jumped slightly, turning to face him. Her breath hitched. She remembered Elias Thorne as the quiet, older boy from school, but the man standing before her was... striking. He had light brown hair that was a tangled mess and piercing green eyes that looked exhausted.

"I... I saw the sign," she said, her voice bubbly despite her nerves. "Are you really hiring?"

Elias looked at her delicate hands and her pristine dress. He gave a skeptical grunt. "It's hard work, Maya. It's not just arranging bouquets. It's mud, bugs, and twelve-hour days."

Maya squared her shoulders. "I'm not afraid of a little dirt, Elias. And looking at that clipboard, I'd say you're about five minutes away from a shipping disaster."
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