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            Chapter One

          

          EDEN

        

      

    

    
      I stare at my message to my ex-husband, Blaine: Hey, are you up for coming over tonight?

      But before I hit send, I creep up the stairs to check on Rose. She’s sound asleep, her baby blanket tucked under her chin. For the past fourteen years, she hasn’t spent a night without it.

      I lean against her doorframe, her chest rising and falling under her pink silk sheets. Her black hair is splayed on her pillow, and it catches the light of the moon.

      I'm instantly filled with peace.

      “Not tonight,” I whisper as I delete the message to Rose’s dad.

      Blaine and I divorced twelve years ago, after two years of marriage. When we stood under the arbor in my parents’ backyard, the scent of the Honeymoon roses dangling over our heads, Blaine didn’t want to marry me. He just thought it was the right thing to do after we found out about the new life blooming in my belly.

      He’d never said the words, but I knew.

      “Let's name her Rose,” I said at the reception after we’d cut the lemon cake my mom made. I decorated it early that morning with the yellow peonies that’d just unfurled.

      “Okay,” he said, smiling through sad eyes.

      When we danced to Ella Fitzgerald’s “At Last” as our guests swayed around us, champagne and wine glasses and bottles of IPA in their hands, Blaine’s arms felt different around me.

      Like he was afraid to press against my blossoming belly or touch my vintage linen dress because he might break me.

      He was stiff, cold, and I longed for him to thread his fingers through my hair like he did at our high school prom.

      I still shudder when I think about it, wonder why I let it all happen. Why he let it all happen.

      During our reception, at least once an hour, my father asked, “Are you okay?” as his eyes darted between Blaine and me.

      Blaine never answered, but I spoke for the both of us. “We’re good, Dad.”

      “Maybe you’ve just been on your feet for too long, dear,” my mom said as she wiped my forehead with a napkin and handed me a fresh glass of ice water.

      Their voices were laced with hope, as if their concern would ease what we all knew but didn’t talk about—that Blaine and I were only twenty and he said, several times, he wanted to see the world and camp on mountains and hike and ski along the East Coast before he settled down.

      When Blaine and I fell in love in high school and talked about melding our lives together after we graduated, I didn’t really want to travel, but I was going to. For him.

      My dream to start Flowers from ME, a decision I made when I was twelve after my parents took me to Mapleton to see a field of sunflowers, wasn’t something I was going to give up.

      So, we agreed that after I got my business up and running, we’d hire someone I trusted to run it while we traveled and went on adventures.

      Then, everything felt different when I found out I was going to be a mother. I didn’t want to travel. I wanted to keep a home and raise Rose in one place and stick to a routine.

      I’d changed my mind. I didn’t want to give up my dream, and it wasn’t fair of me to ask Blaine to give up his, so I never did.

      But I’d hoped, with my entire soul, after we found out about Rose he’d change his mind and we’d be enough to keep him home.

      We weren’t selfish. But at twenty years old, we weren’t capable of giving up our dreams for each other, either. And it was something we never discussed.

      Blaine and I went through the motions. He stopped talking about seeing the world and went to work at his dad’s insurance agency.

      I stayed home and took care of Rose and played in my gardens as the white cedar shakes on our tiny cottage weathered to gray.

      Blaine drifted from me as I drifted from him, and neither of us did anything about it.

      Until I couldn’t take it any longer.

      After two years of marriage, I knew he didn’t want to stay. I also knew I could never go with him.

      “You don’t want to be here with us, with me,” I said as we sat on our secondhand sofa and scratched my nail along the nubbly linen slipcover I made.

      “That’s not it, Eden. I just feel like … I’m going to burst. If I don’t get out and explore and … live,” he answered. His voice cracked as he rested his head in his hands, and he cried like I’ve never seen him cry.

      

      Blaine left for Springer Mountain, Georgia, to hike the Appalachian Trail, just as the snow melted, leaving the ground soggy and muddy.

      He was diligent about sending child support, but I rarely heard from him.

      After he left, my dad built me a little farm stand, and I painted it white, the earthy scent of spring teasing the air as visions of filling it with wild, oversized bouquets made my heart flutter.

