
BLOOMING WHERE YOU’RE PLANTED

A Novel

––––––––

Aurelia Vale

––––––––

Book 2 of the Cedar Falls Hearts Series

Blooming Where You’re Planted

––––––––

Copyright © 2026 by Aurelia Vale

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Published by Aurelia Vale

First Edition, 2026

Distributed through Draft2Digital


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Blooming Where You're Planted (Cedar Falls Hearts Series, #2)

Chapter 1: Fresh Starts

Chapter 2: Building Together

Chapter 3: The Language of Flowers

Chapter 4: Midnight Confessions

Chapter 5: Grand Opening Plans

Chapter 6: The Past Returns

Chapter 7: Doubts and Distances

Chapter 8: Breaking Point

Chapter 9: Ultimatums

Chapter 10: Choosing Love

For everyone who ever had to uproot themselves

to find where they truly belong.

And for the flowers that bloom brightest after the harshest winters.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: Fresh Starts
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The moving truck looked entirely too big for the narrow street that ran through downtown Cedar Falls, and Lily Romano was beginning to wonder if this whole fresh start thing had been a spectacular mistake.

She stood on the sidewalk in front of what would hopefully become her new flower shop, watching the driver attempt to maneuver the massive vehicle into a position that wouldn't completely block traffic. Her entire life was packed into that truck—what was left of it, anyway—and right now it was causing the first traffic jam Cedar Falls had probably seen all month.

"Need some help with that?"

Lily turned toward the voice and felt her breath catch slightly. The man approaching from the bookstore next door was tall and broad-shouldered, with dark hair that looked like he'd been running his hands through it and the kind of easy confidence that came from actually knowing how to fix things. He wore faded jeans and a gray t-shirt that had seen better days, and there was something about the way he moved—careful, purposeful—that made her think he was probably good with his hands.

"I think the truck might be winning," Lily admitted, pushing a strand of dark hair behind her ear. "I'm starting to think I should have just mailed my stuff and bought new furniture."

The man smiled, and it transformed his entire face. "Mac Sullivan," he said, extending a hand that was callused and warm. "I run the handyman service around here, among other things. And trust me, we've seen worse parking jobs than this."

"Lily Romano," she replied, shaking his hand and trying to ignore the little flutter in her stomach. "I'm your new neighbor, apparently. Once we figure out how to get my life out of that truck."

"Well, Lily Romano," Mac said, his eyes crinkling at the corners, "you picked a good day to move to Cedar Falls. It's my day off, which means you've got free labor for as long as it takes."

Before Lily could protest, Mac was already walking toward the truck, calling out instructions to the driver in the kind of calm, authoritative voice that suggested he'd handled more than his share of logistics problems. Within minutes, he'd helped the driver reposition the truck and was already pulling on a pair of work gloves that had appeared from somewhere.

"You really don't have to—" Lily started, but Mac waved her off.

"Trust me, it's better than sitting around my apartment trying to pretend I'm not going stir-crazy," he said. "Besides, Jake—he owns the bookstore—he'd never forgive me if I let his new neighbor struggle with boxes while I did nothing."

As if summoned by his name, a man emerged from the bookstore next door, followed by a woman with warm brown hair and paint-stained fingers. Lily recognized them immediately from the photos she'd seen online while researching Cedar Falls—Emma and Jake Morrison, the couple who'd turned the failing Sunrise Café into the heart of the community.

"You must be Lily," Emma said, approaching with a bright smile. "I'm Emma, and this is my husband Jake. We heard through the Cedar Falls gossip network that someone was finally going to do something with the old flower shop space."

"Gossip network?" Lily asked, raising an eyebrow.

"Mrs. Patterson," all three of them said in unison, and then burst into laughter.

"She runs the unofficial information service around here," Jake explained. "Word is you're a real florist, not just someone who thinks flowers are pretty."

"I am," Lily confirmed, feeling some of her nervousness ease at their welcoming manner. "I worked at Romano & Associates in Portland for the past five years. Well, until recently."

There was a story there, and Lily could see curiosity in their faces, but none of them pressed. She appreciated that more than she could say.

"Portland," Mac said thoughtfully as he lowered the truck's ramp. "That's a long way to move for a small-town flower shop."

"Sometimes a long way is exactly what you need," Lily said simply.

Something in her tone must have communicated that the subject was off-limits for now, because Mac just nodded and started pulling boxes out of the truck with the efficiency of someone who'd done this many times before.

For the next two hours, the four of them worked to unload Lily's belongings into the empty shop space. It wasn't much—she'd sold most of her furniture when she'd left Portland, keeping only the pieces that mattered. Her worktables, her tools, boxes and boxes of books about flowers and arrangement techniques, and the few personal items that had survived her relationship with David.

