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  Chapter one
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Rowan


The smell of fresh flowers hit me before I even unlocked the front door—a mix of roses, freesia, and a hint of eucalyptus. Sweet, crisp, and just shy of cloying. It had a way of wrapping itself around me like a favorite sweater. Not that I was complaining. The shop was practically my second home, which meant I lived in a perpetual bouquet of blooms. 
“Morning, Clover,” I said, flipping the sign on the door to OPEN. Clover, my assistant, was perched on the counter like a particularly judgmental house cat, scrolling through her phone. She didn’t look up, but her hot pink hair gave an approving bounce.
“Slow day?” I asked, not bothering to check the obvious. The shop was empty, and the only sounds were the faint whir of the heater and Clover humming something vaguely poppy under her breath.
“Always is in January,” she replied. “Everyone’s broke and still clinging to their New Year’s resolutions.” She punctuated this with a dramatic sigh and held up her phone. “But don’t worry! Pinterest says Valentine’s season officially starts tomorrow.”
I snorted. “Sure it does.” Still, I couldn’t help but glance at the counter display, my small army of pre-made arrangements looking a little sad and underdressed. With rent looming and the winter slump stretching on, I’d take Valentine’s chaos over this eerie quiet any day.
I moved to the back of the shop, where an assortment of half-finished bouquets waited for my attention. The floral cooler hummed softly in the corner, keeping the hydrangeas, tulips, and roses fresh for the handful of customers I still had. With delicate fingers, I reached for a sprig of baby’s breath and tucked it between some greenery, balancing the blush-pink roses. The bouquet had to be perfect—every arrangement I made had to be perfect.
My parents used to joke that I was a perfectionist. Back then, I thought it was because I wanted to get everything right—the perfect handwriting, the neatest art projects, the most carefully planned school presentations.
Now I knew better.
Perfection wasn’t just about getting things right. It was about control. About building something so precise, so beautiful, that no one could question it.
When you grow up knowing that every little detail of your life is measured: your hair, your clothes, the way your voice fills a room, perfection stops being about achievement.
It becomes armor.
A shield you build, piece by piece, until it’s the only thing standing between you and the way people look at you.
Because if everything was flawless, if every gesture was practiced, every word carefully chosen, every thread of my existence woven together just right—then maybe people wouldn’t look too closely.
Maybe they wouldn’t tilt their heads, searching for something that didn’t fit.
Maybe they wouldn’t pick apart the pieces of me they didn’t understand.
Or worse, the ones they did, but didn’t want to accept.
I turned a freesia stem between my fingers, running my thumb over its delicate petals. Soft. Light. Controlled.
Flowers made sense to me.
They didn’t have to justify their beauty. They didn’t have to explain why they were here.
They just were.
And maybe that was why I wanted every bouquet to be perfect.
Because if I could arrange something that made people stop and admire it, if I could make something undeniably beautiful—then maybe, just maybe, I could believe the same about myself.
I exhaled slowly, running my fingers along the petals of a freesia bloom.
This shop wasn’t just a business.
It was proof.
Proof that I belonged here. That I could carve out a space for myself, something steady and real, something that wasn’t dependent on anyone else’s approval.
Every inch of this place held something of me, the carefully arranged displays, the soft hum of the fridge where I kept delicate blooms, the lingering scent of fresh greenery and soil beneath the sweetness of roses. I had built this with my own hands, with long nights and early mornings, with calloused fingers and aching muscles and sheer, stubborn will.
And every time I unlocked the front door, every time I stepped inside and breathed it in, it reminded me:
I was still here.
Still thriving.
Still standing.
No matter what anyone thought.
The bell above the door jingled, cutting through the quiet.
I blinked, pulled from my thoughts as the familiar chime rang through the shop. A customer. A distraction. A reason to shake off the weight settling in my chest.
I quickly set the bouquet down, smoothing my hands over my apron like I could press away the last remnants of my thoughts.
Smile, I reminded myself.
“Good morning!” I called out, slipping on my brightest grin.
The woman who walked in looked familiar in that small-town way—Heartwood’s population was too small for strangers but just big enough to avoid knowing everyone’s business. She hovered near the daisies, her lips pursed like she’d just tasted something sour.
“Do you have anything... simpler?” she asked, gesturing vaguely at the display.
I tilted my head. “Simpler?”
“Not... so loud. Something more... neutral,” she said, her voice dropping as if the flowers might hear her insult.
I nodded, keeping my smile in place. “Of course. I can put something together for you. Do you have a specific occasion in mind?”
“It’s for my mother,” she said, her tone still hesitant. “She’s very... traditional.”
Translation: No “unconventional” arrangements. No bright colors. Nothing that might make her mother think.
I bit my tongue and turned back to the workbench, keeping my hands steady as I picked out some white roses and greenery. The woman hovered close, her gaze prickling against my back.
“You’re the one who owns this place, right?” she asked.
“That’s right,” I said, keeping my tone light.
She nodded, glancing around like she was taking mental inventory of the shop. “I heard you’re not originally from Heartwood.”
I froze for half a beat—just long enough for the words to settle, sharp and familiar. But my hands kept moving, adjusting a stem of freesia with careful precision.
I could feel her watching me, waiting.
“I’ve been here a long time,” I said simply.
She hummed like she’d uncovered a juicy tidbit. “And you run this place all by yourself?”
“Me and my assistant,” I replied, still focused on the bouquet. “We make a good team.”
I turned and handed her the finished arrangement. She accepted it with a polite smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes, lingering just long enough for the silence to stretch, weighted with something unspoken.
Then, without another word, she paid and left.
The door swung shut behind her, the little bell jingling overhead like nothing had happened.
But I could still feel it.
Like a draft through an old window—gone in an instant, but leaving behind the kind of chill that stays in your bones.
As soon as the door jingled shut, Clover slid off the counter and joined me in the back. “That lady sucked,” she announced. Her voice softened. “You okay, though?”
I let out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. “She didn’t suck. She just... doesn’t know how to mind her own business.”
“Same thing,” Clover said with a shrug.
Some days, it rolled off me like rain on a windowpane—there for a moment, then gone, forgotten.
Other days, like today, it sank in.
Heavy. Unshakable. Like the damp chill of winter air creeping under your clothes, settling into your bones. You could pretend it wasn’t there, go about your day, but it stayed with you. Lingering.
The bell jingled again, snapping me out of it.
A pair of teenage girls burst in, practically vibrating with excitement. “Oh my God, it’s almost time for the Valentine’s contest!” one of them squealed, clutching her friend’s arm like she might actually pass out from the sheer thrill of it.
Across the counter, Clover arched a brow. “The Cutest Valentine Couple thing?”
“Yeah! My cousin was in it last year—she said the prize money was huge,” the girl gushed. “Like, enough to pay off a car loan.”
I glanced at Clover, whose eyebrows had disappeared into her hairline. “A car loan,” she repeated.
“It’s true! And it’s so romantic,” the other girl chimed in. “The winners get their picture in the paper and everything. I heard they’re announcing the theme tomorrow!”
The girls left as quickly as they came, leaving the shop buzzing in their wake.
“Cutest couple contest,” Clover mused. “Think we should enter?”
I rolled my eyes. “I’m pretty sure it’s for actual couples, not two coworkers who split donuts on their lunch break.”
“Well, if we can’t, you and he should totally do it,” she said, grinning. “You’d wipe the floor with everyone else.”
“Oh, sure. Me and Robert. Heartwood’s favorite platonic pair,” I said with a snort.
“Don’t underestimate yourselves,” Clover said, smirking. “You’d be cute.”
I laughed it off, but the idea planted itself in my head anyway. Cute. Me and Robert. The cutest. Sure, it was ridiculous. But as I glanced at the wilting bouquets on the counter and thought about next month’s rent, ridiculous didn’t seem so bad.






