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Chapter 1: Fresh Flowers and Old Earth
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The Willow Creek Cemetery rested under a quiet late-afternoon sky, the kind of peaceful stillness that made time feel suspended. Tall oaks draped long shadows across the rows of headstones, and the air carried the earthy scent of turned soil mixed with freshly cut grass. A lawnmower hummed faintly in the distance, but otherwise, only birds and the occasional breeze disturbed the calm.

Eleanor Harrison had come here every weekend like clockwork for the last three months. At seventy-six, she still moved with a quiet confidence that caught the eye. Her silver hair fell in loose waves, and she wore simple but elegant black dresses that followed the curves of her full, mature figure. She always brought flowers—white roses and deep red carnations—Richard’s favorites.

From his usual spot near the maintenance path, twenty-three-year-old Ethan Cole watched her. He was the youngest groundskeeper at Willow Creek, tall and lean with the kind of quiet strength that came from digging graves and hauling equipment in the sun. His dark hair was usually messy under his cap, and his green eyes had learned to read the grief in people’s postures. But Eleanor was different. She didn’t shuffle or cry openly. She walked like someone who had accepted loss but refused to disappear with it.

Week after week, he observed her. She would stop at Richard Harrison’s grave, brush away leaves, and arrange the flowers with careful hands. Sometimes she spoke softly to the stone. Other times she simply sat on the small bench nearby, legs crossed, staring into the trees.

A few Saturdays passed before they exchanged more than polite nods. One warm afternoon, Ethan was raking nearby when she glanced his way.

“You work hard out here,” she said, her voice smooth and low, with the slight huskiness of experience.

Ethan straightened, resting the rake against his shoulder. “Someone has to keep the place looking respectful, ma’am.” He gave her a small, genuine smile. “Those flowers always brighten the row.”

She studied him for a moment, her eyes—sharp blue behind her sunglasses—lingering on his face, then briefly on his arms. “You’re young to be doing this kind of work.”

“Twenty-three,” he answered. “Keeps me grounded. No pun intended.”

Eleanor’s laugh was soft and warm. “I like a man with a sense of humor.” She paused, then added, “I’m Eleanor.”

“Ethan,” he replied, wiping his hand on his jeans before offering it. Her grip was firm, her skin surprisingly soft.

That was the beginning. Small conversations at first. She asked about the trees, the soil, how he ended up working in a cemetery. He told her he liked the quiet, the honesty of the place. No pretending. People came here stripped of their daily masks.

Over the following weekends, their talks stretched longer. He started timing his breaks near Richard’s plot. She began bringing an extra bottle of cold water for him. He made sure the grass around her husband’s stone was always neatly trimmed.

It was a humid Saturday in early June when things shifted.

Eleanor arrived later than usual, the sun already dipping lower and painting the cemetery in golden hues. She wore a fitted black lace dress that reached mid-thigh, a sheer cardigan over her shoulders, and low heels. As she walked the familiar path toward the grave, her foot caught on a small root half-hidden in the grass. She stumbled forward with a sharp gasp.

Ethan was only a few yards away, finishing some edging. He dropped his tool and moved quickly, catching her arm and steadying her with both hands.

“Easy there,” he said, voice low with concern. “You alright, Eleanor?”

She caught her breath, one hand on his chest for balance. Her body pressed against him for a brief second—soft, warm, and unmistakably full. “Damn heels,” she muttered, half-amused, half-embarrassed. “I’m fine... just lost my footing.”

“You’re shaking a little,” he noticed. “Come on. My cabin’s right over there. I’ve got cold water and a chair. You should sit for a minute.”

She hesitated only a second, then nodded. “Thank you, Ethan. That would be kind.”

The maintenance cabin was a small, neat wooden shed tucked behind a line of oaks—nothing fancy, just a place for tools, a small fridge, a desk, and a couple of folding chairs. Ethan guided her inside, his hand gentle on her lower back. The air was cooler, smelling of pine cleaner and faint motor oil.

He pulled out a chair for her and grabbed a bottle of cold water from the mini-fridge, pouring it into a clean glass.

“Here,” he said, handing it to her. “Drink slowly.”

Eleanor took the glass, her fingers brushing his. She sipped, then looked around the modest space before her eyes returned to him. He stood nearby, watching her with that mix of concern and something deeper—something he’d been trying to hide for weeks.

“You’ve been very kind to me these past weeks,” she said quietly. “Most young men your age wouldn’t notice an old woman like me.”

Ethan leaned against the desk, arms crossed. “You’re not like most women, Eleanor. Not even most my age.” His gaze drifted—down the line of her neck, the generous curve of her breasts beneath the lace, the smooth skin of her thighs—before returning to her face. “I’ve been watching you since the first time you came. The way you carry yourself... it’s hard not to notice.”

She set the glass down and met his eyes directly. There was no shame in her expression, only calm interest. “I’ve noticed you too, Ethan. The way you look at me. Most boys your age chase girls with tight skin and no history. But you... you seem to like a woman who’s lived.”

He didn’t deny it. A faint flush colored his neck. “I do,” he admitted, voice rougher. “There’s something about a woman who knows who she is. Who still looks at the world like she wants more from it. You come here every week, but you don’t look broken. You look... alive. Strong. Beautiful.”

Eleanor’s lips curved into a slow smile. She stood up, steadier now, and stepped closer to him. The cabin felt smaller, the air thicker.

“I like younger men,” she said plainly, no games. “Men who still have fire in them. Who look at me like I’m not invisible.” She reached up and lightly touched his forearm, tracing a vein with her fingertip. “And I can tell you like mature women. The way your eyes follow my hips when I walk away... the way you breathe a little deeper when I get close.”

Ethan swallowed hard. His hand lifted almost on its own, resting lightly on her waist. The fabric of her dress was thin; he could feel the warmth of her body beneath it.

“I’ve tried not to stare,” he murmured. “But damn, Eleanor... you make it impossible. You’re seventy-six and you still make my pulse race like I’m fifteen.”

She chuckled softly, stepping even closer until her breasts brushed his chest. “Good. I want you to feel that.”

For a long moment they stood there in the quiet cabin, the distant sounds of the cemetery filtering through the open door. Her hand slid up to his chest. His grip on her waist tightened gently.

Then, slowly—naturally—she tilted her face up. Ethan lowered his head.

Their first kiss was soft, almost tentative. Her lips were warm and full. He tasted the faint sweetness of her lipstick and the coolness of the water she’d drunk. Eleanor sighed against his mouth, one hand curling around the back of his neck, pulling him deeper. The kiss grew slower, more intentional—her experience guiding the moment while his youthful hunger answered.

When they finally parted, both were breathing heavier. Eleanor’s eyes were dark with promise, her lips slightly parted.

Ethan rested his forehead against hers. “I shouldn’t want this,” he whispered.

“But you do,” she replied, smiling. “And so do I.”
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