"This is beautiful work," Emma said, carefully unwrapping one of Lily's portfolio pieces—a wedding bouquet she'd preserved and photographed. "Did you do the flowers for your own wedding?"

Lily's hands stilled on the box she was opening. "I never had a wedding," she said quietly. "This was... practice. For a wedding that didn't happen."

The silence that followed wasn't uncomfortable, exactly, but Lily could feel the weight of unasked questions. She'd gotten used to that look—the careful sympathy of people trying to figure out how much to ask and how much to leave alone.

"Well," Mac said finally, hefting another box with apparent ease, "Cedar Falls is a good place for new beginnings. Half the people in this town are here because they were looking for something different."

"Including you?" Lily asked, genuinely curious.

Mac's expression flickered for just a moment—something guarded passing across his features before the easy smile returned. "Including me," he confirmed. "Though I came here for my brother, not away from anything in particular."

Jake snorted. "Right. You definitely didn't come here because you were avoiding every person you'd ever known and needed somewhere to disappear for a while."

"Shut up, Jake," Mac said, but there was affection in his voice.

Lily filed that information away, recognizing the signs of someone with their own secrets. It was oddly comforting to know she wasn't the only one in Cedar Falls who'd arrived carrying baggage.

By the time they'd finished unloading, the sun was starting to sink toward the horizon, painting the town square in shades of gold and amber. Lily stood in the doorway of her new shop, looking at the chaos of boxes and possibilities, and felt something she hadn't experienced in months: hope.

"Thank you," she said, turning to face the three people who'd made her first day in Cedar Falls infinitely easier than it had any right to be. "I can't tell you how much this means to me."

"Don't thank us yet," Emma said with a grin. "Wait until Mrs. Patterson shows up with her casserole and her questions. Then you'll know if you really want to stay."

"Speaking of which," Jake added, checking his watch, "we should probably get you fed before the interrogation begins. The café's closed for Sunday dinner, but we're grilling burgers at our place if you want to join us."

Lily felt a flutter of panic at the thought of being social when she was still feeling raw and uncertain, but before she could politely decline, Mac spoke up.

"Actually, why don't I show Lily around town first? Let her get her bearings before we throw her into the deep end of Cedar Falls social life."

There was something in his tone that made Lily think he understood her hesitation, and she shot him a grateful look.

"Perfect," Emma said. "Mac can give you the grand tour—all fifteen minutes of it—and then bring you by when you're ready. No pressure."

After Emma and Jake headed back to the café, Lily found herself alone with Mac in the growing twilight. The moving truck had long since departed, leaving just the two of them and the comfortable silence of a day's work well done.

"So," Mac said, leaning against the doorframe of her shop. "Ready for that tour?"

"Is there really enough to see to justify calling it a tour?" Lily asked, looking around at the quaint downtown that could probably be walked end to end in under ten minutes.

"That depends on whether you want the tourist version or the local version," Mac replied. "Tourist version: we have a town square, a café, a bookstore, and approximately twelve other businesses that somehow manage to stay afloat despite the fact that nobody can figure out how. Local version: we have a town square where Mrs. Patterson holds court every morning, a café that serves as the unofficial city hall, a bookstore where Jake pretends to work while mostly just reading, and approximately twelve other businesses run by people with very interesting stories."

"I'll take the local version," Lily said without hesitation.

Mac's smile was warm and genuine. "I was hoping you'd say that."

As they started walking toward the town square, Mac pointing out the various businesses and their quirks, Lily found herself studying his profile in the growing darkness. There was something about him that she couldn't quite put her finger on—a carefulness in the way he moved, a tendency to scan their surroundings like he was always checking for potential problems. It reminded her of soldiers she'd known, though she couldn't be sure why.

"What brought you to Cedar Falls?" she asked as they paused in front of the fountain in the center of the square.

"My brother needed help," Mac said simply. "Jake was... going through some things a couple years ago. I came to check on him and just never left."

"Do you miss it? Wherever you came from?"

Mac was quiet for a long moment, and when he spoke, there was something careful in his voice. "No," he said finally. "I don't miss it at all."

There was clearly more to that story, but Lily recognized the tone of someone who wasn't ready to share. She understood that feeling all too well.

"What about you?" Mac asked. "What made you choose Cedar Falls? Seems like a pretty specific place to land for someone from Portland."

Lily considered how much to reveal. The truth was complicated and painful and involved a man who'd slowly, methodically isolated her from everyone and everything she'd cared about until leaving him had felt like escaping from prison. But that wasn't a first-day story.

"I inherited some money from my grandmother," she said instead, which was true as far as it went. "Enough to
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