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Chapter 1: Cracks in the foundation
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The morning sun crawled lazily across the kitchen floor, highlighting every scuffed tile and worn cabinet in the modest home of the Harris family. The kettle whistled heartily on the stove while Janice Harris, a hardworking single mother with worry pressed deep into her mind, resourcefully prepared breakfast for her two children. She had mastered the art of stretching everything: food, faith, and patience.

Stephen, her 16-year-old son, shuffled into the kitchen, backpack slung over his shoulder, earbuds in. His 17-year-old sister, Sierra, followed, hair tied up, phone in hand, scrolling as she poured cereal into her light pink bowl. The silence between them wasn’t cold; it was tired and familiar.

Janice forced a smile.  “Good morning, Y’all slept okay?”

“Fine,” Sierra muttered.

Stephen nodded, eyes fixed on nothing in particular.

Today was one of those days when the world's weight felt more personal than poetic. Bills sat in a pile on the counter. The notice to sell the house was tucked into a drawer Janice had stopped opening.

Their father, Elijah Harris, had passed three years ago. The grief hadn’t faded; it had just been wrapped in busyness and distraction. The city is threatening to take the home that housed the Harris family for generations. Not only is the house in jeopardy, but their small store, Harris Goods and More, is at stake as well. Janice had been given an ultimatum by the leasing agents: sell the assets, or they would be taken from them.

Sierra looked up from her phone. “Mom, are you okay?”

Janice blinked back into the moment. “Just thinking. Long day ahead.”

Stephen picked up his bag. “I’m off to school, finals are in an hour.”

“Wait, eat something first,” Janice said.

But he was already out the door, the screen slamming shut behind him. He always left early these days. Janice suspected it was so she wouldn’t see how hard he was trying to be strong. To be his father.

Sierra finished her cereal and set her bowl in the sink.

“Tell your brother to text me when you see him”, Janice called as Sierra grabbed her bag. “And be careful walking.”

Sierra nodded and hugged her mother. “Love you, Mom.”

“I love you, too, baby girl.”

When the house finally fell silent, Janice stood there in the stillness. She looked toward the family photo hanging above the dining room table. Elijah was smiling, and his arms were around all three of them. She felt a bit of joy as another smile came to her face. Her eyes began to water as she pondered the family she tried hard to keep together in his absence.
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Chapter 2: Roots and Petals
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The morning haze had lifted by the time Sierra and Stephen reached Rivertide High, the town’s most popular high school. The final week of school buzzed with pressure and quiet excitement. Teachers shuffled papers, and students wore exhaustion on their faces like a badge of honor.

Stephen kept his hood up and earbuds in, and greeted a few classmates. Sierra peeled away toward her locker, where her best friend, Loren Grant, with perfect short blonde hair that rested just on her shoulders, a crisp blouse, and a smile that made you forget she was the richest kid in town, was already waiting.

“There she is!” Loren grinned, pulling Sierra into a quick hug. “You ready for our math showdown?”

They both laughed, the sound carrying into the hallway like light through stained glass.

Behind them, Stacy and Kathrina walked up, arms full of notebooks and iced coffee. Stacy was short, sharp-witted, and soft-spoken. Kathrina was tall, easy-going, and loved to dress well. Together, they were a whirlwind of encouragement, pride, and support.

“Y’all still on for this weekend?” Kathrina asked.

“For sure,” said Loren. “We’re gonna help Sierra clean up the greenhouse, right?”

“It's not a greenhouse,” Sierra corrected with a smile. “It’s more like a flower shack. Dad built it before he passed.”

“And it's beautiful,” Loren replied firmly. “Those purple morning daisies can win an award.” She teased.

Sierra blushed but appreciated the praise. The flower farm, as they jokingly called it, sat behind their house, with rows of yellow daisies, lavender, bluebells, and a tangled mix of wildflowers that still grew from seeds that her father had planted. Tending to it was the only time Sierra felt truly calm. Every blossom felt like a small prayer blooming in slow motion.

“We’ll be there,” Stacy nodded. “I’ll bring gloves and lime soda. It's going to be a great summer.”

Sierra smiled. For a moment, the weight at home didn’t feel quite so heavy.

Across the hallway, Stephen turned the corner and nearly collided with Timothy Reynolds. His bag was slung low, sleeves half pulled up, and shadows under his eyes.

“Yo,” Timothy said, giving him a quick nod.

Stephen paused. “Tim, you good?”

Timothy hesitated, eyes darting. “Yeah. Just tired.”

Stephen wasn’t buying it. They used to hang out all the time, but lately, Timothy had been distant. Skipping lunch and hanging around guys Stephen knew weren’t in school for the education.

