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Chapter 1 — The Morning Garden
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The bells above the shop door chimed softly as sunlight spilled into Bloom & Ivy, the little flower shop tucked between a bakery and an antique bookstore on a quiet European street. Morning light glowed warm through the windows, casting soft golden patches across roses, lilies, carnations, and wildflowers arranged in neat bursts of color. The scent of fresh petals mixed with dew, earth, and the faintest touch of lavender candles Amara lit every morning at seven.

It was her ritual — open the shop, breathe in the flowers, and let the city’s noise fade behind the door. Here, she controlled the world. Here, she felt safe.

She’d spent years building Bloom & Ivy. Years nurturing flowers as if they were pieces of her own heart. Years avoiding the kind of heartbreak that nearly broke her once before.

This morning felt no different... until it suddenly was.

Amara stood on a stool, trimming a cascade of ivy hanging from an antique planter, when the bells rang again — not the soft, lazy chime of regulars but a sharper, hurried one. She turned, ivy in hand.

And there she was.

A woman stood in the doorway, breathless, as if she’d run all the way from the opposite end of the city. Tall, sun-warmed skin, messy brown curls escaping a loosely tied bun, and a camera bag slung across her shoulder like it was part of her body. Her eyes were the first thing Amara noticed: wide, bright, curious... and locked directly on her.

“Sorry— sorry,” the woman panted. “Is it— are you open?”

Amara blinked, recovering from the small punch of attraction. “Yes. We opened five minutes ago.”

“Oh thank God.” The stranger stepped inside, hands on her knees for a moment as she caught her breath. “Please tell me you sell pre-made bouquets. I have an emergency.”

A smile tugged at Amara’s lips. “I do. But I feel like I should ask what kind of emergency requires flowers at seven in the morning?”

The stranger looked up, cheeks slightly flushed. There was a spark there — something energetic and sincere. “I’m Harper,” she said. “I’m a wedding photographer, and the bride’s bouquet just... well... died. It looks like sadness and wilted disappointment.”

Amara snorted softly. “That’s quite the image.”

“I take my job seriously.” Harper straightened, brushing a curl behind her ear. “And the wedding starts in two hours. She wanted something soft and spring-like, and I’m pretty sure she’ll cry if she sees the current bouquet.”

Amara stepped off the stool, her feet soft on the wooden floor. “Let me see what I can put together.”

Harper followed her to the counter, moving through the shop as though every corner surprised her — eyes lingering on peonies, on hanging eucalyptus, on the pastel dried lavender bundles. She brushed her fingers across the petals of a pale pink garden rose, lifting it slightly toward herself.

“These are beautiful,” she murmured, almost reverently.

Amara felt warmth spread in her chest. “Thank you. I grow some of them myself.”

Harper looked at her then, truly looked, and Amara froze under the gentle weight of that gaze. There was no flirtation, not yet. Just curiosity. Appreciation. Something that made her pulse thump a little louder.

“You’re really talented.”

Amara cleared her throat. “Sit down. I’ll make something for your bride.”

Harper obeyed instantly, taking a seat on the small bench by the window. Amara began to gather flowers — blush roses, white freesia, tiny sprigs of baby’s breath, a ribbon of pale silk. Her hands moved automatically, but her focus kept drifting to the woman watching her.

Harper wasn’t subtle.

She watched every motion, eyes tracing the way Amara’s fingers arranged stems, the fluidity of her movements, the confidence of a craft perfected. When Amara risked a glance, Harper smiled — soft, impressed, a little too warm.

It sent a tremor down Amara’s spine.

“Do you always save the day this early?” Harper asked playfully.

“Only for emergencies involving sadness and wilted disappointment,” Amara replied, allowing herself a tiny smile.

Harper grinned, lighting up the entire room.

When Amara finished, she tied the silk ribbon and turned the bouquet toward Harper. The photographer inhaled sharply.

“It’s perfect,” she whispered. “You’re... incredible.”

Heat rose in Amara’s cheeks. “Just doing my job.”

“No,” Harper said softly, stepping closer. “This is art.”

The compliment hit deeper than expected.

Amara handed her the bouquet carefully. Their fingers brushed — a soft, accidental graze. But electricity shot through Amara’s hand anyway, and Harper seemed to feel it too, her breath catching for the briefest moment.

“I’ll bring this to the bride,” Harper said, voice suddenly quieter. “But... could I come back later? To thank you properly?”

Amara hesitated.

She didn’t accept invitations easily. Didn’t welcome unknown possibilities, not anymore. Love had once felt like a flower that bloomed too quickly — vibrant, intoxicating, then crushed in a storm she never saw coming.

But Harper’s eyes held no storm.

Only sunlight.

And maybe a question.

“Yes,” Amara said before she could talk herself out of it. “Come back anytime.”

Harper’s smile widened — soft, delighted, a little stunned.

“I will.”

She left with the bouquet held close, and the door bells chimed again. The moment she was gone, the shop felt quieter. Still fragrant, still warm... but different.

Like something had bloomed and wasn’t going to unfurl back.