      My dad drove the stand down my driveway, and we dragged it off his truck and under a large oak tree.

      I stared at the empty stand while he leveled it, and Rose played in the only patch of snow left in our yard at my mother’s feet.

      My childhood dream and my future were in the confines of a movable stand made from scraps of wood.

      Now, here I am twelve years later. Flowers from ME is doing better than ever, and I love our little cottage.

      Over the years, Rose and I have painted every interior wall in our home blush pink, and I’ve slowly filled it with flea market finds and antiques.

      I know I’m capable of being a great single mother to Rose and managing my home and my dream career.

      But sometimes, it’s incredibly hard and scary.

      Those are the times I invite Blaine over.

      I guess I do it because it’s comfortable and I've never been with anyone else and I always hope it will give me something it never does.

      I kind of hate that part of myself.

      He always agrees and shows up, but he’s like he was when we were married, not really here with me.

      We don’t talk much; he moves over me and I take what I can even though it’s never enough.

      I slowly walk to Rose and place a kiss on her warm cheek before inhaling her sweet scent. Something she rarely lets me do when she’s awake.

      “I did the right thing,” I whisper to myself as I make my way down the stairs to start my list for tomorrow.

      I’ll fill my roadside stand first thing in the morning, and it will definitely be busy in the flower shop. My potted herbs are ready, and I posted some pictures on Instagram of the planters I made out of old filing cabinets, and they're all spoken for.

      After finding five cabinets at the local dump, I ripped off the doors, scrubbed them, then painted them black and filled them with cascading petunias. No one even flinched at the two-hundred dollar price tag, and people are asking when I’m going to make more.

      Maybe I’ll have time to check the dump again this weekend or take a drive—people are always leaving them on the side of the road.

      I sink into my sofa cushions and open the Notes app on my phone.

      I’m making a note to find more filing cabinets when I get a text from my best friend Sofie: Hi! There’s this new guy who works at my gym. Super nice. Can I give him your number?

      I shake my head and laugh. No!

      Only Sofie would be at the gym at ten o'clock at night, chatting it up with some guy. She doesn’t like to date anyone who lives too close, says she likes her space, but she’s constantly trying to get me to go on dates.

      So is my mom.

      It frustrates them both that I never agree to meet any of these men, but not enough to make them stop.

      How long are you going to stay single?

      I knew she was going to ask this, so I’m already typing when I see her text. When I meet the man of dreams, the one who can fix things, doesn’t care that I have dirt under my nails, and wants to stay put and share a life with Rose and me, maybe I’ll go on a date.

      The three responding dots bounce, and my shoulders stiffen.

      Sugarcoating isn’t in Sofie’s wheelhouse. She always tells me that true friends are true because they tell you the truth, and she’s not about to blow sunshine up my ass.

      It’s why she’s my best friend, but there are times her words still make me flinch.

      I can already tell this is going to be one of those times.

      Eden, you’re never going to meet him if you don’t heal.

      I’ve told myself, and Sofie, I’ve healed. But really, I’ve learned how to close myself off so I can protect Rose and me.

      Of course Sofie knows that, but instead of pushing, she writes, I love you and I’ll see you tomorrow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          EDEN

        

      

    

    
      My front door slams, and my favorite floral mug almost slips out of my sudsy hands. “God, Sofie! I didn’t hear you!” My best friend is holding a pink bottle of wine in her hands, ready for our Friday night.

      “Of course you can’t hear me. Your fans are blasting so high your chandeliers are swaying back and forth.” She puts the bottle of wine in the Smeg fridge I found at Mid Coast Antiques and stands there for a moment, legs spread taking into the cold air. “You need to get an air conditioner. It’s only going to drop to the seventies tonight.”

      I wipe the sweat off my forehead with my soapy hand, and a few suds slide down my cheek.

      My rattan chandelier sways over the dining room table, but I love the whirring sound of a loud fan on a hot summer day. Growing up, my mom always had one positioned toward the ceiling and one that swiveled its head over the room, like I do now.