“You sure?” Stephen asked again.

Tim’s jaw tightened. “Yeah. You got your chem notes?”

Stephen reached into his bag and handed them over. “Good luck, man.”

“Thanks, I’m gonna need it,” Timothy replied.

The bell suddenly rang. 

As Stephen walked away, he glanced back once, and Timothy was already gone.
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Chapter 3: Rain and Revelation
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The sun had just barely passed its peak when Sierra, Loren, Stacy, and Kathrina gathered in the flower shack, tucked away in the Harris family’s backyard. The modest structure, with its weathered glass panes and creaky wooden frame, stood like a quiet sanctuary among rows of blooming life. Inside, trays of marigolds, lavender, and morning glories waited to be sorted, trimmed, or re-potted. The girls rolled up their sleeves, chatting and laughing while soft music played from a Bluetooth speaker perched on a crate.

Loren knelt beside a tray of sunflowers, brushing off her jeans. “Honestly, Sierra, if we dress this place up a bit, it could pass for a botanical boutique.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Sierra chuckled, tying up her hair with a bandana. “But it does feel like a piece of him is still here.

They all grew quiet for a moment. The air was filled with the scent of earth, petals, and something almost nostalgic. Peace.

Meanwhile, at the Harris convenience store, Stephen rang up an elderly customer’s canned goods and smiled faintly as they handed over exact change and shuffled out.  Business was slow today, just like most days. The quiet that lets you hear your own thoughts a little too clearly.

He was organizing receipts behind the counter when the doorbell didn’t ring, but something shifted in the air.

Suddenly, the light bulbs flickered, followed by a heavy pounding of rain. Stephen straightened up, blinking toward the front.

“Rain?” he murmured, walking to the glass. “Strange, wasn’t even cloudy a minute ago...”

As he stared through the wet, streaked window, thunder grumbled low in the distance.

Then a voice spoke.

“Hey, sorry! I didn’t mean to scare you.”

Stephen spun around.

A teenage girl stood directly at the counter, bone dry, despite the pouring rain outside. Her hair was bright blonde, tied loosely over one shoulder, and she wore a pale denim jacket over a white shirt. Her eyes were soft but clear, like polished glass reflecting a sky he didn’t know.

“I came in here looking for seeds for my garden,” she said. Her smile was warm but slightly playful. “I heard this store in particular...” she paused and pointed to the floor, “...has the best stuff.”

Stephen blinked. “You... uh... how did you—"

“I’m Madysyn,” she said simply, holding out her hand.

Still a little stunned, Stephen slowly shook it. Her grip was light, almost weightless. “Stephen Harris.”

“Well, Stephen Harris,” she said, glancing around. “You’ve got quite the operation here.”

He fumbled beneath the counter and pulled out a few packets of marigold and thyme. “These are popular. My dad... planted most of them.”

Her smile softened. “He must've had good taste.”

Stephen rang her up. “That’ll be...three seventy-five.”

She handed him the exact change, her fingertips brushing his a second longer than necessary. She then turned and headed toward the door.

He watched her go, eyes narrowing slightly. The bell didn’t ring. The door didn't creak. 

But she was already outside, walking into the storm without getting wet.

He stood there for a long second, blinking after her.
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Chapter 4: Family roots
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The rain had passed by late afternoon, leaving behind a soft golden light that bathed the Harris home in a warm, dewy glow. The flower shack buzzed with life as the girls finished sorting soil trays and organizing the seed packets Sierra had collected over the years. Laughs echoed from the backyard, blending with the scent of jasmine and fresh rain.

Inside the house, Janice stood at the kitchen sink, drying the last of the dishes, when a car pulled up outside.

Beep-Beep. Beeeep.

She didn’t even need to look. Only one person honked like that.

She stepped onto the porch, drying her hands on a towel, and smiled just as a tall, lanky figure leaped out of the backseat of a blue hatchback.

“Malachai!” She called.

“Aunt Jan!” he grinned, arms already wide as he jogged up the steps.

She embraced him tightly, taking in the subtle scent of his cologne and something vaguely metallic, probably from his over-packed duffel bag.

“You’ve grown another inch,” she said, stepping back. “Your mom said you were eating like a grown man and sleeping like a bear.”

“That’s pretty accurate,” he smirked. “Tried to bring the whole house with me, too.”

He dropped his bag with a thud and looked around.

‘Where’s Sierra and Stephen?”

“In the back with the girls,” Janice said. “Well, Stephen’s at the store, but Sierra's in the flower shack.”

‘Sweet. I’ve been dying to see that place in person.”

He ran
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