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The Blooming Heart

Ella Monroe hadn’t set foot in Willow Bay in twelve years. And now, standing in front of her grandmother’s shuttered flower shop, suitcase in one hand and keys in the other, she felt every

.second of it pressing on her chest

The awning was faded. The paint chipped. The sign above the door, once proudly scripted in lilac

.letters, The Blooming Heart hung crooked, like it had given up too

.Just like she had

A gust of wind carried the scent of saltwater and late-summer pine. The kind of smell that belonged to this town and nowhere else. Ella closed her eyes. She’d sworn she’d never come

.back. Not after everything she gave up to leave

.But that was before her engagement crumbled on live television

.Before her name trended for all the wrong reasons

.Before she realized she’d built a life on someone else’s dreams not her own

Now she was here, not to rebuild, but to disappear. To lay low, fix up her grandmother’s shop,

.and figure out what came next. Love? Romance? That was off the table. Permanently

She turned the key in the lock. The door creaked open with a soft chime, a sound that felt like a

.memory

.And then she heard it

.That voice

.Low. Familiar. Infuriatingly calm

.You weren’t supposed to be back

.She froze

Standing inside, with soot-dark hair, a week-old stubble, and eyes that still remembered every

...secret she’d ever whispered on a summer night

.Cal Bennett

.The boy who gave her her first kiss

.The man who vanished without a word


.Now apparently the man is holding a fire inspection clipboard in her grandmother’s shop



?And Ella

.She had just walked straight into the past she thought she’d buried
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Chapter One: Strangers Who Know TooMuch
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Ella’s mouth opened, but the words didn’t come. Not hello not what are you doing here, not even

.the seriously that pulsed like a siren in her brain

Instead, Cal Bennett stood there, tall and steady, in a navy-blue fire marshal’s jacket with a patch on his arm and a clipboard in his hand, like the universe had personally assigned him to make her

.life harder

He hadn’t changed much. Broader shoulders. Sharper jawline. Same unreadable eyes. The kind

.you could fall into if you weren’t careful. And once years ago she hadn’t been

.Didn’t think I’d see you again, he said

.She lifted her chin. That makes two of us

Cal exhaled like someone winding down from a punch. I heard about your grandmother. I’m

.sorry

.Ella nodded stiffly. Thanks


Silence stretched. The kind that crackled with everything they weren’t saying. The shop smelled like old wood and dust, like time had stopped the moment her grandmother had fallen ill. A few dried petals littered the floor near the back room. The counter was covered in old receipts and


.faded ribbon spools

And in the middle of it all was this ghost of her past with work boots and clipboard in hand,

.looking like he belonged here more than she did

.What are you doing inside? She asked finally. The door was locked.

He held up the clipboard. Routine fire inspection. It’s been scheduled for a while. I had a key from

.when Evelyn was still here


.Of course he did. Everyone in Willow Bay had keys to each other’s lives. That was the problem



Well she said, moving past him toward the counter. You’ve inspected. You can go now Ella

No offense, Cal. But I came back for a quiet restart. Not a memory minefield

.He nodded once, jaw tight. Then I’ll make this quick


.She turned her back to him, half hoping he’d leave. Half hoping he wouldn’t



I’ll need to schedule a follow-up he added. You’ve got some code violations wiring mostly.

.Nothing dangerous, but it’ll need fixing before you reopen

.Of course she muttered, biting her lip. Just one more thing

He paused at the door. For what it’s worth it’s good to see you

.She didn’t answer until after the door shut and his boots faded down the sidewalk

:Then, with a sigh, Ella whispered to the empty shop

.God help me if it is
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Chapter Two: The Ghost in Work Boots
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Ella stared at the clipboard Cal had left on the counter. His handwriting hadn’t changed, still neat, still annoyingly all-caps. Just like the boy who used to label her sketchbook pages when she

.let him flip through them on lazy summer nights

A list of fire code violations glared back at her. Faulty wiring, broken sprinkler head, one missing smoke detector. Nothing tragic. Just enough to slow her down. Just enough to remind her that life

.even in a sleepy town wasn’t going to hand her a clean slate

She dropped her bag beside the counter and walked toward the back room. Dust clung to the air.

The cold scent of time and disuse. A cardboard box with her name scribbled in sharpie sat

.beneath the old cash register

:Inside, she found what she hadn’t realized she’d been needing

.A photo of her grandmother holding a bouquet of sunflowers

.A silver locket she’d given Ella at graduation

:And a dried-up note that read in loopy cursive

.The best flowers bloom after the frost

.Ella closed her eyes

Maybe this wasn’t about escape. Maybe it was about something else. Rebuilding, maybe.

.Reclaiming

.Or maybe she was just tired of running

The bell above the door jingled the next morning, and Ella looked up from sweeping the front

.display window

.But it wasn’t a customer. Or Cal

It was a little girl maybe six or seven with tangled chestnut curls and a backpack covered in

.glitter stickers


.Behind her, holding a coffee and looking completely unprepared for this drop-in, stood Cal


Sorry, he said quickly. Maddie wanted to say hi Ella blinked. Hi

The girl beamed. You smell like my dream garden

Ella glanced down at her dusty jeans. That’s probably just the mold in the back room Maddie giggled. I’m Maddie. Daddy said you used to be a flower fairy

Heat rose in Ella’s cheeks. He said what

Cal coughed into his coffee. It was... years ago. I told her about your old crown. From the summer festival

Oh my God, Ella murmured, dragging a hand across her face. I was sixteen. That flower crown

.was made of dandelions and shame

.It looked good on you, Cal said quietly

.The moment froze. Maddie turned to study them both, eyes wide

Ella found her voice. Well, I’m not a fairy anymore. Just trying to turn this place into something

.livable

.Need help Maddie asked

Ella hesitated. You any good at dusting

She’s an expert, Cal said with a crooked smile. Actually... I could help too. With the bigger stuff.

Electrical. Shelving. Repairs

Ella crossed her arms. Why would you do that

He shrugged. Because you’re rebuilding something important. And maybe I owe you a few things

She stared at him, torn between pride and practicality. She hated needing help. But she needed

.help

Fine, she said. But no more flower fairy stories. Deal

.Deal he said, holding out his hand

And just like that, the past shook hands with the present and neither one of them knew what it

.was about to become
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