      “I’ll be fine. Raspberries were on sale at the grocery store, so I made a raspberry pie and got chocolate ice cream to go with it. Your favorite.” Sofie got me into eating chocolate ice cream with fruit pie, and I’ll never go back.

      “It’s your favorite now, too. And you’re a saint to make a pie in this heat. I don’t think I can eat anything hot though.” She slams the fridge shut and leans her long body against it as if she’s just sprinted a mile. The patch of freckles she has on each cheek are darker than they were yesterday, her hair lightened by the sun.

      “I made it this morning, and it’s been in the fridge all day. There’s something I love about cold pie for breakfast, and it will be so good tonight with the wine.” I flick my fingers at Sofie’s bare belly, sending suds and dishwater on her washboard stomach. “Nice of you to get dressed. Whose underwear are those?”

      Sofie tugs on the waistband of her blue-and-white plaid boxers, a smirk lifting her lips. “Ah, I can’t remember. The sports bra is new. What do you think?”

      “I like it so much I’ll be borrowing that the next time you drag me to that stupid bootcamp class of yours. I just got these floral bike shorts with the same shade of purple. It will match perfectly,” I say, just to watch her squirm.

      Sofie rolls her eyes. “Get your own. I’m not sharing sweaty gym clothes with you. And you and your flowers.”

      “I know right? How annoying that I love what I do so much I need everything around me to be flowery.” I dry my hands on my pink-and-black floral dish towel and snap Sofie’s leg with it.

      “Hey!” Sofie lunges to my sink, wets her hands, and flicks water in my face. “And I’m glad you love your job so you can keep paying me to help you.”

      “Yes, I know. Without Flowers From ME, you’d be on my coach each night. Not that I’d hate that.”

      Sofie puts me at ease when Rose is with her dad. I know how rare a friendship like ours is. I’d literally be lost without her. Some people warned me when I hired her that it might damage our friendship. But it’s been ten years, and I’ve never second guessed it. I can count on her, and she loves the flexibility.

      She’s been my best friend since she marched up to me in our seventh-grade art class and demanded to know where I got my pink shearling-lined boots.

      “We can’t have that. I have too much … activity in my night life.” She pulls her hair back and secures it with the thick elastic she always wears on her wrist.

      “That you do, my friend. And I love living vicariously through you.”

      Sofie always says sex is so much better with men who aren’t ready to commit. The ones who message her Hey at midnight, wondering if she wants company. Nice guys who have their shit together throw themselves at her, and she shrugs them off, tells me they’re too boring. But she never leaves out any details about her sex life, which is good because I ask her all the questions.

      When I asked her why she’s drawn to jerks, she said, “Nice guys can’t throw me up against a wall and take control the way the toxic ones can.”

      Not that I can relate. I’ve only had sex with Blaine, and it’s always been … okay. Maybe if I experienced the kind of orgasms Sofie describes, I’d become obsessed with self-centered assholes too.

      Honestly, it all sounds too scary for me.

      “Let's have pie. I haven’t eaten dinner yet.” I let out a sigh and open the fridge, pleased with how flaky and sugary the crust looks, raspberries oozing out of the heart-shaped cutout in the middle.

      Sofie opens my silverware drawer and grabs the ice cream scoop and pie slicer. “You’re missing Rose, aren’t you?” she says, gently placing the utensils down on my butcher block island.

      “Always.” I tighten my messy bun before reaching into the cupboard for my favorite dessert plates, my sundress giving off a pleasant breeze as I turn. Rose helped me pick out our dishes from a local potter, and I love how each ivory dish differs slightly from the next.

      “Blaine came back from his backpacking adventure over ten years ago. You’d think I’d be used to not having her a few nights a week by now, but I’m not. She loves having two homes, two birthdays, two Christmases. I should be okay.”

      “There’s no measurement of time for when you should be okay, Eden. These things are … hard.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

      Sofie’s eyes widen, and I know what she’s going to say next. “You know what could help your situation?”

      Not again.

