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About the Book

A war of the roses ignites between feuding small-town neighbors in this fun, slow-burn lesbian romance.

Retired master florist Kate Willow moved to remote Serenity Springs for one thing: peace. All she wants is a glass of wine, her creaky rocking chair, and the company of her horse, Moose.

Her effervescent neighbor Margot Reed is sunshine and glitter-soaked chaos who just won't leave her alone. Worse, Margot’s wild, messy garden ruins Kate’s tranquil view and chafes her fraying nerves.

Their simmering rivalry ignites every year at the Rose Festival. Margot has won for five years straight—a crown Kate is determined to reclaim. But when a crisis forces them to work together, they discover beneath the passive-aggressive barbs an unlikely attraction is starting to bloom.
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For those who believe in second chances, even when they come wrapped in unexpected moments. This book is for the ones who see beauty in vulnerability and find strength in love’s quiet persistence.

And to the friends, both near and far, who remind me every single day that the best stories are lived together—thank you for being my inspiration and my anchor.


 

Chapter 1

Kate

The wind drifts through the elm and maple trees beyond the hill. Water trickles along the barren river rock in the stream behind the house. Taking a sip of cool white wine, I rock in my chair, soaking in the peace that’s rare to find. I close my eyes and, for a moment, everything fades—it’s just me, the breeze, and the quiet.

Until it’s shattered.

“Dammit! What the hell—” A shriek echoes through the open air, past the little dirt road separating our houses, and onto the front porch where I sit.

“Oh, for Pete’s sake…” I groan, setting my glass down too fast. Wine splashes over the rim, staining my freshly refinished birch table.

Perfect.

Moose whinnies from the side, his long neck curled around just enough so those chocolate eyes meet mine. He huffs, stomps, and flicks his ear backwards—a silent reminder that I still owe him our afternoon walk.

I sigh even louder this time as I stand from my chair and tighten the buckles on my denim overalls. It’s become a habit—tightening something, clenching another—rather than releasing the fury of my unfiltered mouth and resting bitch face on an unsuspecting soul. I scrape the extra muck off my boots before stepping to the edge of the deck. One hand shades my eyes as I squint toward the source of all the racket that just won’t leave me be.

And there she is: copper-blonde hair glinting like a warning sign in the afternoon sun.

Margot Reed. It’s always Margot freaking Reed. Why she can’t just pick up her chaotic life and move somewhere else, I’ll never know.

Serenity Springs lived up to its name, back before she showed up. Quiet rivers bank every property, only separated by the rolling hills in all directions, refusing to be calmed by man’s expectations. My land was especially quiet, tucked into hundreds of acres of untouched beauty. My little slice of heaven.

When I retired early—sure had enough of working 12-hour days at the floral shop and then racing barrels every weekend—I bought this house not only for the picturesque white wrap-around deck and four stall barn sitting just beyond acres of pristine fencing, but because I had 42 acres to call my own and miles of open land before me.

Then Margot Reed bought the vacant lot across the dirt road, ruining my market value with every ridiculous and precariously placed contraption she continues to pull out of a toddler’s dreams. She’s a glitter-soaked fever dream that’s lost its damn mind. Her unorganized personality alone ruined my tranquil retirement.

It’s constant. Never ends. Like a fly that just won’t quit buzzing around your biscuit.

Wild greenery snakes around her house—though “wild” is putting it kindly—which frankly, shouldn’t be possible, given that she built the house from the ground up less than 5 years ago. How her plants survive, let alone thrive, is beyond me. Pipes snake across the side of her ranch, and somehow, the plants are thriving like they know they’re defying every rule of nature and want to show off about it.

It’s a fire hazard waiting to happen.

And her flowers? Don’t get me started. I was a florist for thirty years; I know a thing or two about pairing flowers. There should be a plan, some harmony between color and size, but Margot plants like a blind woman who just spun in a tight circle fifteen times and then dropped on her head with a trowel in hand.

Behind her house, but unfortunately still within my view, there are dozens of galvanized steel planter beds, none of them placed with any rhyme or reason. Some have bright flowers, overgrown and chaotically drooping over the sides, while others reach six feet in the air with makeshift frames holding each delicate pot of cilantro and romaine. Morning glories crawling up rusted metal frames, reaching for sunlight in a tangle that defies any logic.

It’s ridiculous. And unnecessary. It’s so unorderly—practically a hot mess on stilts. An unadulterated chaos, and it grates on my last, fraying nerve.

“Shit!” Her voice rings out like a shotgun blast, snapping my shoulders tight with tension.

“So much for some peace,” I grumble, shaking my head. Easing back into the rocker, I hold my breath at the way my sciatica always protests. “Lord have mercy!” Reaching around my waist, I rub my lower hip while picking my glass back up with the other hand.

If there’s one thing I wish my momma didn’t give me, it’s this early onset, constant, aching arthritis.

Moose snorts beside me, nose aimed right at the scene across the way like he knows somethings coming. I sip the rest of my drink, cool and sharp going down, and sure enough—here she comes.

It looks like Miss Rainbow Bright isn’t always sunshine and glitter all the time. She’s furious—her lime-green shirt disheveled and showing off her bronze skin, jeans smeared with mud, and her strawberry-blond hair spilling from a clip. She’s muttering to herself, arms waving, face twisted in frustration. She’s coming down fast, and I swear she’s either gonna roll the whole way or at least slide halfway there. And honestly? Wouldn’t bother me one bit. Might even do her some good. Maybe a smack to the ass is exactly what this excruciatingly annoying woman needs.

But as I take another sip of wine, content with watching her flounder, fate intervenes. One of her rainbow-colored clogs slips off, and she teeters, arms flailing. Before I can blink, she’s flat on her back in the dirt, one leg flung in the air.

My laugh catches in my throat, and I roll my lips inward to prevent it from tumbling out and over to her ears. This is a situation that I’d much rather observe than be involved in. Preferably with popcorn, but I guess the wine will have to do.

I take another long sip, feeling that familiar flicker of happiness blooming in my chest because maybe karma does work sometimes. But Moose, that meddling beast, turns to me and fixes those deep, pleading eyes on me. His body is still as a statue, waiting for me to do the “right” thing. The sun glints off his hair, absorbing the rays into his scattered brown paint splotches.

“Moose, no.” I scowl at him, folding my arms.

He doesn’t move, just tilts his head in that way he knows makes me cave.

“Don’t you give me attitude today,” I say, sighing. “I’m not goin’ over there.”

He whinnies—sass in every ounce—pointing his adorable speckled nose towards Margot’s house again. She’s still sitting in a pile of rock and dirt in her driveway, her head folded over her knees. I was sure by now she’d stand back up, dusting off her dirty jeans, and continuing down the road where she’s most likely going to walk a mile into town towards the hardware shop for something else to buy to get under my skin.

But no. She’s just sitting there.

Moose’s snort catches me off guard. He spins in a circle and slowly ambles towards the front of the deck, bringing himself eye to eye with me.

“No,” I repeat.

And right on cue, he pulls out that look. Ears tilted in, eyes all soft and wistful, like he’s a gangly baby again instead of the fifteen-year-old hay-vacuum he is now. When he gives me that look, he knows I can’t say no. Not to an extra carrot. Not to him sneaking a bonus alfalfa cube from the canvas bag while I grab his grain. Not to another five minutes on our strolls when I could heel over from exhaustion and chub rub.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake.” I stand abruptly, hands on my hips, stifling a groan from the movement.

The little jerk looks like he’s smiling as he trots back over to his favorite shaded maple to the right.

“I can’t believe I let you talk me into this.” I huff, snatching my sunhat off the chair arm. I clomp down the steps, meandering across the front lawn like a woman sent to death row.

He snorts in response.

“You’re ridiculous.” I shake my head, releasing a breath as I step onto the dirt road and up that steep old curve towards her house. “I’m going to regret this. I know I am.”

Margot looks up at the sound of the gravel crunching beneath my boots, her eyes red and puffy. With tears swirling in her expression and the sunlight raining down on us, the hazel in her eyes fractures into so many colors—a sunburst of hazelnut browns, verdant greens, and sparkling gold—that I’ve forgotten why I’m standing before her at all.

“Kate?”

Yupp. That voice is enough to smack me awake. It’s always so high, light, and fluffy that a scowl immediately lands on my face.

“I came over to see if you were alright,” I grumble, more out of Southern obligation than any real concern.

She’s not bleeding from what I can see. She’s alive, and that’s enough. I did my due diligence. That oughta count. I checked the box. Time to go, and with a clear conscience. With that thought lodged in the forefront of my mind, I turn on my heel to leave.

“I could use a hand up,” she says quietly, a sniffle hidden just beneath.

Of course you would.

My shoulders sag like wet laundry, sympathy tainting my softcore when I meet her glossy eyes. Reluctantly, I turn back to her, reaching out a tentative calloused hand.

The second her fingers touch mine, I nearly pull away—they’re soft. Too soft for anyone rooting around in the dirt all day. They’re not calloused and rough like mine from years of using shovels in the barn and gripping worn leather reins. They feel like rose petals.

“Thank you,” she whispers, brushing away the tears she didn’t want me to see. “I slipped.”

“Obviously.” The word slips out before I can stop it, harsher than I intended. “Are you okay?” I ask again, though my heart’s not in it.

“No worse for wear.” Her voice is thick, molasses-sweet. “Thank you,” she adds softly.

I glance up, ready to say something, anything, to get out of this moment, but her eyes catch the sunlight, turning them into a kaleidoscope of browns and greens, flecked with gold. My breath hitches for just a second. Another second passes as I look at her perfect wrinkle-free face.

She smiles, that infuriatingly bubbly way that only Margot Reed can accomplish no matter the weather.

That’s my cue.

Turning on my heels once again, determined to get away from this woman, my head shakes because that one single look gets beneath my skin and spreads roots.

“Can you try to keep it down over here?” I snap, already half-gone, desperate to escape. “You’re lucky our only neighbor is the cemetery on the hill, who obviously don’t mind the racket.”

She scoffs, standing up straighter. “And here I was thinking we actually got along for five minutes.”

“Gettin’ along?” I whirl around, eyes narrowing. “I moved this far out of town for the peace, the quiet. Not to get along with anyone. If you wanted a knittin’ club, you probably shoulda rented one of those apartments on main street.”

She crosses her arms, all wrapped up in whatever wild mess she’s wearing, trying to fight that grin. Failing at it, too. “Thank you for the assistance.”

Rolling my eyes, I storm back towards my house, boots stomping like I have something to prove.

“Have a great day, Kate,” she hollers, her smug smile felt on the back of my head.

I don’t say a word. Not to her.

“Have a great day,” I mock beneath my breath. “All sunshine and freakin’ roses all the damn time.” Only when I reach the deck and bring my now warm glass back to my lips, do I realize my head still shakes vigorously. “So damn chipper. So loud. So, so, so,” I sputter, “annoyin’. Can’t she just relax once in a while? Put down the damn power tools and just, just, just be quiet. She’s as busy as a one-armed paper hanger, and twice as loud.”

Moose comes trotting around the side of the house, looking mighty pleased with himself. He’s probably spent the morning sunbathing without a care in the world. He ambles right up to the deck, stretching his long neck out until his satin nose brushes the loose fabric of my overalls.

I palm his snout—his whiskers tickle my hand and the puff of his breath is warm against my wrist. I stroke his multicolored mane. “Lord knows I tried. I really tried this time.”

He neighs in response, calling my bluff.

And right on cue, like the universe just couldn’t help itself, another hammer starts ringing out across the hills.

My gaze cuts straight to Margot Reed’s ranch house, and I’ll be damned if I can’t almost make out a smug little grin on her face, rosy cheeks and all, bold as brass from clear across the way.

“Margot damn Reed,” I mutter, flopping back into my creaky rocking chair with the grace of a sack of potatoes. I wince in pain, my sciatica tensing every muscle once again. And Moose? He snorts as if laughing, as if karma decided to pinch me in the ass, too.


 

Chapter 2

Margot

I storm into Bolts and Bonsai, barely keeping it together as I collapse onto a wobbly wooden stool in front of Jess. My curls fall out of my bandana and into my face, hiding my frustration as I bury it in the counter.

“Why is she so infuriating?”

Jess’s laugh is low and rough, her smile teasing as she leans over the counter. “Kate again?”

“She’s so—so—” I sputter, searching for the right words, though I know there are a thousand more colorful adjectives I could use.

More colorful, yes. Nicer words? Not so much.

“So…beautiful?” Jess bats her lashes dramatically, propping her chin in her large hands.

“Oh, please.” I scoff, lifting my head just enough to catch her rolling up the sleeves of her plaid flannel. “She’s so crude and rude, and frankly, socially unacceptable.”

Jess laughs. “Tell me how you really feel, why don’t yah.” She pulls the kettle from behind the register and pours steaming water into two white mugs, the tea bag string already hanging over the side. “Just because you’re neighbors doesn’t mean you have to be friends.”

“I don’t want to be Kate Willow’s friend.”

“You want everyone to like you.”

“I do not,” I say, a little too quickly.

“It’s killin’ you.”

“No it’s not.”

“Sure.”

“I do not want her to like me.”

Jess slides my mug toward me, smirking behind her own. “Sure, Margot. You’re totally unaffected.” Leaning into the counter behind her, she crosses one jean covered leg over the other, dark hair swaying from the fan behind.

I huff and pick up the tea, blowing on it as I glare at her. “I don’t care if she likes me.”

“Sure you don’t. It’s not like you’re entirely pleasant with her all the time either, you know.”

I gasp, utterly offended, and my wide eyes show it. “I’m always pleasant.”

Jess just watches me, sipping her tea slowly. “Mhm. You’re pleasant until she opens her mouth, then you’re both off to the races. Admit it, you’re not exactly warm and fuzzy.”

“I am too pleasant!” I gasp, affronted.

“Mhm.” She leans against the counter, clearly enjoying this too much.

Narrowing my eyes, I say tersely, “I’m pleasant until she ruins it. She’s just…mean. At her age, shouldn’t we be past this whole mean-girl routine? We’re not wearing pink on Wednesdays or vying for the cool-kids table. Plus, her ridiculous accent and insults.”

Jess’s inward smirk, holding in her laugh, says it all. “She’s in her fifties, Margot, not her eighties.”

I mumble into my tea, “Some of us age like fine wine, some like moldy cheese.”

The bell chimes and Deanna shuffles in, mud-streaked from knees to hairline, and sweat glistening on her chestnut-brown hair. Without a word, she grabs a shovel from the back wall and plunks it, along with a roll of duct tape and some nylon rope, onto the counter with a dramatic huff.

“Where’s the dead body?” I tease.

Jess, never missing a beat, plays along. “Probably in the back of Charlene’s truck.”

I nod solemnly, impressed and only slightly concerned, because it’s something that I could see happening with those two. “Need help dragging the old ball and chain to the woods?”

Deanna snorts. “I can’t believe I was delusional ‘nough to think I could remove that ugly dead tree stump from the front lawn.” She pulls damp cash out of her pocket and slides it over to Jess. “I’ve already broken two shovels, and if Char complains one more time about the soil on the grass, I’m gonna bury her in the hole when I get it out.”

Jess and I burst out laughing, knowing full well that even though Charlene is as small as a middle schooler, she’d probably win that fight.

I smile, eyeing the rope. “The shovel and rope I get, but the duct tape?”

Deanna responds flatly, “For her mouth.”

“Oh, Deanna.” I laugh before taking another sip of my cooling tea. “If I’m ever lucky enough to be with someone as long as you two have been together, I’m sure I’ll want to tape their mouth closed too.”

Jess swats me with the cloth from her pocket. “Five years of friendship, and I already want to do that to you.”

“Hey!” My lips take the shape of an O at her audacity. “Former friends, you mean. At this rate, the roadkill beyond Johnny’s farm seems like better company.”

Deanna shakes her head. “How’s the prep going for the Rose Festival? It’s soon, right?” She scoops the items into her heavy chest.

“I’ve got a good feeling about this year,” I say, though my gaze drifts to a new purple hydrangea swaying near the back door, wondering if it would pair well with my coral bells.

“Like you need a feeling,” Jess snorts. “You’ve won the last five years you’ve competed. At this point, it’s a given. We should just call it Margot’s Rose Festival, ‘cause no one else has a chance.”

“I don’t know,” Deanna says, humming mischievously. “I have it on good authority that Kate is bringing in big guns this year.”

“Explain.” I lean in, knowing Deanna is the town gossip. She could never keep a secret if her life depended on it; her lips are as tight as an open door.

“Well,” she says, swaying closer like she’s about to drop a major secret, “Martha at the post office said Kate got a special delivery from Turkey. Live plants.”

“What’s so special about that?” Jess shrugs as she takes a handful of cashews and tosses them into her mouth. “I get plant deliveries weekly.”

Deanna raises an eyebrow. “From Turkey?”

“I prefer supporting local businesses,” Jess mocks.

I scoff. “I’m not worried. I’ve got three varieties of Floribunda and have been testing my soil every week. Last year’s fungus isn’t getting me again.”

“Diplocarpon Rosae?” Jess scrunches her nose. “That hit Johnny’s too. At least the cows were safe.”

“It was Rosa Gallica,” Deanna explains without prompting, her voice so low they could be discussing central intelligence for all anyone knew.

I nearly drop my mug. “No.”

“Yes.” She nods, a glint in her eye, apparently proud of her bombshell.

“There’s no way it will grow in our conditions,” I argue.

Jess looks between us, confused. “What’s a Rosa Gallica?”

“How do you own a hardware and nursery shop and not know about one of the most beautiful rose species there is out there?” I sigh into my tea. “I really need to rethink this friendship.”

“It’s one of the first rose species to be cultivated in Europe, and they have these large heads, massive clumps of thick petals, and tons of bud clusters,” Deanna explains, once again more than willing to share whatever knowledge she has. “They’re absolutely gorgeous, and better than a show horse in the Kentucky Derby.” Then looking at me, she wiggles her dark, bushy eyebrows. “The perfect rose to win the festival with this year.”

I roll my eyes. “Over my dead body.”

“Well.” Deanna flips her wrist and takes a look at her battered-up watch. “I better get back to Char before she comes looking for me.”

“See you next time, Deanna,” Jess says with a wave.

I take another long sip of tea, feeling the warmth spread through me as the reality of Deanna’s words sink in. Rosa Gallica? Kate has really upped her game this year.

“Well, at least I know what I’m up against,” I mutter, my mind already spinning with strategies to ensure my Floribunda outshines whatever Kate’s got planned.

Jess watches me with an amused smirk. “You know we can’t trust everything Deanna says.”

“That’s a specific rose to be wrong about.”

“You could always just go over there and ask Kate what she’s growing,’” Jess drawls, one brow lifted like she already knows I won’t.

I snort. “Yeah, right. She’d probably slam the door in my face or send Moose after me. Besides, where’s the fun in that?”

Jess shakes her head, chuckling. “You two are like oil and water. It’s kind of entertaining to watch, actually.”

“Glad my misery’s amusing.” I roll my eyes but can’t help smiling.

Jess has a way of making everything seem less serious. Typically, her brash exterior—buzzed hair, light scar kissing her temple and across her cheekbone courtesy of a snowmobiling accident years ago, steel-toed work boots, and ever-present white tank top that’s probably older than most of the succulents in her greenhouse—puts people off immediately. But beneath all that stone holding up her sharp features, she’s actually quite squishy on the inside, despite her best efforts. It only took a few trips here for last minute supplies while building my house for us to become best friends.

“You know what, Jess?” The idea comes out of nowhere before I can overthink it. “I’m not going to just sit around and worry about what the Wicked Witch of the West is up to. I need some fertilizer, soil, and maybe a few new plants to fill in some gaps.”

Jess quirks an eyebrow, grinning. “Stockin’ up for the big throwdown?”

“Something like that.” I wink. “And maybe I’ll pick up a couple of those climbing roses you’ve been raving about.”

“You don’t even like fertilizer. You spew crap nonstop about organic this and organic that.”

“I need something to give these newbies a kick start.”

“Go get ’em, tiger.” She offers a tragically accurate military mock salute. “And remember, if all else fails and for some reason you lose the festival this year, you can always come back here and hide behind the counter with the tiller and broken wind chimes.”

I laugh as I take my tea and head out the door towards the nursery. “There’s not enough room back there for both of our personalities.” I turn towards the exit, but stop when a small dark figure bursts through it.

“Have you seen Deanna?” Charlene asks, her dark braids frizzy and sitting in a loose bun atop her graying head.

“She left five minutes ago,” Jess says without missing a beat. “You fightin’ or flirtin’? Can never tell.”

Char scoffs so forcefully, she’s thrown into a coughing fit that leaves her clinging to the doorframe. “Get married, they said. Women are easier, they said.” After rolling her eyes backwards and into the next county, she turns back towards the rotted-out truck in the parking lot, much faster than anyone approaching eighty should be able to.

“Never a dull moment,” I say, smiling to Jess before heading towards the nursery in the back.

The sun is high in the sky now, casting a warm glow over the town. As I walk down each row, my arms stretched wide and touching the leaves as I walk past, I can’t help but feel a sense of determination.

The Rose Festival will be mine. Again.

That’s what I repeat to myself even an hour later, with a car full of new plants and enough fertilizer to supply to a small farm. It takes minutes before I find myself back home, unloading my haul. As I’m lifting the last bag of fertilizer out of the trunk, I hear the unmistakable sound of hoofbeats.

Moose.

I turn to see Kate leading him down the road, her expression unreadable as always. Her hair lies in one long braid over her right shoulder. She always has on the same woven sun hat, the brim tilting downward on one spot, regardless of the fact the sun set an hour ago.

My heart skips—whether from annoyance or something else, I can’t tell. If we hadn’t butted heads so hard when I first built this house years ago, I think maybe we could have been friends. The first rose festival I won, ending Kate’s fifteen-year streak, definitely ruined that chance though.

“Margot,” she says curtly as she approaches.

“Kate,” I reply coolly.

She walks up the long driveway towards me, and then we stand there for a moment, the tension between us almost tangible, almost scented. Moose snorts, seemingly impatient with our silent standoff.

“Whatcha doin’ with all that?” Kate nods to the plants and fertilizer in my truck.

“Just getting ready for the festival,” I say, trying to sound casual. “You know, the usual.”

Kate narrows her eyes slightly, as if trying to read between the lines. “The usual, huh? Somehow, I doubt that.”

I shrug. “What can I say? I like to be prepared.”

A small, almost imperceptible smile tugs at the corner of her mouth. “You always seem like one who has an abundance of over-preparedness.”

“And you always were one for underestimating me,” I fire back, though there’s less bite than I thought.

Kate looks like she wants to respond, but instead, she takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly. “How’s the leg feelin’?”

“The leg?” I repeat, utterly confused.

“From your fall earlier?”

“Oh.” I nod absentmindedly, still taken aback from Kate’s change in demeanor. “Right. I’m doing alright,” I answer unsurely. This politeness is strange. More than strange. Politeness with Kate Willow is downright uncomfortable. “Thank you for asking.”

She smiles gently. “Good. I wouldn’t want to win because my competition was hobbled.”

“Don’t worry, you won’t.”

Kate adjusts her hat, a habitual gesture for her, and looks around. “You need help with that?” She nods toward the heavy bag of fertilizer still sitting in my trunk.

I hesitate, taken aback by the offer. “Uh, sure. Thanks.”

She gracefully slides off Moose’s back. Together, we carry the bag to the shed. Moose follows close behind, his large, soft eyes watching our every move. As we set the bag down, I can’t help but glance at Kate, wondering what’s going on in her mind. This is the longest we’ve gone without snapping at each other in…well, ever.

Kate looks around the back yard, a clear scowl on her face even in the moonlight. Out of habit, I glance at her property below, at the solar lights haloed shine. Her backyard is lined with clear concrete paths, matching white raised planter beds with one variety of vegetable in each. Roses are planted in a line between her back porch and the riverbed. It’s neat. Organized. Specific.

Everything my planting is not.

“So,” I say, breaking the silence. “Rosa Gallica, huh?”

Her eyes widen and lips part slightly before she recovers. “You know about that?”

“Word gets around.” I shrug before smirking. “Deanna can’t keep her mouth shut about anything.”

“Yeah, I reckon that’s true. Everyone needs a batty woman spreading gossip in their town.”

I chuckle, and chuckling in front of her is a foreign feeling. “She has that down pat.”

Her eyes sparkle with mischief. “So, what are you growing this year?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know.”

She rolls her eyes. “Fine, keep your secrets. But don’t think I’m going easy on you.”

“Of course,” I reply, my tone light but gaze intense. “You might want to pick up the heat, though. Wouldn’t want you to lose to me again. It’s getting to be a bit embarrassing.”

There’s a moment of silence, and then Kate looks down, shuffling her feet slightly. Her expression softens, and I’m still shocked I’m seeing her like this in comparison to our typical bickering.

I have another idea, one I’m sure I’ll regret in the morning.

“Listen, Kate,” I say nervously. “I know we’ve never really gotten along. But maybe we could try to be, I don’t know, civil? At least for the festival? I think it’s well past time to just let bygones be bygones.”

She blinks rapidly as if taken aback by the suggestion. I know: Kate and I, civil? The idea seems almost laughable, but there’s something in her expression that makes me pause. She’s actually considering it. Maybe it’s time to put the past behind us, at least for a little while. I don’t know how we got off on the wrong foot five years ago, but we did, and it’s about time we fixed that.

Only when Moose nuzzles into her hip, does she answer.

“Alright,” she says slowly, as if she’s working on her pronunciation and just learning the language today. “Civil it is. But this doesn’t mean I’m gonna let you win.”

I smile, a real smile this time. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”


 

Chapter 3

Kate

I tighten the cinch on Moose’s saddle, giving his thick neck a firm pat. The tangerine sun is just beginning to break over the hillside, spilling the meadows in a marigold light that looks like warm honey.

“Thatta boy, Moose. Ready for our morning ride?”

He snorts and stamps, full of spit and vinegar like he’s got somewhere important to be.

I lead him towards the porch, using the deck’s height to mount his sixteen-hand-height. I’m sure there was a point when I could pull my body up the entire way myself, but I can’t even remember that.

Age has a way of reminding you of your limits. At fifty-nine, retirement hit harder than I’d like to admit. I spent too many days on my knees in the dirt, neck tilted at an ungodly angle. Thanks to the generous delinquent genes of my mother who passed away years ago, the early on-set arthritis has me signed up for life. It’s like a timeshare you just can’t get rid of.

We ease into a trot down the familiar path, the soft thud of Moose’s hooves keeping rhythm with the stillness of the morning. Long shadows stretch out over the pasture. It’s quiet. Peaceful. Likely because someone—Miss Rainbow herself—isn’t up yet making noise with her damn power tools.

No, Kate. You made a truce. No more fussing. No more bickering. No more taunts like two kids on a playground.

On the way back, Moose’s ears perk up, his legs stomping erratically as we pass the long stretch of hill towards Margot’s property. He whinnies, his body jerking forward and then back.

“Easy now, boy.” I tighten my grip on the reins. “What’s got you so worked up?”

Before I can react, a red fox leaps from the brush, crossing our path. Moose bolts. I cling to the reins, but my control is no match for his panic.

“Whoa, Moose!” I say, trying to keep my voice calm as I rub at his neck. “Ain’t nothing but a critter. You’ve seen a dozen of ’em.”

It’s no use. Before I know it, he stops rearing just long enough to dart up Margot’s front lawn. I’m left with no choice but to tighten my thighs around the saddle, praying I don’t get thrown. The incline forces me backwards, and I’m certain I’ll be flat on the ground in moments.

“Stop!” I yank the reins, but he’s locked into the bit, head thrashin’ in resistance.

His snorting grows louder as we tear up the hill. My options are to ride it out or jump—and I’m too high off the ground to risk a fall. But before I can even make a decision, I run out of time as he runs straight for Margot’s meticulously tended rose garden like a wrecking ball with no brakes, everything a blur of brown and green beneath us.

“Moose, no!” I shout, yanking the reins with everything I got. But it’s too late.

He charges into the garden, his massive hooves crushing the galvanized steel boxes, decimating the delicate roses underfoot. He leans backwards on his hindlegs, and I’m doing everything I can not to fall off.

My heart sinks at Margot’s frantic cries. “Moose, stop! Stop!”

Those three words from that high pitched voice is all it takes for him to halt, lowering his head towards the ground. I swing one leg over and half-slide, half-fall outta that Western saddle, boots hitting the ground with a thud that rattles my joints. I grab for his reins, breath catching in my chest as I yank hard, leading him away from the wreckage like I’m dragging a stubborn child outta the candy aisle.

Sweat beads down my brow, panic tightening my chest. Moose senses my distress and finally calms, but the damage is done. Crushed petals and broken stems litter the ground. Once gorgeous rosebeds are trampled in every direction, every plant destroyed.

My eyes lift, and there she is.

Margot.

Standing right in the middle of her yard—well, what used to be her prized possession—looking like her soul just up and left her body. Her arms hang loose, dirt smudging her wrists, and her face? Pale as linen, eyes full of shock and tears she’s not ready to let go.

“I’m so sorry, Margot.” My voice trembles, uncharacteristically shaky. Her sunny demeanor is gone, replaced by something far more unsettling—heartbreak. “He got spooked, and I couldn’t get ‘im to stop.”

Her eyes well with unshed tears. “Kate, my Floribunda…” Her voice trails off at the end of a sob. “They were for the festival.”

She’s so quiet, so broken, but I think I’d rather have the happy-go-lucky person back if this is the only alternative.

I scan the wreckage, trying to ignore the lump in my throat. “I’ll help fix this.” I plant my hands on my hips confidently, even though I’m dying of shame. I have no idea how to fix this. “We can replant—”

“Replant?” Margot’s voice rises, cutting through my words sharp and bitter. “Do you have any idea how much time and effort went into these? You can’t just replace months of work overnight!”

I flinch at the venom in her tone. “I didn’t mean for this to happen. Moose got scared and—”

“And whose fault is that?” She steps closer, eyes flashing dangerously. “You and your damn horse!”

“That ain’t fair. Moose is a good horse. He didn’t mean to—”

“Mean to? Meaning doesn’t matter when everything’s ruined!” If I didn’t know any better, her hazel eyes could have turned black. “This is important to me, and you’ve ruined it.”

I bite my tongue so hard I nearly draw blood. Lord knows I wanna yell back. But the truth is, she’s right. Whether Moose meant it or not, this whole thing’s a disaster, and it happened on my watch. He made a mess big enough to take a village to fix, and even then, it will never be as established or beautiful. It takes years to cultivate roses like these.

My knees feel weak, legs trembling like they’re ready to give out. I need to sit, to breathe, but I hold myself upright like I’ve got something left to prove.

“I know it was important,” I say, quieter this time, feeling the ache of it in my chest.

Margot folds her arms, her posture defensive, like she’s holding herself together with sheer will. “What was it? Were you afraid I was going to win again this year? You wanted to win so badly, didn’t you? So much so, you got Moose to do your dirty work.”

Her words hit like a slap, and I recoil. “You really think I’d do something that low? I might be cranky, but I’m not a monster.”

Margot turns, her shoulders shaking with barely-contained emotion. “Just…go. There’s nothing you can do now.”

For some reason, I hesitate, wanting to say more, to somehow fix the situation. That, too, is a new feeling. I’ve been fine being bitter on my own. Moose understands it, understands me. That’s why I don’t need anyone else. I haven’t for a very long time, but something about Margot makes me want to.

The look in her eyes tells me it’s no use. So much for joint civility.

I take Moose’s reins, slowly leading him away. When I walk past Margot, her shoulders tremble with cries she won’t release into the air. I don’t know what comes over me, but I want to reach out and hold her. I want to make it better, and that’s not a feeling I’ve had in a long time.

Not since Allie.

Shaking the feeling off, I lead Moose away, feeling the weight of our rivalry settle even heavier on my shoulders than it’s ever been.

By the time I make it to the bottom of the hill, his reins are quivering in my hands. Adrenaline from the slight fear I could have actually died on his back, coupled with the mortification of his handiwork, courses through my veins and makes my ears feel like they’re on fire.

“I can’t believe you,” I hiss, breath still short. “Do you have any idea the mess you just made?”

He reaches his lock neck around and nips at a fly settling on his hindquarters.

“Outta all the people, Moose! All the people! And you go trampling through her garden? I oughta trade you in for a goat!”

He snorts, rubbing his velvet nose in the dirt before bringing his sad eyes back to mine.

Turning with enough force to pull one of my denim straps off my shoulder, I leave the big lug to consider his actions.

I’m halfway to the door when—

“Jiminy freaking crickets!” I nearly jump clean outta my skin, clutching my chest like my heart’s about to bolt through my ribcage. “Charlene, what the hell?!”

She’s sitting in my rocker like she owns it, legs crossed at the ankle, not a care in the world, laughing that deep, rich, rumbling laugh of hers that always sounds like it’s got history behind it. She flips her long graying braids behind her. Her face stills as she leans forward, both cocoa-colored hands in front of her.

“What’d ya get yourself into this time, Kate? You seem to make more racket than a cat stuck in a screen door. Margo was not happy when I passed her on Main Street earlier today.”

I follow her gaze to Margot, who’s furiously yanking up destroyed stems and tossing them over her shoulder.

“I,” I say, sneering, but mostly at myself, “didn’t get myself into anything. I told Charlie to get this fox population under control last year. They wiped out another farm’s chickens this spring, and even attacked two of Mary’s goats before headin’ onto the Wilkenson’s rabbit den this summer. It’s gettin’ out of control.”

“So, you’re tellin’ me a fox did all that damage and has Margot riled up enough to start a third World War?”

I roll my head towards her, eyes weakly narrowed, lips pursed. “Obviously not.” Pulling the hat off my head, I wipe the sweat from my forehead. “A fox jumped in front of Moose and he went wild. Plowed right through everything Margot was perfecting for the festival.”

“Oh,” Char gasps, leaning back in her chair. “Not the Floribunda.”

“Yes.” I sigh. “The Floribunda.”

“She’s been showing everyone at Book Club pictures of them for the past month,” Char says, side-eyeing me like I just kicked a puppy.

“I’m surprised she didn’t put it in the town’s newsletter,” I scoff, instantly feeling a pinch of shame, knowing the mess I just left up on that hill.

“She probably tried, but you know Danni won’t let anyone put anything in that letta’ unless she wrote it or took the picture herself,” Char quips, laughing roughly. “Damn woman has had a death grip on that thing since Deanna retired.”

“Dammit!” Margot’s shout echoes over to us, and I grimace at the sound. “You mother f–”

“I don’t think I’ve ever heard that little ball of sunshine swear before,” Char says, her dark eyes wide and face taut. “You really done fucked up, didn’t you?”

“In the worst way.” I groan, slumping into the chair, silently hoping it will pull me through and into the dirt basement where I can finally wither away in peace.

“There’s no way she’s going to be able to get anything established enough to use in the festival.”

I squeeze my eyes tight, guilt flooding through me. “I know.”

“She traveled all the way to Boisey to get a couple of those varieties.” Char stays quiet for a minute, not looking at me. “There’s probably no chance of replacing them.”

Another groan rattles out of me, and I press a hand to my forehead like maybe I can rub the mistake out. “I know.”

“She probably would have won again. No offense.”

“Jesus, Joseph and Mary, Charlene!” I sit up, throwing my hands into the air for emphasis. “Are you tryinna make me feel worse? It’s not like it was intentional!”

Then, Char turns towards me, eyes soft. “Does she know that?”

“We are two grown women. Why would she think I did that on purpose?”

“Because you two have never gotten along,” she responds plainly.

“Because she doesn’t want to get along.”

“Huh.” She huffs, turning her attention to the hills in the distance, the chair creaking beneath her. “Margot doesn’t have a mean bone in her body.”

“You shoulda heard the meanness come out of her five minutes ago.”

“As I was saying,” Char continues, as if I hadn’t said a thing, “Margot is what would be produced if sunshine screwed a unicorn. She’s been nothing but a pleasant ball of glitter to you, and you’re cold.”

I gasp, mouth hanging open.

“You might want to close that before you start letting flies in.” Char grins, knowing that she’s the only person I’d ever let talk to me like this. Then, her expression softens. “You know she’s not Allie, right?”

I scoff, unable to hold my disdain. “She’s nothing like Allie.”

“She’s got the hair…”

“It’s so much more unruly.”

“She’s as chipper as a landscaper’s hedge trimmer,” she says cautiously. When I close my eyes, hiding my eye roll, she takes a breath. “You may have moved way out here to avoid the world, my dear, but you can never outrun fate.”

“Oh, please!” I rip the sunhat off my head and throw it to the white deck. “Margot Reed is not my fate, Charlene. And if you think so, Deanna has you more up in the clouds than I could’ve ever imagined.”

“Allie hurt you.” Her eyes bear holes into my soul. The way she leans comfortingly towards me has her words seeping in despite my best efforts. “Just because she left, just because she wanted other things, doesn’t mean everyone does. Not everyone wants something from you, takin’ their fill before leaving you behind. They won’t all use you and then disappear. Not everyone will hurt you, but you won’t know that unless you crack open that guarded chest of yours. Some people will stay—if you let ’em. Even if it’s just another friend.”

