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    Dedication
To those who have loved deeply and lost profoundly, may you find solace in the eternal spring of memory, where love never fades.
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​Chapter 1: Fate's Blooms 
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That April morning, the air was heavy with the aroma of the full-blooming cherry blossoms, and the city park was a kaleidoscope of colour.  As though nature itself had chosen to paint the world again, petals floated languidly to the ground, covering the meandering pathways in exquisite pinks and whites.  Twenty-seven-year-old artist Anna Harper strolled leisurely around the park while holding her notebook firmly in her arm.  Her hazel eyes examined the area with the hunger of an artist for beauty, and her auburn hair glinted in the sunlight like copper threads.  She wanted to break the routine of her quiet, lonely life and find something—anything—to inspire her next painting.  Anna had always been an observer, spending her days painting the ephemeral moments of the world.  The paintings of faces, landscapes, and ephemeral emotions that adorned her tiny flat, nestled away in a modest nook of the city, each represented a fragment of her soul and a whisper of her desire for connection.  Although she liked creating art, it was a solitary endeavour that made her heart ache for something more meaningful, something tangible.  There appeared to be no better location to discover it than the park, with its colourful spring awakening.  She opened her sketchbook and stopped beside a twisted cherry tree with a lot of blossoms on its limbs.  The curvature of the petals and their seeming radiance in the morning light were captured by her pencil as it moved over the paper.  However, her concentration faltered; her sketch appeared insufficient, and the world around her seemed too big and vibrant.  Suddenly, a funny, malicious gust of wind pulled a single page out of her sketchbook.  Spiralling down towards the path, it twisted in the air like a lost bird and fluttered upward.  "Oh, no!"  Anna's boots crunched on the gravel as she chased after it, gasping.  The page teased her by dancing just out of reach until it landed at the feet of a man who was walking the other way.  Tall and slender, he had dark hair that hung just above his brow.  As he leaned to pick up the paper, his deep brown eyes, which had a quiet intensity, opened.  With his thumb marking a page, he held a battered volume of Shelley's poems and wore a navy jumper.  He straightened and looked at the sketch, a lovely picture of a cherry blossom, its lines so soft they were almost alive.  With a voice as warm and smooth as the first rays of sunlight penetrating clouds, he said, "Pardon me."  "Is this yours?"  Anna's cheeks turned as pink as the blossoms above her as she skidded to a halt.  Self-conscious, she tucked a lock of hair behind her ear.  She reached for the page and replied, "Yes, thank you."  As he gave it to her, their fingers touched, and she felt a shock—a spark of something she couldn't identify.  The world seems to stop for a moment as their gazes lock.  Only the two of them remained as the sounds of the birds, the rustle of leaves, and the distant hum of the city all subsided.  "It's stunning," he remarked, pointing to the drawing.  "You've got a unique picture here.  It is... living.  Anna grinned, curiosity replacing her embarrassment.  "I'm grateful.  All I wanted was to feel the warmth of spring.  Getting things properly is difficult.  He looked at the page for a moment before turning back to her. "I'd say you've done more than that," he said.  By the way, my name is Ben.  Ben Carter.  Her voice was quieter than she had intended when she said, "Anna Harper."  She held the sketchbook close to her chest, feeling strangely vulnerable in his loving stare.  They stood there, uncomfortable but curious, until Ben pointed to a bench close by.  Do you mind if we had a seat for a while?  I'd be interested in learning more about your artwork.  Anna paused, her customary prudence clashing with an unexplained attraction to this stranger.  She nodded because of the friendly, inquisitive, and slightly depressing look in his eyes.  She replied, "Sure," and they took a seat on the bench as the cherry blossoms began to gently fall all about them like snow.  Hours passed during what started out as a courteous conversation.  Ben talked about his days as a professor of literature, when he heard the words of poets and authors who had long ago died.  "The flower that smiles today, tomorrow dies; all that we wish to stay, tempts and then flies," he said in a low, melodious voice as he recounted a passage from Shelley.  He stopped, looking into her eyes.  "I always think of spring as a reminder of how precious and ephemeral beauty is."  Captivated, Anna listened.  She talked about her own love of painting and how every brushstroke was an effort to capture the ephemeral feelings that characterised life.  She traced the edge of her sketchbook with her fingertips and added, "I paint what I feel."  Sometimes it's happiness, and other times it's want.  However, it always comes down to clinging to something that is evaporating.  They discussed everything and nothing, including childhood memories, favourite books, and how the city sprang to life in the spring.  Ben laughed readily, his smile crinkling the corners of his eyes, and Anna, who hadn't laughed in a long time, found herself laughing as well.  Even when the sun rose higher, illuminating the branches, they continued to converse as though they had known one another for ages.  Ben sighed as he looked at his watch as noon drew near.  "In an hour, I have a lecture," he grudgingly stated.  I don't want this to stop here, though.  Do you think you might want to go get coffee sometime?  Anna felt a jolt in her heart.  A smile appeared on her face as she nodded.  "That would be nice."  Their fingers lingered as they transferred phones back and forth while exchanging numbers.  Ben promised to return her sketch when they next met and tucked it into his binder.  A hope that Anna had not dared to feel in years began to grow through her as they parted.  Her heart whispered that something wonderful was about to happen as she watched him leave, his shadow framed by the petals.  Anna came back to her flat that night with a racing mind.  After setting up her easel, she started drawing Ben's face from memory, capturing his gentle eyes, his jaw's curvature, and the way his hair fell in the perfect place.  Her heart was spilling onto the page with every stroke, which felt like a confession.  When she eventually took a step back, she saw not just a portrait but also a promise. She had painted late into the night, the bustle of the city a distant lullaby.  It was the beginning of love, or something like it.  That night, Ben was also restless.  Surrounded by bookcases that drooped under the weight of collections of poetry and novels, he sat in his little flat.  The sketch, a fragile memento of the morning, lay on his desk.  When he read Shelley again, the words had a new meaning and felt different.  Anna's laughter reverberated like a tune, and his mind was filled with her grin.  He felt a connection he was unaware he was lacking as he followed the lines in her artwork.  They had met in the spring, a time of rebirth and opportunity.  However, despite its splendour, spring came with a silent warning: everything that flowers eventually fades.  However, for the time being, Anna and Ben were engrossed in the enchantment of beginnings and were not aware of the darkness that lay just beyond the horizon.  They texted nonstop for the following few days, with each message serving as a thread connecting them.  Ben responded with little poems after Anna received pictures of her most recent sketches.  Anna found herself counting down the hours as they scheduled their coffee date for the next weekend, a joyful sense of anticipation building inside her.  She sketched more blooms as she strolled through the park, but this time they had a deeper meaning—each petal represented the bond she was beginning to feel.  Ben was also transformed.  His students observed a warmth in his lectures, which had previously been presented with quiet precision.  Even he was startled at how passionately he spoke about love and rebirth, including spring imagery into his lessons.  His coworkers made fun of him for his increased vitality, but all he could do was smile while thinking of Anna.  It was a Saturday filled with golden light on the day of their coffee date.  As Anna headed to the café by the river, her heart fluttering, she picked out a pale blue dress.  Ben had already arrived and was waiting with a bouquet of wildflowers, including tiny lavender sprigs, daisies, and forget-me-nots.  With anxious joy in his eyes, he remarked, "I thought these suited
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