Amara exhaled slowly, hand brushing over her apron.

“Harper,” she whispered to herself.
The name felt like the beginning of something.
And it was.

Something big.
Something gentle.
Something she wasn’t sure she was ready for —
But maybe, just maybe, she wanted to be.
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Chapter 2 — The Second Visit
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The bells above the door chimed again that afternoon — a softer sound this time, not rushed but warm, expectant. Amara didn’t need to turn around to know who it was. Something in the air shifted, like the subtle sweetness that comes right before a rose opens.

She glanced up anyway and found Harper standing in the doorway, sunlight haloing behind her. This time she wasn’t breathless or frantic. She wasn’t clutching a dying bouquet. She looked... bright. Relaxed. Almost glowing.

And she held a single cupcake.

“Well,” Amara said, suppressing a smile, “you survived the wedding?”

“Barely,” Harper replied dramatically. “The bride cried. The mother cried. The groom nearly passed out. But the bouquet—” she lifted her free hand in a flourish— “was the star of the morning.”

Amara crossed her arms lightly. “Good to know my flowers can keep a wedding from falling apart.”

“It’s more than that.” Harper stepped fully inside, closing the door to the busy street. “Your bouquet saved my job today. So...” She held out the cupcake.

It was lemon, decorated with a swirl of pale yellow frosting and a candied flower on top. A tiny edible daisy.

“For me?” Amara said, surprised despite herself.

“For you,” Harper confirmed. “A thank-you. And possibly a bribe so you’ll let me hang around your shop for a bit.”

Amara accepted the cupcake, warmth blooming low in her chest. “You don’t need to bribe me.”

Harper’s smile turned just a little mischievous. “Good. Because I already ate the other one.”

They shared a laugh, easy and natural, and Harper wandered deeper into the shop, camera still hanging at her side. She touched petals gently as she passed, almost the way some people trail their hands through water — soft, reverent, curious.

“You really love this place,” Harper said, looking around like she was soaking in every detail.

“I do,” Amara admitted, leaning against the counter. “It’s quiet. Predictable. Peaceful.”

“Peaceful is good,” Harper said, her tone shifting. Softer. Almost thoughtful. “But I also think it takes courage to grow something beautiful every day.”

Amara didn’t know how to respond to that. Compliments always unsettled her, especially ones that felt too sincere.

“Can I ask you something?” Harper asked, turning toward her.

“You can try.”

“Have you always been a florist?”

Amara hesitated. “Not always.”

“Before this?”

“I... did some design work.” She looked away. “That part didn’t end well.”

Harper nodded slowly, like she understood the unspoken weight. “Well, whatever life you lived before, it gave you magic hands.”

Heat rose in Amara’s cheeks again — Harper seemed dangerously good at that.

She cleared her throat. “Would you like tea?”

Harper brightened. “Only if you drink it with me.”

So Amara put water on the small kettle behind the counter, and Harper perched on the same bench she had earlier that morning. The scent of peppermint filled the shop as Amara poured two cups and handed one to Harper, who accepted it with both hands like it was something precious.

For a moment they sat in silence, sipping tea, surrounded by flowers and soft music playing from an old radio. The world felt small and gentle — like a bubble that only fit the two of them.

Then Harper broke the quiet.

“You know... I take photos for a living, but I can’t remember the last time I wanted to photograph someone as much as I wanted to photograph you this morning.”

Amara stiffened, caught off guard. “Me?”

Harper nodded. “You. The way you move. The way you touch the flowers. The way the light hits you in this shop. It’s... something.”

Amara swallowed, heart beating too loudly. “I don’t like being photographed.”

“I figured,” Harper said gently. “You flinched when I pointed the camera your way earlier. But... that’s okay. I don’t have to take pictures of you. Just being near you is—” She cut herself off, blushing for the first time.

Something soft unfurled in Amara at the sight.

“That’s very forward,” Amara murmured, a playful edge to her voice she hadn’t expected.

Harper laughed under her breath. “Sorry. I’m not usually like this. Must be something about this shop.”

“Something about the florist, maybe,” Amara said before she could stop herself.

Harper’s eyes widened. Her smile grew slow and warm. “Maybe.”

Silence returned, but it wasn’t empty. It pulsed with something alive, something fragile and exciting.

Then Harper glanced at the clock and groaned. “I have another shoot in twenty minutes. I should go.”

Amara stood to walk her to the door, the cupcake still untouched on the counter.

Harper paused at the threshold, turning back one last time. “I’d like to come back again. If that’s okay.”

“It’s okay,” Amara said softly. “The shop is always open.”

“For me too?” Harper asked, voice barely above a whisper.

Amara met her gaze. “Yes. For you too.”

Harper exhaled, relieved and delighted all at once. “Good. Then I’ll see you soon, Amara.”

And then she was gone, the bells chiming in her wake, leaving Amara standing alone in the fragrant warmth of her shop — heart lighter, breath unsteady, and cupcake still sweetly waiting.

Something had begun.
Slow. Tender. Electric.
And Amara wasn’t sure where it would lead —
but she suddenly wanted to follow it.
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