“I don’t need another friend.” I close my eyes once again, leaning into the chair and allowing it to rock back and forth with the breeze.

“I know you have friends.” Charlene stands from her chair, pulling her long braids off her shoulder before twisting them into a bun. “But maybe you just need a person.”

While I contemplate the meaning of those words, she steps off the deck and heads towards her truck. Slowly, she backs out of the dirt driveway, leaving a dust cloud in her path.

I’m left alone, Moose snorting behind me, hooves stomping into the dry earth like he’s protesting right along with my conscience. The old rocker creaks beneath me as I grip the arms tighter, my fingers turning the color of pickled okra. My jaw’s locked, throat tight, breath stuck somewhere halfway between cussing and crying—but neither one gets the satisfaction of coming out.

I don’t need anyone else. I don’t even need friends.

When Allie left, it taught me all I needed to know. The only person you can trust is yourself. Everyone else will take too much. They always do. More than you have to give, and when you stop giving? They go.

So now I don’t give. Not one bit. Not anymore. I keep to my side of the dirt road, I water my own garden, and I sleep just fine without anyone snoring beside me.

If I stay in this bubble, if I settle into the hollow part in my stomach, I’ll be safe. You can’t miss what you never had, and you can’t hurt if there’s no one there to wield the weapon.

“Ugh!” Margot’s shouts roll over the hills once again, and it takes everything in me to stay seated. “God freaking dammit!”


 

Chapter 4

Margot

“Help.” The word escapes like a gasp, frantic and barely audible into the phone.

It’s been twenty-six hours since the disaster. All I’ve managed to do is fling broken foliage across the lawn like a child throwing a fit over spilled milk. I haven’t even assessed the damage or checked if anything can be salvaged. There’s too much green mash coating the mulch for that.

“What’s wrong?” Jess’ voice is tight, probably because she’s never heard me so unhinged. Definitely not before lunch—that’s what tea and books are for.

Sweat drips down my brow as I shade my eyes from the sun. “Moose ran over my gardens. He took out almost everything.” My shoulders slump as I stand beside the house, the entire cacophony of chaos surrounding me. My head swims, chest heavy, and for the first time in the 41 years of my adult life, I want to cry like a baby. “It’s all ruined. Everything.”

“Moose?”

“Yes, Moose. Kate’s horse.”

“Ran over your gardens?”

Who names a horse Moose, anyway? Isn’t that right up there in illegal acts with naming a Saint Bernard Kitty?

My head tilts back towards the excruciatingly hot sun, exasperation surely tainting my face in flushed hues. “Yes. He got spooked, supposedly. He trampled all the roses, herbs, and vegetables.” I scan the remnants. “Thankfully, he didn’t hit the gardens hidden in the back or the wrap-around beds.”

“Thankfully?” Jess says with a laugh, frustration sharp in her words. “Thankfully, Margot? Really?”

Glass half full. Glass half full. Maybe if I tell myself that enough, I won’t let the reality of this hit me.

“Can you come over?” Turning in circles to look at the destruction, I don’t know what to do. “Please?”

“I’ll close the shop at lunch,” Jess says, hardware clinking in the background. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

“Thank you.” My voice cracks, the weight of everything breaking through.

It’s almost embarrassing—until I remember it’s Jess. My hard-ass, no-nonsense best friend who owns a hardware store and a nursery. She’s the only one I can break in front of.

I doubt Kate Willow has ever had one of those.

“I’ll be there soon,” she says softly into the phone, a tone she’s only ever used with me. “Just hang tight. Everything will be okay.”

The line goes dead, and I don’t know what to do with myself. After spinning around three times, I stop. Pulling my sweaty hands over my even more sweaty face, I hide my eyes and force the tears back that threaten to break free.

This isn’t the end of the world, I tell myself. It’s just a rose competition. It’s just a silly little festival. It’s just flowers. It’s not the end of the world. Just flowers.

But then, I mutter aloud, “Fuck this.”

It’s more than that.

This acre is all I give myself. Every single day, day in and out, I make everyone else’s landscaping dreams come true. That is what I signed up for when I started my company, Reed’s Pristine Landscape Design. With a little ingenuity and fresh eyes, I can make any property, blank or not, shine into all the beauty it’s always meant to become. I’ve hardscaped hundreds of acres, probably over a thousand houses and farms. Some industrial and public, but most private. I’ve created the most beautiful displays, organized and precise. And it’s something I can do from my home, protecting my peace, and enjoying the sunrise with my tea from the back patio every single morning.

This land is the only location, the only opportunity, I give myself the liberty of going wild. There’s no measuring tapes out when I plant here. I don’t argue with the dirt when my buried edgers don’t want to go any deeper. I don’t precisely determine the spacing for each plant. I don’t draw maps, expertly aligned to the surveyed layout, and analyze the terrain. I don’t have to make it picture-perfect. It can be crazy. It can be a mess, and it’s all okay.

It’s all I give myself. It’s everything.

I make everything so perfect for everyone else. Why can’t I have this little piece of human imperfection for myself? So what if dozens of feet of piping spike towards the air with greenery pouring out of each hole? Hydro vertical planting is becoming very popular these days. So what if my garden beds aren’t in straight lines? It’s fun to walk through them like a maze after a rainstorm. So what if the edging wraps around the front of the house in wavy patterns, and there’s no symmetry to the vibrant Purple De Oro or Hibiscus planted there? Isn’t there something beautiful found in chaos? It sure as hell makes my shoulders feel a little lighter.

I turn towards Kate’s house down the hill. Moose grazes calmly in the paddock, as if he didn’t just wreck my world. Her house, of course, is perfect. Flowers line every wall in neat, symmetrical patterns. Raised vegetable boxes stand like soldiers in perfect rows. Everything is orderly, controlled—perfect. The kind of landscape I’d design for my high-end clients.

It’s beautiful. Much more beautiful than the mess I’m staring at now.

With the determination to rip every single thing left in the soil from this green Earth, I tilt on my heels back towards the house. Except, I’m stopped by a little glimpse of what sits on the porch across the way. Not a what, per-say, but a who.

Kate is sitting on her porch, mug in hand, hat tipped low. Even from this distance, I can see the amber in her eyes, catching the light. She doesn’t look smug, like I thought she would. Her face is still, almost…sad.

But before I can make sense of it, Jess’ ancient, rusted green Ford barrels up the driveway, kicking up a cloud of dust. The second the engine shuts off, she bursts from the door in a flurry of waving plaid and pure gumption.

“Oh, honey,” she drawls in that thick accent that Kate has too, striding over to me and pulling me into her teakwood-scented chest. “We’ll figure this out,” she murmurs into my sweat-soaked hair. “We’ll clean up, and then replant for the festi—”

I pull back. “There’s no way we can reproduce an entire crop in less than a month.”

“We can try and–”

I cut her off. “It takes months to ensure these roses have the perfect soil and pH level to produce those bountiful bunches. There is no possible way I will be able to compete in the festival this year.”

Jess falls silent, surveying the damage. She leans on one hip, her plaid shirt billowing in the breeze, thumb tapping rhythmically against her chin. After a long pause, she sighs. Her optimism is of no use.

“Would you mind helping me clean this up?” I say, voice heavy with defeat. “I’m done for this year.”

“We could clean up and then recoup the loss,” she says, those deep chocolate eyes softening my heart.

“I have too much going on to fix this right now.” Looking towards the bronze front door, I’m reminded of the piles of prospective clients sitting on my dining room table. “I’m withdrawing from the festival this year. Work has been too demanding to deal with this all, too.”

“If you’re sure.” She sighs hesitantly and scratches the back of her neck. “I’m sure we could—”

“I’m sure,” I state, my tone a demand and statement all at once. It feels so unfamiliar against my throat; strong, determined, fearless almost. I don’t add that I’ve completely given up; that’s obvious.

With a resigned nod, Jess grabs a yard waste bag from the shed and starts yanking up what’s left of my garden.

“I can’t believe Kate let this happen,” she mutters after an hour of silent work.

“Well,” I say, sucking in some fresh air to desperately hide how out of shape I am, “technically, it was Moose.”

“Was Moose holdin’ the reins?” she shoots back, defensive as any best friend would be. Mauled green leaves hang from her gloves as she stands.

“No, but I saw the fox darting across the front lawn before he rampaged up the property.” I keep pulling the roots from the soil, tossing them to the side, as I hear Jess forcing the shovel into the ground.

“The excuses you make for that woman.”

“I don’t make any excuses for Kate.”

“Please,” she scoffs, chin resting on the end of the handle. “She could bring down the sun and you’d say we needed night.”

I stand away from the unrecognizable basil I was just pulling from the ground. “Are we really doing this right now?”

Her daring gaze holds me frozen in place, my pink shirt open and billowing in the wind, bandana holding my unruly hair in place.

“I’m just trying to look out for my best friend. You do nothing but butter her biscuits while she cuts down your forest.”

“I do no such thing.” The shock in my voice is real, but Jess isn’t fazed.

She shifts further onto one hip, folding those muscled arms across her chest. “You are a people pleaser.”

“And is that a bad thing?”

“When you’re trying to please the wrong people.” Then she motions to the mess around us. “Obviously.” She goes back to picking up the leaves scattered around her feet, avoiding my gaze.

“Just because you’d rather hide in the shop with nothing but your playboy magazines and power tools, doesn’t mean everyone else is built for solitary life.”

She recoils, eyes wide and dark, thin eyebrows as high as they’ve ever gone. “Take it back.”

I grin despite myself. “Never.”

“I do not hide.”

“Oh, you absolutely do. You barely talk to anyone but me. You’re a total hermit.” I raise an eyebrow. “Charming, yes, but still. You are okay without people in your life, but I’m just not that way.”

Her eyes roll two counties back. “Never understood that.”

My shoulders slump at her casual demeanor, one I’ve missed compared to the judgy one I saw just now, and that’s usually reserved for others.

“I just can’t stand Kate.” She scoffs at whatever thought she just had, shaking her head before kneeling back down on her stained knees to clear the muddled foliage from another mulched section.

I laugh. “Most people can’t.”

Looking up slowly, her eyes soften imperceptibly. “But you do.”

In an instant, my mind drifts to Kate’s eyes, the way they catch the light, how her gaze travels over my skin. There’s always that scowl, but I hardly notice it anymore. What draws me in are the soft lines etched around her lips, the deep accent buried into the fiber of her being. I know her wrinkles are from a lifetime of smiling, and it leaves me wondering…where did that smile go? Why did it vanish?

She doesn’t seem happy, at least not towards anyone except Moose. But even then, it’s not real. Her smile feels like armor, an old piece of shrapnel she’s carried far too long. It doesn’t suit her anymore. It’s out of place, and one day it’ll crumble.

Maybe I’m crazy, or a glutton for punishment, but I want to be there when it does. I want to see that mask fall into the dust, to finally glimpse what’s underneath. Maybe it’ll be the same person. Maybe it’ll be someone even more beautiful.

When the sun dips below the horizon, Jess hauls her dirt-streaked self back into her creaking truck. As she rolls down the driveway, she tries one last time to convince me that this mess is fixable, that we can spend the week driving around to find the biggest plants and start again. It’s not as easy as that when I drive four hours away towards the city for my clients.

I can’t tell her I’m tired of starting over, so I just smile.

Starting over never fills this hollow ache in my chest. Even now, lying in the hammock, drenched in sweat from the sweltering day and gently swaying with the evening breeze, that void reverberates through my exhausted body.

It’s always there—waiting, watching, hoping. Hoping for what, I don’t know. I haven’t found the cure yet. Quitting my job didn’t cure it. Building a new career from scratch didn’t either. Moving away from the city and buying land to develop? That didn’t help. Drowning myself in gardening didn’t touch it either.

Maybe nothing will. Certainly not the Rose Festival, or the simmering disappointment and raw anger that surges through Kate every time I beat her.

The crescent moon hangs high, glowing against the strip of blue still lingering over the trees. I breathe in, the cool night air washing over me. And in that moment, I realize I’m done. Truly done. I don’t want to keep clinging to the Rose Festival, replanting flowers, or fixing beds. It’s an endless cycle, and I’m tired. I need to focus on my clients now, anyway.

~ ~ ~

A dull throb pulses in my ears as I shift, cold sandpaper dryness brushing against my cheek. The crinkling of papers fills the air. It takes me a second to realize the sound isn’t just in my head—it’s someone pounding on my front door, over and over.

I wipe the sleepy drool from my face, straightening the papers I’ve fallen asleep on for the third night in a row. My work is still scattered across the dining room table. With a sigh, I drag myself toward the relentless knocking.

When I pull open the heavy door, Jess’s distressed face greets me. If I hadn’t locked it last night, she’d probably already be standing over my unconscious body.

At the sight of me, her shoulders droop, relief evident in her dark eyes. “You had me worried shitless, Margot.”

I roll my tired eyes and leave the door open as I head for the kitchen.

She doesn’t waste a second before clicking the latch and shuffling out of her workboots, immediately dropping them, untied, to the marble floor. “I’ve called you twice.”

Glancing at the cellphone sitting on the counter, I shrug. I dropped it there right after that night Moose ruined everything, and haven’t picked up, looked at, or charged it since. “It must be dead.”

“You don’t say?” Jess steps through the entryway and right into the kitchen. “I was about to send Sheriff Jones out to check on you.” She opens the refrigerator, pulling a cold bottle of water out before taking a long sip, her eyes never leaving mine. After setting the bottle on the granite countertop, she leans into it until her elbows are resting on the cold edge, her eyes bearing into me.

“How was your day?” I ask nonchalantly, turning back to my work while she continues to stare at the back of my head.

“Margot.”

“I was able to finish the design for the Walden’s four-acre mansion last night.” Turning in a circle, I find my laptop in the middle of my invoices. “Maybe it was this morning. I’m not sure.”

“Margot.”

“I took on another three clients, which I think I’ll be able to finish by the end of the month. Actually, I was thinking of taking a trip to the Insignie’s Estate this week to create their plan in person, like I used to. It’s only six hours aways, and I could be back before the weekend.”

“Margot.” She sighs, head hanging over her shoulders.

I’m silent, standing between her and the dining room.

Looking up at me with those chocolate eyes, she rolls her lips inward before offering a sad smile. It’s the type of smile that leaves an impression, a lasting stamp on your heart.

“Margie,” she tries again, her voice softer. “Just talk to me.”

I exhale slowly, my body sagging with the weight of exhaustion, and turn back toward the scattered papers on the table. I don’t want to talk. I want to escape into the only place that makes sense to me: the world where art, science, and nature blend to transform barren spaces into something beautiful and alive. Where the vibrant hues and intricate patterns of plants speak in ways people never can.

Each plant in my designs is carefully chosen, each placement deliberate. Together, they form a sanctuary, a testament to years of learning, trial, and passion. When my fingers trace the lines of the map, I see the potential in every empty yard, the hidden beauty waiting to be uncovered. I can lose myself in the grand mosaic, where every petal, stone, and pathway tells its own story.

With every pencil stroke and note scribbled, I dive deeper into this world. The wind outside fades to a distant hum, the weight of the day dissolves. Here, in the quiet of my work, I find peace. This is my refuge, my creation, my escape. It is the balance to the chaos I allow myself outside in my own gardens.

And right now, it’s all I need to keep the emptiness at bay, if only for a little while.

Instead of telling her any of that, I turn away from her, my eyes pinching close. “I really should get back to this.”

Several long seconds pass before Jess moves from the counter, and I hold my breath for every moment of them. In five long strides, she’s standing behind me. It takes the time for the breath to return to my lungs for her to wrap her arms around my shoulders, pulling me into her chest.

“I’m here for you.” Her voice is barely a whisper against my head. “When you’re ready to tell me, I’m here.”

There’s nothing romantic about the offer. It’s not a move, not that the almighty heart-breaker Jess Montgomery doesn’t have them. It’s just two friends, who know each other better than their own selves, trying to be there when it matters most.

I don’t speak as she presses a chaste kiss to my temple and heads for the door. She picks up her boots but doesn’t put them on, just grips them loosely in her hands. Before she leaves, she offers a small smile, unusually soft, then slips out through the glass-paneled door and disappears into the cool air.

The moment the latch clicks shut, I collapse back into the chair, staring up at the walls lined with the markers of my career. There’s the Lansingburg beach house where exotic flowers touch grass and sand, the Problano project where I landscaped their 6,000-square-foot mansion with stately elegance, and the Hereen Community Center, where I designed the waterfall moonflower canopy—for free—just to see the kids’ faces light up when they saw it.

Serenity Springs was supposed to be my fresh start. When I sold my sedan and bought the truck that would trek me along the highway and over rolling hills, I made a promise to myself. I’d leave behind the endless work, stop hiding in it, and start living. I wanted a life that worked for me, not one spent working myself into the ground. But as I sit here, surrounded by a workload I willingly took on, I realize I lied. When life presses in too close, I retreat into the one thing I know—work. I’ve always done that. It’s the only place that feels safe.

No amount of exaggerated bubbly personas, quick quips, or floral-patterned blouses will fix it.

“Fuck.” My head meets the table with a dull thud. “Ow.” I rub my forehead, wincing at the pain, then let out a sigh as I lean into my hand, closing my eyes.

Maybe I shouldn’t have moved here.

I can’t run from the past. It isn’t a figment of time. It’s a physical thing, and it doesn’t leave. Crossing county lines, building a new life, a new career—it doesn’t matter. You can’t escape what’s ingrained in you, especially when you’ve lost yourself along the way, mistaking it for a clean slate.

The past never really leaves.


 

Chapter 5

Kate

“Oh, goodness.” Charlene’s deep voice cuts through the air as she stomps across the gravel and onto the deck. Just another afternoon of her random chats, I’m sure. “What’re you stirrin’ up now, dear?”

I glance up from my spot by the window, where I’ve been watching Margot’s quiet house next door. “Nothin’.”

“Please.” She takes two steps up and then hesitates, favoring her left hip. “I see the gears turning.”

“It’s been quiet over there.” It’s unsettling, the silence. Margot’s never been quiet. She’s always a whirlwind, making a ruckus with every step. “She hasn’t been outside in two weeks.”

Char’s brows knit with concern as she lowers herself into the rocking chair beside me. “Two weeks? That’s not like her at all. I did think it was odd she didn’t show up at our BBQ on Sunday.”

“The grandbabies have gotten so big,” I murmur, trying to shift the subject as I lean my head on my shoulder, matching our slow rocking. “Time flies.”

“With the wind, my dear.” Charlene smiles, with her braids pulled over her shoulder and that warm, dark complexion, then takes a deep breath with her gaze fixed on Margot’s lawn. “Her gardens sure need a good fixin’.”

“I know.” My voice tightens, worry creeping in. “Figured she’d be out there right away, putting things back in order. But it’s been quiet as a grave.”

Charlene sighs and lays a warm hand on my shoulder. “It wasn’t your fault.”

I turn to her, feeling the weight of her words. “Wasn’t it, though? Last time you were here, you all but said it was. And I saw those looks you threw at me at the barbeque.”

“No, darlin’.” She pats my hand, giving it a squeeze before letting go. “You oughta check on her.”

“I will do no such thing,” I snap, more sharply than intended.

Me and Margot—we’re opposites. She’s fire; I’m ice. She’s loud; I’m quiet. If she’s upset after what happened, even a fraction of what I’d be in her shoes, she’d be out there cussing up a storm, tossing around fresh soil, planting new roses just to keep her hands busy. That’s the Margot I know. The fierce, headstrong Margot I’ve admired for longer than I care to admit.

“If she wanted to fix her gardens, she’d be out there already.” I take a sip from my wine glass, letting the sweet liquid settle my nerves.

But before I can take another, Char snatches it from my hand and downs the rest in one gulp. “Phew!” She wipes her mouth and then sets the glass down with a satisfied clink. “I thought you’d never ask.”

I gape at her. “That was sacred liquid.”

“That’s hospitality, hon.” Her brown eyes glint in the setting sun, the soft skin around her wrinkled lips pulling upwards. Then, leaning forward on her knees, she surprises me with a soft voice. “You and I both know that there’s no fixin’ those roses before it’s time for the festival. If I was in that young girl’s position, I would give up too.”

“Margot isn’t a girl.” I roll my eyes. “She’s probably ‘round my age.”

“With that baby face?” She lets out a good laugh. “I still keep the books at the town office. She’s forty-one, sure, but that don’t mean she’s not a girl to me. When you get over the hump of seventy, then you can talk to me ‘bout what constitutes a woman.”

“Well,” I lean back toward her, “aren’t you full of piss and vinegar today?”

“Oh, honey,” she chuckles, shaking her head, “you have no idea. You and I both know that Margot can’t fix that garden, which is why she’s not out there right now. She might be a ball of sunshine, but she’s not a ditz.”

“Are you tryinna make me feel worse, or is that just a happy side effect?”

“If I was tryinna do that, I’d ask why you haven’t lent a hand already like good neighbors in these parts do. You’re the one who grew up here.”

I swivel my head so fast, my neck pops. “Excuse me?”

But Charlene’s not even looking at me. With her tight grin and smug face, she’s still facing Margot’s house.

“I offered to help,” I snap.

“After tearin’ it up in the first place.”

“Charlene!”

She lets out one of them long-suffering sighs. “Oh, darlin’.” She stretches her back, inspecting the wine glass to ensure she didn’t leave a drop before padding down the steps and back to her truck. “You’ll figure it out,” she hollers from the open window, right before she backs out and disappears down the road.

As the dust settles, the quiet returns, and I’m left staring at Margot’s still house. Guilt gnaws at me, sharp and relentless, but it’s soon followed by something more familiar—plain old frustration.

If she wanted help, if she couldn’t do it on her own, she should have taken my offer. I was more than happy, willing even, to lend her a hand to fix the mess I helped cause. But no. Margot Reed never needs anyone. She won’t take a hand up, even when she’s drowning. Especially not from me.

My phone rings before I can stew anymore. Rushing inside, I pick up the wireless landline that everyone in this area still has, on account of the lack of cell towers and constant wind storms knocking out any and all service for a good fifty miles in all directions.

“Hello?”

“Well, shit.” My sister’s exasperated voice echoes through the line. “I’ve been calling you every other day for the past two weeks and you haven’t picked up.”

I glance at the screen—sure enough, six missed calls flashin’ like guilt lights. “Sorry, Serena. I’ve been outside a lot. Haven’t checked my messages.”

“Don’t do that to me,” she scolds. “If I had called one more time and you hadn’t answered, I’d drive out of Boisey and was sure I’d find you laying in a bush out in the pasture somewhere.”

“Don’t be dramatic,” I laugh, pouring another glass of wine to replace the one Charlene guzzled. “I’m fine. You’re the one who moved three hours away.”

“Like I was going to stick around that sleepy little town forever,” Serena scoffs, and I can picture how she flips her short, shoulder length blond hair. “Besides, you know why I left.”

“Yeah, yeah, off to find adventure and all that. How’s that workin’ out for you?”

“Better than you hiding away on that farm of yours,” she teases. “I just got back from a hiking trip up Azure Mountain in California. The adventure club I’ve been going around with sponsored it. You should have seen the views.”

“I’m sure,” I say, smirking. “But these knees wouldn’t make it up a hill, let alone a mountain. Don’t take your twenties for granted. You know Momma passed on that sciatica pain to you, too.”

“Have you been up to anything interesting?”

I hesitate. “Well…the Rose Festival’s comin’ up. You’re still gonna make it, right?”

Regardless of where she is in the world, who she is gallivanting off with, or what mischief she’s been up to, Serena is always there at the annual festival. She brings her perfect pies, heart of gold, and that mile-wide grin I’d never admit I miss as much as I do.

“Of course, I’m coming. I wouldn’t miss it for the world. Plus, I’ve got to defend my title as the family’s best pie-baker.”

“You know you only won last year ‘cause Char rigged the vote.”

“Hey, a win’s a win. Besides, Martha’s rhubarb pie is unbeatable.”

“She just didn’t want to hurt your feelings.”

“Whatever helps you sleep at night, Katie.” Her tone shifts to a more serious note. “How’s everything else? Really?”

I do something I haven’t done in a while—I let my eyes drift to that damn picture hanging above the fireplace. The one I keep saying I’ll take down, but never do, no matter how settled the rubble is.

In the shot, I’m facing the camera in a bright white suit perfectly tailored and blown open by the river’s wind. Allie’s strawberry-blonde hair spills over my shoulder in the picture, her blue eyes twinkling with a secret I didn’t see coming.

“Honestly? It’s been a bit lonely.” Swallowing the lump in my throat, I pull my eyes from the frame. “Moose keeps me busy, though. Course, it’s not the same without you around.”

She sighs into the phone, and I know it’s heavy with guilt. “I know I’m overdue for a visit.”

“I’m retired now. There’s no reason I haven’t come out to see you.”

“Still, I moved away.” She chuckles, and it fills the silence like sunshine breaking through clouds. “I should be the one making the trips home. You know, head back to those roots that built me every once in a while.”

“Oh, love.” I shake my head, smiling to myself. “Roots here didn’t build you. You were forged from brimstone and steel, and every bit fiery as Momma was.”

And what a woman Momma was.

It was always just us. She had me at sixteen, but there were never any men in her life. More work than reward, she’d say. Then, after I opened the floral shop on main street, she surprised the whole town with the announcement of Serena. We were smart enough never to ask about our fathers, but with a mother like Irene, you wouldn’t need anyone else.

A heart attack took her from us. But I’m lucky. Every time I look at Serena—frizzy blond hair, evergreen eyes, sharp tongue, and a heart made of pure liquid gold—I get to see my mother all over again.

Serena laughs, this time with her whole being. “I think you’re right.”

“Well, when you put it that way,” I say lightly, but something inside me holds me back from our typical banter.

“What else is going on?” Her voice is quiet but understanding. “You sound off.”

“Well, there’s this thing with Margot.”

“Margot Reed?”

“The one and only, of course. Moose trampled her garden, and now she’s basically declared war on me.”

“Oof. Moose.”

Pinchin’ the bridge of my nose, I sigh. “I know.”

“You offering to help?”

“I tried. She wouldn’t take it. Stubborn as a mule, that one.”

“Look who’s talkin’,” she teases. “I don’t know why you two butt heads so much.”

“We barely talk to each other,” I argue.

“But every single time I call, I swear she’s all you talk about.”

“I do not.” It’s lucky we’re discussing this over the phone, so Serena can’t gloat with how wide my jaw hangs open. “She and I are like ships passin’ in the night.”

“Right,” she says, dragging the word out at least four seconds longer than necessary.

“You’re ridiculous. I have to give Moose his nighttime grain, but we’ll talk soon. Right?”

“Absolutely, but if you need me sooner, I’m just a call away.”

“I know.” Smiling to myself, I refuse to admit just how much I could use one of her hugs. “Thanks, Serena. Take care of yourself. I can’t wait to see you in a couple weeks.”

“Answer your phone next time!”

“I will. Love you.”

“I love you, too.”

~ ~ ~

After setting two cheese boards on the red-and-white plastic tablecloth at the food stations, I take the deviled eggs from Deanna and nestle them between the potato salads, baked beans, homemade mac and cheese, and grilled chicken.

“Jess says the burgers’ll be done any minute,” Deanna comments, swapping out Martha’s apple pie to showcase her rhubarb tarts instead.

Once everything is just so, I step back and take in the hum of happiness rolling through the Summer Fun Festival. It’s one of the few community activities that I look forward to each year, besides the Rose Festival, of course.

“Katie!” Freddie, Deanna and Charlene’s youngest grandchild, bounds into my legs and nearly knocks me flat. “Take me on the merry-go-round. Please!”

Grinning down at how he wraps those thin arms around my thighs, I chuckle. “I think you oughta eat something first, bubba.”

His exaggerated eye roll—identical to Char’s—has me giggling.

“Please,” he pleads, trying desperately to sway me. He holds five fingers dangerously close to my face. “Just five minutes.”

“You’re too sharp for your own good,” I mumble as I straighten up, but instead of giving in, I help Deanna place the two-gallon lemonade jar on the table.

“Freddie,” Deanna chimes in, saving me from his disappointment, “why don’t you go and take Chase on the ride with you? Give me and Miss Kate a few minutes to finish settin’ up.”

“Fine.” Little arms aggressively fling across his chest before he spins around and barrels onto the next unsuspecting person.

“They love you to pieces.” Deanna smiles to herself while taking the plastic off the paper plates.

I glance over my shoulder, catching Freedie take Chase’s tiny hand, the two of them bouncing off toward the rides. “I love them so much.”

Avoiding my eyes, Deanna fidgets with the napkins, even though they’re already perfectly stacked.

“I always thought you’d be the one with a hoard of grandbabies running around.”

She didn’t mean the words to cut, but they do. Char’s the one with brass words, and Deanna is more apt at giving fluffy clouds of wisdom. Still, that sentence cleaves right through my chest.

When you spend two decades with someone, you start thinking that kind of future is a given. Allie and I were supposed to have it all, not the scraps I inherited.

“Well, that’s the shitty thing about life.” I secure a loose corner of the tablecloth with a clip, dipping behind the fabric so Deanna can’t see the sheen of tears in my eyes. “It knows just when to kick you in the keister, and it will never be as grand as you hoped. We have to live with it, pick up the pieces, and move on. There ain’t no other option.”

“Is that what you’re still doing?” she asks, her eyes fixed on me like the entire carnival has faded away. “Still picking up the pieces?”

Watching Alex and Chase atop the ceramic horses, I confess, “I don’t think I’ve found all the pieces yet.” I clear my throat, pulling my gaze from the contagious giggles echoing nearby. “You know, I look forward to things like this just to see those kids.”

“You know,” she muses, swaying her wide hips back and forth to the sound of the music just beyond the cotton candy stand, “you can see the grandbabies anytime you want to.” Then turning directly towards me, she bluntly states, “But that would mean coming out of that hidey-hole you like to hunker down in with Moose, and lettin’ the rest of the world in.”

If my eyes could get any wider, they’d be moons. “What is it with you and Char these days? Every single time I see one of you, it’s like you’re taking turns ambushin’ me.”

Deanna chuckles. “Don’t be so sensitive. We’re just two old broads tryinna look out for you.”

“Well,” I shift so I don’t have to look at her prying eyes, “maybe this old broad doesn’t need lookin’ after.” I don’t turn around. I don’t dare try to catch a glimpse of her reaction.

“You are fifty-nine. You have no right to the title.”

“I’ve been goin’ gray since thirty-six, lived alone the better part of ten years, and the last real date I had was at the county fair, sittin’ on a hay bale watchin’ the tractor pull. If that don’t qualify me as an old broad, I don’t know what does.”

Deanna bursts into laughter, her voice a deep melodious contrast to the background hum of the festival. “Well, if that’s what qualifies you, then I guess you must be the reigning queen of old broads. But even queens need to step out of their castles every now and then.”

“Long as it’s not for a royal ball,” I mutter, still facing away. But the corners of my mouth twitch into a reluctant smile.

Deanna snorts. “Given that your wardrobe only consists of ratty tank tops and overalls, fat chance. Consider this your royal decree to join the rest of us peasants and actually enjoy yourself for once.”

I glance back toward Freedie and Chase, watching them with that soft ache I never quite shake. “Alright, alright. Maybe I do protect myself a little too much.”

I don’t like the way her face drops, the subtle slackening of her heavy jaw.

Her eyes soften, and then she touches my upper arm gently. “You know you’ve only aged this much because you’ve settled into this type of life, right? You’ve been too hard on your body with all the racing and hard farm work you used to do. You dress more like Char should, and I’ve never seen anyone else with a puzzle collection.”

I let out a dry chuckle, mostly ‘cause it’s true.

She pauses, eyes searching my face like she’s trying to read the weather. “How long’s it been since Allie left?”

Eight simple words, when strung together, slice through what’s left of my heart.

“I’m not having this conversation,” I say firmly, my words cold enough to freeze the watermelon I was just moving.

“Maybe it’s a conversation worth havin’.”

“Maybe it’s beatin’ a dead horse.”

Deanna’s gaze remains steady, unflinching, and her hand feels like a tether to reality. “Look, I’m not trying to dig up old wounds for fun. I’m saying this because I care, and sometimes, talkin’ about things helps more than burying them.”

“I don’t bury.”

“You run.” There’s no malice or hardness to her words. Just the truth. “You ran from Allie, from the floral shop, and even this town.”

I face her, feeling the heaviness of the moment settle between us.

“I didn’t run from Allie. She ran from me. I just didn’t chase her. That’s not the same.” I struggle to find the right words. “It’s been too many years since Allie left, and I’m still sortin’ through the mess she left behind. I just…”

“And I get that. We all do.” Deanna’s open expression is such a juxtaposition compared to her massive presence. “It’s been a whole lotta’ years. But it’s okay to let people in, you know. To lean on them for support, even if it feels like you’re dragging them into your mess.”

“I don’t want to be a burden,” I say quietly, staring at the ground littered with popcorn kernels. The truth settles heavy in my chest, like a storm rolling in slow and sure.

Momma raised me to be independent on my own two feet. “Don’t rely on folks,” she said. “Smile pretty, keep your chin up, do your best, and the world won’t catch you slippin’. If you do that, then you’ll never be disappointed.”

Meeting Allie made me forget that, but there’s no way I’m letting that lesson fade away again.

“You’re no burden,” Deanna says firmly. “You’re a friend, and friends help each other. So, let us help you. Let us be here for you.” Then, even more quietly, she adds, “It’s past time, don’t ya think?”

Her honesty breaks through my defenses, and I feel the walls I’ve built ‘round myself starting to crack. “I’ll try to get out more,” I offer, desperately trying to change the subject. “I know Char would like to see more of me, and I’m certain she’s tired of havin’ to trek down my long driveway.”

With a laugh and a shake of her head, Deanna starts towards the festivities. “She’s been fussin’ for years about you not havin’ that paved.”

I follow her. “Pave it with the types of winters we get? Are you out of your mind? Plus, you know damn well that I’d do it myself before payin’ anyone else to.”

“And we both know that’s not gonna happen.”

We round the long line of tents arching around the inflatable water slides and playground. I try to pay attention to who’s running what, but my feet stop moving when I see who’s manning the third one in.

The ten-foot canopy tent bears the Bolts and Bonsai logo, and beneath it, dozens of colorful cacti are spread out. It’s not the succulents that stop me in my tracks; it’s who’s behind the table.

Margot is glowing, grinning as she hands a fluorescent pink Moonstone to one of Danni’s triplets. Small curls fall from her messy bun, her strawberry hair nearly matching the color of her signature unbuttoned shirt.

She leans down, letting one of the girls place a handmade flower headband atop her head, probably crafted at one of the stations down the line. Once tiny fingers position the crown just right, Margot whispers something that makes her giggle, then gently bops her on the nose before she scurries off to join the other kids in the popcorn line.

It’s impossible for someone to be that happy—that warm, that kind, that sweet, that ridiculously perfect—all the damn time. No wonder the children love her so much; she’s a ball of freaking glitter.

It’s disgusting.

After brushing the dried grass off her knees, she lifts her head and her eyes meet mine. Just for a second, it’s like the world stops spinning, everything hushing ‘cept the thrum in my chest.

Then, within the time it takes me to blink, Margot’s eyes narrow and lips purse. I’m only able to catch a glimpse of Deanna slowly backing away from the scene and towards Char, who is manning the candy apple stand. Coward.

Well, apparently not a glitter bomb for everyone. More atomic. That smoldering gaze could level an entire civilization.

Margot turns back to her table like I’m not even there. Chin tucked low, she starts fussing with the plants, moving them just so. As she shifts slightly, a metal watering can tumbles off the edge and clatters to the ground.

“Shi–”

“There are kids here,” I say lightly, tryin’ to keep a casual mood. “Here, let me.” But before I can reach the can, she snatches it up just in time.

“No, thank you,” she replies tightly, her voice almost a hiss through gritted teeth. “You’ve done enough.”

Okay. So, we’re back to this. Not that I don’t deserve it.


 

Chapter 6

Margot

The way Kate abruptly pulls back at my words almost has my cold exterior melting, but only for a second. I place the watering can firmly back on the table, spine stiff, and close my eyes. One breath. Just one—to reset, to remember who I am when she isn’t standing there looking like regret in denim.

My gaze travels over the display Jess helped me set up this morning, meant to delight and distract. But none of it does the trick.

Because beyond the rainbow of succulents, Kate Willow still lingers, hands shoved in her pockets like she has nowhere else to be. She’s still wearing those damn overalls layered over a white tank, the ones that somehow make her look both work-worn and heartbreakingly human. Normally, she has a long braid hanging over her shoulder—gray with light natural highlights that must have once been blonde—but today her wavy hair flows in monochrome hues down her back. Even from the distance forced between us by the table, I can smell a hint of lemon verbena, likely from her herbs. On anyone else, it might be sweet, but on her, the woman with a permanent scowl etched into her face, it’s nauseating.

“Can I help you with something?” I grit out.

She opens her mouth, then slams it shut, eyes wide as if unsure of what might come out.

“Well?” I prompt again, needing her to be farther away for any normalcy to sink back in. “Did you want a cactus or another piece of my soul?”

“What?” she snaps, apparently appalled by my offer. “No.”