      “The last thing I need is a man. I just … I don’t have time for that. I like my life. Digging in the garden, getting to assemble beautiful bouquets for weddings and parties. The shop is getting so busy. I may need to be open more than just Monday through Thursday, but I need Fridays and the weekends to do my event bouquets, more drop offs, and be available to customers who are picking up flowers.”

      “Well, you can count on me.” Sofie scoops perfect soft balls of chocolate ice cream, and even though the pie is cold and firm, the ice cream slides down the sides of the slices. “I can work more hours and help find you a man. Because I know you haven't gotten laid for like, a decade. Not to mention I’ve bought you every vibrator on the market. But Eden, there’s a difference between liking your life as it is and closing yourself off so you won’t get hurt.”

      “Why don’t you shut up and get the wine?”

      We’ve had this talk so many times. Sofie never fails to bring it up at least once a month. She doesn’t know I’ve been having spontaneous sex with Blaine since he’s been back. I want to tell her, but so much time has gone by I think it would hurt her to know I’ve been keeping the secret.

      When Blaine and I were married, I told her I’d only had a few orgasms with him, and I think she almost passed out. I could tell that only added to her Reasons You Should Leave Blaine list, but she never said the words.

      While I have nothing to compare it to, sex with him isn’t great. But it’s familiar. Blaine lies on top of me, and we always move separately, never able to find that rhythm I see in the movies. We take what we need from each other, then it’s over, and I tell myself that will be the last time.

      “You don’t have to ask me twice.” Sofie takes two wineglasses from the top shelf without having to get on her tiptoes like I do.

      I grab two spoons, and by the time I enter the living room and plop down on my slip-covered sofa, the cap is off the bottle, the sweet sound of Moscato glugging into glasses.

      Sofie carries two glasses in one hand and the open bottle in the other. Before she sits next to me, she makes sure the fan is so close it dries out our eyes and throws our hair around as we try to eat dessert for dinner.

      “Really?” I ask, a few strands of hair stuck to my chapstick.

      “It’s a sauna in here. That’s what you get for not having an air conditioner. A few pieces of hair in your pie won’t kill you.”

      I elbow her and almost choke on my first bite of pie. Sofie was a way with sexual innuendos.

      Halfway through my second glass of wine, I get all warm and light and floaty.

      “Your cheeks are the same color as the raspberry smears on your plate. Slow down, killer. You never have more than one glass.”

      “I can’t remember the last time I had wine. I’m going to sleep like a log tonight!”

      “Yeah, that’s because you only drink coffee and water with nasturtiums and cucumbers. If you’re feeling wild, you’ll go grab a six-er of Diet Coke and have one with dinner.” Sofie gets up, screws the cap on the Moscato, and puts it back in the fridge.

      “Hey!” I yell after her.

      “I’m driving tonight, and I don’t want you to feel like shit in the morning. It’s going to be hot, and the last thing you need is to be dehydrated while you’re filling orders.”

      Sofie sinks back into the sofa, and we scroll through our phones, enjoying the comfortable silence that only comes after being friends for as long as we have.

      “Aww, cute. This guy rescued a bunch of baby ducks from a storm drain.”

      “Cute,” I say, not looking up from my phone. I’m making a new Pinterest board for the shop; my dream to expand and carry more goods from local artists will force me to be creative with the space, and my dad asked me to send him over some ideas.

      Sofie shoots up from the sofa, “Hey, this happened in Wollen, right up the road from you. Says some guy had traffic stopped and everything.”

      She points her phone in my face and sits back down as I skim the local news channel’s Instagram post. A local man had traffic stopped today while rescuing baby ducklings from a storm drain. Full report on the nightly news.

      “Yum! Maybe you’re right about clearing my cobwebs. I wonder if he’s single?” My core gets hot, my head heavy, then an obnoxious laugh erupts from my chest as I set my phone on the coffee table.

      Sofie slides my glass of wine out of my reach and looks at me like I’ve just asked her to help me hide a dead body in my backyard. “Yum? Yeah, he’s hot. Are you okay? You always get mad when I talk about how you need to clear those cobwebs.”

      “I'm fine! You’ve been trying to talk me into dating for twelve years, and now you’re looking at me like you don’t know who I am. Does he have a ring or what?”

