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Chapter 1 — The New Gardener in Town
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The coastal village of Ballycara woke slowly, wrapped in morning mist and the soft scent of sea salt. Mike, 28, a quiet but warm-hearted librarian, unlocked the doors of the town’s tiny stone library just as the sun rose over the cliffs. He loved mornings like this—quiet, predictable, safe. A routine that never surprised him.

But today, Ballycara was buzzing.

A wealthy family had recently donated funds to restore the long-abandoned Rosehaven Estate Garden, once the pride of the town. And rumor had it:
they’d hired a new head gardener.
Someone “from Galway,” people whispered with excitement and curiosity.
Mike didn’t think much of it—until the sound of an old truck rumbling through the square caught his attention.

The truck stopped directly across from the library. Out stepped a man with sun-kissed skin, messy dark-blond hair, and broad shoulders beneath a worn green sweater. Dirt-brown boots, faded jeans, and a gentle confidence in the way he moved.

He looked like he was made of earth and summer.

He also looked... lost.

He squinted at a folded paper map, then at the street signs, then back at the map again.

Mike’s heart stumbled.

He stepped out of the library doorway before he could overthink it.

“You look a bit turned around,” Mike said, voice steady though his pulse was not.

The stranger lifted his gaze—clear green eyes, warm like moss after rain.

“Aye,” he admitted with a shy grin. “John. I’m lookin’ for Rosehaven Estate. Supposed to start workin’ there today.”

Mike blinked. “You’re the new gardener?”

“That’s me.” John chuckled softly. “John Callahan, from Galway. And you are...?”

“Mike. Local librarian. And apparently your welcome committee.”

John’s smile deepened—slow, sincere, as if he wasn’t used to smiling often but liked doing it for Mike.

“Well then, Mike the Librarian,” he said, “think you could point me in the right direction?”

Mike hesitated for a moment... then found himself saying, “I could walk you there. It’s on my way to the café.”

A little lie, but a harmless one.

John’s eyes softened in gratitude. “I’d like that.”

As they strolled through the cobblestone streets, Mike found himself stealing glances. John walked with an easy grace, hands occasionally brushing against the strap of his duffel bag, breath forming small clouds in the cool morning air.

“So, Galway?” Mike asked. “That’s quite a trip.”

“Needed a fresh start,” John said simply. “Too many ghosts back home. Thought maybe a small town like this might give me room to breathe.”

Mike felt something tug gently inside his chest—recognition, longing, maybe both.

They reached the overgrown gates of Rosehaven. Vines tangled through rusted iron, wild roses curling like forgotten secrets. John let out a low whistle.

“She’s a beauty,” he murmured.

Mike smiled softly at the way John said it.

John glanced at him again. “Thanks for the escort. Maybe I’ll see you around?”

“You definitely will,” Mike said before he could stop himself.

John’s grin was bright, hopeful. “Good.”

Mike walked back toward the square, heart strangely light, breath warm in the cool air.

He didn’t know what would grow from this chance morning.

But something had already taken root.
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Chapter 2 - First Impressions & Fresh Soil
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Their first meeting is nothing like either expected.

Mike wakes up before sunrise, excited and anxious, clutching the garden design sketches he stayed up all night working on. He imagines John being friendly, maybe even enthusiastic—someone who loves plants as much as he loves sharing ideas.

But when he arrives at the cottage, John is already outside, kneeling in the damp morning grass, hands in the soil. His quiet focus makes him look almost like he’s part of the earth he works with.

Mike stands there for a moment, unsure if he should speak.
Then he blurts out, “Hi! I’m Mike! You must be John!”
John looks up slowly, squinting at the early sun, dirt smudged on his cheek.
A small nod. “I am. You’re early.”
Mike instantly spirals—Too eager. Too much. Too early.
He laughs nervously. “Yeah... I get too excited about new projects. And by excited, I mean I didn’t sleep, and now I’m talking too much, and—”
John raises a hand gently. “It’s fine. I like the enthusiasm.”

The words hit Mike harder than they should.

They walk through the garden. Mike talks, gesturing, rambling about blooms and layouts. John listens—really listens—only speaking when he has something thoughtful to say. His voice is low, steady, grounding.