“Then what is it, Kate?”

“I thought your gardens would’ve been fixed by now.” The words spill out so forcefully that they barely take a breath to land.

Staring at her expressionless awe, I almost don’t know what to say. Almost. “That’s none of your concern.”

“Are you havin’ plants delivered in from–”

“Don’t,” I snap. I can’t keep doing this with her. “Don’t start pretending you care.”

If I never had to see this woman again, it would still be too soon. All she ever does is complain. I’m too loud, my clothes are too bright, I take up too much space. There’s always something—too many plants, too much color, too much me. It’s like my very existence rubs her the wrong way, and yet…here she is, standing in front of me like she didn’t spend years acting like I was an eyesore.

I’m done with niceties, with all the back and forth. We can be the type of neighbors who wave from their porches but never exchange a word. Frankly, I think it’s best that way.

“Listen, Kate. I know we said we’d be civil, but I’m really too tired for all of it.” My trembling hands grip the table, and I watch her composure drop. “We can stop pretending to tolerate each other. We can stop torturing ourselves with the small talk and just go back to ignoring each other’s existence.”

By the time I finish speaking, her forehead hardens, her lips taut, eyes steady.

“Well,” she drawls, voice honeyed but sharp enough to cut. “It’s a little hard to ignore that you exist when you make enough noise to wake the dead.”

Leaning more over the table with narrowed eyes, I glare at her. “Well, you don’t have to worry about that anymore.”

A second drifts by, and I catch an almost imperceptible change in her demeanor. Her eyebrows furrow, hinting at disappointment, but it vanishes before I can analyze it, her icy facade snapping back into place.

“Good.”

“Good,” I shout back.

She walks away, calling over her shoulder, “Good!”

“Good!” I yell after her, and holy hell, staring at the back of a woman who could get a whole congregation to kneel before her, I realize I sound like a petulant child.

The silence that follows is louder than our bickering. A few heads turn. A couple kids freeze mid-step. I drop into my camping chair, my face buried in my hands, heat crawling up my neck. I know it isn’t good. Going back to a constant fight with Kate is more energy than I have to muster, but it’s better than pretending the sight of her doesn’t stir anger in me in ways I’ve never felt before.

As the crowd disperses and the buzz of the festival resumes, I try to shake off the encounter, taking a deep breath to rid myself of the residual tension. It’s not like I haven’t dealt with difficult people before. In my career, I’ve faced millionaires with more money than God, and a complex to match, but there’s something about Kate that gets under my skin in a way I can’t quite explain. This isn’t the first time we’ve butted heads, and it certainly won’t be the last.

Straightening, I focus on my table of succulents, trying to regain some semblance of normalcy. The kids’ laughter from the nearby playground offers a comforting background noise, a reminder that life goes on despite my personal dramas.

“Margot?”

I look up.

Jess’s standing there, her forehead lined with concern. “Are you okay? I saw what happened with Kate.”

I force a smile, but I’m not surprised when it falls flat. “I’m fine. Just the usual with her.”

Jess doesn’t look convinced. “It seemed more intense this time, even given Moose’s recent offense.”

Shaking my head, I assure her, “No, it’s fine. Really. I’m just tired.”

She gives me a sympathetic nod. “Well, if you need a break, I can watch the booth for a while. It looks like the kids are really enjoyin’ the cacti.”

“There’s been a full line for hours,” I say, trying to give my best smile. “I think we’ve definitely given away more than Danni has popcorn. Maybe I could use a break, though.”

Jess walks around the tent, pulling a cold bottle of sweet tea from the cooler before taking a seat in her chair. Tilting her head side to side, she surveys the families and chatter around us. Cloaked in her silence, I take a bottle for myself.

“I was actually coming over here to introduce you to the new doctor in town,” she says slowly. “Deanna introduced me, and she mentioned she’d like someone to show ’em around.”

Leaning my head back against the thin fabric of the chair, I hesitate before taking another sip. “Wouldn’t you be a better tour guide, given that you’ve lived here your entire life?”

Jess doesn’t respond right away. “Dr. Alex Archer is a tall drink of cold water. Silky black hair adorned with a chiseled jaw and sparkling blue eyes.” Then, looking directly at me with the most devilish grin I’ve ever seen, she has the nerve to say, “I think you’d be the perfect tour guide. Much better than myself.”

Only Jess would encourage me to show someone new around town, hoping I’ll finally break my unintentional celibacy. When she says she wants someone to show a new handsome man around, she isn’t talking about the town square.

“You don’t have to be attracted to men,” I say in a hushed tone, checking to make sure no one else is in earshot, “to be able to show the new doctor around.”

She wags her eyebrows at me, lips turned inward. “Well, you could–”

“Jessica Montgomery.”

“Ew.” She feigns a cold chill. “Don’t use my full name like that. You sound like my mother and it gives me the heebie-jeebies.”

“I’m not taking the doctor around town just because you think I need to date.”

“All I’m asking,” she says, legs stretched wide with her boots digging into the soft ground, “is that you take ’em to Mount Bluff, point out some of the businesses on Main Street, and introduce our newest arrival to a few locals.”

I’d rather bathe in the muddy creek.

“Isn’t that what Mayor Remez is for?” Taking a long sip of my tea, I wonder how many bottles I’d have to gulp before she gives up this conversation and walks away. I don’t need a break that bad. “He loves an excuse to wear his linen suit while waving his arms around the town like Vanna White.”

“I know it’s difficult to imagine takin’ that honor from him, but I know Dr. Archer would forever thank you.” She grins again, like she’s keeping a secret.

“No.”

“Margot.”

“Jessica.”

“Ugh!” She throws her head back and closes her eyes. “I’ll ask when you’re less touchy.”

I sit up, jaw set and eyes narrowed.

“When are we fixin’ your gardens?” Her voice is tense yet teasing, knowing exactly which buttons to press.

“We’re not.”

“The festival is far enough away.”

“I don’t want to.”

Instead of responding, her body eases into her chair, her head going slack as she stares at me. Those soft eyes could bear sympathetic holes into my soul if I let them. I won’t, though.

“It’s okay to be upset,” she says quietly. Her lips barely move, her eyes steady, and the single sight almost makes me weep on her shoulder. “I’m here.”

Because I am upset. I spent so many nights in that garden. I drove all over the county searching for the perfect roses that once graced competition pedestals, hoping to feel like I’ve done something right. It’s supposed to feel satisfying, like I’ve finally accomplished what I wanted in life. It should give me something.

But it never does. At least, not to the extent I want. It doesn’t fill the hole, but sometimes it patches it for a while. Sometimes, that’s all I can ask for.

“I’m not upset,” I lie, blatantly. To her face. And I’ve never done that before.

She sighs, the broken sound almost taking away my resolve. “Oh, honey.”

“I’m fine.” I jump up from my seat, plastering a smile on my face as I hand out another succulent to two town kids. Once they walk away, smiles a mile wide as they compare colors, I turn back to Jess. “I’m going to take a walk around, if you can handle this for a while.” My voice drips with sarcasm and the familiarity of it relaxes my bones.

She stands, tugging on her plaid shirt before adding a few more succulents to those on the table. “Have fun.” She’s always known when to release the pressure of a push.

I disappear behind the tents and walk the well-trodden path to the river. It’s what drew me to this little town in the middle of nowhere; a beckoning in the night. It literally trickles, like those ridiculous ones do in the movies. The flow is calming. River rocks flank every side, forcing the subtle stream to bob and weave with the map of the land.

The air is fresher than the city, allowing the deepest breath when I realized I’ve held mine most of my life. Isn’t that a silly thought? That just as I hit my forties, I feel as if I’m waiting for the next shoe to drop. I’ve spent years adding my armor, knowing I’d be useful, just to finally understand that I’ve never needed it at all?

That’s why I bought the first property available, rushing the developers to erect a house that I could immediately move into, and then put down roots in the symbol of the hundreds of plants surrounding my house. That ridiculous display of chaos is the one and only place I’ve truly felt at home, like myself.

And now it’s ruined.

I know the Rose Festival is just a silly event where good town-folk get together show off their flowers, but God. It’s been so much more to me than that. It’s always felt like the family I never had. Martha’s pies. Jess’ succulents. Char and Deanna’s hoard of grandchildren running wild with cotton candy in their sticky hands.

Despite Jess’ constant nagging, I don’t have hobbies. In the city, I clocked eighteen hour days, obsessing over every detail of my designs, making sure every line, every material choice padded some corporate jackass’s quarterly bonus. I wasn’t trying to climb a ladder—I’d already climbed it. I just didn’t know how to stop. When you spend your nights in an empty penthouse staring at views that don’t feel like yours, it’s easier to keep working than to ask yourself what the hell you’re working for.

Then came that one project out here—just a design job on a private property, nothing special. Until it was. One look at the river, one too many warm smiles from strangers, and something cracked open. I packed up my life in two days. Drove across state lines with nothing but a few suitcases and the idea that maybe I could finally breathe here.

Mostly, it’s worked. But damn, do habits die hard. I might not work myself in the ground anymore, but I pour that determination into my roses. My now dead roses. It’s a feeling that expands in my chest and pulls me towards the ground, regardless of how many times I tell myself it doesn’t mean all that much.

I walk back to the booth, and almost all of the cacti are now gone from the backup boxes. The music has calmed in the distance, the ride lines shortening by the minute. For once, I don’t want to be the last person here picking up. Because if I’m still here after everyone else has gone, then I might have to sit with myself. And I’ve never been very good at that.

“I’m going to head home. There’s only a few more hours left of the carnival, and I’m sure it will thin out soon. You can handle this, right?”

Jess’ brown eyes are wide, face calculatedly unreadable. “Are you feeling okay?”

“Absolutely.” I pull my backpack from the floor before tucking a stray curl behind my ear. “I’m just tired. Will you be able to manage cleaning up? I feel awful about leaving you with everything.”

“I think I can handle it.” She puts a hand up in between us, a small smile inching onto her face. “Get home safe.”

~ ~ ~

After taking the keys out of the ignition, I rest my head on my wheel. If exhaustion were a physical thing, I think I’d see it in a halo around my body—visible, humming, heavy. It’s not that I overexerted myself. I just used more of my emotional capacity than I had to give today.

Shaking off the lingering fatigue, I slide out of the truck, already imagining the soft embrace of my bed. Clothes sticky with sweat? I don’t even care. It’s the thought of sinking into the sheets that keeps me moving. But as I step onto the porch, my thoughts halt.

There, on my porch, laid neatly across the welcome mat, is a bouquet—massive, deliberate, impossible to ignore. A single white card is tied to the stems with burlap twine, as if even the smallest detail had been thought through.

Hesitantly, I walk up the steps and pick up the flowers. White roses. Pink carnations. Coral roses. Bluebell. Each bloom is cradled by ferns, lush and perfectly arranged. I know their meanings by heart.

New beginnings. Remorse. Sympathy. Humility.

My chest tightens as I glance down the hill towards Kate’s house. Her truck is parked, but she’s nowhere to be seen. Like me, maybe she needed to slip away early.

I unfold the card. The handwriting is elegant, looping, like it was penned in apology. Just a few words: I’m sorry. Please let me make this right. Signed only with a single K. But I don’t need more than that.

There’s only one person who has hurt me deeply enough to need this kind of gesture.

Gratitude? Forgiveness? I feel neither. Instead, it’s hollow. These flowers, no matter how carefully chosen, can’t mend what’s broken. They won’t prepare me for the Rose Festival, and they sure don’t make this exhausting routine any easier. Gardening may be my livelihood, but right now, it feels pointless—absurd even. Who in their right mind spends their life surrounded by blooms, only to end up like this? This is madness, isn’t it?

I take a breath, and without a second thought, let the bouquet fall from my hands, watching it tumble off the porch. Each step toward the house feels leaden, the weight of it all pressing in on me. By the time I shut the door behind me, I’m slumping against it, exhaustion clinging to my bones.

I’m so tired. Tired of being the nice one. Tired of thanking the universe for its cruelty. If I could go back and stay in bed all day, I would.

I drag my legs and collapse into the dining room chair, my face pressing against the mess of papers scattered across the table. Sleep starts to claim me, my mind mercifully blank. Then, a double chime breaks the silence—a new email.

Well. No time like the present.


 

Chapter 7

Kate

The warmth of the sun on my back is a quiet comfort as I guide Moose through the shallow river, the cool water splashing up against my boots. His hooves clop soft and steady over the rocky riverbed, and for the first time in days, I’m relaxed. I inhale deeply, letting the crisp air fill my lungs, and reach out to give Moose a gentle pat on his neck.

“Ready for some fun, boy?” My voice is soft but steady, the question more for me than him.

He snorts, his ears flicking as if he understands.

A smile tugs at the corners of my mouth, and I nudge him forward. We emerge from the river, water dripping from his patterned coat, and head toward the old barrel racing arena.

It’s been years since I’ve touched this side of the pasture, even longer since I’ve had the guts to run barrels. I’ve gotten real good at playing it safe, wrapping my life in the soft padding of habit, like if I stand still long enough, I won’t break anything else.

But standing still doesn’t keep me from the thoughts coming from my own head.

How much have I been missing?

The open arena stretches ahead, the barrels lined up in the golden light of late afternoon. I adjust my hat, tighten my grip on the reins, and fix my eyes on the first barrel. Moose’s muscles bunch beneath me, coiled and ready for release.

He’s missed this too.

“Let’s see what we’ve got,” I murmur.

With a gentle kick, we’re off. Moose charges toward the first barrel, wind catching my hat, tugging my hair loose. We hit the turn just right—his body curves into it smooth as ever, like no time’s passed at all. I move with him, instinct taking over.

The second barrel comes up quick, but we’re in sync. I shift my weight and give a subtle tug on the reins, guiding him smoothly around it, the barrel brushing my stirrup. That old rush comes surging back—adrenaline, freedom, untethered serenity.

As the third barrel approaches, my focus narrows. This turn is tricky, always was. But Moose is ready, waiting for my cue. I squeeze my legs, and he responds instantly, cutting the turn sharp and tight.

And just like that, we’re in the home stretch. I lean forward, urging him on, faster. Harder. The world blurs around us, all sound fading except for the thunder of his hooves and the drumbeat in my chest. I haven’t felt this free in—well, longer than I care to admit. The wind cools my skin, the smell of dry dirt swirls in the air, and the burn in my thighs reminds me of who I used to be.

We reach the finish in a whirlwind of motion, dust kicking up behind us. I pull Moose to a gentle stop, my chest heaving with exertion, but I’m smiling—really smiling. That wide, full kind I haven’t felt in years.

“Good job, Moose,” I say, reaching down to scratch his neck. “Just like old times, huh?”

He knickers softly, as if in agreement.

I swing down, legs wobbly beneath me, and lead him to the water trough. While he drinks, I run my fingers through his thick mane, my mind drifting. If I can find solace in these rides, maybe—just maybe—I can find that peace within myself, too. It’s a whole lot better than pretending, that’s for sure.

I glance at Moose, my silent companion, always steady, never judging. The perfect partner, even if he does have four legs. And a beautiful stretch of land to call home. What else does a woman my age need?

It hits me how long it’s been since I felt anything close to peace.

And maybe that’s what this is. Not a fix. Not some magic answer. Just a little reminder that I’m still in here somewhere. That maybe, if I keep showing up for myself like this, I can stop pretending I’m fine and start actually being it.

I glance back up the hill toward Margot’s place. Those flowers should be sitting on her porch right now—unless the wind carried ’em off. Better chance that she just tilled them in her fertilizer though.

I press my forehead to Moose’s, let the warmth of him steady me.

“Thank you,” I whisper, my voice barely audible over the sound of him drinking. I’m not sure if I’m thanking him for the run, for his companionship, or just for being here. Maybe it’s all three.

After slipping off his bridle and hanging it on the fence, I sneak him a handful of alfalfa cubes. He grazes lazily as the sun dips below the hills, casting a golden glow over the landscape. I watch him for a moment, the warmth of contentment still flickering in my chest—brief, but real.

But peace, like a skittish colt, never lingers long.

I head around the house to the deck, where a glass of wine waits for me. Sinking into my chair, a soft groan escapes my lips, but I drown it with a sip of the barely chilled beverage. Okay, maybe taking a two-hour trail ride and running a full barrel course for the first time in years wasn’t my best idea. Muscles like those don’t just bounce back. They need time, easing into the strain—not thrown into the fire hoping they’ll hold.

Without realizing what I’m doing, my gaze drifts toward Margot’s property again. It’s become a habit these past few years, an unhealthy one at that. Every evening, I sit here, read my book, and fight the urge to look at that chaotic mess of hers across the way.

Usually, her house is lit up like a Christmas tree, lamps ablaze despite her being outside, puttering around, bringing noise with her wherever she goes. It’s never still. Never quiet. Except for the early mornings when she lounges on the deck swing, a steaming cup of tea in hand, long t-shirt barely covering her thighs, thinking no one’s awake to see.

Except me.

Tonight, though, it’s different. Her house is dark, ‘cept for a faint light burning low in a room downstairs. She ain’t out in the yard. Hasn’t touched those garden beds. And that pile of withered stems in her driveway? There’s that bouquet I left, my quiet way of trying to make things right.

Wasn’t like I expected her to accept my apology. I was hopeful, sure—but not flat-out foolish. But I thought—hoped so hard I could feel my stomach flip—she’d at least understand how deeply sorry I am.

I glance again at her dark house. Margot hasn’t been herself, and despite all the fighting, I don’t want that light in her to burn out. Even if it annoys the hell out of me most days, driving me up a wall.

Lost in thought, I tip my glass to my lips, only to find it empty. Figures.

I ease the screen door open, it’s usual squeak trailing behind me. The smell of old wood and history greets me as I hang my hat on the coat rack. Pausing by the mirror, I smooth down the stray hairs that escaped my braid, noticing how light the gray has gotten in places. Thick as my hair may be, it’s brittle now, far from the golden mane it once was.

I undo the braid and let the sweaty waves fall across my shoulders. Stepping closer to the mirror feels like a risk I’m not ready to take, so, instead, I cast one last glance at the dark house across the road.

With a quiet sigh, I rest my forehead against the cool glass of the window. I don’t know how I got here—to this lonely, bitter place—but it sure wasn’t the destination I had in mind. If I could yank out whatever roots keeping me stuck in this feeling, I would.

But looking at Margot’s house, I know what needs doing.

~ ~ ~

Last time I woke at three in the morning, a tornado was barreling through in June, and I had to brace the barn with every last scrap of plywood I could find. Today, though, the only storm brewing is inside my chest.

I hit the road before dawn, drive clear out to Boisey, and buy every kind of rose they have. Even splurge on the oldest, most seasoned stock. The farther along they are, the better our chances of getting long stems in time for the festival. I remember the brand of fertilizer and soil Margot and I hauled a few weeks back, so I swing by Wilkensen’s Farm and fill up the whole truck bed with what we’d need.

When I pull into the dirt lot outside Bolts & Bonsai, it’s not quite eight, and Jess is flipping the ‘open’ sign. She leans on her knees, narrowing her eyes from behind the glass door. Guess it’s not normal for folks to be knocking at her door first thing on a Wednesday.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Jess says, holding the door open with a smirk that doesn’t reach her eyes. Those are burning.

She’s Margot’s best friend—everyone in town’s seen ’em, hip to hip, cackling like hyenas. I’m not the least bit surprised she’s already heard about the latest fallout between us.

Alright, maybe “fallout” is too generous. It’s more like a ten-point earthquake, splitting the whole town in half.

“I haven’t seen you in here in five years.” Jess moves behind the counter and starts steeping a pot of tea. Her voice tightens, tense with accusation. “What do you need, Kate?”

I hesitate, running my fingers along the aisles, pretending to browse. “I was wondering if you’ve had any special plant orders come in recently. Roses, maybe?”

“What?” Jess tilts her head, eyes glinting with suspicion and fire. “Those fancy ones you had imported weren’t enough? Ruining Margot’s gardens wasn’t enough, so now you’ve come to finish the job?” Her words cut like a knife, her fury barely contained. She snatches up a mug, clattering it onto the counter. “You do know Margot doesn’t have much in this town, right? It’s just her, that house, those gardens, and me. That’s it. And the one thing—one thing—she looks forward to every year is that damn festival.”

I’m frozen between the shelves of drill bits and duct tape, feeling every inch of the weight I’ve been carrying. “I know,” I manage to whisper.

But Jess ain’t done. “You two hating each other? That’s fine—hell, it’s been entertaining. But wrecking the only thing she’s proud of?” She huffs, shaking her head. “That’s low, even for you.”

“Jess,” I plead, as soft as I can. “You know I’d never do anything to hurt someone on purpose.”

She’s quiet for a beat. Just stares at me, her expression hard and unreadable, like she’s trying to decide whether to believe me or throw me out on my ass.

“I want to fix it,” I finally say, my voice trembling. “I’ve already been to Boisey, loaded the truck with everything we need. I’m on my way to rebuild the gardens from scratch. That’s why I need the plants. If anyone knows what Margot loves, it’s you.”

Jess lets out a long breath, eyes narrowing. “She told me she wasn’t fixin’ the gardens this year. Said she wasn’t competing either.”

“She’s not fixin’ them,” I say, the words coming out stronger than I expected. “I am.”

Jess’s head snaps up, meeting my gaze. “She’s letting you do that? You’ll have to prove it. She wouldn’t even let me do more than sweep up the wilted ones.”

I laugh bitterly. “She’s not lettin’ me do a damn thing. I’m just doing it.”

For a second, Jess just stares. Then she throws her head back and lets out a laugh that fills the shop, loud and gasping. “You really think she’s going to let you touch those gardens?” She bends over, cackling so hard she’s got tears in her eyes. “She might be the nicest person in town, but she’s not gonna let you fix what you broke.”

I resist the urge to roll my eyes. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

“You’re one brave woman,” she mutters, still chuckling as she dabs at her eyes.

Well, I’ve been called worse in my lifetime.

By the time I’m back in my truck, Jess’s words are turning over in my head. The road stretches out in front of me, dust billowing up behind the tires. I slow down as I near the bridge that arches over the river, the line between town and our quiet corner of the world.

“She’s a grown woman,” I mutter to myself, keeping my eyes straight ahead. “She said she didn’t need help. Who am I to force this on her?”

I creep along the dirt road separating our houses, glancing back and forth between mine and Margot’s. My place, where Moose is rolling happily in the hay. And hers—blinds drawn, truck parked in the driveway, mail spilling out of the bronze slot.

I could turn left. Park the truck. Forget the whole thing. I’ve got a hundred things I could be doing. Like taking Moose for a walk or pruning the Fuchsias on my porch. Anything but this.

“She doesn’t need me,” I whisper to the empty truck, the wind rushing through the open windows.

But as I sit here, stopped in the middle of the road, everything goes quiet. Too quiet. I can hear my heartbeat thumping in my chest, the birds chirping off in the distance.

My fingers tighten around the steering wheel ’til my knuckles turn white. The wind tugs at the tall grass, and I can feel the pulse in my ears, a heavy thrum that drowns out everything else.

“Damn it,” I mutter, pressing my forehead to the wheel.


 

Chapter 8

Margot

The sun broke through the sheer curtains hours ago, but the pillow cupped around my head does wonders for the inconvenience. Wrapped in a thin sheet, one bare leg hanging off the side of the empty bed, I’m certain I could lie here all day and still feel tired.

A clattering sound reaches the windows, just faintly touching my ears. My grip loosens and the pillow unfolds, lying flat beneath me. Squinting, I scan the room, instinctively turning my head toward the window as if that will help me hear better—like when I turn the music down in my truck just to see the road more clearly. The noise comes again, though, even louder this time.

Jumping out of bed, I peer out of the glass, expecting to see someone burglarizing my vehicle. No, Margie. You’re not in the city anymore. When’s the last time I locked my house, anyway? Oh, right—this week when I didn’t want Jess barreling in and seeing my wrecked self.

Instead of someone ransacking the place, I spot a body hunching toward the ground. Although I’m on the second story and at least thirty feet away, it looks like they’re ripping up the tattered garden beds. The person throws each panel behind them, each piece of steel smashing against the last.

“What the—” Without even checking what I’m wearing, I rush from the room, down the winding stairs, and burst through the front door, onto the deck. While leaning over the railing, I finally get a clear view of my trespasser.

At the sound of the door flying open and cracking against the drywall inside, Kate turns and faces me. Her hat lies on the ground, covered in dirt. Her forehead glistens with sweat, a simple brown streak running along it where she probably wiped it with a dirty glove. Only one side of her overalls are still latched. A patch of milky white skin peeks out beneath her white tank top. Her knees are already stained brown, her hands trembling as she removes her gloves and then shifts her weight onto one hip.

My mouth hangs open, my brain swirling with all the anger I want to throw her way, but nothing comes from my lips. All I can focus on is how beautiful her silver hair looks in the sunlight, and how soft she looks when embarrassment takes over her features.

She speaks first, her voice hoarse as if she’s the one that just crawled out of bed at what has to be almost one in the afternoon. “Mornin’.”

“What are you doing?” That’s not what I want to say, but that’s what comes out as a whisper.

She turns towards her mess, reaching out her arm with one glove dangling in her weak grip. Her lips turn inward before opening, and then she repeats the same motion two more times.

“You’re trespassing.” My voice should be cold, furious that she would think it okay to waltz onto my land and treat it like her own. But it’s not. There’s no malice behind my words. If anything, they’re too light.

“I wanted to lend a hand.”

“Don’t you think you did enough already?” Crossing my arms across my chest, I lean against the siding of the house, my hips coming flush with the banister in front of me.

Before answering, Kate’s eyes drop to my bare feet, dragging up my tanned legs, before resting back on my confused face. Her eyes are so wide, I can see something flicker within them. Her stance takes me aback, her body looser and lips parted. I’m so transfixed that it takes several breaths before I realize why she’s looking at me like that.

I just woke up, which means my strawberry curls are not tucked neatly into a bun or beneath a bandana; they’re sitting on top of my head like Carrot Top. I ran out of the house like a bat out of hell and failed to remember I’m not wearing pants.

“Oh my God.” I pull my skimpy t-shirt lower along my thighs, as if that will erase the knowledge that she certainly saw my underwear, before dashing back into the house.

I dart up the stairs and throw on the first pair of pants and button up I can find. If I could find humor in this situation, I would be thankful I wasn’t wearing my granny panties. I should be thankful that while slightly lower than they’ve been the last few years, I don’t entirely need a bra. If it were anyone else—for fuck’s sake, I’d be more thankful if it were the mailman to see me like that—I would laugh about it and brush it off.

But it wasn’t just anyone. It was Kate. Kate fucking Willow.

Fucking hell. Oh, I’m never going to live this down. This is the type of embarrassment that follows someone to their grave. She’ll probably have Deanna put it across all the local papers.

It takes two minutes before I’m stomping back down the stairs, now fully dressed in a lemon-yellow linen button up and jeans. I detour to the dining room table, the one I’ve lived on and slept at for the past week, and swallow the remaining sip of cold coffee from the night before. Hoping my face isn’t as red as it feels, I walk back outside.

I was certain Kate would be gone. She probably needs Lasik to fix the eye damage the horrid sight of me caused. At the very least, I scared her far enough away to not see hide nor tail for at least a few days.

If it were me, I’d probably sell my house. But no. Kate never does anything I think she would.

For an instant, I’m thankful I haven’t been called a nuisance to the housing value. That’s something she’s barked about long enough to be appropriate on Christmas cards.

She’s standing in the mess of my gardens, pulling weeds and taking apart broken beds, while separating all the materials out into piles, instead of looking like I’m the bane of her existence. That’s something, right?

“Kate.” Slowly, I walk up behind where she’s bending a metal panel so it matches the size of the others in the pile—a useless task if you ask me because they all need to be recycled anyway, and at that point, the size doesn’t matter. “Kate,” I prompt again because she doesn’t stop working.

Digging her fingers into the soft soil, she searches for the support posts I drove into the ground to anchor the corners. She grunts twice before pulling them from the soil, the brown staining from the wet Earth about one foot deep on each.

Damn. That’s some strength.

Taking a breath, which sounds like exasperation but really is just a way to settle my steadily rising heart rate, I close my eyes. “Kate! Stop it!”

Kate freezes, her back bent forward but facing me. Her hand stills for just a moment before she moves onto tugging a bundle of entangled roots up before tossing it to the side. She doesn’t look at me, doesn’t give any indication that she actually heard the words I just spoke.

“What are you doing?” I ask, at a loss for what else to say.

“Isn’t it obvious?” Her breaths are labored, the back of her neck beat red from the sun, sweat seeping down between her sharp shoulders in a line. “I’m replacing your garden beds.”

“No, you’re not.”

She doesn’t stop working. “Yes, I am.”

“Kate, stop.”

But she doesn’t stop. She walks to her truck, dropping the tailgate before sliding three long pieces of beautiful timber out of it and slinging them over her shoulder. She winces slightly, definitely over estimating how much she could carry with its unbalanced weight teetering over her shoulder.

Determined, she walks them back to where I am and drops them to the ground. The wood smacks against each piece, the clacking sharp in my still-tired ears.

“Did you rob a lumber yard?” Holding my hands up to shield the sun from my still sleeping eyes, she still doesn’t make eye contact.

“It’s cedar,” she explains in lieu of answering the question. “Good to keep them bugs away.” Then she goes back to breaking each metal panel and tossing them into a pile that looks like war shrapnel.

“Why?” My head falls back, mouth wide open, as I beg an unseen being to put me out of my misery.

“Because bugs infest and ruin roses.” Finally, she stops and stands with both hands perched on her hips. “Lord, Margot. I figured you were the kind of woman who didn’t let her roses quit before she did.”

I have no words. That’s probably because my head whips up so quickly I’m sure it caused whiplash, and my mouth is gaping so wide, my jaw is starting to ache. I don’t know if she genuinely thought I was asking about the type of wood, or if she’s messing with me. Knowing Kate Willow, it’s probably both.

“It’s a joke,” she says eventually. She offers a smile, but my narrowed eyes make it disintegrate from her face immediately.

I scoff. “I didn’t know you could make a joke.”

“Occasionally the ice melts enough around my heart to find some humor in life.” She pauses, her amber eyes not leaving mine. “I’m here because I want to make this right. I’m not the type of person to leave a mess like this.”

I deflate. “You can’t make it right. There’s not enough time.”

She looks around, and I can tell she knows it’s the truth. “That may be true, but I’ve never seen you back down from a challenge.”

Sighing, I clarify, “There’s a difference between backing down from a challenge, and avoiding wasting time on something that is a waste of time, that will inevitably crash.” Once the words leave my mouth, I’m not sure if I said them about the odds of getting ready for the Rose Festival, or about my friendship with her.

Kate pauses, her hands shaking slightly as she wipes her forehead, leaving an even wider dirt streak behind. “Margot, I know I’ve been a thorn in your side for years. But I also know how much this garden means to you, how much the festival means to you.”

I look away, not wanting her to see the flicker of hope in my eyes. “It’s not just about the garden, Kate.”

Shit. I shouldn’t have said that. It would be far too easy to admit the truth to her. That I’m tired of keeping it all up. That maybe she’s right; it’s too much of a mess for it to be worth it. That I should have done what I had from the beginning and put that energy into my work. That’s what’s important, anyway. I don’t need the flexibility of this garden. The stability of my landscaping is enough. It has to be.

But knowing Kate, she’d probably find a way to use it against me.

“Then what is it?”

“Nothing,” I lie with eyes closed, my head shaking subtly at my stupidity for even opening that can of worms.

I walk back towards the deck, leaving her standing there in the scorching sun. Slumping onto the front steps, I squeeze my eyes shut. I’m just so tired of fighting. Fighting myself. Fighting her.

I hear crunching, and just when I think she’s heading towards her truck to go back to her perfect life, a warmth spreads along my right side. She falls into the space beside me, the fabric of our clothes touching, but just barely. I don’t think I’ve ever been this close to her, ever noticed how veins wrap around her thin wrists and disappear into her strong forearms, or the fact that she has a slim silver wedding band on her ring finger.

Holy shit.

Is Kate married? Where the hell did she bury that poor soul’s body? Because there hasn’t been anyone in or out of that house besides a few friends in the entire time I’ve lived here.

Kate sighs, her posture slumping as if there’s a weight pressing down on her shoulders. “I’m not asking for forgiveness and I won’t pretend this will fix everythin’. But I want to try and help you.”

Her sincerity is disarming, and for a moment, there’s a glimmer of something in her eyes, something that isn’t so guarded, so tough. It’s that glimmer that makes me soften, if only slightly.

“Fine,” I say, crossing my arms and immediately feeling like a petulant child. Why does she always bring this petty side out of me?

She looks up, the tiny crow feet around her eyes pulling with her smile. “Really?”

I groan, and despite my better judgment, say, “Really. But I’m in charge here. You follow my lead. We do this my way. Understood?”

“It is your house.”

“You certainly didn’t have that mentality when you snuck in here this morning and began wrecking the place.”

Kate chuckles, which I don’t think I’ve ever heard her do before. I’m not admitting it’s a pleasant sound, or anything.

“I couldn’t have wrecked it anymore than it already is,” she teases.

Standing, she straightens her shoulders before twisting her waist back and forth. She must be exhausted. I pull my eyes away from her and that same patch of skin and focus on everything she’s accomplished so far. Which is a lot, actually.

She’s down to the last garden bed, everything sorted into piles to either dispose of or donate to a recycling center. She obviously ran around and did some shopping this morning based on the heaps of items sticking out of her truck bed.

“How long have you been at this?” I ask, my voice soft and curious. If I’m honest, there’s a little bit of awe in there too.

“I don’t see how that’s important.” She’s back to that guarded tone, hidden beneath that southern drawl.

“It’s an innocent question.”

“One that doesn’t need answerin’.” Kate looks back towards the mess. “I’m gonna see if I can eek out a few more hours of daylight before cleaning up for the evenin’.”

“You should probably take a rest first.”

Now she’s the one with her mouth hanging open. “Is that a joke about my age?”

In an instant, I feel my face flush. I did not mean it like that. “No, I just–”

“Because I’ll have you know that forty is the new thirty, which means that fifty is the new forty. And that makes me…” She trails off, her eyes widening slightly. “Well, I’m practically in my prime. A new race horse, if you will.”

“If you’re in your prime, I’m ready for the nursing home.” I laugh like I haven’t laughed in a long time. “You could run circles around me.”

That earns me a small smile, one I like very much.

What? No. Nope. Nada. No can do. I clear my throat and, apparently, my very befuddled head.

“But seriously, you’ve been at this for a while. You should at least hydrate.” Standing from the porch, I walk through the front door and prop it open for her. “Are you coming?”

“Inside your house?” She points to the door like I’m asking her to jump off a cliff with me.

“Yes.” I nod once, quite confused by her reluctance. It’s not like I’m going to lock her in the basement. Well…“That is typically where I keep the cold water. Unless you’d rather trek to Moose’s trough and use that?”

She doesn’t answer, just looks once over her shoulder before she walks up the steps and enters the house. She’s careful not to brush my body, as if she’d be permanently scarred if one scrap of her clothing happened to touch mine. She probably didn’t notice how close we just were on those steps.

After closing the door behind us, trapping us in the cool air-conditioned entryway, I walk past her rigid body and towards the kitchen. I’m hoping she’ll follow and not look at the disarrayed clutter that my house has become. Instead, when I glance back, I see her kneeling to unlace her dirty work boots.

“Don’t worry about that.” I motion towards her shoes. “I haven’t cleaned in weeks. Please, don’t mind the chaos.”

I, of course, know that perfect Kate will mind the mess. My table is covered with papers, my laptop and tablet perched around it like a trophy. Mail is stacked in unorganized piles on my island. My sink is full of coffee-stained mugs, probably at least a week’s worth.

Ignoring it all and desperately hoping she does too, I pull two bottles of water from the fridge. I slide her one across the island, which she takes gracefully before sitting in the stool to open it.

“Your home is beautiful.” She takes a sip, probably to stop her from giving one of those witty jabs she loves so much.

“Thank you.” I avoid her eyes and drink my own water, not realizing how parched I really am. It’s definitely from the heat. Not anything else.

“The marble floors are stunnin’.” There’s a long silence as we both sip our water. Finally, Kate clears her throat. “You know, this place has potential. Like a hidden treasure under a mountain of crap you got going outside.”

I raise an eyebrow, thankful that I recognized her playful tone. “I invited you into my humble abode, and you’re sitting here calling it junky?” A smile plays on my lips.

She smirks. “Well, if the compost fits.”

I roll my eyes. “You’re one to talk. Your paddock is looking like a pig’s den these days from that beast’s massive hooves.”

Kate laughs, and it’s still a surprisingly pleasant sound. “Touché. The rain hasn’t done me any favors. But at least I’ve got a green thumb and can control my vegetation. You? Not so much.”

“Oh really? Because I distinctly remember your vegetable garden looking like a scene from Jumanji last year.”

She snorts. “Hey, those tomatoes had a mind of their own. I’ve never seen heirlooms hit twelve feet high before.” Then she looks at me with a devilish grin. “Were you spying on my gardens? From way up here on your throne?”