  
  Chapter two
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Robert


The shop was quiet except for the steady tick of the clock and the occasional clink of a spoon against a mixing bowl. 
I liked this time of night.
When the world outside slowed down, when the streetlights cast soft golden patches on the sidewalk, when it was just me, the smell of melted chocolate, and the low hum of the warmer keeping it liquid and perfect.
This was the kind of quiet that usually steadied me. The kind that made everything else fade away: deadlines, financial stress, the constant what ifs I tried to ignore.
I dipped a spoon into the glossy dark chocolate, letting it cascade in a silky ribbon back into the bowl. Normally, this was soothing. Measured. Predictable.
Tonight, though, it felt like the chocolate was mocking me.
Like it knew I was this close to losing everything.
I exhaled through my nose. “No pressure, huh?”
The words echoed in the empty shop, swallowed up by the scent of vanilla and espresso beans, by the decades of history built into the walls.
I glanced at the tray of truffles I’d been working on.
They weren’t bad.
The ganache was smooth, the flavor balanced.
But not bad wasn’t going to save this shop.
My parents hadn’t poured their lives into McLaughlin’s Chocolates so I could coast on not bad.
I wiped my hands on a towel, glancing around the space that had been mine for as long as I could remember. The shop was warm in a way that had nothing to do with the chocolate warmer. A place filled with tiny, familiar comforts.
The faded chalkboard where my mom used to write out the specials in perfect cursive. The worn spot on the counter where my dad had leaned a hundred times, explaining the science of chocolate like it was some ancient, sacred knowledge.
I used to sit there as a kid, swinging my legs, watching him temper chocolate like it was magic.
Back then, I thought chocolate could fix anything.
Now?
Now, I wasn’t sure it could fix this.
The finances were a mess. The rent was going up. The number of customers coming in wasn’t bad, exactly, but it wasn’t good enough to keep the shop steady, to make sure I wasn’t just treading water until the inevitable.
And no amount of perfectly tempered chocolate was going to change that.
I scrubbed a hand over my face, glancing at the clock again.
Midnight.
I groaned. Definitely time to call it a night.
I switched off the warmer, did a final check to make sure everything was prepped for tomorrow, and locked up the shop. Outside, the streets were empty, the glow of the streetlights reflecting off patches of ice on the sidewalk. The air had that sharp, brittle kind of cold that settled deep in your bones, the kind that made you wish you’d grabbed a thicker coat.
I shoved my hands into my
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