      I’m pretty sure it’s the wine speaking, but I tell myself that maybe not inviting Blaine over last night means I’m ready to date, because that sounds a lot better than making a buzzed-decision.

      She raises her eyebrows, then zooms in on his picture. “No ring!”

      “I’m sure he’s taken. Come on. He volunteers. Rescues baby animals. Ridiculously sexy, red hair, fit. He’s taken, Sofie.”

      “There’s only one way to find out. Leave a comment and ask! I’m sure he’ll see it.” A grin spreads across her cheeks.

      “What? No! What, am I fifteen? I’m not leaving a message on the local news channel’s Instagram page, asking if some dude is single.”

      Dating is way too hard for a single mother in her mid-thirties. It was so much easier in high school when I could tell a friend of a friend I thought some guy was cute and go from there.

      Sofie slaps her free hand on her thigh. “Eden, what do you have to lose? You’re already single. I know you’re lonely sometimes. You have a glorious life. Why not share it with someone?”

      “I don’t think Rose would—”

      Sofie holds her hand up in front of my face. “Rose has asked me time and time again to fix you up. You know this, I’ve only told you one-hundred times. Maybe the only way to heal is to … go for it?”

      I don’t answer. Instead, I swipe Sofie’s wine from the coffee table and take down the rest of her Moscato, then hold the glass between both hands and think about my options.

      “Besides, what if it’s him, Eden?”

      “What if it’s who?” I ask, knowing exactly what she’s talking about. I set her empty glass down, then stand up and retrieve my glass from across the table where she put it.

      “What if it’s him? You know, the dream guy you always talk about. The one you say you’re sure doesn’t exist. The one who likes to fix things and doesn’t care that you have dirt under your nails and wants to stay put and share a life with you.”

      I take another long drink, holding the wine in my mouth before swallowing it down.

      What if it is him? The thought warms my insides.

      When I wiggle my fingers toward Sofie as if to say, gimme your phone, she says, “No! You have to do it from your account or he’ll think it’s me!”

      I let out a huge, burning burp, and my eyes water. “Good thinking.”

      I search the sofa for my phone, and Sofie slowly picks it up from my wooden coffee table where I just set it. “Um, Eden. You just put it here.”

      I snatch it from her. “I know,” I say, trying to focus on my screen. “Now, what should I write? Come over and clear my cobwebs, Cowboy?”

      Another giggle escapes my throat.

      “Oh my God, Eden, be serious. Just do it, but keep it short and sweet.”

      For a moment, I seriously consider sending him a message. I narrow my eyes at Sofie, trying to come up with something short yet funny yet fantastically brilliant.

      Nothing.

      I lower my eyes to the paused video, Ginger gets hotter by the second, and I try to keep myself from swaying back and forth when Sofie takes my phone.

      “I’ll do it, Eden.”

      “Fine,” I say. “Just don’t embarrass me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          COLIN

        

      

    

    
      My phone buzzes from my shorts pocket as I wrap pasta around my fork. Jessica, my date for the night, just ordered her third Bellini in between stories about how her new best friend is dating her ex-best friend. Something about borrowing her favorite designer handbag and not returning it.

      I’m so confused, I'm sure my head is spinning.

      Jessica’s face is glowy and yellow from the lit candle between us. I set my fork down and prop my elbows on the red-and-white-checkered tablecloth and lean in closer. I try to focus on what she’s saying, but her voice is really high, and her fast-moving lips distract me.

      She’s attractive, beautiful really. Nice dresser; love the fitted black dress. Smells like peppermint. So why am I so … bored?

      This online dating bullshit is getting fucking stale. Meeting up with different women from Tinder and Bumble lost its luster so long ago, I have no idea why I’m still doing it.

      Cody, my identical twin brother, was a ladies’ man in high school. I was the scrawny, shy twin who never kissed a woman until I was eighteen. I should be in heaven right now.

      After graduating, I had a growth spurt and hit the weights hard for a year. For the first time, I was getting female attention. And lots of it. I thought it would be more fun, but after over ten years of doing this shit, I’m so unfulfilled.

      I nod, trying
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