I blatantly ignore that. “Sure, blame the tomatoes.” I grin, feeling the tension between us ease just a little more. “Next thing you’ll tell me, the zucchinis staged a coup.”

“Wouldn’t put it past them,” she says with a mock-serious nod. “Had to build a barricade just to mow the damn lawn.”

I shake my head, chuckling. “Alright, Miss Green Thumb.”

We stare at each other a moment, the silence not awkward this time, just…warm. Comfortable.

“You know,” I say gently, “you’ve got dirt on your face. Right there.” I point to a smudge on her forehead and nose.

She reaches for it, missing the spot entirely as she rubs even more brown tinting along her cheekbone.

“Not even close,” I say, laughing. “Here, let me help.”

I lean over the island, elbows braced, and wipe the dirt away with my thumb. My fingers cup her chin as I move gently across her forehead and down her nose, our faces inches apart.

There is no way this woman is approaching sixty. No possible way unless she’s getting botox every other month. Her eyes look darker in the house’s shadows—less amber, more espresso. For a moment, I’m lost in those subtle wrinkles around her lips, the way they’re barely there. She has a dimple on one side of her cheek, and I’m surprised to find that my thumb fits perfectly along it.

There’s a moment where our eyes meet, her lips parting, and I quickly pull back, feeling my ears light on fire.

“Thanks,” Kate mutters, looking away like she’s been caught red-handed.


 

Chapter 9

Kate

What in the Sam hell was that?

It took everything in me not to close my damn eyes when her fingers brushed my skin. She was wiping dirt off my face, for God’s sake. Nothing sexy about that. Should’ve been clinical. But with the way she cupped my cheeks, the sensation of her breath skittering along my lips, I almost shuddered. The heat still radiating from my face is more embarrassment than I can handle right now, without the added insult of the urge to shiver when another woman looks at me.

It’s probably just the residual shock of catching Margot in nothing but a threadbare t-shirt and lace underwear. That was…unexpected. A sight I never in my life thought I’d stumble upon. The second she burst out onto that deck, looking like a woman running from a burning building, I had a snippy joke right on the tip of my tongue. Then, when the light highlighted the shape of her cheekbones and the freckles scattered along her bare thighs, I barely had any saliva left to say a thing.

She looked real. Soft. Honest. I’ve never been more speechless in my damn life.

I haven’t said this, not even once, since Allie left, but I think I need to get laid. That’s all it is.

I do not find this woman attractive. She’s chaos wrapped in neon, all mismatched socks and a grin that could probably disarm a bomb. I definitely do not need to get laid by Margot.

Good grief, no. That would be absurd. Abhorrent. Ridiculous.

But I’m certain there’s a little silicone vibrator in my top drawer that could do the job just fine. It hasn’t seen the light of day in a while, so I should probably check the batteries first. Clear off the cobwebs. Maybe a reboot and dusting. All that.

Restless, I push away from the stool and wander over to the massive framed pictures on her wall.

I glance sideways. Margot’s busy drinking her water, eyes closed, and for a second, she looks peaceful. Almost happy, if I didn’t know any better. Not that I’d know what that looks like on her. There’s no way she felt the tension when we touched like I did. Maybe I’ve become that batty old lady imagining things.

I need to get out more before I turn into Char.

My eyes shift to the framed photos. They’re striking—landscaped gardens, stately homes, vivid and symmetrical and artful. Someone poured heart and sweat into these. I lean in closer to inspect a particular photo of a house with a cascading waterfall feature, surrounded by lush greenery and blooming flowers. It’s breathtaking and looks awfully familiar to the local community center downtown.

“These are incredible,” I mutter, not meaning to say it aloud.

Margot’s eyes flutter open, and she looks over at me. “Thanks. They’re some of my favorite projects.”

I turn, brows raised. “You did these?”

She nods, smiling just enough to make it dangerous. “Yeah, I used to work a lot more than I do now, but I’m slowly getting back into my long schedule. I’m a landscape designer. Those are some of my proudest works.”

I knew what she did for work; nothing stays quiet in a small town like Serenity Springs. That’s not what is leaving me shell shocked right now. It’s the fact that her house looks landscaped by eight toddlers high on pixie sticks, rather than the same person who can pull off these elaborate, jaw-dropping landscapes.

“You know,” I say, keeping my expression neutral, “your own garden looks more like a jungle gym for over-caffeinated squirrels.”

I hold my breath, hoping she laughs. Hoping she doesn’t take it personally. Hoping, too, that this lightness between us doesn’t vanish as quickly as it showed up. That I’m hoping at all is a whole new kind of awareness, and frankly, it’s a little unnerving.

She laughs, a genuine, hearty sound, and my shoulders release their tension. “I know, right? It’s a bit of a disaster out there, but know that part of that wasn’t my doing.”

“A bit?” I raise an eyebrow, ignoring the comment about Moose’s destruction. “That’s like calling a tornado a light breeze.”

She chuckles again, shaking her head. “You’re not wrong. But there’s a method to my madness.”

“Care to enlighten me?” I ask, more curious than I’d like to admit.

She takes a deep breath, her expression growing more thoughtful. She opens her mouth and then closes it, like she doesn’t actually want to share the truth.

“You can forget I asked,” I say quickly, not wanting to ruin the moment.

But then she speaks. “When I’m working on other people’s gardens, I have to be in control. Everything has to be perfect, symmetrical, planned. But at home…I guess it’s the one place where I can let go. Let the chaos take over.”

I blink. That was not what I expected. I’m stunned like an off switch within me was detonated. We’ve barely said this many words to each other in the entire time we’ve been neighbors, and certainly nothing as honest as that. I always assumed she just didn’t care, that she was crazy, oblivious to what a garden should actually look like.

I nod, understanding more than she probably realizes. “So, your garden is your way of not being in control all the time.”

“Exactly.” Her eyes meet mine—clearer now, as if she’s daring me to see her differently.

“I can’t imagine what your place looked like in the city.”

“I didn’t have gardens,” she confesses. I’m utterly shocked, but she avoids my expression by taking another sip of water. “I was in a penthouse, and there was no outside space. Plus, I worked so much that I wouldn’t have had time to prune or deadhead, even if I wanted to.”

“That’s an awfully big pivot you made.”

“I spend so much time making sure everything else in my life is perfect, I need a space where I can just be…imperfect.”

I smile, trying to hide the fact that I’m stunned that we’ve gotten through so many sentences without a war breaking out.

She smirks for a moment, those freckles scattering along her nose, like there’s a thousand thoughts fluttering through her mind.

“I get it,” I say, breaking our eye contact. “Sometimes you need a place to let the chaos in.”

For me, that’s the feeling I get when I’m on Moose’s back. No matter what else is going on, I can raise my arms to the sky and focus on how the breeze feels on my face. I trust him to carry me, plain and simple. And in that moment, I don’t have to be anything but there. It’s why I took up racing just as quickly as a baby walking.

She nods, her smile softening, though there’s still a glint in her eyes like she’s tryin’ to figure me out. “It’s therapeutic, in a way. Plus, it gives the squirrels something to do.”

I laugh, once again. “You’re impossible.”

“And you’re too easy to tease,” she fires back, still chuckling. “Come on, let’s get back to that garden. We’ve got work to do.”

As we step back outside, I can’t help but wonder if we’ve been fighting for too long. Maybe it’s time to see if we can be something else. Something better.

We settle into a comfortable rhythm, the kind of silence that doesn’t need filling. I continue to add to each pile: metal, brush, wood, and salvageable clippings of plants hanging onto their last breath. Margot moves alongside me like she’s always been there, bagging what’s done for and stacking what we can still make use of. It’s odd how easily we slip into this pattern, like we’ve been working this way for years.

By nightfall, we’ve made more progress than I expected. The old beds are cleared, and the new cedar frames are taking shape. I’ve barely looked up all day, hands busy, mind quieter than it’s been in a while. Part of me’s pushing to finish this whole thing quick, like maybe if I just wrap it all up, she won’t have a reason to linger—and I can go on pretending I like things that way.

As I start lining up the beds in the same haphazard pattern as before, Margot comes over, hands on her hips, eyeing my arrangement critically. I freeze, glance at the patchy dirt like maybe I laid it out wrong. Far as I can tell, it’s just how she had it—only now it’s built to last.

But she looks…unsettled. “You know,” she says, tilting her head, “you can straighten them out. Make them symmetrical.”

I blink at her, caught off guard. “I thought you liked the chaotic look.”

She shakes her head with a small smile. “Symmetry might be better. It’ll look more…” Taking a breath, she closes her eyes and finishes her thought. “Intentional.”

I look at the beds and then back at her, trying to get a read on her expression. “You sure? I mean, this is your garden.”

“I’m sure,” she says, but her voice ain’t quite matching her words. “Your house is so beautiful, and mine just looks disorderly all the time. It’s about time someone straightens it up.”

I nod, unable to stop my grin before taking a step back to scan the layout.

She thinks my house is beautiful? 

Margot moves beside me, and together, we start nudging the beds, aligning them perfectly.

“Like this?” I ask, moving one of the frames into place.

“Exactly.” She grunts as she rises to her feet with a smile on her lips. Planting her hands on her hips, she says, “See? Much better.”

There’s this quiet little warmth building in my chest as we work. It’s not just dirt and lumber—it’s something more than that. Feels like we’re building something bigger than a garden bed.

“I have to admit,” Margot says after a long pause, “this is the most fun I’ve had in a while.”

I glance at her, brows raised. “Really? You’re enjoying this? We’re knee deep in muck. Our fingers will be stained green for at least a week, and I’m pretty sure we’ve sweated through any ounce of liquid we’ve had today.”

“Absolutely,” she says with a grin. “It’s not every day I get to boss you around.”

I laugh. “Oh, so that’s what this is about? A power trip?”

“Maybe a little,” she admits, her eyes twinkling. “But honestly, it’s nice to do this with some help. Plus, I think we’re actually making a pretty good team.”

“Don’t get too used to it,” I warn, though there’s no real bite in my words. “This is a one-time deal.”

“We’ll see about that,” she says, her smile wider now. “Who knows? Maybe we’ll end up working on more projects together.”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I say, but the smile’s already taking hold of my mouth before I can stop it.

By the time we call it a night, the garden beds are perfectly aligned, and the area looks much more organized. It’s still a work in progress, but it’s a start.

Margot’s gathering her tools, and I’m halfway to the truck when she turns to me, softer than I’ve ever seen her.

“Thank you, Kate. For helping.”

I smirk. “Thank you for not calling the cops when I broke in.”

Her shoulders slacken as she chuckles quietly. On a grown woman, a chuckle shouldn’t be endearing. On this woman? For some reason, it has me smiling ear to ear.

“I don’t think I’ve seen you smile this much before,” she says, real quiet, almost tentatively.

And just like that, my smile vanishes quicker than a pie at a church picnic. Smile too much? Me? Please. I’m not some sour old hag—I just know when to conserve my energy. Can’t be going around beaming at every passerby. I’m not miserable all the time; only when it warrants, which may be often.

“Well, don’t get too excited.” My tone is harsher than intended. She probably didn’t mean for the comment to be insulting. Probably, but old habits die hard. “It’s dark enough that you’re probably just mistaking my typical scowl.”

Margot takes an audible breath before closing her eyes briefly. Without saying a word, she walks to the shed. I follow the gravel path to my truck, toss my shovel in the back, and slam the tailgate shut—only to nearly jump outta my skin when I turn and she’s standing there.

“Thank you again,” she says, gentle this time.

“I’ll be back tomorrow to get a few more things done.” Glancing at the side of her house, I pretend like I can see our work in the darkness. “A few more days and we should be on some good footing.”

“I took on a few extra clients, so I’m not sure how much help I’ll be tomorrow.” Swinging an elbow over the back of the truck, she leans against it to face me. “I don’t want you to feel obligated. You’ve done more than enough today. In a week or so, I should be able to finish the rest.”

“Or,” I say before she can add anything else, “you can let the retired old lady with too much time on her hands do what she can.”

She stares at me, long and steady, those hazel eyes of hers seeing straight through me. It’s a force so great that I can’t look away.

“Why do you insist on calling yourself old all the time?”

Well, that’s the last thing that I thought would come outta her mouth.

“Because I am.”

“You may feel like it some days, we all do, but that doesn’t make you old.”

“I can’t believe that you’ve ever felt old,” I mutter, deflecting as best as I can.

She’s still got that whole life-ahead-of-her glow. Not a single gray hair, and her skin’s smooth enough to make me want to dig a little deeper into my moisturizer stash.

“There’s so much about me that you don’t know or understand, Katherine.” She practically breathes out the sentences in the lowest tone I’ve ever heard her speak, forcing goosebumps to pebble along my arms.

Oh, the way she says my name. Like it’s something worth saying slow. The way she says it makes me want to learn all there is to know about her. Oh, Lord help me. I must have fallen off my rocker and hit my head.

She’s not looking at me in any way. Her voice does not sound sexy. Margot is straight, and if she wasn’t, she’d be halfway to marrying Jess by now. I have no business thinking about anything other than what type of treat I’m gonna give Moose later.

So instead, I say, “Why didn’t you ever tell me why you garden like this? You let me pick at you for years.”

I lean against the truck next to her, barely a foot of space between us. Trees rustle in the distance, moonlight the only thing that’s allowing me to make out the subtle curves along her cheekbones.

“I guess,” she finally says, voice low, “because it was easier to let you misunderstand than to explain something I wasn’t ready to share.”

I stand and pull my keys from my pocket. She moves to the side, leaving enough space for a herd of rhinos to stampede through.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Margot.”

I climb into the truck and sling my arm out the window, offering the smallest of smiles before turning the key. My hand hovers over the shifter, eyes on the rearview, just about ready to back out, when her voice stops me.

“The reason I thought you wouldn’t understand,” she says, quiet and a little shaky, as she steps closer to the window, fingers curling around the edge of the frame, “is because your life is so perfect. I couldn’t possibly believe that you would have any understanding of needing a little imperfection to keep everything else at bay.”

I tilt my head just the tiniest bit toward her and whisper, “There’s more you don’t know about me than you think, Margot.”

I shift into reverse and back out before she can reply. In the few seconds it takes to pull into my own driveway and make it to my front door, I sneak a glance back.

She’s still there, standing in the same spot with her arms crossed tight, like she’s trying to hold herself together. When she catches me looking, she lifts her hand and gives a small wave.

To my own surprise, I raise mine in return.


 

Chapter 10

Margot

I really don’t have time for a grocery stop right now, given that I ludicrously promised the executor of the Insignie’s Estate that I could provide plans for him to approve by the end of next week. It can take a month to provide an adequate map for the physical landscapers to carry out. Just over a week for an entire estate with three separate housing structures is unheard of.

Which is why I’m rushing through our local co-op and tossing random vegetables into my basket without looking at what they are. Normally, I’d have my own crop. On early dewy mornings, I’d go out with my basket—just like I mistakenly did today, forgetting there’s nothing edible or even salvageable left—and fill it full of fresh, organic produce. I’d can what I could—green beans, sauce, pickled zucchini, garlic—ensuring I’d have enough to get me through winter too. A few stops to the grocer for milk and eggs, a monthly stop to the butcher for fresh meat, and I’d have been set.

After leaving the store, I walk a block to Johnny’s Butcher Shop. Johnny Senior’s farm has been in his family for five generations, and he tries to keep most of his shop stocked only with what can be produced locally. There truly is something different about a piece of perfectly cooked meat that’s local and without all those chemicals and medications, than what you get from the big-box stores, vacuum sealed then stuck on a truck for a week before reaching the shelves.

Instead of ordering something from the case, choosing the thickness of each cut, and then having Johnny package each piece separately, I grab the first few items that my hands touch out of the self-serve cooler.

“No lamb for you today?” Johnny calls out from behind the counter, his white apron stained a dozen shades of brown, stretched tight over his generous belly.

I set the packages of ground beef and chicken on the counter. “I’m just going to take this ground beef and chicken for today.” I pull two twenties from my wallet and slide them across.

“That’s unusual.” He furrows his bushy eyebrows towards me, jutting out his stomach as he reaches for an invisible belt. “Are you sure? It’s as fresh as a daisy. I trimmed it myself this morning.”

“How about this? You wrap me up a few of your best pieces, and whatever else you think I’d like, and I can come back tomorrow and pick them up?”

I can never disappoint anyone.

He’s beaming in response. “Anythin’ for you, Margot.” He slides the bills into his cash drawer, attempting to give me my change.

I hold my hand up in protest.

“Little John has been asking about you all weekend! He’s been wondering if you and Jess had any more of those pretty pink cactus things? Savannah accidentally knocked his off the dresser on Sunday.” He shakes his heavy head solemnly. “Darn thing just fell apart. Johnny’s beside himself.”

Winking, I promise, “I’ll bring one over tomorrow.”

Grinning, he offers, “I’ll trade you it for a fresh Alaskan Salmon we just got imported in.” Leaning over the counter to whisper in my ear, he adds, “But don’t tell Savannah. I promised her I’d freeze it all for the family reunion coming up. She’d skin my hide.”

“Your secret is safe with me,” I whisper back.

I turn to walk out of the store, but instead of making it through the door, I run directly into a squishy chest.

“I’m so sorry!” I blurt, stepping back.

“Ah, Margot!” Mayor Remez fans his arms out to the side. “Just the woman I wanted to find!”

“You were looking for me in the butcher shop?” My voice wavers, eyebrows raising quizzically.

He’s always been such a strange man.

“What?” He looks around, apparently forgetting where he is. His dark hair shifts with the movement, and I have an inkling that those silky locks might actually be a wig. “Oh, no, no, no. I just popped in to see if Johnny was still making corn dogs for the community picnic this week.”

With the way Mayor Remez can spin any story in five directions, circling around the track a few times, and never coming back to the full point of the conversation until an hour later, I know I’m never going to make it back to finish my draft before lunch.

“You betcha!” Johnny shouts from behind me.

“Well, I’m happy you got that answer.” I step around him, desperate to get through the jingling door before he remembers why he wanted to find me in the first place. “I better get going. Lots of work to do.”

“Oh,” he says, stopping me with a gentle hand to the shoulder. “Have you met the new doctor yet?”

I take a silent breath, holding it to hide my annoyance. Two people asking me to show this doctor around is more than a coincidence. If it only came from Mayor Remez, I would trust that it’s just that—just showing a new person around town. I acclimated quickly, fitting right into the tethering holding this community together. It’s a logical reason for me to show someone else the ins and out.

However, Jess making that comment, too? The woman who only speaks to you if spoken to? Who is quite intimidating when she’s wielding those tools around her shop, and looks like she might belong to a country bumpkin biker gang? That one has no interest in meeting new people. She just wants me to meet the new mystery man. She’s made it obvious that she thinks I’m working too hard these days.

What I find odd, even though I’m trying to avoid this situation all together, is that Jess and I don’t discuss relationships. It’s been an unspoken rule. I don’t harp on her for sleeping with half the lesbians along the southern side, and she doesn’t ask why I’m not interested in dating. Men and women alike.

We have an understanding. Well, that is until now.

“Jess mentioned something about a new townie, but I haven’t had the honor yet,” I say, trying my hardest not to sound impatient. This is the mayor after all.

“Alex came from the other side of Boisey. We’re lucky to have he–”

“I’m truly sorry to be so rude, Mayor Remez,” I say as politely and diplomatically as possible. “But I must get going. I think I left my kettle on at home.”

“Oh, well that is quite a problem isn’t it.” He nods thoughtfully before stepping aside. “We can finish this conversation later. Maybe at the picnic!”

“I’d love to,” I say, my hand already on the door and body tumbling through it.

Once my feet hit the pavement, I march towards my truck with my head down. Maybe if I mumble enough nonsense to myself, no one will have the nerve to approach me before I get there. Luckily, I’m able to slide into the front seat and ride away from town unscathed.

Once home, I tug the grocery bags out of the back and sling them over my shoulders. It’s not until this very moment that I recall I won’t be alone upon my arrival.

Kate perches on a ladder along the side of the house, drill in hand, as she adjusts her hat to inspect the piping mounted along the soffits above.

Dropping my groceries right where I stand, I rush over to her with my hand shielding my eyes from the sun. I open my mouth to speak, but I’m taken aback before I can. Her overalls aren’t securely looped over her shoulders like they usually are. Instead, they’re tucked along the sides of her hips, the denim fabric hanging precariously. Her tank top is skin tight, and the muscles in her upper back flex as she lifts the powertool above her head.

The toe of her left boot barely hangs off one of the rungs. One misstep and she could tumble right down to the hard ground. The thought sends my pulse racing, my ears throbbing. Nothing has even happened, but I’m already terrified.

“What do you think you’re doing up there?”

My voice catches her off guard, and she sways for a second. My heart leaps into my throat, my stomach somersaulting before landing at my feet. She tilts to the right before placing both hands on the railings for support. Taking a second to breathe, she squeezes onto the ladder. Slowly, she peers down at me, obviously frustrated judging by the way she’s gritting her teeth.

“Hasn’t anyone ever told you not to scare someone when they’re fifteen feet in the air?” Her words have bite, her accent making them even sharper. Probably due to the fact that anxiety is creeping up her chest in red splotches.

“I’m sorry,” I concede. “I didn’t mean to scare you. Come down here. Please.”

She turns back towards the white piping, but not before I notice a subtle wince pinching her face. “I’m fixin’ something first.”

“Kate—” is all I manage to get out before the sound of the drill drowns out my words.

She places a few more screws before carefully scaling down the ladder on wobbly legs.

“You shouldn’t be climbing ladders like that,” I say first.

“Why,” she teases, “because I could break a hip if I fell?”

“Falling from that height would break a whole lot more than one hip, Kate.”

“Don’t fuss.” She shrugs.

I can’t tell what she’s thinking when she turns her back to me.

She reaches down to set the drill on the ground, favoring her right leg. “If I fell, I wouldn’t sue you.”

Once again, I’m left speechless by this woman. Is that really what she thinks of me? The only thing I was concerned about was her safety, which certainly wasn’t guaranteed when she felt the need to scale buildings like she has a permit to do so.

“Please do not get on a ladder unless I’m here to spot you.” It sounds like I’m begging, but I don’t care. “I don’t want you to get hurt. You look like you’re in pain. Are you okay?”

Her eyes soften before turning to steel. “I’m not a dainty flower. I’m right as rain.”

“What were you doing to the vertical planter?”

“Vertical planter?” She laughs. “Is that what this ridiculous contraption is called?”

“Yes. Vertical.” I motion towards the height along the house before pointing to the hose cascading out of each hole. “Planter.”

“It looks like a scene out of a movie where the plants eat the entire civilization.”

I chuckle despite myself. “You just lack imagination. This is a really cool feature. It even keeps the house warmer in the winter and cooler in the summer. Saves space, too.”

“Oh, I have an imagination,” she says, smirking. “Mine just doesn’t involve quite so many Pinterest boards.”

“Pinterest?” My eyes go wide. “Well, look at your wealth of millennial knowledge. You are chock-full of surprises, aren’t you?”

She gives me a mock glare. “Guess that’s what happens when you spend too much time with Deanna and Char’s grandkids.” Then, looking back up towards the structure, she sighs. “It is…kinda pretty, I suppose.”

Grinning, I roll my lips inward. My first Kate Willow compliment. It shouldn’t send me floating, but for some reason, it does.

“I think so, too.” I try to keep my voice neutral, but my giddiness surely gives me away.

“One of whatever you call those ridiculous plumbing pipes loosened from the bracket on the siding.” She looks up and points. “One wind storm and the whole thing could’ve toppled over.”

I don’t know how I didn’t notice that. Probably because you’ve hidden inside like a hobbit for the last two weeks.

“Are those your groceries bakin’ in the sun?” Kate turns towards where I dropped them, a head of broccoli about two feet from the bags. “Most folks I know store theirs inside.”

“Har har,” I deadpan before making my way back towards them. “Someone scared me shitless just a moment ago. I wasn’t necessarily worried about my veggies.”

Picking them back up, I head towards the front steps, surprised to hear Kate in tow.

“Scared shitless?” She leans on the doorframe separating the open kitchen from the dining room while I open the fridge and begin piling things inside. “Are you tellin’ me you were concerned for my well-being, Margot? Is that care I’m sensing?”

Turning towards her with the most sarcastic expression I can muster, I smirk. “Don’t let it go to that pretty little head of yours.”

She stares at me, quiet. The cool air from the fridge rolls down my spine, doing nothing for the heat climbing up my neck. That woman’s stare could freeze fire.

“You think I’m pretty?” she taunts, those long blond lashes fluttering.

My head rolls back on its own accord, my eyes quickly following suit. “That’s what you pulled out of that conversation?”

She shrugs nonchalantly. “CliffNotes version.”

I chuckle and shut the fridge before the milk goes warm. I set the chicken breast on the counter alongside red onion and celery.

“Have you eaten lunch?” I ask, my back towards her to hide how the domesticity of this situation hits me square in the chest.

“Lunch?” She tilts her head like I’ve just spoken Mandarin.

“Yes, lunch.” Then, for my own humor, I clarify, “The meal after breakfast and before dinner. Ringing any bells?”

“I didn’t realize you were a comedian.” She tries to hide a smile as she slides onto the barstool. Tugging at her braid, she pulls off her hat and places it on the island like it’s something precious. “I can head back down and have lunch on my own. No need to bother.”

Shifting my weight on one hip, one eyebrow arched, a groan escapes my lips. “It’s no bother, Kate. If it was, I wouldn’t have offered.”

“Fair point.” She nods to herself, eyes cast downward.

I speak my thoughts aloud before I can even stop myself. “This is weird, right?”

Her gaze rises to me, lips curving upwards. “Incredibly strange.”

I smile back towards her before grabbing a cutting board from the cabinet below. “Chicken salad sandwich sounds good to you?”

There’s that smile again. “Sounds delicious.”

She slices the breast, frying it to my right side, while I mince the onion and celery. The scent of perfectly seasoned meat fills the warming air. Kate hums quietly to herself, and I don’t think she even realizes she’s doing it. I keep catching her movements out of the corner of my eye, the entire scene feeling more domestic by the second.

“So,” I say, glancing over at her. “How’ve you been lately? I mean, besides dealing with Moose’s gardening skills?”

Kate’s eyes crinkle with regret and embarrassment. “You’ll never know just how sorry I am about all that.”

“I think I’m starting to.” I turn back towards my onion, swallowing the lump in my throat.

“You seem to be working inside a lot lately,” she says after some silence.

I shrug, trying to keep my tone light. “Yeah, work’s been crazy. I’ve increased my list of clients recently, which is great, but it means twice as many hours. I’m getting back in the groove of it, though.”

Kate frowns, her brow furrowing slightly. “You ought a take a break now and then.”

I laugh, a bit too forcefully. “I’ve taken a break for the last five years by working part-time. It’s about time I’ve gotten back to it.”

She flips the chicken with a sigh. “You seemed happier with less work.” Her voice is so timidly soft, I’m not sure if she meant for me to hear.

I’m surprised she’s even taken a long enough look at me—well, long enough where she wasn’t yelling or calling me a hazard to humanity—to even notice.

When I don’t answer, she fills the space. “I really hope it isn’t because of the Rose Festival.”

I could tell her the truth. We’ve danced close to it the last two days working together—closer than I’ve ever come with anyone else. Closer than I should.

Nope. That’s close enough with this woman who I’m still certain would try to murder me in my sleep given the chance.

“When you’re working for yourself, there’s always something that needs to be done, a deadline to meet,” I say instead of all the other more honest answers I could give. “I hate to admit that I’ve fallen behind the past few years.” Turning away, I slide the diced veggies off the board and into the bowl.

“I get that,” she says softly. “But still, you should try to find some balance. Maybe get outside more, like you used to. Vitamin D does wonders, and it seems like your tan’s seen better days.”

My head snaps around, eyes wide. “Excuse me?” I gasp. “You didn’t seem to mind my tan when you were ogling my legs earlier.” Standing with my arms crossed on my chest, unknowingly pushing my breasts upwards, I take in a stunned Katherine for the first time.

Seconds pass, and I would have bet my life on the fact that the old Kate would have had a comeback before the sentence even left my mouth. But she doesn’t. She just stands there, caught—spatula hovering, chicken sizzling, her eyes locked on mine with something like panic.

“Kate,” I step forward, place a friendly hand on her upper arm. “I was joking. You look like someone shot your puppy.”

“I w-wasn’t,” she stutters, pulling her eyes away from me and anywhere else they can land. “I didn’t. I–”

Leaning against the counter triumphantly, I confess, “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you tongue tied before.”

“I am no such thing,” she says defiantly. She clicks off the open flame on the stove and sets the chicken aside to cool before we can chop it for the salad. Changing the subject back to the one I wanted to avoid, she continues. “You used to be outside every single day, but you barely leave the house anymore.”

I don’t respond right away. I could deflect back to my legs. That seemed to shut her up effectively enough.

“I know,” I reply, my voice quieter now. “It’s just easier to stay busy, to focus on work. Keeps my mind off things.”

She nods, and when she looks at me again, her eyes aren’t sharp or skeptical. They’re soft. Understanding.

“Yeah, I get that,” she says. “Sometimes it’s easier to drown out the noise by keepin’ busy. But it’s also important to face that noise head-on once in a while. Noise like that, the kind that takes all of your senses away, don’t disappear when you ignore it. It settles, builds a foundation, and waits to come back even louder.”

I blink, startled by the clarity of it. Like she just cracked something open I didn’t realize was holding me together.

I glance at her sideways. “I didn’t know you were such a philosopher.”

Kate shrugs, a small smile playing on her lips. “I have my moments.”

We fall into a comfortable silence again, the only sound is my knife along the chopping block while I decimate the chicken into small pieces. Once done, I toss everything together in the bowl, sprinkle some seasonings on top, before mixing it with some mayo. I slather a healthy portion on two sandwiches and pull two bottles of water from the fridge.

“Care to eat outside?” I ask, already picking up both plates with the bottles beneath my arm before she can answer.

She nods instead of speaking, as if she can’t trust herself. I’ve truly never seen her so quiet. Usually she’s the loudest in the group. Always with an opinion. Always with a glare. For whatever reason, the kids love her. That’s something I’ll never understand.

Our plates balance on our laps as we sit on the bench out back. Trees surround us, almost threatening to swallow us whole. Cicadas buzz in the distance, a constant battle with the swallows above.

“You know,” Kate says after a while, “if you ever want to get out and do something, I’m around. We could grab a coffee or something.”

I look at her, touched by the offer, but confused by what angle she could be getting at. Helping me fix the gardens? That’s surely the guilt working her into the night. Actually taking her free time to do something that she isn’t responsible for? Strange. That’s a strange, strange concept. Even for Kate.

“You are volunteering to spend time with me?” I speak with my mouth full, the unfiltered comment blowing out before I can think better of it. “Who are you and what have you done with the feisty woman who can’t stand the sight of me?”

“She’s on vacation, but I’m sure will make an appearance soon,” she quips, right on cue.

“You’re doing enough by helping me find some resemblance of normal in my yard again.” I take another bite of my sandwich, mulling over my words. “You don’t have to feel so guilty about it that you think you have to buy me a coffee.”

“Who says I’d be the one buyin’?”

Playfully, I shove my shoulder into her. “You always have a comeback, don’t ya?”

“At my age,” she taps the top of her head, “you gotta stay fresh.”

We continue eating in silence, but it’s not as awkward as I thought it would be.

“Didn’t peg you for a porch-sitter,” she says, but her voice isn’t teasing. Not really.

I know she’s seen me having my tea in the morning, but never for long. There’s always been something to do instead of wasting time sitting.

I avoid her gaze. “There’s a lot you don’t know about me.”

“A lot I’d like to know.”

And there it is again—that foreign, almost-shy honesty she’s been carrying since this morning. Like she wants me to see it. Like she wants to be seen, maybe for the first time in a long while.

“I like tea more, actually.” Once the words leave my mouth, I realize how weird they sound. “I mean, I drink coffee in the afternoon, but I really do prefer a good cup of tea.”

Despite my babbling, Kate smiles. “Me too.”

“Ha.” I scoff, smirking. “You can’t fool me. You prefer wine.”

“As any woman should.” She closes her eyes and shimmies her shoulders haughtily for effect. “Just for the record, I wasn’t askin’ out of guilt.” She turns her head slightly, and I can’t see her eyes. “Since you’re not a fan of payin’ for coffee, if you ever want to take a break and do somethin’ relaxing, I’m around. We could go for a ride on Moose or just sit on the porch with tea and enjoy the day.”

She sips her water, losing herself in the view, and I can’t pinpoint the emotions swirling inside me. Is that excitement I’m feeling? When’s the last time that’s nipped me in the ass? It’s probably just indigestion from the curiosity of what would encourage her to invite me off this property, if not for guilt.

Refusing to think any deeper about it, I say, “I’d like that.”

She smiles, and for a moment, the fresh air feels warmer. “Good. It’s a date then.”

Oh.

“Not a date,” I correct quickly, though my heart skips a beat.

She didn’t mean it like that. Of course not. That would be preposterous. Plus, nothing is set in stone. She’ll probably hate me again tomorrow.

Kate laughs, her braid bouncing with the motion, her eyes twinkling. “Right, not a date. Just two people takin’ a break.”

“Exactly,” I say, grinning. “Just two people taking a break, who need it desperately.”

“We might need one of those sooner than later.”

I laugh, a bit too forcefully. “Says the woman who spends her days lounging on her porch and riding Moose.”

“Touché.”


 

Chapter 11

Kate

A break? A break! Plannin’ a break? Really, Kate? And when the hell did the word date grow stallion-sized balls to come outta my mouth like that? Margot didn’t flinch, sure, seemed more than happy to go along with it—but what in God’s name possessed me to suggest it in the first place? Just a week ago, we couldn’t look at each other, and now I’m asking her out for coffee?

Date?

No, no. Not a date. Margot’s as straight as the twenty-mile road to Tellahara.

It’s just a feeling I get around her. Call it intuition, or whatever the kids call it—a vibe?—these days. Not that she’s ever brought anyone around. Then again, it’s not like I’ve been watching her house all that much.

Well, maybe a little. But not all the time.

Still. No.

Instead of leaning over the raised garden beds we’ve been working on this week, I can barely get outta bed this morning. When Margot startled me on the ladder the other day, my spine jolted so hard I thought she’d have to carry me down like a sack of feed. I spent the entire day working through the pain, letting it seep out with the sweat and clenched teeth. I shoulda had that damn spinal disc surgery years ago when Doc Matthews recommended it. But no—I ignored it. Like always.

Like I’m doing now.

Rather than admit I need a few days flat on my back, I take a deep breath and lean against the garden bed. Yesterday, I told Margot I thought Moose had colic, which is why I couldn’t help. The disappointment in her eyes surprised me, but she sent me off with some carrots and a smile. I spent the rest of the day alternating between hot baths and lying on a bag of frozen peas.

The pain’s a constant reminder that I’m not in my prime anymore. Makes me question everything—especially volunteering to rebuild her damn jungle. I must not have been in my right mind to think I can do this type of bending for days on end, and not feel it later.

I really need to make that doctor’s appointment before I’m callin’ Char to come drag me outta bed. Lord help us both if it comes to that.

I glance toward the shed. Margot’s fussing with tools, wiping down handles, organizing things I’ll probably mess up again tomorrow. Her hair’s a wild mane, her hands are smeared with dirt. Oddly enough, it’s a comforting sight, but it does nothing to dull the ache in my spine.

Margot’s voice cuts through my thoughts. “You sure you’re okay?”

I realize I’ve been staring at a screwdriver like it holds the secrets to the universe. I wave it off. “Oh, I’m fine. Just a bit of a backache. Nothin’ a good glass of wine won’t fix later.”

Her eyebrows knit together, worry painted plain on her face. “You know, if you’re hurting, you should get it checked out. I’m no doctor, but I can tell when someone’s in pain.”

Well, if our town doctor didn’t look like a fossil hanging on by spite, I might be more inclined to go.

I try to smile, but it comes out more like a grimace. “I’ve been ignorin’ it for years. What’s a little more pain? Might toughen me up.”

She shakes her head, exasperation mixing with genuine concern. “That’s exactly how you make it worse. And we’re almost done for the day, so no need to keep pushing.”

I rub the back of my neck, sighing. “I’ll get it checked out. Eventually.”

Margot sets down a rake and walks over, her gaze steady. “You know, it’s okay to ask for help sometimes. It doesn’t make you weak or less capable. It just makes you human.”

I meet her eyes, and for a second, there’s this warmth in her voice that softens the sharp edges in me. She means it. That sincerity—it disarms me every damn time.

“Maybe you’re right.”

“Why don’t we stop here for today? We’ve been working from dawn to dusk every day this week, and I’m sure you’re just as tired as I am.”

Feigning a look at my dirt-covered wrist, I pretend to check a non-existent watch. “Don’t tell me it’s already time for your senior dinner?”

“And here I thought we were getting along.” She smirks as she picks up the rake. “Two more hours, and then I’m cutting you off.”

I groan at her playful tone. “Off of what?”

“Whatever it is you get from standing around while I berate you all day,” she teases. She laughs, and damn if it doesn’t loosen something tight in my chest.

“Fine,” I grumble and head back toward my drill. “Two more hours.”

Two hours had never flown by so fast.