Their differences are obvious:
Mike is color, movement, sunshine.
John is quiet earth, deep roots, steady breath.
But something hums between them. A spark neither is ready to name.

As they stand beneath the old apple tree, John says softly,
“Let’s see what we can grow here.”
Mike feels his heart stutter—because he’s not sure John is only talking about the garden.
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Chapter 3 — Roots of the Past
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Mike hadn’t planned on how it would feel to walk the streets of Galway again. He thought it would be simple—just roads, just buildings, just places he used to know. But as he stepped out onto Shop Street the next morning, the familiar cobblestones felt like memory mines, each one ready to explode with something he’d tried so hard to bury.

A soft drizzle fell, the kind that kissed the air rather than soaked it. Galway drizzle. The exact kind he used to complain about before he’d left for Dublin.

He shoved his hands in his pockets and told himself this wasn’t some emotional pilgrimage. He was just... exploring. Reacquainting himself. That’s all.

Then he heard his name.

“Mike? Mike O’Rourke? As I live and breathe!”

Mike spun around, startled—then let out a laugh as Siobhán, one of his high school friends, rushed up and threw her arms around him. She smelled like vanilla and the faint hint of a café kitchen.

“God, look at you,” she said, taking a step back. “You haven’t changed at all.”

“I’ve changed plenty,” he said with a half-smile.

“Maybe. But you still look like you’re trying to pretend you’re fine when you’re not.”
She winked. “I always saw through you.”
They caught up as she walked him toward the café she managed. Inside, it was warm, filled with the scent of cinnamon and buttery pastry. She sat him near the window, then leaned across the table, her eyes bright with curiosity.

“So,” she said, drawing out the word, “what really brings you back? And don’t say retirement, relocation, or some nonsense about wanting fresh air. I know you.”

Mike sighed. He shouldn’t have been surprised—she’d always been able to read him like an open book with large-print font.

“I needed a reset,” he admitted. “Dublin was... a lot. Too much noise, too much speed. And I think somewhere along the way I just...” He paused. “Lost myself a bit.”

Siobhán’s expression softened.

“And your family?” she asked gently.

Mike’s stomach clenched.
There it was. The reason he’d left Galway in the first place. The wound he’d pretended had healed years ago.
“You know how it was,” he said finally. “Back then... me being gay wasn’t something that went over well.”

“That was years ago,” Siobhán whispered.

“People don’t change as fast as the world wants them to.” He swallowed. “We weren’t shouting matches or anything. It was quieter than that. Colder. Like... a silent storm in the house. I just...” He looked out the window. “I had to choose between staying and shrinking... or leaving.”

“And you left,” she said quietly.

“Yeah.”
He gave her a small smile. “And I told myself I’d never come back.”
“But you did.”

“Only because I don’t know what comes next,” he said. “And maybe Galway deserves another chance. Maybe I deserve another chance.”

Before she could reply, a shadow fell across the window.

John.

Standing outside.
Looking in.
Rain catching on his eyelashes like tiny pieces of glass.
Mike felt his heartbeat shift—an involuntary thing, like the soft jolt of an engine turning over.

John saw him, gave the smallest nod, then continued walking down the street—but slowly, as though unsure if he should stop.

Siobhán followed Mike’s gaze and lifted a brow.

“Ohhhh,” she whispered. “That’s a look.”

“It’s not a look,” Mike said quickly.

“It’s absolutely a look. Is that the gardener from the cottage you’re renting?”

“Yes. No. Well—yes, but it’s not—look, it’s complicated.”

Siobhán smirked. “Everything about you is complicated. You never liked the simple ones.”

Mike rolled his eyes, but warmth crept into him. Because she was right. John wasn’t simple at all.

He was quiet mystery wrapped in broad shoulders and patient eyes.



Later that afternoon, Mike returned to the cottage to find John kneeling in the side garden, hands deep in dark soil. The rain had stopped, leaving the world soft and glistening. John looked peaceful, focused—so different from the guarded man Mike had met on the first day.

Mike hesitated before walking closer.

“You disappeared pretty fast,” he called.

John brushed dirt from his palms and stood. “Didn’t want to interrupt.”

“You could’ve said hello.”

“I wasn’t sure you’d want
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