The garden, once a chaotic tangle of mismatched plants, is transforming into something beautiful. The sun, though dipping lower in the sky, still casts a warm glow over our efforts. The rose beds are prepped and ready for us to find the perfect replacements. I’m on my knees, precisely spacing out rows of herbs with the kind of care that only comes from years of working with plants. Margot, naturally, stands on a stepladder, positioning vertical planters against the wall. Her chaotic style contrasts with my neatly ordered rows of herbs.

“How’s the vertical garden comin’?” I call up. “Or should I say, the jungle?”

“You mean, how’s the futuristic oasis that’s about to revolutionize gardening?” I know she’s grinning because of how pink her ears have become and the pitch of her voice. “It’s coming along just fine, thanks.”

“If by revolutionize, you mean turning my neatly ordered world into a jumble, then sure, we’re on the same page.”

Her laugh is light, blending with the peaceful evening air. “Your herb beds look like they’re ready for an orderly parade. Let them mingle with a bit of chaos.”

I stand and walk over to steady the ladder. She probably doesn’t need it, but it makes me feel better to be close. To do something small.

“I let you straighten out the symmetry of the garden beds,” she says. “What more do you want from me? Let me have this little bit of chaos.”

My brows raise. “Chaos? You mean like when you threw that party in your garden and the plants had to fend for themselves?”

Mockingly, she argues, “Hey, those plants had a great time. Plus, they got a real taste of the wild side.”

Hard as she tried, Margot didn’t seem like the kind of woman with a wild side. Not really.

I point to the vertical planters. “Well, if I’m gonna be working on a garden that looks like it’s auditionin’ for a sci-fi movie, I need to see some balance.” Then, pointing to the perfectly placed beds we laid out on our first day of this project, I smile. “You know, symmetry and all that.”

Margot steps off the ladder, thumb on her chin as if she’s considering more order, a playful glint in her amber eyes. “Symmetry, huh? I guess it hasn’t hurt throwing in a touch of your old-school order into my avant-garde creation.”

“Old school?” I gasp, clutching my chest dramatically. “I prefer classic, thank you very much.”

We both laugh, the clash of our styles fading into the background. I adjust one of her planters out of habit, aligning it with the windows, and in response, Margot walks over to my herb bed and mischievously rearranges a few plants.

“Don’t you dare,” I warn, mock sternness in my voice. “Those were perfectly spaced.”

“This is my garden, you know?” She grins before putting each herb back. “I get that. It’s like my vertical planters and hydro set ups. They’re new and shiny, definitely ecologically beneficial, but I guess sometimes, there’s something to be said for classic methods.”

We work a few more minutes in silence, and then out of nowhere, Margot’s soft voice breaks through.

“It’s not so much madness as it is creative freedom.” She smiles before plopping into the grass, leaning her head back towards the slowly setting sun. “I like to let things grow wild and see what happens. Keeps life interesting.”

She’s looking up at me, and there’s something in her eyes. It’s ineffable. If I stared long enough—traced the gentle slope of her nose, the softness of her expression—maybe I’d figure it out. She’d talked about it before, vaguely, always with a strange hollowness behind her smile. There was a void there, just behind the sparkle—a part of her she kept hidden.

“Thanks for sticking with me through all this,” Margot says quietly, and I know I’ve stared at her for too long. “I know it’s been a bit of a clash.”

I lower myself carefully to the grass beside her, back protesting even that small movement. “It’s been more than a clash. It’s been a full-on learning curve. But honestly? I think the garden’s starting to look amazing.”

“I think in a couple days, we might be able to get the roses settled completely.” Leaning her head on her own shoulder, she looks at me. “You did get roses, right?”

“Roses?” I gasp. “Lord, no! I thought this was the Lily Festival!”

She giggles, not like a woman, but like a teenager passing notes. Then she leans her body into mine, just enough to bump my shoulder.

Normally, I’d give her one right back, but my whole body feels like it’s been wrung out and hung to dry. The second she touches me, my balance gives, and I tumble backward like a sack of potatoes. I’m able to lessen the impact with my elbows, wincing inwardly at the brief sharp pain spreading along my hips.

Margot just laughs louder, the sound bright and unfiltered, before flopping down beside me in the grass like it was part of the plan all along. When the laughter fades, she props one arm beneath her head and turns to look at me, her eyes searching mine.

“I hope I didn’t hurt you,” she says softly, her gaze drifting down my body like she can see my pain. Sometimes it would be easier if someone could.

“I’m a pretty tough old broad.”

An old broad who shouldn’t be lying on the hard ground right now, but I can’t bring myself to leave this shared space with her just yet.

“See?” She groans, all exasperation. “There you go again saying dumb things.”

“Wow. Such a vast vocabulary you got.”

“You are not old,” she states, ignoring my joke, which is mildly offensive given that I thought it was funny. Lifting her slender hand towards my face, she pulls a single curl from along my cheek and tucks it behind my ear.

The hair on my arms stands on end, my body buzzing. My breath catches. I haven’t had anyone touch me like that in…well, longer than I care to admit. And certainly not while I was lying in the dirt, half-melted by the heat.

“You really shouldn’t be on the ground like this,” she says, her voice lower and more serious. “You need to take better care of yourself.”

I try to muster a grin, though my back’s screaming. “And what would you suggest, oh wise gardener? Bubble baths and candles?”

Margot’s lips curl into a small, genuine smile. “Maybe some self-care. A little less manual labor, a little more relaxation. And definitely a visit to a doctor.”

“Ain’t got time for that. We have too much to do before the festival.”

“We have time.”

I scoff softly as I roll onto my back to avoid her seeing gaze. “You make it sound so easy. As if I’m just going to waltz into a doctor’s office and get a miraculous fix.”

“You might be surprised. I hear we have a new doctor.”

“You’re one to talk,” I say, my voice quieter now. “You’re always runnin’ around, never taking a break. Now when I’m not here, you lock yourself in your house thinkin’ your work will make the world go away.”

Margot shifts slightly, her face tense. “I guess I just find it hard to slow down sometimes.” She opens her mouth like there’s a secret that needs to burst from her, but she closes it just as quickly.

I realize then how wrapped up I’ve been in my own aches, my own mess, that I didn’t stop to wonder what hers might look like.

“Maybe we’re both a bit stubborn, huh?”

She chuckles, the sound light and airy. “That’s one way to put it. But I think we’re both just used to doing things our own way.”

Maybe it’s not our differences that have driven a stake between our property lines. Maybe we’ve just been too much alike.

“That’s what happens when you live on your own for too long.” My voice sounds wistful, with a touch of longing.

Her fingers brush through the grass, then find mine. My heart stumbles. My breath catches in my throat, heat rushing through my body. She laces her fingers with mine. The movement is so smooth, so effortless, that it looks like we’ve done this a hundred times. I don’t breathe.

But oh, her fingers are so soft compared to mine.

Then she lifts my hand, turning it gently so the sun flashes against the gold band on my ring finger.

“Typically those with this little adornment don’t live on their own,” she says quietly, almost cautiously.

Suddenly, it feels like concrete was just poured in my veins. An icy coldness rolls along my body, followed by a damp sweat.

Pulling my hand back, I link my own fingers together across my stomach. “That’s a long story.”

“We have ti—”

“For another time,” I cut in, sharper than I mean to.

Her hurt and disappointment is palpable.

I blink and avoid the tenseness in her expression. The quiet, peaceful moment we just experienced evaporates into the humidity. Surprisingly, I find myself wanting it back. It was comforting, not that I’d ever admit that to her.

“Maybe it’s time for both of us to rethink our way of doing things,” I say, trying to once again break the ice between us. “You with your constant motion and me actin’ like I don’t need anybody.”

Margot’s gaze softens. “You know, I never thought I’d say this, but I’m actually glad we’re doing this together. It’s been…nice. Even if we don’t always see eye to eye.”

“I guess this is what they mean by findin’ common ground. Even if it’s in the middle of a garden bed.”

She laughs again, easy and full. “Yeah, maybe so. And who knows, maybe this will be good for both of us.”

We lie there for a moment longer, sun slipping low, light dancing across the grass. There’s a quiet between us that don’t feel empty, just full of possibility. It’s still small, fragile even, but it’s there.

“Alright,” I say, finally pushing myself up with a bit of effort. “Wine and a proper rest sound pretty good right now.”

Margot grins, pushing herself up as well. “That actually sounds heavenly.” The sun is catching in her hair and painting her cheeks in rose-colored hues.

Before I can think twice, before fear has a chance to wrestle it back down…

“Would you like to join me?”


 

Chapter 12

Margot

“Yes.”

Oh, shit. Did she really just ask me that? Did I really just blurt out yes like a kid in a candy store? What the hell is coming over me? I should check for a fever. This is probably just a nightmare. Okay, so maybe it’s more like a dream. Potentially a fantasy.

No. Earth to Margot. Get. It. Together.

I’m about to step onto Kate’s property for the first time. I’m going to enter her house.

Most people don’t realize this, but most of what we need to know about a person can be deducted from a simple stroll through their home. If there’s a wall of books, they’re well read; either having an appreciation for slowing down and enjoying a good work of fiction or thirsting for knowledge while learning something new. There’s a distinction between homes with family photos and those with wall art. Then there are the other details. A home office, hinting at a work-life balance, or a kitchen that’s either a culinary playground or a utilitarian space.

Kate leads the way, her stride confident and relaxed as her dirty work boots kick up dust down the driveway. My mind races with curiosity and a hint of apprehension. This feels like a big step for us. Just a few weeks ago we were chewing each other’s heads off like two old hound dogs fighting over the last bone. Now, here I am, following her into her home.

What will her home reveal about her? Will it be meticulously organized, like the garden beds she insists on perfecting? Or will it be a haven of chaos, much like my own style of gardening that contrasts the modern design of my home?

As we step onto her porch, not even one step creaking, I can’t help but notice the potted plants arranged with military precision. Each one looks as if it were placed with purpose, matching her insistence on order and symmetry in the garden. Overflowing baskets sway with the evening wind, bright purple Fuchsia flowers scattered below. The storm door swings open, and I take a deep breath, readying myself for the glimpse into Kate’s world as I follow her inside.

It’s exactly what I expected and yet completely different. It’s a typical old farmhouse but maintained so well one would assume it was renovated recently with that style in mind. It’s neat, almost painfully so, with every item in its place. The walls are adorned with framed botanical prints and a few pictures with her and another woman that I’m not quite close enough to make out yet.

The furniture is darkly stained, matching the black walnut exposed flooring spanning across the space. A plush couch sits invitingly in the living room, flanked by tasteful side tables with matching white lamps. It’s the kind of setup that suggests evenings spent reading or watching a favorite show in comfort. There’s a bookshelf in the corner, filled with an array of titles ranging from classic literature to gardening manuals—mostly gardening manuals.

“Welcome to my humble abode,” Kate says with a hint of sarcasm, motioning for me to step inside.

I chuckle nervously. “Thanks. It’s nice. Really nice.”

She raises a single eyebrow, catching the hesitation in my voice. “You sound surprised.”

“No, not surprised. Just…impressed. You’ve got a beautiful home.”

“Thanks. I like things in order,” she replies, a hint of pride in her voice.

I don’t have to tell her that it’s obvious. I glance around, taking in the details as closely as I can. This could very well be the first and last time I enter her world, and I’m not taking that lightly.

Kate smiles, a genuine smile that reaches her eyes. “It’s not much different from yours.” And there she is, being uncharacteristically nice again.

I laugh, shaking my head. “Mine is chaotic, like my life, to say the least. But thank you for trying to make me feel better about it.”

She smirks, leaning against the kitchen counter. In the heat of the day, the braid she always wears has begun to untangle over her shoulder. Strips of blonde curl around the gray, and, for a second, I get lost in wondering if it’s as soft as it looks.

“I think I’m startin’ to learn that there’s beauty in chaos too, you know,” she murmurs, just barely loud enough for me to hear.

“Is that your way of saying you don’t mind my methods?” I tease.

“Maybe,” she admits, her eyes sparkling with amusement. “Or maybe it’s me saying I’m startin’ to appreciate your perspective.”

I smile, as warmth spreads through me, and it’s a sensation that I haven’t felt in a long time.

As we move to the kitchen, the air between us feels lighter, more relaxed. Kate walks towards the refrigerator—chestnut brown cabinets with brass knobs, faded fruit patterning the paper backsplash, white mason jars for sugar and flour, and lastly, a brightly colored fresh cut of flowers spurting out of a tin can right beside her wide ceramic sink—and slides out a chilled bottle of chardonnay.

As if walking on air, she turns towards the cupboard and pulls two sparkling wine glasses down. Instead of filling each glass to the height of the label on the bottle, which is how most refined folk do it, she pours it to the brim.

Without a care in the world, she picks up one glass and holds it out towards me. For whatever reason, with my wide eyes and mouth slightly open, I can’t bring myself to take it.

“What?” She looks towards the wine before setting it down. “Oh, my. I didn’t think to ask if you like white.”

“White wine is fine,” I’m able to sputter out. “It’s the fact that you poured at least three servings in one glass,” I say with a chuckle. “What do you do? Finish the whole bottle in one night?”

It was a joke, at least it was meant to be one. I lift the glass to my lips and take a careful sip. I glance back at her blushing cheeks, concern seeming to lace each of her features, and then I realize it wasn’t taken that way.

“It’s easier than getting out of the chair for a refill.” She flips her braid and shrugs before walking past me and towards the back door.

“That’s a fair point.”

Still, there’s something in the air—some kind of current—and I trail behind her, my bare feet barely making a sound on the wood floor. When she opens the door, I step through and immediately stop in my tracks.

It’s like steppin’ into a painting.

Another pristine deck stretches wide along the back of the house. To the left, the barn stands tall and weathered in the best way, a training barrel ring sitting beside it like it’s been there for decades. Then there’s Kate’s perfectly aligned garden beds separated by perfectly trimmed concrete pavers.

“Wow,” I breathe out.

What leaves me almost speechless for the first time in my blabbering life is the view. Just beyond the lush grass to our right is the river, raging from last night’s storm. The water bounces off the rocks, leaving a waterfall hum in the air. Just beyond that, the land blends into rolling hills and massive tree lined mountains. I don’t think I’ve ever heard the birds chirp this loudly on my side of the hill.

Kate settles into one of the white rocking chairs, hiding her smile behind her glass. After closing my mouth, I follow her lead and sit in the one to her left.

“I know your view’s just as good atop that fancy hill,” she mumbles, lips still pressed to the edge of her glass.

I don’t have to look at her to know her gaze has landed on me, and not the landscape that I’m enamored by.

“No.” Shaking my head, I continue. “Not like this. Not this intimate and close.”

And I don’t know what comes over me, but I tilt my head towards her, not expecting how close these chairs really are. I lock onto those eyes, then let my gaze wander, tracing the curve of her nose, until it leaves me at her cupid’s bow. The little lines around her mouth, the thinning of her lips, shouldn’t be tantalizing. But it is.

When her eyes dip towards the rosiness of my own lips, I almost melt. Not because of the sun or sweltering humidity surrounding us, but because of her. Because this is the woman who I used to believe hated my existence, simply because I breathed the same air as her. Who I was certain would “accidentally” push me down a flight of stairs, if given the opportunity. Never in my wildest dreams did I ever consider that this same woman would be eyeing my lips like an afternoon snack.

She must have noticed the way the air stilled too, because she turns her head away, burying the moment by gulping the rest of her tall glass.

Is that a blush creeping onto Kate Willow’s face? Well, I’ll be damned.

It’s just one more thing on the list of possibilities I thought I’d never see until pigs flew. I won’t lie: satisfaction washes over me as I take a liberal sip of my own.

Nope. Stop the dirty thoughts. She’s a married woman, for God’s sake. Even more so, she’s so far out of my league that she’s in the Olympics and I’m playing biddy ball in a borrowed jersey.

“I should probably get Moose ready for bed,” she says after far too much silence.

A laugh escapes me. “Get him ready for bed? What do you do? Give him a blankey, read him a bedtime story, and then leave a nightlight in the barn for him?”

“Har har.” She rolls her eyes before standing. She hides it well, but I catch every single wince that breaks through her stoic expression. “Every night I check ’im over to make sure he doesn’t have any new scratches or injuries, brush his coat, give him his nighttime feed, and then put ’im in the barn. It’s proper horse care. You can’t expect a horse to stay healthy if you don’t give him attention and basic care.”

“That’s fair, I suppose.”

She stretches her back as I continue to sip my wine. She’s hinting at me to leave, but I can’t bring myself to do it just yet. If I walk over her front lawn, up my steep driveway, and into my now dusty house, I’ll work myself to death until the morning hours. Typically, that would sound comforting, welcoming even. After spending today with her, I’d rather continue this for just a little longer, though. Whatever this may be.

“You really need to get that back looked at.” I avoid her eyes as I continue to watch the wind blow in ocean size waves over the brush along the riverbed.

“I barely even notice it,” she lies. Her back is to me, hands planted on her hips.

Her long hair has almost completely unraveled, and when she turns towards me, she looks ten years younger.

“You should wear your hair more like that,” I say, my voice oddly hoarse.

She tilts her head curiously to the side, a small smile tugging at one corner of her mouth.

Once again, I avert my gaze until it lands on the glass. I tilt it back towards my lips. Only when there is no more wine for me to drown in, do I look back up towards her.

I’m sure I’ve overstayed my welcome.

“I’m sure you want to be alone,” I begin to say, at the very same time that she asks, “Would you like another glass of wine?”

We stare at each other before letting out a laugh.

“I figured you’d be clawing at the door to get me out of your space,” I confess.

She rolls her eyes again, and I’m surprised that I find it endearing and not annoying. “I’m not that bad.”

I raise my eyebrows in response. She scoffs halfheartedly before picking up my glass and heading back inside. I follow, thankful that she can’t see my smile as she walks away.

“If I didn’t know any better,” I say, testing our newfound limits, “I’d say that you like my company.”

Without looking at me, she sets the glasses on the counter. The soft clink of glass fills the space as she pours generous servings into each and slides one my way. She leans into the counter, her shoulders tilting just enough to draw my focus somewhere I shouldn’t let it wander. I force myself to look at her face.

“If you expect that to come outta of this mouth,” she takes a sip, closing her eyes while she savors it, “then you might as well pull up a chair, ‘cause you’ll be waiting a long time, Margot.”

“One of these days I’ll get you to say it.”

We take a few more sips, catching glances at each other from across the room. It should be awkward, the silence and blatant staring, but it isn’t it. It feels so natural that I don’t even realize how long we’ve been doing it.

“Come on.” She stands abruptly, turning towards the back door once again. “And bring the wine.”

I follow her across the porch, off the side steps, and towards the worn path to the barn. It’s stunning against the twilight sky, the white paint glowing softly in the fading light. Entirely picturesque, like something out of a country living magazine, and I can’t help but feel a pang of envy. Maybe I do need a little more stable precision at home. It might just help with the uneasiness that has settled into my bones lately.

Kate pushes the heavy barn door open with ease, revealing an interior that’s meticulously kept. The wood is polished, the tools are neatly hung, and the entire space feels warm and welcoming. It’s clear she takes pride in every corner.

“Wow,” I breathe. “This is beautiful.”

“Thanks,” Kate replies with a hint of pride in her voice. “I spend more time here than I probably should. But it’s mine. Feels like breathin’ out.”

In the afternoon, she has a drink on the deck before striding out to the barn. Typically, she takes Moose for a walk or ride, and then she’ll disappear behind the massive white doors for hours before she reemerges long after the sun has set.

It’s not that I’ve made a habit of watching her, or anything. It is just curiosity. That’s all.

She leads me further into the barn, past the empty stalls and the scent of hay and leather. It’s a peaceful place, and I can see why Kate loves it so much. I love it already.

“How many horses have you owned over the years?”

“Gosh.” She slows her stride, tilting her head upward like the answers are hung in the open support beams above. “Too many to count. I used to race as a kid. When my joints couldn’t take it anymore, it became just me and Moose.”

We reach a large stall at the end, and I see him. Moose is a magnificent creature, with a glossy speckled coat and expressive, intelligent eyes. The white and brown covering him in patches looks as if Michelangelo purposely painted each and every one.

He lifts his head and looks directly at me, ears twitching with curiosity. I’ve never been this close to him, or any horse for that matter. I’ve watched him from afar, and from far too close when he was trampling the gardens but never standing before him.

Are horses always this tall? I really hadn’t thought about how large an animal has to be to need a ladder to hop on its back.

“Margot, meet Moose,” Kate says, a soft smile playing on her lips. “He doesn’t usually warm up to new folks, but if you go slow, he oughta be just fine.”

Tentatively, I reach out. Moose takes a step forward, sniffs the air, then nudges my hand with the gentlest nuzzle. His whiskers tickle my wrist while his marshmallow nose presses into my palm.

“Well, I’ll be.” Kate’s eyes widen, a smile breaking through. “He likes you. That’s unusual for him.”

I scratch beneath his stubbly chin, feeling the soft warmth of his breath on my skin. “Maybe he just has good taste.”

Kate chuckles, a sound that feels like a warm breeze on a cool evening. “Maybe. Or maybe he knows a good soul when he sees one. Horses can sense that kind of thing.”

Our eyes meet. And for a moment, the barn, the air, the world—everything’s gone. It’s just us. I almost feel her gravitating closer to me, like if we both just release the breath we’re holding, we’ll finally fall into the place we were always meant to be.

I shouldn’t have taken a second extra tall glass of wine, because I must be hallucinating.

Instead of coming closer, Kate steps backwards, leaning on the wooden paddock fencing beside us. “Do you want to brush him while I check him over?” She holds up a bright red contraption that looks more adept to what I scrub my shower tiles with.

I take it from her cautiously. “Sure.”

How does one brush a horse anyway? Is it back and forth or is it in long strides like how I comb out my tangles at the end of the day?

Trying not to overthink it, I bring the bristles to his side. His skin quivers for a moment to dispel a few pesky flies, and I pretend that the sudden movement doesn’t make me jump. Kate’s lifting his long neck and inspecting his shoulders, as if she’s minding her own business, but she rolls her smirk inward.

Placing the brush to his hair and gently pulling it down, I check my work. Pleased that Moose hasn’t complained and it looks like short horizontal strokes seem to do it, I pass the brush through again.

The world spins around me, my head deliciously hazy. I can’t remember the last time I had a buzz, but it certainly wasn’t in front of a 1200 pound beast that was able to topple steel in the matter of seconds.

“Here.” Kate lets go of his neck and steps into the open space beside me.

Her chest presses against the back of my shoulder as her fingers trail along my forearm before blanketing the hand now gripping the brush on Moose’s back for dear life. In the second it took for those fingertips to grace along my skin and then shelter my hand, my eyes flutter close at the contact.

She smells like vanilla, something soft but warm to settle any lost soul.

“Like this,” she murmurs, pressing the brush firmer into his hair and gliding it along his body. “He’s a big boy. You ain’t gonna hurt him.” Her voice is so low, and the force of her breath tickles the back of my ear.

Don’t turn to look at her. Don’t tilt your head.

Fuck it.

Tilting my chin towards her, I lock onto those now-amber eyes. The thin sliver of light cutting through the open doors lightens her face, making each fracture in those eyes look like golden sunbeams. Her rosy lips part just a fraction, her hand stilling over mine.

The heat from her body pressed into mine can be felt all over. It’s like a wildfire, untamed and finally let loose. Her natural scent surrounds me, and it’s the kind of comfort that pulls you in. It takes one flick from those lips to her eyes to realize we’ve gravitating closer towards the other, one millisecond away from being able to drown in the lips I haven’t been able to pry my focus from.

I’ve never been with a woman, let alone kiss one, but I’ve thought about it for just as long as I’ve thought about men. The opportunity just never arose, and I never chased it either. Work was so much more important than dating. If only I knew then how confused my priorities were.

But now…

Now she’s here. And maybe, just maybe, I don’t have to keep pretending I don’t want to.

Moose whinnies, using his head to scratch his leg and we both jump apart. The brush clatters against the concrete below us, and I’m almost embarrassed by how quickly I scoop it up and continue to brush his back, avoiding her gaze at all costs.


 

Chapter 13

Kate

Back in the day, I had a few moves tucked up my sleeve, not that I used them often. Still, never once made a move on a straight woman, not that there are a whole lot of women-loving-women options in a town this small.

That’s like rule one in the lesbian rulebook every baby gay gets when they come out to their best friend in a drunken blitz. Chapter one: “Thou Shalt Not Flirt with Thy Straight Sisters,” followed by a step-by-step guide on how to develop an extensive collection of every powertool displayed in Home Depot. And let’s be real, even without the manual, it’s common sense.

Apparently, mine went belly-up right along with the Floribunda Moose trampled a few weeks back, ‘cause it sure didn’t stop me from making a fool out of myself an hour ago by trying to kiss Margot Reed.

It’s always Margot freakin’ Reed.

“Same time tomorrow morning?” she asks, lingering in the doorway with one hip propped against the frame like she’s trying not to bolt. Her bright lavender shirt is askew and partially unbuttoned, only one corner tucked into the waistline of her stained jeans. Her hair’s gone frizzy from the heat, all wild and golden like summer wheat, and her hazel eyes picked up just enough green to make me forget how to breathe. “Unless you have something else you have to do,” she adds.

Only then do I realize I’ve been staring at her without responding.

“You don’t have to feel obligated.”

“I don’t feel obligated,” I say, finally finding my voice, although it sounds like I’ve just woken up. Maybe in more ways than one. “I’d like to take you out, see if we can find some more mature Floribunda in the city.”

I don’t tell her there’s dozens of roses lining the backside of the house, tucked around the corner where she can’t see ’em. They ain’t good enough for her—not yet. They’re too young, too pale. A woman like Margot deserves something bold. Something that lasts.

“That sounds like a good plan.” She turns toward the door, fingers resting on the old brass handle, but stops short.

I take a step without thinking, not quite ready for her to go.

“But don’t get your hopes up. I had to special order those and wait an entire season before I was able to get my hands on the perfect specimen.”

“Noted,” I say, lips quirking into a slow smile. “I guess I’ll just keep my fingers crossed for both our sakes.”

“Thank you for everything, Kate.”

“Anytime.”

She fades into the dusk, leaving me standing in the doorway with a heart full of maybes and a mind I can’t untangle. My chest, still vibrating from that moment in the barn, slows just enough for me to catch my breath. But the memory of our near-kiss sticks to me like the summer humidity, making it hard to think straight.

I don’t let folks get that close, but here I am, flouting all the rules because of this woman. She’s got this way of slipping past my defenses, like water finding its way through the tiniest cracks in stone, how that one single flower always finds a way to grow between the pavement cracks.

And now I’m standing here, heart wide open and wondering what would’ve happened if Moose hadn’t come barreling in like the world’s most unfortunate chaperone.

~ ~ ~

I’m up before dawn, like always, but today there’s an extra buzz in my bones.

The coffee tastes a bit stronger, the air feels a touch crisper, and my usual chore list has been trimmed down to make time for the trip to Boisey. The idea of finding new Floribunda roses is the perfect excuse to scratch that itch of wanting to get outta town and clear my head—at least, that’s what I keep telling myself.

Margot shows up right on time, which doesn’t surprise me. She’s wearing a loose, floral blouse that still manages to look practical paired with her worn jeans and rainbow-colored sloggers. The same ones she’s been using to tramp around our properties for the past week. She gives me a small smile, but she has the same tension in her shoulders that I feel on my own. We’re both pretending yesterday didn’t tip the whole world sideways.

“Ready to go?” I ask, holding up the keys to my truck like a peace offering.

“Ready,” she answers, a little too quickly, like she’s just as eager to get away from the farm as I am.

We climb in, and for some reason the cab feels smaller today. Or maybe it’s just that everything feels closer with her sitting next to me. The engine rumbles to life, and we pull out of the driveway, heading down the long road towards Boisey.

The drive is quiet at first; the only sound is the tires crunching on the gravel and the occasional bird singing from the trees. I can feel Margot glancing at me from time to time, but she doesn’t say anything, and neither do I. It’s like we’re both waiting for something—maybe a sign, or maybe just the courage to bring up what we’ve been avoiding.

“So,” she finally says, breaking the silence, “are we going to Timberland’s Nursery?”

Timberland’s is the usual spot—decent enough, nothing special. Good for bulk, not much else. But they don’t carry Floribunda roses. I already checked.

Just one hour further is Gradie Farms. According to the spiel they gave me on the phone due to my opposition to using the internet, they’re a family owned business that’s been around for over a hundred years. They offer produce, plants, and local products, surrounded by hundreds of acres of animals. They facilitate cultural farm heritage tours, too. Real fancy like.

“Not this time.”

“Oh?” She tilts her head. “Didn’t realize there was another place close.”

“Well,” I say, dragging out the word as I turn onto another road. “I wouldn’t say it’s close exactly.”

“Should I have brought an overnight bag?” She chuckles, and I try to hide the blush in my cheeks.

“We’ll be to Boisey in another hour. Gradie Farms is just past that,” I reply, keeping my eyes on the road. “Family-owned outfit, been around over a century. Heard they’ve got mature Floribunda stock. Probably not nearly as nice as what you had, but figured it was worth the drive.”

“I didn’t think you’d drive that far.”

“I tried Bolts & Bonsai first, but it’s not like you can just find ’em at the local hardware store.”

“No, they’re a bit more specialized than that.”

Silence settles between us again, but it’s softer now. There’s something kind in it. Like a shared breath. The road stretches on ahead, long and open, and the sky’s just beginning to show off that wide, endless blue I’ve always loved. Turns out I don’t mind the quiet so much when it’s with her. There’s a warm, soft quality to it.

As we near Boisey, the hills flatten out. The land opens up—fields stitched together like patchwork quilts, little towns blinkin’ past with identical lawns and tidy flowerbeds. Then, like a breath held too long, the city appears. Boisey’s bigger than Serenity Springs, sure. It’s even got stoplights, which always feel like a strange luxury to me.

When we pull into the nursery’s gravel parking lot, Margot’s eyes light up. The place is bigger than I thought it would be, with rows and rows of plants stretching out in every direction. The air is thick with the scent of flowers and fresh soil, and the sight of all that greenery loosens something in my chest.

“This place is amazing.” Margot climbs out of the truck, pausing to take it all in. “I can’t believe I’ve never been here before.” The wind blows over her curls, tucked neatly into a red bandana, and I have to pull my eyes away.

“Bit of a hidden gem,” I say, grabbing my hat from the dashboard. “Come on, let’s find those roses.”

We wander through the aisles, past rows of blooming perennials, towering trees, and every kind of shrub imaginable. Margot moves like she was born in places like this, stopping every few feet to admire a particular bloom or to run her fingers over the leaves of some exotic plant. She never stops smiling, her freckles stretching over her cheeks.

Eventually, we reach the rose section behind the greenhouses. The scent hits first—sweet, heady, familiar. Rows upon rows of roses bloom like they’ve got something to prove, all velvet petals and sun-kissed color.

We stroll through, the air around us growing heavier with the rich scent of blooming Floribundas. It’s the kind of fragrance that lingers in your senses, wrapping itself ‘round you like a warm blanket. The rows of roses stretch out before us, each bush more vibrant than the last, their petals unfurling like little miracles.

Margot stops in front of a particularly stunning bush, her fingers gently brushing against the soft, velvety petals. They look like silk. The roses are a deep crimson, almost the color of ripe cherries, and they catch the sunlight in a way that makes them seem to glow from within. I watch as she leans in closer, inhaling the scent with a soft smile on her lips.

“This one’s perfect,” Margot murmurs, more to herself than to me.

“It is,” I agree, stepping closer to her.

The way the light catches her cheek makes her look like something out of a painting. Or maybe it’s just the roses doing their magic. She’s smiling so brightly, I can’t help but smile too.

“It’s exactly what you were looking for,” I say, my voice so much lighter than it’s ever been, “isn’t it?”

She nods, but her gaze drifts away. There’s a sadness in her eyes, tucked just behind the wonder. It’s as if the beauty of the rose has stirred something deep within her, something she’s been trying to keep hidden.

“I used to dream about having a garden full of roses like this,” Margot says quietly, her voice tinged with nostalgia. “Back when I was a kid, I’d spend hours in the backyard, planting seeds in cracked pots, hoping they’d grow into something beautiful.”

“I thought you were from the city?”

She stands, looking towards the dozens of rows of flowers. “We lived just outside the city when I was a child. Still in the middle of the hustle, still busy, but we did have a small backyard.”

“When did you move?”

“When I was five.” She sighs, and I don’t like how the sadness pulls her eyes. “My father left, and my mother wanted to be closer to her work. She did the books for a few small businesses. I think all my tinkering in the backyard was my way of trying to make things better, you know? Like if I could just get the garden right, maybe everything else would fall into place.”

The honesty in her voice hits low in my gut. I can feel the weight of her words, the way they tug at my heart, making me want to reach out and take her hand in mine. But I don’t. I just stand there, letting the moment settle ‘round us like the scent of the roses.

“Gardens have a way of doing that,” I say softly.

“My mother drank her life away not long after that.” Her nostrils flare as she looks at me, her eyes glossing over. “I’ve had my hands wrapped around dirt or green life ever since.”

A few seconds pass and I just look at her. I want to hold her. Just pull her close and let her rest in the quiet. But instead, I nod once.

“They give us something to care for, something to nurture.” She sighs, so deeply I feel it in my toes. “It can be a distraction, or it can be everything. And when they bloom, it feels like a little piece of us is blooming too.”

Margot turns to look at me, her hazel eyes shimmering with something I can’t quite name. Bright. Unreadable. Entirely her.

We’re so much more alike than I could have imagined.

“I’ve been scared,” she says, voice shaking like wind through tall grass. “Scared that no matter how much I try, I’ll never get it right. That I’ll always end up with something half-grown, something that never really blooms.”

And I know she’s not talking about her plants anymore.

My throat tightens. I know that fear real well. You pour your whole self into something, only to watch it wilt right in front of you. And sometimes, no matter how careful your hands are, it still slips through your fingers.

I don’t speak. I just reach out, placing my hand gently over hers where it rests on the rose bush. The warmth of her skin steadies me. It doesn’t spark anything wild—not like fire—but something solid. Like roots reaching deeper, grounding me.

And for the first time in a long while, I don’t feel like running.

“Margot,” I finally whisper, my voice steady but thick with feeling, “you’ve got more in you than you give yourself credit for. More strength, more heart, more ability to make things bloom. You’re not half-grown, and neither’s your garden.”

“It sure doesn’t look like it right now.”

“Well, that’s on me,” I say, shaking my head. “Not you. I’m hopin’ with a little more elbow grease, it will be right as rain.”

Her eyes meet mine, and the tiniest spark flickers. She squeezes my hand lightly, a silent bit of hope passing between us.

“Thank you, Kate,” she says, sincere as can be. “For everything.”

“You thank me too much.”

“Not even close to the amount of times the appreciation pops into my head.”

I’m unable to find the right words, so I say something I know is acceptable. “It’s the least I could do.”

She tilts her head, eyes narrowing with feigned frustration. “Please. You didn’t have to do anything, and yet, here you are: fixing my yard, tending my plants, and helping me find my favorite type of rose, even though you already bought half a dozen.”

“How’d you know that?”

She smirks, turning from me and placing one of the pots onto our trolley. “Don’t think I didn’t see the line of beautiful roses flanking the back side of your house.”

I scoff. “How do you know those ones aren’t for me?”

“You don’t have one single square inch of space to add another to your beds.”

“Maybe they’re just extra.”

She shifts her weight to one hip and crosses her arms, not buying it for a second.

“Alright, alright.” After throwing my hands into the air, I turn away from her knowing gaze and pick up another matching rose bush to add to the cart. “I wasn’t sure if we’d find more Floribunda, so I bought everythin’ else I could find as a backup. I know it wouldn’t have been enough or even half as pretty, but I wanted you to have somethin’.” With another rose bucket in my hand, I stop talking, hoping she can see the truth written plain on my face. That I’m here. That I want to help her bloom. That I believe in her—especially when she doesn’t.

“You continue to surprise me, Kate Willow,” she says, quieter now.

I’m not sure what to say that, to the way she softens and her gaze wraps around me. So, I don’t. I just let it be.

We spend the next half hour picking through the roses, checking for the right color, the perfect size, and the healthiest stems. It’s a meticulous process, but I can tell Margot is enjoying herself. There’s a lightness to her movements, a smile that comes more easily now. Like yesterday didn’t happen. Or maybe we’re both pretending just enough to make it through.

By the time we load the last of them into the truck, the sun’s climbing, and the heat’s starting to settle in. I’m sweating under my hat, but it feels good. Feels earned.

As we drive back, the mood in the truck is lighter. Margot’s talking about all the things she wants to do with her garden next year, how she’s thinking about trying her hand at rose-based moisturizers, and it takes one breath for her to describe the process to me. She doesn’t talk about the festival, but I can see the light back in her eyes. That brightness, that shine, that only she has.

I listen, nodding along, but my mind is elsewhere—back in that barn, in that almost-kiss, in the way her body felt against mine.

No. Nope.

Good Lord.

Still not going there.

Allie walking away with my heart was enough to force me into celibacy for life. There is no point, no logical reason, to open one’s chest like that again. I will not be a fool twice.

By the time we pull back into my driveway, I’m not sure what I feel anymore. The guilt is still there, gnawing at me, but there’s more too. Something that feels an awful lot like hope. It’s the kind of hope I have no right to feel. The kind that opens me up, and splits me in two, completely vulnerable. The kind that I’ve fought off successfully for years.

I don’t want it back, but I don’t have a choice. It’s there. It has roots.

Dammit.

We carry the roses to the shade of the old oak out back. I wipe the sweat off my brow. Margot stands beside me, hands on her hips, looking at what we’ve done like it’s something worth being proud of. Maybe it is. There’s a lightness to her that I haven’t seen in a long time, a kind of ease that makes my heart tighten.

“Thanks for helping me with this,” she says, turning to face me. “I don’t think I could’ve managed it all on my own.”

“You could’ve.” My voice comes out more gruff than I mean it to. “But I’m glad I could be here.”

She smiles. That slow grin that makes a mess of my insides. We just stand there, the two of us in the dappled shade and the sky casting darkness around us, surrounded by the scent of earth and roses. We’re having those moments more and more; when nothing exists other than her eyes on mine.

Margot breaks the silence first, her voice light but with an edge of curiosity. “Do you think they’ll do well here? The roses, I mean. The temperatures have been dropping overnight, and I don’t want them to get overwatered in these small pots if we have a storm.”

I nod, looking over at the bushes we’ve carefully placed. “They’ve got a good spot for now. We’ll plant ’em tomorrow, and under your care, they’ll do just fine.”

I wish she had the same confidence in herself that everyone else does.

She gazes downward to the roses. “I’m not sure if they’ll be established enough to use in the festival.” Even in the shadows around us, I can see her neck tighten and throat bob.

“They’ll be ready,” I promise, even though I have no right to be doing so. Anything could happen. “I’ll make sure they get extra special attention.” That much is within my control.

“Special,” she repeats the word, eyes now locked on me. “Yes, because they are quite special.”

Like you, I don’t say. Don’t even know where the thought came from.

“I don’t know many friends who would drop everything and spend six hours in the truck with me for a few plants,” she says, her focus still on me.

My throat is suddenly dry, scratchy even, and I have to swallow before even attempting to speak. That one word. A simple concept. One that I haven’t really had before. Not in the truest sense. There’s Deanna and Char and everyone else in town, but I’ve never let them this close. Not like this. Not like her.

“Is that what we are now? Friends?”

She tilts her head curiously, something she does often. “Is that okay with you?”

“I think I’d like that very much,” I admit, my words almost quieter than the whisper of rustling branches in the distance.

“Then friends it is,” she says. Margot turns her gaze back to the roses, her smile softening. “I think I’ve been missing that,” she says quietly. “Having more friends.”

“You’ve got Jess. You two seem incredibly close.”

“We are. We’re very close, but it’s nice to have another.” She looks at me, and there’s a flash of something in her eyes, something vulnerable, before she blinks it away. “I’m too restless to turn in for the night. I’ll think more about what needs to be done next tomorrow, but you don’t have to stay, you know,” she says, her voice more hesitant now. “I’m sure you’ve got things to do, and I can manage from here.”

I could leave. Moose is probably grumpy. He didn’t get his evening stroll or snack today, and I’m sure I’ll get an earful when I see him. Plus, my back is killing me from sitting in the upright position while driving, my neck aching from trying not to look at her for too long.

But I don’t want to go.

“I don’t mind stayin’ a little longer,” I say, taking a step closer before catching myself. “Besides, we oughta figure out where to plant these.”

She nods, some kind of relief flickering across her face. We both know we could’ve left ’em. But then I’d have to go. I’d have to walk away. And tonight, that feels too hard. Going home right now would be too quiet.

“You’re right. We should at least figure out the layout. I’ve been thinking that once we fill this bed, I’d like to put the rest along the path leading up to the archway.”

“That’s a fine spot,” I say, following where she’s pointing. “Plenty of sun there, and it’ll make for a beautiful welcome to the garden.”

We start discussing the specifics, mapping out where each rose bush should go. It’s easy, talking with Margot like this. And it’s real nice, just being out here with her. No pressure, no mess—just dirt under our nails and something honest to focus on. The kind that settles your mind when your heart’s a little too loud. Like mine right now…

Ignoring these feelings towards her ain’t working. I really need to stop standing so close to her, noticing the way she smiles to herself when she’s tilling the land. That’s not something friends do. That’s about seven steps too far past harmless. Either she’s got no clue what’s going on in my head, or she’s kind enough to pretend.

Oh, I hope it’s the first.

After a while, we wander towards the back patio and find ourselves sitting opposite ends of the same bench. The work is done for the day, and the weight of it starts to settle in our bones. Margot leans back on her hands, looking up at the sky, all dreamy.

“It’s beautiful out here,” she says softly, voice wistful and eyes towards the fireflies illuminating the back field. “I never really appreciated it until recently.”

“It is,” I say, though I’m not talking about the view.

She turns her head, gaze landing on me with more weight than I’m ready for.

“Don’t,” I interrupt her thoughts, already hearing that thank-you in her tone.

Her brows furrow and her mouth tugs into that little smirk that tells me I hit the nail on the head.

“You don’t have to keep thankin’ me. I want to be here.”

“I know,” she says, and there’s that vulnerability again, bare and unguarded. “But I still appreciate it. More than you know.”

I just nod. That’s safer. I don’t trust myself to say much. She’s got this way of knocking the words right outta my mouth without trying.

“I should head back. Moose probably thinks I ran off on him.”

“Will I see you tomorrow?” She sounds hopeful, and it has my back tensing.

“I’ll see you in the mornin’.”

It’s dark enough now to hide the way I’m smiling as I make my way back to the truck. I climb in, start the engine, and glance once more toward the house just as the kitchen light flicks on behind those wooden blinds of hers.

Hard work. Guilt. Lord knows a heap of confusion. But for once, all of it feels right. Like maybe I’m exactly where I’m meant to be.


 

Chapter 14

Margot

The next morning, the house is quiet. Too quiet. I linger over my cup of coffee, staring out the kitchen window at the garden we spent hours along yesterday.

The roses most certainly could have stayed beneath that tree, but I wanted a few more minutes with Kate. While surprised when she offered to stay a bit longer to help, I was relieved. I’ve never met someone I could sit and do nothing with, say nothing, and still feel so much peace.

The sun is climbing in the sky, and I should be outside, getting started on the day’s work. But there’s a heaviness in my chest. Something I can’t quite shake.

Kate said she’d be here this morning. The thought makes me smile, even behind my cup. She’s been patient, kind even, when I’ve been a mess. More so than I think even she recognizes. She persisted in the beginning when I tried to push her away. She’s the kind of friend I’ve always wanted, the kind I didn’t think I’d ever have.

But it’s more than that, isn’t it? I’ve never felt like this about anyone before. Certainly not about any woman in particular, even though the stray thoughts have been here and there. But there’s something about Kate—the way she’s both strong and gentle, how she hides her kindness behind a wall of sarcasm. The way she looks at me, like she sees more than I’m willing to show. It’s intriguing. Addictive.

And terrifying.

I finish my coffee, the liquid now lukewarm, and set the mug down with a sigh. It’s not like Kate to be late. I know she had to check on Moose, but she should be here by now. Every morning for the last two weeks she’s been out in the garden, already sweating and halfway through a project by the time I’ve put on pants and meandered downstairs.

I glance at the clock on the wall, biting my lip in indecision before pushing back from the table. I can’t just sit here, waiting.

I grab my paisley bandana, wrapping it around my uncombed hair before stepping outside. The warm morning air wraps around me like a familiar blanket. The roses are where we left them, their leaves still wet with morning dew. I take a breath, thankful the weather was cooperative and they’ve lived to see another day. I walk past them, toward the path that leads to Kate’s place. My steps are slow at first, but they quicken as I go, a sense of unease settling in the pit of my stomach.

What if something happened to her? What if she’s hurt or something happened to Moose? More mornings than I care to count, she’s been out there with him, straddling his bare back. He got spooked when he ran up my property. Who says that couldn’t have happened again?

No. I push the thought away. Kate’s fine. She’s always been fine, regardless of no one worrying about her.

But I can’t shake the feeling that’s gnawing at me.

She’s not on the front porch as I approach it, so I stroll along the side of the house and towards the back. As I round the porch, I hear the sound of hooves on gravel, the steady, rhythmic thud that could only be Moose. I quicken my pace past the back paddock, towards the river, and when I reach the top of the small hill, I stop, my breath catching in my throat.

There she is, riding Moose along the riverbed, the early morning sun casting a golden glow over everything. Her hat is tipped low over her eyes, and she’s leaning forward slightly, her hand resting on his neck. There’s no saddle, no bridle or reins to protect her. They move together in perfect harmony, like they’re one being instead of two. It’s a beautiful sight, and I find myself unable to look away.

But it’s not just the beauty of the scene that has my heart racing. It’s the way I feel watching her, the way my chest tightens and my breath hitches. It’s a foreign feeling. Not even close to anything else I’ve ever experienced, and I’m not sure what to do with that.

Kate slows Moose to a stop and swings her leg over his side, dismounting with ease. I’m sure only I can see the little squint in her expression when her feet hit the ground. The same painful, pinched look she gives after a day we’ve been working too long.

She gives him a gentle pat on the neck, murmuring something I can’t hear from where I’m standing. It’s such a small, simple gesture, but it’s enough to make my heart swell.

She turns then, her eyes meeting mine, and for a moment, we just stare at each other. I don’t know what she sees, but her eyebrows draw together, like she’s trying to figure something out. She walks toward me, leading Moose by a rope she has looped through her belt, and I force myself to move, to meet her halfway.

“Mornin’,” she says when she reaches me, her voice gruff but warm. “Didn’t expect to see you out here.”

“You were late,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady. “I was worried.”

“Late?” She glances at the sky, like she can tell the time, and then back at me with a sheepish smile. “Guess I lost track of time. Sorry about that.”

“It’s fine.” I wave her off, but my heart is still pounding. “You looked like you were enjoying yourself.”

She shrugs, looking down at Moose as she rubs his neck. “Needed to clear my head.”

I nod, unsure of what to say. The silence stretches between us, and I can feel the weight of it pressing down on my shoulders. It’s not our typical silence. This is charged, leaden with something immovable. I should say something, anything, but the words won’t come.

“Walk with me? I need to cool him down.” Kate shifts on her feet, finally breaking the tension.

I nod again, falling into step beside her as we walk along the riverbank. The sound of the water rushing over rocks is soothing, and for a while, we walk in silence, just listening to the world around us.

“Margot,” Kate says quietly after a while, her voice low and serious, “you okay?”

I glance at her, surprised by the question. I was going to ask her the same thing. “Why do you ask?”

“You just seem, I don’t know, quieter than usual.”

I hesitate, my mind racing. I can’t tell her that the sight of her completely carefree took my breath away. Not when we’ve just become friends.

Being friends with Kate isn’t something I’m willing to lose.

The crunch of the pebbles under our feet fills the quiet, but it does nothing to ease the pounding in my chest. I keep my gaze ahead, watching the way the sunlight dapples through the trees, casting shadows on the ground. Anything to keep from looking at Kate again, from letting her see the confusion in my eyes.

“I’m fine,” I finally say, my voice steadier than it should be. “Just have a lot on my mind, I guess.”

She doesn’t press me, and I’m grateful for that. We continue walking, the river murmuring beside us, and I try to focus on the simple rhythm of our steps. But my thoughts keep drifting back to that moment when she first saw me standing there. The way her eyes softened, her smile tugging like a secret, like she was trying to understand something she couldn’t quite grasp.

Does she feel it, too? This pull between us, this unspoken connection that seems to grow stronger every time we’re together. Or if it’s just me, hoping for something that isn’t there.

I steal a glance at her out of the corner of my eye—her hand moves absently over Moose’s neck, her shoulders are relaxed in a way I don’t see often. She’s at ease here, in her element, and it only makes her more alluring. I can’t help but wonder what it would be like to be the one to encourage that look on her face, to be the reason she feels so at peace.

I quickly push the thought away. This isn’t the time or place. Maybe it never will be.

“Looks like Moose is enjoying himself, too,” I say, trying to break the silence. His hooves trot along the water, splashing my calves and soaking my jeans. Every few feet, he dips his nose beneath the surface before pulling it up and soaking us both.

Kate nods, a small smile tugging at the corner of her lips. “Yeah. He’s good out here. It’s good for both of us, I think.”

There’s a hint of something in her voice, something that makes me wonder if she’s talking about more than just the ride. But before I can dwell on it, she turns to me, her face set.

“Are you sure you’re okay, Margot? You don’t have to hold it all in, y’know. If somethin’s weighin’ on you, I’ll listen.”

Her concern touches me more than it should, and I feel a pang of guilt for not being more honest with her. But how can I explain what’s really on my mind? How can I tell her that the thought of losing this fragile friendship we’re building scares me more than anything else?

“I’m just…overwhelmed, I guess,” I manage. “There’s so much to do for the festival, and I’m not sure I’m ready for it all. I don’t want—” I’m not sure how to finish the sentence, because the real answer is that I’m not even sure if I want to follow through with it.

Kate stops walking, turning to face me fully. Her eyes search mine, and I feel like she can see right through me, like she knows there’s more to what I’m saying. But she doesn’t call me out on it. Instead, she gives me a small nod, her expression understanding.

“You won’t fail,” she says firmly. “We’ve got this, Margot. And you’re not alone in this. I’m right here.”

The way she says it, with such certainty, makes me want to believe her. But there’s a part of me that’s still afraid, still unsure.

“You say that like you’re not competing against me,” I joke, trying to lighten the mood, but her expression tenses.

“I can withdraw.”

My jaw gapes open, breath catching. “No!”

“I can. There’s nothing that says I can’t wi–”

“Kate, you can’t withdraw from the Rose Festival competition.”

She continues walking, and I have no choice but to follow.

“You’ve been competing long before I moved here.” I stop speaking and swallow, not realizing just how much the thought of not having this fun banter with her perturbs me. The festival wouldn’t be the same without her. “You can’t not compete. If you win, you win fair and square. You’d deserve it.”

Suddenly, she halts. I almost bump into her back, stopping myself just seconds before it’s too late.

Without turning towards me, her weak voice says, “I never had a chance of winnin’ against you.”

My heart stutters. “Is that why you do it?” I ask. “To win? Is that the only reason you enter your roses?”

She doesn’t answer.

“I will never take that away from you. I know how much you love that festival. I’ve watched you tending to your flowers. I would never ask you to stop doing something you love.”

Her bright eyes widen, pushing her hat slightly higher on her head with the sudden force. Those thin, pink lips part before snapping closed after she takes a breath. When her head hangs over her shoulders, I never could have guessed how much this all weighed on her.

“I swear me and Moose didn’t do it on purpose.”

“I know,” I say, almost breathless for some reason. “I’ve always known.”

I reach out, placing a hand on her shoulder tentatively. It’s a simple gesture, but I can physically see how it sends a shiver down her spine. I’ve never pulled my hand back so abruptly before.

I shouldn’t have done that. We’re not nearly to the level of touching each other so thoughtlessly. That’s for years down the road in this friendship. But it’s like I can’t control it. Every limb of my body gravitates towards her, wanting to feel her soft skin, wanting to know if I rubbed it until warm, if it will smell like vanilla too.

It was evident how uncomfortable I just made her. Great. Shortest friendship of my life.

“Come on,” she says, her tone lighter now. It’s like a switch has flipped, like our previous conversation hadn’t happened at all. “Let’s get Moose back to the barn. We’ve got a lot of work to do if we’re gonna be ready with those gorgeous flowers of yours.”

I follow her, my mind racing with a thousand thoughts, but none of them bring me any closer to understanding what’s happening between us. All I know is that I’m in deeper than I ever intended, and I don’t know how to find my way out. Or if I even want to.

Even when I spend time with Jess, there are moments when I get tired and want to be alone. I’ve never wanted to know every single thing about a person before; whether they weed whack before or after mowing; if they put cream in their coffee; how early they wake up on Sundays; whether the tags in their clothing bother them as much as they do me; how they brush their teeth; what their sleeping face looks like in natural morning light.

“Ready?” She’s facing me now, and I’m not quite sure how we made it from the river to the barn where Moose now grazes in the paddock.

“As I’ll ever be,” I answer.

She thoughtlessly pulls her braid across her shoulder. Instead of walking back towards the house like I was sure she’d do, she tucks her hands into her overalls and leans against the steel gate.

“I was thinking,” she says, her chin leaning over her forearm as she hunches over the fencing. “Maybe you should take a break today.”

That’s most certainly not what I’d thought would come out of her mouth.

“Moose is awfully energetic today,” she says quickly, not giving me the chance to respond. “He’d probably appreciate a nice, long trail ride.”

Then, understanding what she’s trying to get at, I agree, “You’re right. I shouldn’t be taking up this much of your time. You have so much to do, and I’m sure Moose has been feeling neglected.” Turning back towards my house, my face flushed with embarrassment, I add, “Take him for a ride. I’ll just catch up on some—”

“Margie.”

That stops me cold. She’s never called me that before. We were barely on a first name basis, let alone pet names. Oh, but the way it rolls off her tongue, the way she smiles at me, stops me entirely in my tracks.

“I was tryin’ to suggest that you take a break with me.” She stands from the fencing, turning towards me with a smirk. “Would you like to go on a trail ride? We’d love the company.”

“My company?” I ask, too stunned to mask it.

Kate looks around, her smart aleck behavior always readily available. “Well, I don’t see anyone else that Moose has taken such a likin’ to.”

Instead of answering like a normal person would, I just stare at her. Blinking what might look erratically.

“You don’t have to if you don’t want to.” Her voice filters through the static screaming in my ears. “I’m sure you have a lot of other things you’d rather do instead.”

“I’d love to.”

~ ~ ~

The world narrows down to the warmth of Kate’s back pressed against my chest and the steady rhythm of Moose’s hooves on the trail. The sun filters through the trees, casting dappled shadows across the path. The scent of pine and earth fills the air, but all I can focus on is the woman in front of me.

It was Kate’s idea to ride together, insisting that it would be easier for me to stay balanced if I rode with her. At first, I hesitated, not sure if I could handle being so close to her. But the way she looked at me, with that confident smile and those warm, inviting eyes, made it impossible to say no.

Now, as we move deeper into the woods, I can’t help but notice the subtle details of her—how her hair smells faintly of vanilla and wood smoke. Her shoulders rise and fall with each breath, her skin feeling so soft and warm against mine, even through our layers of clothing. Every time Moose shifts beneath us, I’m reminded of just how close we are—my thighs wrapped snugly along hers, my stomach pressed into the small of her back, my hands on her waist—and it’s all I can do to keep my thoughts from spiraling out of control.

“You’ve been quiet,” Kate says suddenly, her voice cutting through the sounds of the forest. She doesn’t turn to look at me, but there’s curiosity in her tone.

“Just taking it all in,” I reply, hoping she doesn’t hear the tremor in my voice or notice how my fingers tighten almost imperceptibly.

She hums in response, a low, thoughtful sound that vibrates through her back and into my chest. “It’s peaceful out here, isn’t it? Easy to let your mind wander ’til you don’t know which way’s up.”

“Yeah,” I agree, though my thoughts are anything but peaceful. “Do you come out here often?”

“Whenever I need to clear my head,” she says. “Moose loves it, and it helps me sort through things when life gets…complicated.”

I nod, even though she can’t see me, but I don’t understand as much as I lead on. She always seems to have it all together, everything perfectly as it should be. What complications would this domineering woman possibly have to worry about?

We take a sharp turn on the trail, my hands tightening around her waist on their own accord, and I swear she eases farther back into me.

“I can see why. It’s beautiful out here.”

Kate doesn’t respond right away, and for a moment, I think the conversation is over. But then she shifts slightly, leaning back just enough that I can feel the curve of her spine against me.

“Margot,” she says, her voice quieter now. “What do you do when your head gets too crowded?”

The question catches me off guard, and I take a moment to think before answering. “I don’t know. I guess I usually work. My landscaping maps are my escape, in a way. When I’m arranging property plans, I can focus on that and forget about everything else.”

“Does it help?” she asks.

“Most of the time,” I admit. “But sometimes it just makes things more complicated. Like right now, I added so many clients that I’m not sure if I’ll meet my deadlines. The Insignie Estate is my priority, but I’m struggling with the final design. There’s so much to do, and I keep worrying that it’s not going to come together like it should.”

Kate nods slowly, her braid bobbing against my collarbone. “You’re too hard on yourself, you know that? You’re talented. People see that, and they appreciate it. I was absolutely floored when I saw those pictures on your walls. You shouldn’t doubt yourself so much.”

Her words are kind, but they also cut deep. I want to believe her, to take comfort in her confidence, but there’s a part of me that can’t let go of the fear that I’m not enough. That I’m not as talented or as capable as she thinks I am.

“I don’t know,” I say softly. “It’s just hard sometimes.”

“I get it,” Kate says, her voice gentle and sure. “Even the strongest of us have days where we feel like we’re made of glass. But you’re not alone in those feelin’s. Not by a long shot.”

I feel a warmth spreading through my chest that has nothing to do with the sun overhead. It’s more than just the words she’s saying; it’s the way she’s saying them, like she really means it. Like she really believes in me.

“Thank you,” I whisper, barely loud enough for her to hear.

She turns her head slightly, just enough that I catch a glimpse of her profile, and I can see the soft smile playing on her lips. “Anytime, Margie.”

There it is again—Margie. The nickname that feels so foreign not coming from Jess, yet so right coming from her. I never would have expected it, but now that she’s said it, I don’t think I ever want her to call me anything else.

We continue riding in silence for a while, the sound of the forest filling the gaps in our conversation. But it’s a comfortable silence. It feels natural, like we don’t need to fill it with words.

After a while, Kate speaks again, her voice thoughtful. “You know, I used to be like you. Always worryin’ about what other people thought, always tryin’ to be perfect. Somewhere along the way, I realized that it’s not about being perfect. It’s about doin’ what you love and doin’ it well. The rest’ll follow. Folks come and go…” Her voice breaks on the last word, her words dying off as she swallows audibly. “But you—who you are—is what stays put.”

Her words hang in the air, and I let them sink in. I’ve spent so much time trying to prove myself, trying to be the best, that I’ve forgotten why I started doing this in the first place. Hearing Kate talk about it so simply, so matter-of-factly, makes me wonder if I’ve been going about things all wrong.

“Is that why you enter the festival every year?” I ask, my forehead wrinkling in curiosity. “Because you love it?”

Kate is quiet, but I can feel the tension in her shoulders. “Partly,” she says eventually. “It’s also because of my momma. She loved this place, lived for the festival, and always said that the roses were the heart of it. It’s my way of keepin’ her close, I guess.”

Everyone has a mom, but when you look at someone as independent and strong as Kate, the thought never comes to mind. Her body stiffens in my arms, and my heart breaks for her. There’s so much more to her than I realized, so much more beneath the surface.

“She’d be proud of you,” I say, meaning every word. “You’ve done an amazing job.”

Kate doesn’t respond right away, but I can feel the way she relaxes against me, like she’s letting go of something she’s been holding onto for a long time. When she finally speaks, her voice is soft, almost vulnerable despite the words.

“She’d be more impressed with you and your five-year winning streak.” Her voice is so light, so fun, that I know she’s masking something. The threads of sadness run beneath like the creek just ahead.

The path ahead narrows. The trees grow denser, their branches intertwining to create a canopy of green. The sunlight filters through the leaves in scattered patches, casting a warm glow on the forest floor. I tighten my hold on Kate, more out of instinct than necessity, and she shifts slightly in response. That simple motion sends a ripple of awareness through me. Every breath she takes, every subtle movement of her body as we navigate the trail together, lights my body on fire.

I’ve never been this close to someone and felt so safe, yet, so uncertain at the same time. The sensation is disarming but with Kate, it doesn’t feel dangerous; it feels like possibility.

“You know,” she begins, breaking the silence that has settled between us, “I’ve never taken this trail with anyone else before.”

“Why not?” I try to keep my voice casual, but I’m certain my shock gives me away.

I can feel the tension return to her shoulders. “I guess it’s because it’s my little hideaway. My way of being alone with my thoughts. It’s the one place where I don’t have to impress a soul out here.”

Her vulnerability reminds me of that smile of hers, of those subtle wrinkles around her lips. Who does she pretend to be during the day and what kind of person would encourage someone like her to hide? I understand the need for solitude, the desire to find a space where you can be completely yourself, free from expectations. But I also understand the loneliness that comes with it, the isolation that can sometimes feel comforting but also suffocating.

“I’m honored you brought me here, then,” I say softly. “I won’t ruin it for you.”

Kate chuckles, a low, warm sound that vibrates through her back. “Oh, honey, you couldn’t ruin this if you tried. If anythin’, you’re makin’ it better.”

Her sincere voice forces a blush to creep up my neck, but I don’t trust myself to respond.

As we continue along the trail, the trees open up into a small clearing, and Moose slows to a stop, as if sensing that we need a moment to take it all in. The clearing is breathtaking—wildflowers in every color imaginable dot the landscape, and in the center, a small pond reflects the clear blue sky above. It’s like something out of a dream, and for a moment, I forget to breathe.

Kate turns slightly, glancing back at me with a small smile. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” I whisper, my voice full of awe, and locked on her glowing face. “It’s perfect.”

She dismounts with ease, her movements fluid and graceful, and then turns to help me down. I pause, not wanting to lose the connection we’ve shared during the ride, but eventually I let go and slide off Moose’s back, landing softly on the ground with her hands planted on my hips.

Kate’s hand lingers on my arm for just a moment longer than necessary, and I catch her gaze, searching for something in those intricate eyes that I can’t quite name. There’s a tension between us, something unspoken in the air, and I’m not sure if I should lean into it or step away.

“Come on,” Kate says, breaking the moment with a lightness in her voice that feels almost forced. “There’s a spot over here where we can sit.”

She leads the way to a fallen log near the edge of the pond, and I follow. There’s this tug in me, like I would follow her anywhere. As we sit down side by side, I can feel the warmth of her body next to mine, and I wonder if she feels it too.

For a few minutes, we sit and watch the water ripple in the breeze. The wildflowers sway gently beside the patch of grass the Moose is nibbling on.

I speak first. “I’m really glad we did this.”

She turns to look at me, her expression open, and there’s something in her eyes that makes my heart race. “Me too,” she says quietly. “I’ve—” She stops speaking, turning towards the water before squeezing her hands together before her. “I’ve really enjoyed gettin’ to know you better.”

“There’s so much I still don’t know about you,” I admit. “So much more I want to learn.”

Kate’s smile is small, almost shy—it’s a look I’ve never seen on her before. “I feel the same way,” she says, her voice barely above a whisper.

We’re so close now, closer than we’ve ever been, and I can feel the pull between us, the magnetic force drawing me to her. It hums in the space between our bodies, an invisible thread tugging me forward. It would be so easy to lean in, to close the distance and find out if what I feel is real.

But I hesitate.

There’s no way this woman feels the same way about me. There’s no way that with that wedding band, regardless of what the story is, she’ll want someone like me. I’m so much younger, disorganized, amongst a triad of ridiculously unattractive traits. Someone as beautiful, as calm, as put together as Kate, deserves someone who can give her the world. I don’t even know what the hell I’m doing most days.

She needs someone steady. Not a woman with a pit in her chest that never seems to go away—one that she’s always seeking to fill.

Not me.


 

Chapter 15

Kate

I shouldn’t keep leaning in, but her body’s got these invisible tethers on me. She’s holding every atom in my being even without knowing it, and I can’t let it go. Instead of running—which is more or less tradition for me—I want to stay. I want to fall. I want to tumble so forcefully towards the bottom, as long as it means I don’t have to let go of this warm, blooming feeling stretching through every pore.

Just when I’m too far gone, right at the edge of doing something that can never be undone, Moose nudges into my back. That big ol’ head of his hits my spine just right, and suddenly I’m pitching forward, straight over the log. My eyes go wide—dirt and tangled grass rushing up to meet me.

But I don’t hit the ground.

Warm hands grab hold of my waist and tug me to the side, rolling me into herself. Next thing I know, I’m curled right up in her arms, both of our bodies lying along the muck. The pain I braced for doesn’t come. Just the heat of Margot’s skin against mine and the feel of her breath, soft and steady, brushing the back of my neck.

“Oh my God!” Leaning on one elbow, her strawberry tangled locks curtain her face as she hangs over mine. “Are you okay?”

Words. I oughta use them instead of staring into those exquisite eyes that look green in the pond’s reflection. I should be speaking.

Yes, I’m okay. I’ve never been more okay.

“Oh, no.” Her soft hand rubs along the side of my head, resting on my shoulder. “Did you hit your head? Are you hurt anywhere?”

When did her persistent kindness and positively annoying bubbliness stop being irritating?

“I’m fine,” I say, all in one breath, trying like hell not to get lost in the freckles across her nose. “Thanks for catchin’ me.”

Her eyes scan mine, flicking back and forth like she’s looking for something. Then they land on my mouth. She draws in a breath, and I swear I feel the rise of her chest against my shoulder—it sends a trail of goosebumps right up the arm she’s still stroking.

Instead of saying anything, she pulls away from me and stands as if she’s just been burned. I sit up slow, heart still racing. But it ain’t the ground I’m thinking about. It’s her. The warmth of her body against mine, the way her breath hitched when our eyes locked—it’s all I can think about. Just maybe, she felt it, too.

Margot’s always got this confident way about her, like she knows where she’s going. But now, she looks a little unsure, a little lost. I want to say something to ease her mind, let her know I’m not going anywhere—but the words stick.

I rub the back of my neck, trying shake off the lingering sensation of her touch. “I really am okay. Moose just gave me a nudge, is all.”

She lets out a breathy laugh, glancing down at her boots. “That’s one way to describe it. He almost sent you flying.”

She’s trying sound playful, but the way she’s stroking the edge of her shirt with her thumb tells me her thoughts are still tangled.

I try to match her, keep it light. “Well, I’ve been told I could stand to work on my balance. Guess this is a sign.”

She chuckles, but it’s forced, her gaze flickering to mine before quickly darting away. The fresh air is heavier, like we’re both still processing what just happened—both the fall and the way we ended up tangled together on the ground.

I should break the silence, say something to fill the space between us—but my heart’s in my throat. How do I tell her that every time she looks at me, it’s like my whole world shifts? That she makes me feel like I’m standing at the edge of something big and achingly beautiful?

I can’t, obviously. Someone like Margot couldn’t have a second thought about a woman with a bad back and seventeen years her senior. Not when she’s sunshine and I’m the stormcloud that never quite cleared.

“Thanks for catchin’ me,” I say instead of anything resembling the truth of the chaos in my mind right now. “I don’t think I would’ve been able to get back up on my own.”

That smile she gives me this time—it’s the real thing. Warms me straight through.
“Anytime.” She brushes the dirt from her palms, that smile still breaking through. “Though, maybe next time we’ll try to keep both feet on the ground.”

She turns her gaze to Moose, now wandering with not a care in the world. Her shoulders stiffen just a bit. The lightness fades as quick as it came, replaced by the familiar guard I’ve seen too many times on too many faces.

“Maybe it’s time we head back?”

I nod. But as we start walking back toward the house, her arm brushing mine now and then, I can’t stop wondering what might’ve happened if Moose hadn’t stepped in. Would I have done it—leaned in, closed that last bit of space? Or would I have run, like always?

More and more, I can’t ignore the feeling that I’m falling—falling for her in a way I never expected, in a way I’m not sure I can stop.

When we get back, Moose finds a shady spot to cool off. I busy myself pouring us each a glass of wine.

“Isn’t it a little early?” she asks, but she’s already raising the glass to her lips.

“The saying, ‘It’s five o’clock somewhere’, applies to any timezone,” I deadpan.

She chuckles, closing her eyes for a moment before taking another drink, and it has me wanting to say something else just to earn another.

She takes her glass and strolls down the hallway, pausing to look at every picture like she’s searching for something. My heart picks up a beat as she turns into the living room. I take a few steady sips of wine before following, trying to settle myself.

Margot stops in front of a photo on the mantle. I stop too—only a step behind her. Her shoulders are relaxed, but she hasn’t moved a muscle in a solid minute. She’s staring at the photo of me and Allie, the one I should’ve taken down years ago.

Cold sweeps through my body.

I should’ve pulled it down, boxed it up, done something. But how do you erase twenty years of your life? How do you pretend someone didn’t leave a permanent hollow in your chest where a heartbeat used to echo? Taking down a picture won’t make me forget the hole she left behind in the shape of her body.

“She’s beautiful,” she whispers.

“Together for twenty years.” My voice feels brittle, like it might crack with the wrong word. I gaze into those familiar blue eyes, the smile that was always a roadmap home. So many years passed, and yet, she still takes my breath away. Dammit. “I lost track of how many of those we were married for.”

Margot turns around slowly, eyes full of questions. She doesn’t hide her surprise real well.

“Were?”

“It was another life,” I murmur. “She’s probably still in France, servin’ up her homemade basil baguettes to snotty tourists with a young twenty-somethin’ on her arm.”

Instead of responding, she just looks at me. Really looks at me. And in the tenderness of her expression, something in me buckles. I fight the tremble in my lip, the sting behind my eyes. I manage a half-smile—small, strained. I don’t know what else to do. I don’t know how to stop her from looking at me like that.

Her gaze doesn’t flinch. It wraps around me like a quilt I didn’t ask for, but suddenly need. Her eyes remind me just how broken I still am.

She doesn’t ask. Not what happened. No questions of why I’m not in another country with Allie. She doesn’t offer the kind of empty comfort people reach for when they don’t know what else to say. Margot’s never been the kind to fumble like that.

Her fingers are warm when they take the glass from my hand. I hadn’t even realized how cold I was until that moment. She sets the glasses aside and steps in closer, folding those deceptively strong arms around me.

Even though we’re nearly the same height, she draws me into her chest. The scent of her gardenia shampoo hits me first—clean, soft, familiar—and then my cheek finds the crook of her neck, and I don’t even try to hold myself up anymore.

One arm pulls me flush, clinging to my waist with a firm grasp. The other loops around my shoulders, her delicate fingers catching in my braid, drawing soft circles on my scalp like she knows the exact spots that undo me.

I don’t know when it starts, but her neck is wet. My tears. They’re just…falling. Off my face. Onto her flushed skin. On repeat.

The sobs tear through me, sharp and heavy. But she doesn’t flinch. Doesn’t move. She holds me even tighter. Like she can feel me splitting open and she’s going to keep the pieces together with nothing but sheer will.

“Shhh,” she whispers against my ear. “It’s okay. Let it out. I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere. I’m right here.” Her words trail off, but her warm breath against the most sensitive part of my ear stays.

I try to speak, “I, I, I don’t—” but the words dissolve in my throat, buried beneath the weight of everything I’ve held in.

“You don’t have to say anything. You don’t have to explain anything.”

Somehow we end up sinking to the floor, my legs too shaky to bother protesting. She pulls me into her lap like I weigh nothing at all. And I go—just go—because there’s no other choice but to let her hold me together.

Crying like this, this openly, this ugly…it should humiliate me. It should leave me wanting to run from the room, never to speak to this woman again. But it doesn’t. I’ve never felt safer. Not with anyone. I’ve never cried for Allie. Not really. I told myself that part was over. That it healed. But maybe it didn’t. Maybe I just packed it up so tight it couldn’t breathe. I carried so much of that pain with me everyday.

But right now, it’s pouring out of me. Soaking both our shirts. Pooling where my face presses into the soft denim of her jeans. It feels like a flood. Like something that was always going to burst, regardless of how big of a blockade was built around it.

Margot’s embrace is solid, unyielding, and full of warmth. She doesn’t shy away from the rawness of my grief. Instead, she holds me tighter, her hands moving in a slow rhythm on my back. I cling to her like she’s the only thing keeping me from crumbling completely, and maybe she is. The dam has broken, and everything I’ve held back for so long is rushing out, unstoppable and overwhelming.

“There you go,” she breathes. “You just let it out. I have you.”

And I believe her. God help me, I believe her.

The silence between us fills with the sound of my sobs, echoing through the room like a confession. I cry for the love I lost, for the years that slipped through my fingers, and for the woman I once was, who believed that love could conquer anything. For all the time I wasted. But as I sit here in her arms, I realize maybe it’s not about conquering. Maybe it’s about surviving—finding a way to keep moving forward, even when it feels like the world has come to a standstill. Maybe it’s just about plowing through the wreckage and knowing who’ll sit in it with you when you finally stop pretending you’re fine.

Her fingers work gently through my braid, easing it loose strand by strand. There’s no rush in her touch. Just patience. Quiet, deliberate care. It’s like she’s trying to smooth out the knots not just in my hair, but in my soul. It’s a simple gesture, but it feels like so much more.

“I’m sorry,” I manage to choke out, though I’m not entirely sure what I’m apologizing for. Sorry for the tears. For the mess I am. For not being someone easier to love.

“Don’t be,” Margot murmurs, her voice steady and calm against the top of my head. “You have nothing to be sorry for. We all carry things that weigh us down, things that hurt. It’s okay to let it out. We need to let it out.”

I shudder against her, because if I speak again, I’ll drown.

She shifts slightly, cradling the back of my head in her palm now, her thumb brushing just behind my ear.

Her voice slips into the cracked places in me like warm water. Her words are like a balm to the ache inside me, soothing and comforting. I close my eyes. Let her hold the weight for a little while. Let myself feel it—the pain, the grief, the guilt. The ache I buried so deep I forgot it had shape.

I mourn the woman I thought I’d be. The promises I made. The ones Allie broke. And she doesn’t rush me. She just stays. Hands steady. Breathing even. Presence solid.

And for the first time, I don’t feel like I’m holding up the whole damn world on my own.

I don’t know how long we stay like this, tangled together on the floor, but eventually, the sobs subside, leaving behind a quiet exhaustion. I feel drained, like I’ve allowed everything to seep out and there’s nothing left but the empty shell of who I used to be. But there’s also a strange sense of relief, a burden I didn’t know I was carrying.

“Thank you,” I whisper, my voice hoarse. “I…I didn’t mean for that to happen.”

She shakes her head, giving me that soft, unhurried smile that’s so uniquely hers. “You don’t have to thank me, Kate. I’m just glad you let me be here for you.”

The way she says it—no fuss, so expectation—does something to me. Something quiet but irreversible. I’ve spent so long convincing myself I didn’t need this. Didn’t need anyone. But here she is, staying anyway. Seeing every crack, every flaw, and not flinching.

“I haven’t cried like that in years,” I admit, my voice still shaking with the shudders rolling up my spine. “Not since—” I swallow, looking back up at that picture, “Not since Allie.”

Margot nods, like she already knew. “Sometimes we hold onto things for so long, we don’t realize how much they’re affecting us.” She looks back at the picture, just like I am. “Is that her name? Allie?”

I nod. “We were together for so long, but she always wanted more.”

“What more could someone want than this?” she says, and I don’t think she’s just talking about the land or Moose asleep in the barn.

Her hand rises from where it was just resting against the couch as if she’s going to stroke my cheek, but she drops it right before contact.

“I could’ve gone with her,” I confess weakly, still wiping the remaining tears from my eyes. “She asked me to. I could’ve fought for us. Fought harder.”

“It doesn’t seem right to have to fight for someone who is walking away from you,” she argues thoughtfully, her voice filled with tenderness.

“That’s marriage, though, isn’t it?” My voice catches. “You show up. Even when it’s hard. Even when it’s not what you want. I should’ve gone. I should’ve—”

“Where was she when you needed her here?” Her voice sounds so low, so quiet, that it barely registers that it’s hers. “You can’t be the only one following her.”

The question lodges in my chest like a stone. I’ve never thought to ask that. Never let myself.

Allie always got what she wanted—new cities, new jobs, new dreams. And I gave in, every time, except for one thing. The flower shop. That was mine. Our little apartment above it. That was the only piece of myself I didn’t put in her hands.

But it was never enough.

“She wasn’t made for this kind of life,” I explain, defaulting to defense like always, always for the woman who never defended me. “She wanted more—adventure, a bigger world, a nicer car, more parties, less responsibility. I rehomed my horses partly because of the aches and pains, but mostly because they took up too much time. She became restless. Serenity Springs wasn’t big enough for her. I wasn’t enough for her.” By the time I stop speaking, my voice trembles, eyes burning once again.

“Anyone,” Margot says, bringing her warm palm up to cup my cheek, forcing my eyes on her instead of that damned portrait, “anyone who thinks you are not enough, simply are missing something within themselves.”

We’re too close. Far too close. It changes the air around us—no longer heavy and cold, but charged, electric. Every muscle in my body is on fire. Her hand on my cheek grounds me in the present while my heart races with memories of the past. She anchors me, like she’s pulling me out of a storm I was drowning in.

The way Margot looks at me, with such sincerity and understanding, makes it hard to breathe. It’s like she’s seeing into the deepest parts of me, the parts I’ve tried to keep hidden for so long.

My breath hitches when her thumb brushes along my cheek, catching a tear I hadn’t felt. The tenderness of it sends a shiver through me, and I fight the urge to lean into her hand, to let myself melt into her comfort. I’m terrified.

I’ve been here before, feeling like I’ve found something real, solid, only for it to slip through my fingers.

“I don’t know how to do this.” My voice comes out thin. Frayed. “I don’t know how to let go of the past.”

I don’t know what this is, but I feel like it’s so much more than I could have imagined.

Margot’s eyes soften, her hand still resting gently on my cheek. “You don’t have to do it all at once,” she says, her voice nothing but soothing. “It’s okay to take it one step at a time. You’re allowed to hold onto the good memories, but you don’t have to let them keep you from finding happiness now.”

Her words wash over me, and for the briefest moment, I believe them. To believe that maybe, just maybe, I can find a way to move forward without losing the parts of myself that are still tangled up in the past.

“What if I’m not ready?” The question slips out before I can stop it. It’s an admission that leaves me exposed, like I’m standing on the edge of a cliff, waiting to fall.

But maybe I want to fall. Maybe I need to fall. It could possibly be the one thing left that could save me.

Margot’s gaze never wavers, her thumb still stroking my face in soft, comforting circles. “Then go slow,” she says simply. “There’s no rush. Take it one day at a time, one step at a time. I’ll be here, if you want me to. I’m not going anywhere.”

The sincerity in her voice, the quiet reassurance, makes something inside me crack. I’ve spent so long trying to be strong, trying to hold everything together, that I’ve forgotten what it feels like to have someone else carry some of that weight. To have someone else stand beside me, offering support without expecting anything in return.

Maybe Char and Deanna are right. It won’t all burn down.

Without thinking, I lean in. Just enough. Her breath catches, and for a brief, heart-stopping moment, I think she might pull away. But she doesn’t. She stays right there. Steady. Watching me. Waiting.

It would be easy to keep going, to close the space, to give in to the pull that’s been there between us from the start. It’s what kept us bumping into each other so often, regardless of our harsh words. It’s what forced me to look out my window, wondering what ruckus she was up to. It’s the reason I was insistent on helping her when I saw her light dim.

But I don’t. Not yet. I’m still caught somewhere between longing and fear.

Instead, I rest my forehead against hers, our breaths mixing in the small space between us.

“Thank you,” I whisper, the words barely audible. “For being here. For seeing me.”

Her smile is quiet, but it lands deep. “Always,” she murmurs, and it’s not a promise—it’s a truth.

We stay like that. No more words. No movement. Just being. Just us sharing the weight, the peace of not having to carry it alone.


 

Chapter 16

Margot

The sun filters through the lace curtains of my dining room, casting delicate patterns across the table where I’ve spread out the landscaping plans for the Insignie Estate. My favorite pen rests between my fingers, the tip barely touching the paper. No matter how hard I try to focus on the design, the lines aren’t forming the way they should. A vision that seemed so clear yesterday is now blurred, and I’m left staring at a mess of disconnected ideas.

I tap the pen against the edge of the table, frustration making my head throb. This project should be a dream come true, an opportunity to work on one of the most prestigious properties in the state, but I can’t get my mind to cooperate. Every time I try to think of how to create the perfect balance between the estate’s historic grandeur and modern elegance, my thoughts drift to the almost kiss with Kate.

It was such a small thing, a fleeting moment of possibility, but it’s stuck in my head like a song on repeat. The way her eyes softened as she looked at me, the warmth of her breath when she leaned in, and then…nothing. She pulled away. I know it’s foolish, but I can’t help but wonder what it would have been like if she hadn’t stopped herself.

What does a woman’s lips feel like? Are they as soft as they look? My experience with men was fine, sex was okay, but it was never explosive. I stopped reading romance novels in college because they were too farfetched. Not being able to breathe around another person? Thinking about them all the time? Craving their touch? Give me a break. That’s for story books. I might be a naturally happy person, but I’m not into fairy tales.

I drop my pen and lean back in the chair, dragging my hands over my face.

The truth is, I wanted that kiss. I wanted it so badly that it’s been driving me to distraction ever since.

But now, with the moment passed, I’m starting to think I imagined it all. Maybe I’ve been reading too much into our time together, projecting my feelings onto her. Just because she’s a lesbian—bisexual, or whatever she may be—doesn’t mean she’s attracted to me. That would be preposterous. She’s been nothing but kind and supportive, but that doesn’t mean she sees me the way I see her. It was just the emotional tenderness of the moment. That’s all. She just wants to finish my gardens so she can stop feeling guilty and go back to her quiet life.

This has to stop.

I’ve got a job to do, and I can’t let a silly crush get in the way. But even as I try to push it out of my mind, my thoughts keep circling back to her. Kate, with her quiet strength and those gentle eyes that see right through me.

I shake my head, trying to clear the image. I need to focus.

As I’m about to force myself back to work, there’s a knock at the door, followed by the familiar sound of it creaking open. I don’t need to turn around to know who it is; Jess never waits for an invitation. She lets herself in like she owns the place, which, considering how long we’ve been friends, she practically does.

“Hey, hey!” Jess’s cheerful voice rings out as she walks into the dining room. Her heavy boots clomp across the floor as she makes her way into the dining room, a wide grin plastered on her face. She stops when she sees the scattered papers and my frazzled expression. “Uh-oh, what the hell’s going on here? You look like you’re about to lose it.”

I sigh, running a hand through my hair. “It’s the Insignie Estate. I’ve been staring at this damn thing for hours. I can’t seem to get the design right.”

Jess doesn’t waste any time. She plops down in the chair across from me, legs spread wide, and starts flipping through the sketches. I watch her as she examines the plans, her brows furrowing in concentration.

Jess has always had an eye for design, even if she’s more brash interior than landscaping. She’s been my sounding board for years, the one I turn to when I’m stuck. But today, even her reassurance isn’t enough to shake me out of this funk.

“It’s not just the design,” I admit, leaning back in my chair. “My head’s all over the place. It’s like I can’t focus.”

She looks up from the sketches, one dark eyebrow raised. “Are you still concerned about the festival? Because I took a peek at your work outside so far, and it seems like everything is moving along right in time.”

I snort, shaking my head. “My work? Please. That’s all Kate’s doing. I’ve just been following her around, trying not to trip over my own feet.”

“Well, shit.” She leans back into the chair, opening her flannel before crossing her legs like a man would. “She actually got you to let her help? Is that why I haven’t seen you in weeks? Why haven’t you said anything?”

“We’ve worked from sunrise to sunset most days, and I’ve been scouring over my projects every other waking hour. What day is it, anyways?”

“Friday,” Jess says with a chuckle. “And I can’t believe you just said something blatantly nice about Kate. Did hell freeze over, or did you just lose a bet?”

I roll my eyes, but a smile tugs at my lips. “She has surprised me. I won’t deny that. Even Moose isn’t so bad once you get used to him. She took me for a trail ride the other day, and—”

Jess raises her eyebrows.

I stop speaking. “What?”

Leaning towards me, she reaches across the table and lays the back of her hand across my forehead. “Just checking to see if you’ve got a fever. Maybe you hit your head or somethin’.”

“Would you quit it?” I swat her hand away, narrowing my eyes at her. “What’s your problem?”

“My problem?” She laughs, leaning back in her chair. “I’ve known you for years, and you’ve never said one nice thing about Kate since the day you met her, besides being nonchalantly kind. This is different. What gives?”

I fumble for a response, but nothing comes out. Instead, I pick up one of the sketches and pretend to study it, hoping she’ll drop it. But I should know better because Jess never drops anything.

“Uh-huh.” She nods, her grin widening. “I’ve always said you like her.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” I mumble, still avoiding her gaze.

Jess scoffs. “Oh, please.” She studies me another moment before leaning even closer. “Holy shit. You really do like her, don’t you?”

“Jess,” I say chuckling, hoping like hell that laughing it off will get us back to some common ground. “She’s just helping me fix the mess that Moose made.”

“I can see it on your face.”

I open my mouth to deny it, but the words stick in my throat. Instead, I sigh and let the sketch fall back onto the table. “It’s complicated.”

“How so?”

Before answering, I meet her across the table as something dawns on me. “Wait a minute. What do you mean by like her?”

If her smirk could grow any wider, it’d split her smug face in half. “Are you askin’ if I mean jump her bones and let her ride you like a cowgirl until you scream her name loud enough for old man Johnny to hear miles away, or if I mean like her like we like each other?”

Nothing comes out of my gaping mouth for several beats too long.

“Jessica Raegan Montgomery.”

“Margot Elizabeth Reed.”

“That was crass and uncalled for.”

She laughs, loud and deep. “I’m crass and uncalled for, but you already know that!” When I don’t say anything further, she slouches back into her typical casual sitting position. “It’s obvious that you like like her, Margot.”

Again, my mouth is open but nothing comes out. I never thought I’d be having this conversation. Not just with Jess, but with anyone.

“And that doesn’t surprise you?” I ask, instead of all the discombobulated thoughts bouncing around in my head like a terrible game of ping pong. If I were in her position, I would have downright passed out.

“I mean, your love interest being your worst enemy for the past decade wouldn’t exactly be who I pictured you with,” she muses sarcastically. Then, her voice grows softer, more understanding. “I’m just pickin’ on you. You don’t have to come out to me, and I’d never ask you to. Just because someone doesn’t talk about their sexuality, doesn’t mean that they’re inherently straight. I’ve wondered about you and your lack of datin’, but I’ve never assumed.”

I’m flabbergasted. Speechless. Absolutely floored.

Jess watches me closely, her eyes set as she takes in my stunned silence. The cocky grin on her face fades into something more serious.

“You’re really this surprised, huh?”

I blink, struggling to find my voice. “I just…I never thought about it like that. It’s not something I’ve ever…I mean, I’ve never—”

“Never what? Never liked a woman before? Never admitted to yourself that you might swing both ways? Or never thought you’d fall for someone like Kate?” Jess’s tone is blunt, but there’s no judgment in it. Just curiosity, and maybe a little bit of amusement.

“All of the above?” I reply weakly.

She nods slowly, as if she’s piecing everything together. “Well, shit. Here we are. You’re sitting here, havin’ a full-blown gay panic over Kate freakin’ Willow. Didn’t see that comin’, did you?”

I manage a half-hearted laugh, rubbing my hands over my face. “No. I really didn’t. I’ve spent so long just not thinking about that part of myself. It’s easier to focus on work, on projects, on everything else. And now…”

“Now you’ve got feelings. Real, messy, inconvenient feelings.” Jess finishes for me. “So, you have a thing for older women?” Her grin widens, her tone entirely teasing. She rolls her lips, fighting back a laugh.

“Jess!”

“Let’s be real.” Sitting forward, she flips to the kind of seriousness she always keeps tucked away, but within reach. “Kate’s not just some random person.”

“Yeah,” I murmur, feeling the truth of it deep in my bones. “She’s different.”

There’s a long pause, and when I look up, Jess is staring at me with an intensity that makes me squirm.

“So, what are you gonna do about it?”

I shake my head, feeling more lost than ever. “I don’t know. I don’t know if she feels the same way. I don’t even know if I’m ready for this. I’ve been on my own for so long, and I like the life I’ve built here, just as it is. It’s a lot.”

Jess snorts, shaking her head. “Of course it’s a lot. It’s life, Margot. It’s supposed to be messy and complicated. But you can’t just sit here and pretend like nothing’s happening. You get to pick what to do about the situation, about these feelings, but you can’t ignore them. You have to do something.”

“Do something?” I repeat, as if the idea is foreign to me.

“Yeah,” Jess says, her voice firm. “Do something. Talk to her, ask her out, kiss her. Wait. Have you ever kissed a woman? Yupp, nevermind. Don’t want to know. Hell, I don’t care. Just stop sitting around waiting for the stars to align. Make your own damn move.”

A part of me wants to argue, to insist that it’s not that simple. But another part of me, one that’s tired of hiding and second-guessing, knows Jess is right.

“Tomorrow is another day,” I say noncommittally. “I really should get back to these plans, though.”

Knowing her cue to leave, she stands and stretches in front of me. “Just don’t disappear for another two weeks, okay?”

“I won’t.”

“The shop has been awfully lonely with you.”

“You’re just upset that there hasn’t been anyone to steep your tea.”

“You got me there. It just tastes so much better when you make it.”

Chuckling, I say, “That’s in your head.”

I follow Jess out the door, the afternoon sun beating down on us, making the air thick and heavy. Even as she strides confidently toward her truck, I can’t help but notice the sweat glistening on her forehead, the way her flannel clings to her arms.

“Don’t you ever get tired of wearing that damn flannel in this heat?” I tease as we walk down the gravel path toward her rickety pickup.

Jess laughs, shaking her head. “Hell no. It’s my trademark. Besides, it’s not that hot.”

“Right.” I give her a pointed look, eyeing the sweat stains creeping around her collar. “Keep living that lie.”

She grins, unfazed, fishing her keys out of her pocket. “What can I say? I’m consistent. Unlike you, Miss ‘I Might Have Feelings for Kate Willow.’”

I wince, glancing around as if Kate might magically appear. “Do you have to say that at full volume? What if she’s lurking in the bushes or something?”

Jess snorts, pulling open the creaky door of her truck. “Please. The only ones eavesdropping ‘round here are the cows, and they’re not the gossiping type.” She leans against the doorframe, smirking. “You know I’m just busting your chops, right?”

I roll my eyes, but there’s a smile tugging at my lips. “I know. Thanks, Jess.”

“For what?”

“For always being there, even when I vanish into my work for weeks. And for, you know, being a pain in my ass.”

“Anytime,” she replies with a wink, sliding into the driver’s seat. “But seriously, stop overthinking it. Talk to her. Worst case? You get clarity. Best case? You get everything you didn’t know you needed.”

She fires up the engine, the sound rumbling through the quiet afternoon. Before I can process her words, she closes the door and rolls down the window.

“If you need a wingwoman, I’m just a call away!” Her grin is as cocky as ever as she throws the truck into reverse.

I shake my head, still smiling as she backs out of the driveway, gravel crunching beneath the tires. As she drives off, I let her words settle in. Maybe it is time I stopped hiding and went after something real. Sure, there’s no guarantee Kate feels the same. Frankly, I’d be as surprised as a free-range turkey on the fourth Thursday in November if she did.

She’s strong, capable, and, well, just so much of a woman. The way she carries herself is a force of nature. Meanwhile, I’m over here trying to remember where I left my right sock. The air she emanates just from standing before me? I’ve never been so captivated by someone before. There’s no way someone like that, who meticulously keeps the interior and exterior of her house to Martha Stewart’s standards, would be interested in the mess that is myself. Hell, I can barely keep my underwear drawer organized most days.

No. There’s no chance the way she leaned into me was anything more than an emotion filled fluke. Putting it into perspective, we couldn’t be more different.

If anything, she’s still in love with Allie. That much was painfully obvious.

We may not have a future together, but her friendship has kept me tethered lately. For whatever reason, the birds sing louder, the sun feels warmer, and mornings haven’t hit me so hard. It’s been such a long time since I’ve had a pep in my step, and I know the one I’ve got now is thanks to her. Her laugh, her smile. That much, I have to hang onto. The void inside me has never felt so small.

With determination coursing through my veins, I decide to do something. Maybe not exactly what Jess had in mind, but it’s still a step in a decent direction.

With the bottle of chardonnay tucked beneath my arm, I make my way across the yard, the stones crunching underfoot as I head towards Kate’s farmhouse. The late afternoon sun casts a warm glow over everything, the air thick with the scent of blooming flowers and fresh-cut grass. With Jess’s ribbing still on my mind, I feel a nervous flutter in my stomach, the kind that reminds me of being a teenager with a crush.

When I reach Kate’s front porch, I pause, taking a moment to collect myself. This is just a friendly visit. No need to overthink it. Even with that mantra repeating, the memory of that almost-kiss lingers in my mind, stubbornly refusing to fade. What if I haven’t been over thinking?

Instead of dwelling anymore on that, I knock on the door, praying I’m not interrupting anything.

A few moments later, there’s Kate, looking effortlessly put together and making my heart skip a beat. Her hair is pulled back into that signature braid, a few loose strands framing her face, but she’s not wearing her typical attire. Instead of her denim overalls and tank top, she’s wearing a light blue t-shirt and jeans that somehow make casual look classy. That faint scent of vanilla clings to her, mingling with the scent of fresh flowers inside.

“Margot,” she says, her voice warm but surprised. “What brings you by?” Then looking at the calendar hanging by a thumb tack to the right, her eyes widen. “Were we supposed to work today?”

I hold up the bottle with a grin. “No. I thought you might need a break, and I figured we could toast to surviving another week.”

Part of me fears I’ve overstepped. Before this month, we barely knew each other. Spending every waking hour with the other rectified that problem real quick, but that doesn’t mean Kate will want to spend extra time with me when she doesn’t have to.

To my surprise, however, she chuckles, stepping aside to let me in. “Perfect timin’. C’mon.”

I follow her inside, trying not to get too distracted by the cozy interior that still manages to look like something out of a Home and Garden magazine. The floral arrangements are, of course, perfectly placed, and the whole space has this effortless charm that feels so…Kate.

We settle in the living room, and she grabs a couple of wine glasses. As she pours the chardonnay, I notice the tension in her shoulders, the way her almond eyes seem a little more tired than usual.

“Long day?” I ask, taking a glass from her.

“You could say that,” she replies, a hint of weariness in her smile. “The festival prep is going, but it’s a lot of work. I was actually just about to go over some plans when you knocked.”

“Plans for what?”

“Well,” she says, sighing. Her shoulders tense as she glances at the mess of papers along the executive desk in the corner. “I’m finalizing some layout ideas for your property. Roses for the festival. Haven’t even touched my own yet. And I still need to assign vendors to the craft stations and confirm the final count for the rose bake-off.”

“Wow.” The single word comes out like a breath, and it takes a moment for me to realize I need to grip the glass now teetering out of my hand. “I didn’t realize you were involved in so much. I thought you only competed in the rose arrangement and garden competition.”

“That’s how it started.” She closes her eyes and takes a sip. It shouldn’t be tantalizing to watch the way her neck loosens a little, her arms relaxing at her sides as she lowers the glass, but it is. “The original planning team aged out. Someone had to step up. I’ve been doin’ it the last five years now.”

“That’s still quite a lot to take on. I’m surprised you have time for all that and everything you do around here.”

She catches my gaze, one corner of her mouth lifting slightly. “It’s no trouble.”

“You’re amazing.” The words slip out before I can stop them, my voice so much quieter than normal.

I expect a cold response back, something like she would usually give me. Instead, that tightlipped smile breaks into one of the most genuine bursts of sunshine I’ve ever seen.

“Thank you.”

Is that a blush? No. Kate doesn’t blush. She’d melt the arctic if she did. It’s probably just the heat.

“Actually,” she clears her throat, “it does more for me than anythin’ else. Keeps my head quiet. Moose is great company, but some days the house feels too still.”

A subtle tingling pain spreads through my chest at the thought of this incredible person ever feeling alone, guilt edging its way into the minute cracks in my facade. I’ve been so close but oblivious when she’s felt like this for so long.

“If you ever feel like that, I’m only a shout away,” I offer her a lopsided smile. Hoping my cheeks aren’t as red as they feel, I silently pray she lets the comment pass.

“Wouldn’t want to be a bother.”

“If it was a bother, I wouldn’t have offered.” Smiling, I add, “I think I’ve had to say that more than once to you by now.”

Kate looks at me for a long moment, her expression softening and sending a flutter through my chest. I can almost see the gears turning, like she’s trying to decide whether to let herself believe me. Finally, she gives a small nod and the barest hint of a smile.

“Alright, Margot,” she says quietly, her voice carrying a warmth that makes my stomach flip. “I’ll hold you to that.”

There’s a beat of silence between us, comfortable yet charged. It’s the kind that makes you acutely aware of every breath, every glance. I take a sip of my wine, trying to gather my thoughts, trying to figure out why being around Kate suddenly feels like walking a tightrope—thrilling and terrifying all at once.

“So,” Kate says, breaking the quiet, “what’s got you knockin’ on my door midweek with a bottle of wine? Not that I’m complainin’.”

I laugh, grateful for the shift in conversation. “Just needed a break, I guess. That, and maybe some good company.”

“You picked the right house,” she says with a smirk. “I’ll admit, it’s good to have someone to sit with. This place gets too quiet.”

“I’m surprised you’re opposed to the quiet when you’ve complained about my noise for so many years,” I quip.

She chuckles in response. “That’s different.”

“Sure it is.”

“It was.”

“I used to fight so hard for this kind of solitude, but now…”

“It’s not peace that you’ve found,” she finishes for me.

“No.” Swallowing the lump in my throat, I look for anything to lock onto other than her.

“What was botherin’ you today?”

Tilting my head slightly, I try to find where that piece of information slipped through my defenses and broke through hers in the shape of her soft eyes.

“I didn’t say anything was,” I deflect, too quickly.

“You’re right.” She sips her wine. It’s like the world outside this cozy living room doesn’t exist. “You didn’t. Call it a hunch, then.”

Oh, how she can read me like an open book.

There’s just the two of us, the soft glow of the late afternoon sun filtering through the curtains, and the quiet hum of contentment that’s settled between us.

“I’m struggling with my latest landscaping design.” Although my admittance is reluctant, the words flow from my lips. “I’ve never hit a snag where I haven’t been able to figure out where to take a project. It just seems like my brain is misfiring in twenty directions, with fifty browser tabs open, and I don’t know which way to turn to see the light.”

And now I’m rambling. Great. More of a reason for her to see me as incompetent.

Instead of looking at me like a tangled garden hose, twisting in on itself and going nowhere fast, Kate’s expression softens even more. She leans forward slightly, her eyes never leaving mine, as if she’s trying to understand every word, every nuance.

“That sounds exhausting.”

“Yeah.” I let out what could be considered a half-sigh, half-breath. “It is. I’m used to having a vision, you know? But lately, everything feels muddled. Like I’m second-guessing every decision.”

“Maybe it’s not about the design.” Her voice is calm, but it cuts right through me. “Maybe somethin’ else is bleeding into it.”

Gulping, I try to sound nonchalant and say, “You think so?”

She nods, setting her glass down on the table. “I do. You know what you’re doing out there. If something’s in the way, it’s not your hands—it’s what’s weighin’ on them.”

She makes me feel naked, but not in an embarrassing way. It’s more like I’ve been covered my entire life, buried up to the neck with no light in sight. It wasn’t until she looked at me, truly looked at me and saw everything that lies beneath, that I realized I’ve never truly been seen until now.

I swallow. “Maybe you’re right. I’ve been avoiding certain things.”

Kate’s eyes flicker with something. It’s so brief and gone, that I don’t even have time to analyze it. She doesn’t push for more, though. Wouldn’t any other person have questions? If Jess said that very thing to me, I’d be throwing 20 questions at her so quickly that it’d feel like 52-Pick Up.

Instead, Kate leans back into the couch, her expression contemplative. “You don’t have to untangle it all at once. Let it sit. Sometimes, if you stop digging, the answers have a chance to rise on their own.”

My chest aches. “You make it sound so simple.”

She offers a faint smile. “Doesn’t mean it is. Just means it’s possible.”

There’s a comfort in her words, in the way she doesn’t try to solve everything for me but instead offers a perspective that’s both reassuring and challenging. I find myself leaning into that, letting it wash over me like a balm.

But this conversation feels like we’re getting too close, too fast, and I’m not sure if either of us is ready for that yet.

Leaning just slightly closer to her, our knees almost brushing, I change the subject. “How do you usually unwind after a long day of juggling half the town’s rose festival plans?”

Kate chuckles, a sound that’s both self-deprecating and endearing. “Honestly? I usually just hang out with Moose. He’s a bit of a diva, but he’s good company. Other than that, I try to enjoy the quiet. It’s real peaceful, if you let it be.”

“I can see why.” I glance around the room, taking in the serene ambiance she’s created. “Your home is truly beautiful, Kate. You’ve done an incredible job with this place.”

“Thanks.” Her body presses further into the couch, her smile entirely beaming. “It’s been a labor, but it’s worth it. It’s mine. All mine. Nobody can come and take it or change it on me. It’s a constant. That means somethin’, you know?”

“I do,” I say, my voice quieter than before.

She gives me a grateful smile, and for a moment, I wonder if I’ve ever seen her look so relaxed. It’s a side of Kate that feels rare and precious, a glimpse of the person beneath the hard exterior.

“Speaking of work,” Kate says, setting her glass down on the coffee table, “I should probably get back to those plans soon. But I’m glad you came by, Margot. Really.”

I feel a warmth spread through me at her words. “I’m glad I did too.”

She rises from the couch, and I follow, slower than I need to. I’m not quite ready for the night to end.

As we walk toward the door, I steal a glance at her, noticing the way the sunlight catches her hair, the way she moves with a quiet grace that’s all her own. At the door, neither of us moves to open it. Neither of us seems eager to end the evening just yet. Light pours through the curtains and catches the silver strands of her hair, making them shimmer like delicate threads of moonlight. Seeing her in something so casual makes her seem even more radiant. She’s the essence of barefoot and casual, the kind of grace that sneaks up on you.

It’s as if the world has slowed down, each moment stretching out, allowing me to take in every detail of her presence.

“Thanks for the wine,” Kate says, her hand resting on the doorknob.

We stand close, the warmth of the alcohol contrasting with the calm air between us. Too close, and yet, not close enough. Her gaze meets mine, and I’m lost in the depths of her eyes, where I find something soft and unspoken, something that feels like a delicate promise. Something I don’t dare disturb.

I open my mouth once again to respond, but the words get stuck, choked by the intensity of the moment. My heart thuds in my chest, like a drum signaling the approach of something inevitable.

And then Kate steps closer.

The shift is small, her proximity making my pulse quicken. The warmth from her body envelops me, and the scent of vanilla grows richer, more intoxicating. Her hand, which was resting casually on the doorknob, now drifts up to gently cradle my cheek. The simple touch is light, but it carries a weight of purpose, of a decision made. Her thumb grazes my jawline, sending shivers cascading down my spine. I’m lost in the sensation of fingers against my skin, a steady gaze locked with mine, the rest of the world dissolving into a blur.

“You can tell me to stop,” she whispers against my lips.

Her breath smells like the wine we were just drinking, and mixed with the vanilla embedded in her skin, I know it’s a paradise I’ll never come back from.

I don’t tell her to stop. I don’t dare breathe.

In a heartbeat, she closes the gap. Her lips brush mine in a tentative, electric touch that makes the air between us crackle. It’s slow, searching. The way we come together is gentle, hesitant at first, but it sparks a whirlwind of sensations. My entire focus narrows to the delicate press of her lips, the warmth of her breath mingling with mine, and the undeniable rightness of her closeness.

Her lips are softer than I could have imagined, but she doesn’t release her control. She guides me, beckoning me to follow, and I do so blindly. Willingly. Hopelessly. After my lashes flutter close, there is only her palm on my hip, her fingers stroking along my jawline until they wrap around the back of my neck, and her breath dancing with mine.

As everything deepens, my hands instinctively find her waist, pulling her closer. Even that isn’t close enough. I’m not sure if anything ever will be.

My fingers skim the hem of her t-shirt, seeking the softness I imagine lies beneath. The surge of emotions inside me is a wild blend of desire, longing, and a sense of completeness. It feels as if every moment leading up to this has been building to this one, breathtakingly perfect kiss.

It’s the type of kiss that wipes someone’s intimate history clean. It’s one that says you’ve never been kissed before. Not like this.

When we finally pull apart, breathless and wide-eyed, Kate’s forehead rests gently against mine. Our lips are just an inch apart, and I want to drown in them once again. I can see the same emotions reflected in her eyes. It’s the same vulnerability, hope, and yearning that I feel.

“I’m going to guess that wasn’t a thank you for the wine,” I manage to say, my voice a little shaky but full of a newfound confidence.

Nope. There is no doubt in my mind that I’m not straight after that bombshell firework display.

Kate’s smile is soft, her eyes glinting with something that feels like a promise. “No,” she murmurs, her voice steady now. “It wasn’t.”

Then, it’s as if a switch flips. Something shifts in her expression. Her gaze grows distant as she takes a small step back, leaving my trembling body to my own wobbly legs. Lifting one tentative hand to her lips, she touches them gently.

“I, I’m sorry,” she stammers. “I didn’t mean to make things weird. I just—Lord, I wasn’t thinkin’.”

She’s barely made one coherent sentence and I’m trying to pick up the fragmented meanings.

“Kate, what’s wrong?” I ask, reaching out instinctively, but she steps back, her eyes darting around as if searching for an escape.

“I’ve got lots of work to finish,” she says, her tone leaving no room for negotiation. It’s like she’s trying to pull off the world’s most awkward disappearing act. “I should get back to it.”

“Kate,” I try again, though it feels like shouting into the void.

Her hand remains resolutely on the doorknob, as if it’s the only thing holding her together. That void spreads between us, the same one that originally lived there, and I don’t like it one bit.

“I’ll see you tomorrow mornin’ to finish up your gardens,” she adds, as if scheduling a follow-up meeting is going to make this evening vanish into thin air.

I’m momentarily paralyzed, staring at her with my forehead scrunched in what can only be described as a bouquet of confusion. My eyes narrow as I attempt to decode the enigma that is Kate’s rapidly changing demeanor. It’s like watching a live-action version of a puzzle game where all the pieces keep moving.

I never liked puzzles to begin with.

Maybe I’ve completely misread the situation. Maybe she thinks my lingering looks were actually pitying glances, and she decided to throw me a pity kiss to get it out of my system. Could my kissing skills be so atrocious that she’s now desperately trying to escape the scene before she starts writing up a formal apology?

I open my mouth, but no words come out. Instead, I just stand there—frozen, like I’ve walked into the wrong scene of my own life and can’t find the lines.

The perfect kiss, a beautiful yet awkward conversation, and now this. It’s like I’ve accidentally stumbled into a romantic comedy script with all the terrible moments crammed into one scene.

Kate’s eyes dart around, looking for any excuse to not be standing in front of me. “Margot, I really need to—”

“Kate,” I interrupt while stepping onto the porch to give her some space, trying to salvage some dignity. “If you’re trying to be subtle about this, you’re doing a terrible job. You’re practically throwing me out. We’re two grown women. Let’s act like adults.”

Her shoulders slump, eyes casting downwards. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she says, just before closing the door.


 

Chapter 17

Kate

I wake up like I’ve been dragged backward through a thorn bush—dazed, sore, and full of regret. My head won’t stop spinning, replaying last night over and over like some broken record.

That kiss.

Margot’s lips.

The warmth of her.

The way time folded in on itself.

It was soft and wild all at once—like striking a match in the middle of a quiet church.

And then, as quickly as it bloomed, comes the dread.

I didn’t ask. I just…leaned in and kissed her. Her body said yes, but her voice didn’t get a vote, and now that it’s morning, I can’t stop wondering if I crossed a line. What if I read her wrong? What if she doesn’t even like women? What if she kissed me back out of shock or politeness or pity?

God. I bolt upright in bed, the sheets tangled around me like bad decisions. What the hell was I thinking?

It’s been years—over a decade since Allie, and even then, we’d stopped reaching for each other long before the end. I haven’t touched anyone like that in so long, I forgot how raw it can feel afterward.

“Alright, pull yourself together,” I mutter into the still air. “No use spiraling.”

Still, the shame settles low in my belly like stones in a pond.

I glance at the clock. It’s early. That’s something, at least. I drag myself out of bed, feeling as if I’m moving through molasses. My hair is a mess, and my reflection in the mirror looks like I wrestled with a tornado and lost.

In the kitchen, I battle the toaster and lose—burnt toast, bitter coffee, and the lingering taste of humiliation. It’s a pitiful breakfast, but I choke it down anyway. Perfect.

Truth is, that kiss was magical, there’s no denying that. The kind of moment that makes you believe in fate, destiny, and all those other ridiculous folktales. But Margot deserves better than a woman who doesn’t know how to navigate her own emotions, let alone someone else’s. She’s still building her life, still unfoldin’. Me? I’ve folded my corners down so many times I’m creased right through.

So, I pulled away as if her skin was lava, and practically kicked her out of my house as if we were teenagers and my parents were on their way home. Regardless of what was going through my head, she didn’t deserve that. No one does.

I walk the long driveway to Margot’s house, mentally preparing myself for what could be the most awkward conversation in the history of garden work. I usually drive, spare my knees the incline, but I need the time to collect my courage and stitch myself into something halfway presentable.

The doorbell rings, and I’m immediately aware of the absurdity of the situation. Here I am, showing up to fix gardens and hopefully my colossal blunder, with a head full of what-ifs and a heart full of misguided hope.

Margot opens the door, and we’re greeted by that awkward silence that seems to scream, I have no idea how to fix this mess. Her eyes flicker with a mixture of surprise and what looks suspiciously like longing, or maybe I’m just projecting.

“Mornin’,” I say, trying to sound like I didn’t spend the night in emotional triage.

“Morning,” she replies, her voice laced with an edge of something I can’t place. “I wasn’t expecting you so early.”

“Yeah, well, I figured I’d come by and, you know, help with the garden,” I say, hoping my practiced casual tone hides the fact that I’m internally flailing. “You know, for the roses and stuff.”

She arches a brow. I must look like I’ve had six cups of coffee and a nervous breakdown. “Right. Well, we don’t have too much more to do. I’m sure I can handle it for a day.”

“I don’t mind, really.”

For the first time, I’m admitting to myself that I’ve enjoyed this time with her. It’s been an escape, a vacation from the monotonousness of everyday life. Working side by side, sweating in the sun, talking about flowers and weather and everything in between—it’s been a kind of peace. A small pocket of life where I don’t feel so alone.

We move to the garden without saying much. The silence between us is thick but not cold, like the air just before a storm breaks.

Is she counting down the minutes until I leave? Is she hoping I’ll bring this whole strange thing to an end so she doesn’t have to? Or is she dreading dusk, too?

I’ve never wanted to read someone’s mind more.

“So,” I venture, voice light, “how’s the garden looking today? Any floral drama unfolding?”

Margot chuckles, a sound that’s both reassuring and oddly comforting. “Oh, the usual. The roses are trying to stage a rebellion against the sun, but then again, they hate being pruned for winter, too. Quite dramatic, that bunch.”

“Tell me about it.” I smile. “Mine have been staging protests too. If they had a union, I’d be out of work.”

She leans back on her heels and grins. “They’re just protesting because you’re spending all your time over here.”

I hesitate. “Is that a complaint?”

Lifting her head at the perfect angle, the morning light glints off her highlights. “Never.” Her eyes sparkle, and I have to physically keep my delusional-self together not melt in front of this grown woman.

Lord, help me.

We fall into the rhythm of work, the tension thinning out with each shared glance and easy quip. It’s still there—what happened—but it doesn’t feel like a wall anymore. More like a locked gate we haven’t found the key to just yet. If forgetting it ever happened is what Margot wants, my pride will be saved.

We lay the new Floribunda roses into the dirt, pinks and peaches and reds bright against the rich green beds. There’s something soothing about it—making things grow, working in tandem, the unspoken agreement to just be present.

Margot and I carefully plant the roses in their designated spots, discussing the best placement for each one like we’re strategizing for a floral battlefield. It’s still a struggle sometimes to balance my need for order with her free spirit, but I’m learning

The sun’s high and hot, beating down on us like it’s got something to prove—but the work’s good. Honest. There’s a rhythm to it that settles in my bones, steady and sure.

“There,” I say, stepping back to admire our handiwork. “I reckon that’s about the best arrangement I’ve seen yet. These roses are gonna look amazing at the festival.”

Margot wipes her brow with the back of her hand and nods. Damn. How does she even make that look sexy?

“They really do. You’ve got a good eye for this.”

“Well, I oughta. I’ve only spent half my life elbow-deep in blooms.” I say, trying to sound nonchalant. “Don’t forget to check the balance of the soil levels and give ’em a pruning before the festival. We don’t want any last-minute surprises.”

Margot gives me a look of mock exasperation. “Always the perfectionist.”

“Hey, it’s all in the details,” I reply with a wink. “But I’m sure you’ll handle it with your usual flair.”

Her smile goes crooked, a little goofy, and it hits me square in the chest. For a second, everything’s quiet inside me, and Lord knows that’s rare.

After a few more tasks, Margot straightens up and brushes off her hands. “Hey, I wanted to show you something,” she says, her eyes twinkling with a mix I haven’t seen yet. “If you’ve got a minute?”

“For you?” The words fall out of me before I can reel ’em back. “Always.”

She doesn’t flinch. Just grins that knowing grin and starts off across the yard. I trail behind.

We cut across the grass and head through a path that looks like it’s been walked enough to know someone loves it, but not so much it’s been worn down. Weeds brush against my calves, and the trees give just enough shade to make the air feel like honey.

Then, all at once, we’re in it—a little clearing tucked away like a secret. Sunlight dapples the grass, and off to the side is a stone patio, weathered just right, with a brown table and a hammock swaying lazily in the breeze. But it’s the flower beds that stop me in my tracks. Black soil thick with clusters of rare blooms, their petals shimmering.

“Wow,” I breathe out. “These are somethin’ else. I’ve never seen anything like them.”

Margot’s face lights up with pride, her freckles stretching and nose scrunched. “I’m glad you like them. They’re a bit of a passion project. I’ve been experimenting with different techniques to get them just right.”

I lean in closer to get a better look, and before I realize it, we’re shoulder to shoulder. Her warmth wraps around me like a summer quilt. She points out a bloom—deep purple with edges that glow faint gold—and her fingers graze mine. The touch causes my breath to hitch, my pulse quickening in my veins.

“They’re stunning,” I say, my voice softer than I intend. “It’s like they’re glowin’ with their own light.”

Margot’s eyes meet mine, and we’re caught in a bubble of something neither of us is quite ready to name.

She looks down at the flowers, her cheeks tinged with a hint of color. “I’m glad you think so. I was worried it might be too much.”

“It’s not,” I say. “It’s perfect. Absolutely perfect.”

The quiet that follows isn’t uncomfortable. It’s full—like the world’s holding its breath just for us. Margot’s hand lingers near mine, and for a heartbeat, I wonder if she’s feeling the same magnetic pull.

Then she says my name, soft and careful. “Kate.”

Suddenly, I feel the urge to step away. “Yeah?”

“About yesterday—”

I jump in before she can dig my grave for me. “I’m real sorry about that.”

She tilts her head, brows pulling together like she’s trying to read the truth under my words. “Is that what you feel about that kiss? Sorry?”

No. Not even a little.

What I feel is…like I’ve been half-alive until that kiss. Like the walls I built up for so long finally cracked open, and instead of the mess I expected, I found sunlight pouring in. Hope, even.

You tasted like possibility, I want to say. You felt like coming home. And I haven’t stopped thinking about it since.

“No,” I answer instead of the God’s honest truth. “How could I feel sorry for that?” I reach up, press two fingers to my lips, like I need proof it really happened. The tingle is still there, vibrating the air, calling to hers once again. Sparks like that, that stay long after a kiss, have to be an illusion.

“Then why are you apologizing?”

“Because I was scared.” My voice falters.

“That it was unwelcomed,” she says for me. “That I might not have reciprocated the feelings?”

I swallow, hard enough for her to probably hear it. “Yes.”

She takes a step towards me and my breath halts. “Did my physical reaction give you that idea?” And just like that, her finger glides up my arm, across my shoulder, down my side.

“No,” I breathe. My voice’s gone all useless, unable to say anything with the feeling of her gripping my hip.

She inches even closer until we’re just a foot apart, my lips already twitching from missing hers already. “Then, please stop apologizing.”

I open my mouth, the worry spilling out like rain. “I didn’t even ask if you wanted me to. I just…acted. I don’t know what I was thinkin’.”

“Probably the same thing that has come over me every single time I’ve thought about kissing you, Kate.”

Her words knock the wind outta me.

“How are you so sure all the time?” I ask.

“Hmm. I seem to recall thinking that about you on more than one occasion. Me, however? I never have been,” she admits. “There’s just something about you that I don’t want to pass by.”

And Lord, I want to believe her. But I can’t help wondering: what does someone like her see in someone like me?

Margot shifts her weight, leaning on one hip against the frame of the hammock nearby. She looks at me with an expression that’s a mix of determination and vulnerability.

“Was that one moment all you wanted from me?”

I glance up, meeting her eyes for a moment before looking away. “I don’t want to answer that,” I mumble.

The air between us thickens. I can hear the distant buzz of bees and the gentle rustling of leaves, but the sounds feel muted compared to the storm of emotions swirling inside me.

Margot doesn’t flinch. She steps closer, eyes locked on mine, quiet but certain.

“Look, Kate, I get it. You’re afraid. I’m afraid, too. But I don’t want to miss what’s right in front of us.”

I’m taken aback by her directness, eyes opening wide just like my heart.

“Are you saying you want to…what? Move on from this? Forget it happened?”

“No,” she replies, her voice steady. “I’m saying I want to figure it out. I’m saying…” Her voice fades as she stares into my eyes. “Fuck it.”

Then—like a bolt of courage—she grabs both sides of my face and pulls me in.

I wrap my arms around her, tight. I don’t even think—I just know I need her closer. If either of us move an inch, we’d be kissing, but instead, she stares into my eyes, giving me the chance to stop whatever this is before it can grow anymore.

I’m already too far gone. I couldn’t stop it if I tried, and I wouldn’t even if some small part of me wanted to.

Everything else fades. All I can hear is my own heartbeat, loud and fast like it’s trying to tell me something. She’s still got her hands on my face, thumbs brushing my cheeks, like she’s memorizing the shape of me. I can’t look away—not that I’d want to. Her eyes have gone all dark, pupils wide, and there’s something in the way she’s looking at me—like she sees right through the parts I don’t show anybody. It knocks the breath right outta me, how easy it is to fall into her like that.

“Tell me you want me to.” Her voice is a quiet beg, eyes searching mine, lip trembling just the tiniest bit. “Tell me you want—”

I don’t even let her finish the sentence. “I want this. I want you.”

Margot leans in, closing the last inch between us, and our lips meet in a kiss that’s tender but sure. It’s not like the kiss from last night; this one’s different. It’s steady, purposeful, like she’s trying to say something without speaking a word. I kiss her back, tilting my head just a touch, letting go of all the doubts I’ve been carrying like stones in my pocket.

Her hands drift from my cheeks to my neck, then trail down the straps of my overalls till her fingers catch hold of my tank top. She pulls me in, and any space between us disappears. The warmth of her body pressed against mine is enough to make my heart stumble. I feel like I’m falling, but not in a way that scares me. More like a leap I’ve been waiting to take.

Her head tilts back, inviting me to kiss her deeper. I do—teeth on teeth, tongue on tongue, her restless body pressing harder into me. My fingers weave through them wild curls of hers, and somewhere along the way, her glittery bandana slips to the dirt.

When we finally come up for air, our breaths tangle in the little space between us. Her forehead rests against mine. It’s a touch I know I’ll never tire of. Her eyes are still shut, and there’s the faintest smile curling her lips.

“Would it be cliche if I said ‘wow’?” she murmurs, breathless in a way that just about undoes me.

Did I do that? Did I knock the breath outta this incredible woman?

“I was just about to say the same,” I whisper back, surprised at how easy the truth rolls off my lips. I’m not usually so bold with my heart.

She pulls back, just a little, and I brace myself for her to step away entirely. I’m not ready for the air to feel cold again when she’s been keeping me so warm. But she doesn’t go far. She just looks at me, really looks.

“What?” I ask, secretly terrified of what’s floating through her mind.

Maybe she’s seen the crow’s feet at the corners of my eyes. Maybe it’s regret settling in. God knows I’ve braced for less.

“Nothing.” She gives her head a little shake, like she’s shooing away a thought. “You’re just beautiful.”

Grown women shouldn’t blush, and yet, here I am, cheeks burning.

Can’t be true, though. I’d sooner believe Deanna managed to keep a secret, than to consider that this young woman—this bright, soulful, free, bubble of energy—actually sees beauty in someone like me.

With a grounding palm along my cheek, she holds my gaze. “Why don’t you believe me?”

There it is again—that way she sees right through me, like fog burning off at sunrise. Even Allie never saw me like that. I could lie straight through my teeth, tell her everything was fine, and she’d take me at my word. She’d leave the conversation, never to bring it back up again, even though my eyes were puffy and streaked with tears.

Margot sees me. Not the armor that I have picked up along the years. Not the scowl I hold to keep folks far enough away. Somehow, she’s peeled back the layers enough to know exactly what lies beneath.

“Believe me, Katherine.” The way she says my name almost has my knees buckling. “Believe me.”

And, Lord help me, I do.


 

Chapter 18

Margot

I’ve never been one to second-guess myself. At least, not when it comes to my work. It’s too fluid of a process, it comes too naturally for me to do anything other than trust it to work out. I’m not that woman, the one who dithers over choices or questions her instincts. Yet, as I stand in the middle of Bolts & Bonsai, my fingers brushing over the leaves of a delicate fern, I can’t seem to shake the unsettling twist in my gut.

Kate.

Her name alone sends a jolt through me, like an electric shock to my system. The memory of our kiss—pick one, any one kiss—still lingers on my lips, a phantom sensation that haunts me. She’s the only person I’ve ever shown my back garden to, the one with the exotic plants that I’ve nurtured in secret for years. Even Jess, who’s been my best friend for as long as I can remember, has only seen it twice. Twice, in all the years we’ve known each other. And here I am, letting Kate in like it’s the most natural thing in the world.

I try to focus on the plants in front of me, but my thoughts keep circling back to her. I’m not even sure why I’m here, surrounded by ferns I don’t need, in a store I’ve already been to three times this week.

“What’s got you all twisted up?” Jess’s voice cuts through my reverie.

I hadn’t even noticed her come in. She’s leaning against the counter, arms crossed, her usual cocky demeanor softened by a slight furrow of concern.

“Nothing,” I lie, but the crack in my voice betrays me.

“Bullshit.” She pushes off the counter and walks over to me, her boots clunking against the hardwood floor. Her knowing eyes make me feel a little lighter. “You’ve been pacing around like a caged animal since I got here. Please, I need some drama. Spill.”

I let out a sigh, knowing there’s no point in pretending. Jess knows me too well.

“It’s Kate,” I admit, the words slipping out before I can stop them.

A slow grin spreads across Jess’s face, and she gives me a playful nudge. “Oh, I see… Are we losing our cool over the pretty lady?”

“Don’t start with me,” I warn, but there’s no heat behind it. “This is serious, Jess.”

“I know it is. So, what’s the problem? She’s not as good in bed? I figured with her mileage and that feisty streak of hers, she’d give you a run for your money.” Her eyebrows bounce up and down, and I have to fight back my laugh.

“Jess!” My hairline shoots for the ceiling, mouth agape, eyes so wide that I can feel the strain on the back of my head. “We are not, I’m not…” Swallowing, I try to return some moisture to the desert that has become my mouth. “This is not a conversation we will ever have.”

“Take a breath.” She laughs, smirking at the fact she probably got the exact reaction she was looking for. “I was pulling your chain.”

“We’re as close as friends get.” I roll my eyes. “But we will never be that close.”

She scoffs playfully, turning towards the kettle. “You’re so prim and proper.”

Pulling it from her hands, I make her tea for her. I can’t stand to watch her over steep the bags while she loses track organizing the screw display.

“So,” she says, breaking the noise of two mugs clinking on the counter, “What’s bothering you, then?”

“I like her,” I snap, and then immediately regret it.

“Okay.”

“Like, really like her.”

Jess nods cautiously, concern obvious in her curious eyes. “Okay. And the problem is?”

“How do two people go from barely being able to be in the same room to kissing in a garden?”

I didn’t know Jess’ brown eyes could open so wide. “You kissed her in the garden? The secret garden?”

Slumping in the stool, hands burying my face, I confess, “Yes.”

To my surprise, she slides into the open seat next to me, her arm spreading comfortingly around me.

“Well,” she hums, her proximity helping, “how was it?”

Turning towards her slowly, I allow a smile to pull the corners of my mouth. “Everything,” I whisper, slowly understanding what I’ve just said. My head falls against the hard countertop, leaving a thump in the air. “Ugh! I’ve never felt like this before. She makes me feel things I’m not sure I’m ready for.”

Jess raises an eyebrow, her smirk returning. “You mean like actual feelings? The horror.”

“I haven’t dated.” I keep my embarrassed eyes cast downward. “Like ever. Work took every waking second, and it was just too exhausting to think about taking someone out to wine and dine.”

“Holy shit.” She leans across the counter, trying to hide her smirk while looking surprised. “Are you the real life 40-year-old virgin?”

I’m not discussing my one-night stands with her. They were a low enough moment for me. Frankly, they were all I needed, though. Just enough to feel a connection without it being dangerous, without any other expectations. Have a drink. Have a good time with decent company. Then the next day, life goes on.

Simple.

Uncomplicated.

“Jess, I’m serious!” I groan, exasperated.

“I know, I know,” she says, holding up her hands in mock surrender. “Look, Margot, you’ve always been the one in control. You plan, you organize, you manage. But maybe this time, you just have to let go of something other than that yard of yours. See where it goes. You deserve happiness.”

“Let go,” I echo, the words feel foreign on my tongue. “And what if it doesn’t work out?”

Jess shrugs, as if it’s the simplest thing in the world. “Then it doesn’t. But what if it does? You’ll never know if you don’t try.”

“If it doesn’t, I have a constant reminder right across the road from me.”

“And if it does, imagine how cheap that U-Haul will be.” Her shit-eating-grin is impossible not to love.

I chuckle, despite wanting to stay frustrated, and bump my shoulder into her. “Sometimes, I can’t stand you.”

“You love it, and you love me.”

Leaning my head along her shoulder, her strong arm coming around my back, I close my eyes. “I know. Maybe you’re right,” I admit reluctantly.

“Of course I’m right,” Jess says with a wink. “I always am.”

I roll my eyes but can’t help the small smile that tugs at my lips. “You’re impossible.”

“And you’re a mess,” she counters, her tone light but affectionate. “But so am I, and you’ll figure it out. You always do.”

The bell on the door chimes, and I’m reminded of the tea in front of me that still needs to be made. Deanna steps into the store, her presence as solid and grounding as the earth itself. With her broad shoulders and no-nonsense attitude, she commands the room effortlessly, bringing a sense of calm that momentarily settles my nerves. She gives a nod of greeting, her gruff voice a welcome sound.

“Margot, Jess,” she says, her tone direct but not unkind. “How’s the garden comin’ along? Heard you’ve got Kate helpin’ out.”

I tense slightly at the mention of Kate, but I quickly compose myself, not wanting to give anything away.

“It’s coming together,” I reply, keeping my voice steady. “Kate’s got a good eye for detail.”

“She’s got a lot more than just a good eye,” Jess mutters under her breath, barely loud enough for me to catch.

I shoot her a warning look.

She just smirks, clearly enjoying herself.

Deanna, oblivious to the undercurrent in the room, nods approvingly. “Glad to hear it. Must be nice having an extra set of hands with all the work you’ve got going on.”

“Yeah,” I agree, trying to keep the conversation as neutral as possible. “It’s been helpful.”

“Helpful?” Jess echoes, a teasing lilt in her voice. “I’d say it’s more than just helpful. Sounds like there’s a real spark in your creation.”

I kick her beneath the counter, but she just grins wider, completely unfazed.

Deanna doesn’t pick up on the tension, and shifts the conversation. “I heard the new doctor has her first patient.”

Her?!?

I choke on air, not knowing it was even possible. Locking eyes with Jess, I can see her deceit and panic. I’m sure my ears have flushed red, because I can feel the heat all the way to my forehead.

She turns her attention back to Deanna, desperate to avoid my gaze. “And who would that be?”

“The one and only Kate Willow.”

“Really?” I’ve been begging her to see a doctor for weeks, but I never expected her to actually listen.

Deanna whistles, wagging her bushy eyebrows. “That Dr. Archer is definitely a looker. Right up your alley, Jess.”

Jess shakes her head, grinning to herself. “You know I’m not interested in seeing anyone right now. Maybe I’ll get a dog instead. They’re easier than women.”

I didn’t know one could scoff and laugh at the same time, but Deanna does. “Anything is easier than women.”

Deanna’s comment hangs in the air, her casual, gruff humor cutting through the tension that’s been building between Jess and me. I try to focus on making the tea, but my hands are trembling just enough to nearly spill the hot water. My mind is racing, still stuck on the fact that Jess tried to set me up with a doctor and didn’t bother to mention that she was a woman. It’s definitely something I would’ve liked to know ahead of time. Especially when everyone was hell bent on getting her to meet me.

“Margot, you alright?” Deanna asks, her sharp eyes catching the tremor in my hands.

I force a smile and nod, setting the kettle down before I really do spill it everywhere. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just didn’t expect the new doctor to be so popular already.”

“Small town,” Deanna grunts. “Folks are always curious when someone new comes in. Especially someone like Dr. Archer. Not many women doctors around here. Certainly not ones that look like that.”

Thankfully, before any more awkwardness settles around us, Deanna changes the subject once again. Never a quiet moment with her. “You both ready for the picnic tomorrow? Charlene’s already workin’ on the pies, and I’ll be settin’ up the games for the kids.”

“Flowers are ready to go,” Jess chimes in, that typical glint in her eye. “And Margot here’s gonna help you with the games, right?”

I nod, grateful for the change of subject. “Of course. I’ve got a few ideas for some new ones the kids might like.”

“Good,” Deanna says, her tone approving. “Gonna be a good turnout, I think.”

“Especially if Margot and Kate bring the—” Her mutters are cut off when I kick her once again.

“I hope so,” I say. “We’ve put in a lot of work to get everything ready.”

Jess smirks. “Oh, I’m sure it’ll be a picnic to remember. Lots of…interesting interactions, don’t you think, Margot?”

“Jess,” I warn, my tone sharper this time, but Deanna just raises an eyebrow.

“Well, whatever you’ve got planned, I’m sure it’ll be great,” she says, completely missing Jess’s implications. “Just thought I’d check in and see how things were going.”

“Thanks, Deanna,” I say, still casting daggers towards my crap shoot of a friend. “We’ll be ready. Can’t wait.”

Deanna nods again, satisfied, and then turns to head out, leaving me alone with Jess, who is still grinning like the cat that got the cream.

As soon as the door closes behind Deanna, I let out a groan, burying my face in my hands. “You’re a menace.”

“And you’re smitten,” Jess retorts, her tone full of mischief. “But don’t worry, your secret’s safe with me. For now.”

“It’s not a secret,” I argue. “And for the record, I don’t need Deanna speculating anything. If she gets even a whiff, the whole town will be gossiping. I don’t even know what Kate and I are. I don’t need anyone else’s two-cents.”

Picking up the tea I finished fixing for her, she grins behind her cup. “Yeah. Yeah.”

“And tall, dark, and dreamy Dr. Archer is a woman?” I don’t mean to be, but I realize I’m glaring at her. “You didn’t think to mention that?”

“I tried.” She shrugs and then slips back into the rickety stool beside me. “I went to say it a few times but you didn’t want to talk about it. I’ve spoken with her a few times here and there. She’s really kind, incredibly intelligent, and I thought you two would’ve hit it off.”

“But I didn’t, I hadn’t mentioned…”

“That you might like women,” she says for me.

God. Why is that still so hard to say aloud?

“Yes.”

Instead of saying anything, Jess swings her arm around me. She tucks me into her embrace, my face tilted towards the cologne on her plaid shirt as she kisses my head.

“You can’t get anything past me,” she whispers sweetly into my hair.

“I know.” I smile into her chest, always knowing at least I have this special place.

~ ~ ~

There’s a woman stepping off Kate’s front porch, and for a moment, I forget how to breathe.

She’s stunning—like she’s walked out of a dream and straight into our little town, completely out of place and yet somehow owning every inch of it. Her presence is magnetic. Jet-black hair spills in soft waves down her back, catching in the breeze like something out of a slow-motion film. She wears a tan three-piece suit, sharply tailored and elegant, with glossy buttons glinting in the sun. Even in the heat, she looks flawless—not a bead of sweat, not a hair out of place. The gravel shifts beneath her heels, each step measured and confident.

I slow my car without meaning to, watching her, admiring her without even realizing it.

And then I see the way she turns back toward the door, like she’s just said goodbye to Kate. My chest tightens. There’s no reason to feel it, not really—Kate and I haven’t even defined…whatever this is. But still. The look on her face when she spotted me—it was too calm. Too practiced.

The woman lifts a hand in a friendly wave. I blink, realizing I’ve been staring.

I return the gesture, a little too late and far too awkward, a shaky “Hello” escaping my lips like an afterthought.

She smiles, her pearly white teeth flashing, and I’m momentarily stunned by how out of place she seems here, but still…fitting. Before I can embarrass myself further by gawking, I turn towards the house and stroll inside.

I close the door behind me and take a breath, trying to collect myself.

Before Kate, I never really let myself linger when it came to other women. Sure, I noticed them. Complimented their outfits, admired their work, made the kind of observations anyone might. But I never let it mean anything. Never let myself feel it.

Not until her.

I’m halfway to the kitchen when there’s a knock at the door—sharp, deliberate. My heart kicks up again. For a second, I think maybe I imagined it. But then it comes again, more insistent this time.

I turn back and open the door, not sure what—or who—I’m expecting to see.

It’s her. The woman from Kate’s porch. That same poised, almost unreal smile meets me like it’s been waiting there the whole time.

“Good afternoon, Margot,” she says smoothly. “I’m Dr. Alexandra Archer. I thought I’d come over and introduce myself properly.”

She slides her hands into her pockets, the movement pulling her jacket open and emphasizing the sharp lines of her tailored suit.

Dr. Alex Archer.

My brain does a slight double take. This is the Dr. Archer everyone’s been talking about? The one Kate was waiting on? Somehow, I thought…I don’t know what I thought. Someone older. Someone…less runway-ready.

I manage a quick smile, trying to pull myself together. “Oh! Hi! It’s nice to meet you.” My voice isn’t exactly steady, but it’ll do. “The town’s already been buzzing about your credentials.”

She steps inside without hesitation, her gaze sweeping over the entryway with calm interest. “I know we haven’t met, but I’ve heard a bit about you—your rose garden wins, mostly.” Her smile is easy, but there’s a flicker of something else behind it. “Since I was already next door, I figured I’d stop by and say hello.”

I raise an eyebrow despite myself. “Really? Do you garden?”

She laughs, a low, genuine sound. “Only in the sense that I’m highly skilled at killing succulents. But I do love seeing what other people can create. Jess mentioned you might be willing to show me around sometime. If you’re up for it.”

Of course Jess did. She’s exactly her type—sharp, composed, magnetic. The kind of woman who makes you second-guess yourself without meaning to.

“Well,” I say, glancing behind me like the garden might need defending, “It’s nothing extravagant, but I’d be happy to show you around sometime. There’s a lot of farmland and natural beauty around here, if that’s what you’re interested in. I came from the city, too. It sure is an adjustment.”

“I’m sure it’s wonderful,” she says, stepping in a little farther. “I’ll get a glimpse tomorrow at the picnic anyway, won’t I? I hear you and Jess will be busy setting up games for the kids. It sounds like it’ll be a lot of fun.”

“Yes, it should be,” I reply, trying to steady my nerves. “It’s always chaotic, but in the best way. We’re hoping to make it a good time for everyone. The town really looks forward to it each year.”

Dr. Archer’s smile softens, warming slightly. “I’m sure you’ll pull it off beautifully. It’ll be nice to get to know you better, Margot.” Her eyes linger, just long enough to register. “Jess mentioned you run a landscaping design company? Sounds fascinating.” There’s a subtle shift in her tone—not quite flirtatious, but something close. Just enough to knock my balance off center.

I offer a small nod, unsure where to land. “It keeps me busy.”

“Well, maybe we can talk more tomorrow,” she says, glancing at the door like she knows she’s leaving an impression. “I’d like that.”

“Have a good night,” I say as she gives me a final smile over her shoulder.

Only when the door latches close, do I breathe.

She’s…something. Polished, poised—impressive in every way. The kind of woman anyone would be drawn to. The kind of woman I should be curious about.

But all I can think about is Kate

Dammit, Jess!

With that smile and those eyes, I know for certain that Jess encouraged Alex to try for more than a leisurely stroll through main street. And I really don’t need any more obligations to add to my plate right now.

Have a best friend, they said. It’ll make life easier, they said.


 

Chapter 19

Kate

The community picnic’s in full swing, and the park’s buzzing with laughter and little feet thumping across the grass. The sun’s sitting high, casting a warm glow over the sprawling green. Kids are hollering and chasing each other through the games set up by Deanna and Margot. The air smells like cut grass, wildflowers, and whatever pie Charlene’s been sweet-talked into making this time—peach, from the scent of it.

I’ve claimed a spot on the edge of a picnic bench, plate balanced on my knee, a cup of lemonade sweating in my hand. For once, I’m sitting still and letting the day be what it is. Margot and I haven’t taken a breath in weeks, not really. The garden’s done—well, as done as any garden ever gets—and with the festival barreling toward us like a freight train, I should feel relieved.

She asked me over to mulch tomorrow, though. Could’ve done it herself, easy. Hell, she probably will make me stand there holding a rake while she does all the real work, muttering about my back. Still, I said yes without a second thought. Truth is, I don’t much care what we’re doing—I’m just not ready to go a day without seeing her.

Charlene and Deanna are settled beside me, carrying on like they always do, their banter a comforting backdrop. Deanna, ever the anchor of the event, is keeping an eye on the games, while Char jabs her knobby elbow into my ribs to get my attention.

“Why don’t you join the book club this month?” she asks, all bright-eyed and meddlesome. “Good books, better wine, and fantastic company. Can’t ask for more than that these days.”

I take a long sip of lemonade, drawing it out like maybe she’ll forget she asked. “Think I’m busy that day.”

“Katherine,” she sighs, those dark eyes rolling, “I didn’t even say what day.”

“Busy every day,” I say, tryina keep the corners of my mouth from twitching. “Terribly inconvenient of me.”

She scoffs playfully, that deep chuckle following close behind. “You’re full of cow manure.”

Deanna leans in just enough to be heard over the racket. “It’s a good bunch, Kate. We meet every month at the library. It’s a great way to get to know people and, of course, talk about books.”

“I know everyone in town,” I argue, like that’s a reason to avoid the meeting. I just don’t want to deal with people. Never have. “I read just fine on my own.”

“You know,” Char drawls, “Sometimes it’s not about the readin’. It’s the company. You can’t stay in that house the rest of your life.”

“It’s a lost cause, dear.” Deanna smiles as she places a soothing hand on Char’s back. “Old dogs don’t learn new tricks.”

I set my glass down with a little clatter, shooting them a wry look. “Well, finally! You admit I’m old.”

They both laugh, shaking their heads as a soccer ball whistles past the table, barely missing my head. I lean away just in time to avoid wearing my lemonade.

I’m finishing off my pie, the crust still warm and soft in the middle, when I catch sight of Margot off near the tree line. She’s talking with Dr. Archer—the new one in town with the perfect teeth and the kind of hair that never frizzes, no matter the humidity.

They’re standing close. Laughing. Margot’s arms are crossed but not defensive, more relaxed. Open.

I don’t mean to stare, but I find myself squinting that way anyhow, something prickling low in my gut like I’ve just walked into a room that used to be mine and found someone else sitting in my chair.

I met the doctor last week, though it wasn’t exactly my idea. Charlene set it up like it was some kind of intervention. She had the woman knock on my door with that polite but persistent look that means no wasn’t really an option. She did good work, I’ll give her that. Bit of an adjustment here, a stretch or two there, and I feel better than I have in years. Guess all the small-town talk wasn’t just hot air.

Still. I can’t shake the feeling that she ain’t here for sprains and stiff joints.

Not that Margot couldn’t act on those feelings if she had them. She’s her own woman, free as she pleases. We haven’t exactly sat down and defined anything, and Lord knows I’m not one to bring up that kind of talk unless I have to.

All I know is I’m too old for all that dating nonsense. Just thinking about it wears me out—but for her? Shoot. I’d pull on some decent slacks, maybe even shine my boots, take her down to the harbor and let my hair catch the wind if that’s what it took to keep that laugh of hers close by.

Like the one she’s giving now. Only thing is, I’m not the one earning it.

“Kate, everythin’ alright?” Charlene’s voice pulls me from my thoughts.

“Yeah, just—” I stall out, eyes drifting back towards Margot and the doctor. “Just caught off guard.”

Char follows my line of sight and arches a brow. “Is that Dr. Archer? I didn’t realize she was such a charmer.”

“Mm,” I hum, setting my cup down and trying not to grip it too hard. “She’s friendly. Margot doesn’t seem to mind.”

“Well, I suppose a little friendly never hurt,” Char says, words sugar-sweet.

I nod, though I can feel that dull pinch tightening up under my ribs. Not that I have the right to feel anything. I’m just the old woman helping her with her gardens.

And truth be told, I’ve never been much for chasing.

But watching Margot tilt her head and chuckle softly at something the doctor says, I get this itch just under my skin. One part of me wants to saunter over, drop a hand on her back like I’ve always belonged there. The other part knows better.

She’s not mine.

Wouldn’t be much of a contest anyway. Between Dr. Archer and me? I wouldn’t bet on myself.

A pack of kids dash past, all squeals and helium balloons, one of ’em nearly toppling into our table. I smile out of habit, more muscle memory than feeling. Just enough to keep myself anchored. This day’s supposed to be about the town, the folks we call ours, and all the little moments that make life bearable. Not my messy head.

I suck in a breath, tryna center myself. If Margot is happy, that’s all that matters. That oughta be enough.

I turn back toward Deanna and Char, just in time to catch Deanna explaining something about dunk tanks and fair booths, like she’s already halfway to planning next month’s bash. I nod along, toss in a few comments when the pause is long enough to feel polite.

But every so often, my eyes drift. Just a glance.

When Dr. Archer reaches up to tuck a curl behind Margot’s ear, something in me flares hot and sharp. My back stiffens. My nose twitches like I just caught wind of a storm rolling in.

It’s Charlene who pulls me back. “Kate, care to take a walk with me along the river?”

“Love one,” I respond far too quickly, standing before she’s even tells Deanna where she’s heading.

“Hey now, wait up, speedy,” she calls behind me.

“I just need some air,” I toss over my shoulder, already aiming for the narrow path that winds along the water. I can hear her footsteps behind me, but they’re soft, swallowed by the hush of leaves and the shift of gravel underfoot.

“You’re in nature. Everything’s fresh air,” she jokes.

“Fresher.” I reply. “Different kind. Away-from-people kind.”

“Slow down,” she says, a little breathless now.

I turn back and blink, surprised. She’s walking slower than usual, leaning into something—no, not something. A cane. Slim, polished wood catching bits of light between the trees.

“What’s that?”

“A walking stick,” she deadpans, a wry smile playing at her lips.

I step closer, reaching out and gently holdin’ her forearms. “Since when do you need that?”

Charlene’s eyes soften. “Since my knees decided they were done with all the hiking and running around.”

My stomach knots. “I had no idea.”

“I had a little spill a couple weeks ago, and this little thing,” she lifts the beautifully varnished wood cane into the air before placing it back on the soft earth, “makes life a lot easier.”

“You should’ve said something.”

She waves it off, her smile reassuring. “It’s not a big deal. You’ve been busy helping Margot with that garden of hers. Don’t worry about it. This silly little thing is just an extra support. I’m still as stubborn as ever.”

We fall into step again. The sounds of the picnic soften behind us, twisting into some unrecognizable shape. Meanwhile, the river hums along beside us, steady, unbothered. I breathe in like I’ve been holding something tight in my chest and didn’t know until just now. Charlene keeps pace, her stick tapping rhythmically against the ground with our steps.

“You seemed a bit distracted back there,” she says, like she’s commenting on the weather, but I can feel her sharp gaze. “Everythin’ okay?”

I glance back at the park, my thoughts drifting to Margot and Dr. Archer. “I’m fine.”

I look down. Red splotches bloom across my chest, high and hot like shame wearing sunburn. I tug at the neckline of my tank, shifting it higher, like maybe that’ll cover more than skin.

Charlene raises a brow. “Want to try answerin’ that question again?”

I sigh, looking out at the rippling water. Faintly, the sound of laughter still rolls over the trees. Her cane stills. The absence of that steady tap makes the silence louder somehow.

“I don’t know,” I murmur, arms crossed across my chest like a shield.

She eases in next to me, close enough I can feel her warmth, but she doesn’t look at me. Her gaze is fixed across the water, where the wildflowers grow unchecked in the sun. “How long have you liked Margot?” she asks softly.

I turn my head towards her, but she’s unflinching. Steady as ever. Swallowing the lump of doubt rising in my throat, I face the water again, eyes following the slow rise and dip of the current, where the river brushes over hidden rocks like secrets.

“A bit,” I say quietly, shocked the words even have the gumption to tumble out.

“Oh, love.” She sighs into the wind, bringing her support to the center of her body so she can lean entirely into it. “I know you like to have your solitude, but even I haven’t seen you in quite a while. Well, at least not like we used to. I knew you would come to those senses eventually and make it right with Margot, so that’s where I’ve figured you’d been. I just didn’t expect you to catch a love bug.”

I give a weak impersonation of a scoff. “I did no such thing. There’s no love. Just a mild like. Think of it like the common cold. It will pass in due time.”

She shakes her head, simultaneously lifting her cane and tsking, Charlene starts walking again, one slow step at a time, until we reach a quiet spot tucked just off the path. A bench sits waiting under the filtered shade. She lowers herself onto it with a soft grunt, resting her cane at her side. After falling into the space beside her, I take a moment to appreciate the peaceful surroundings, hoping that was the end of this terrible conversation.

Then she snorts. A full-body kind of snort that startles a laugh out of me I don’t mean to give.

“The common cold?” she repeats, incredulous and amused. “Really, Kate?”

So, no. Not over. UGH.

“It’s just a phase,” I insist, aiming for conviction but landing somewhere around pitiful. “Everyone’s had something for the woman next door, at least once. Happens all the time.”

She shakes her head, her eyes crinkling with amusement. “A phase? Darling, you’re turning the color of a ripe tomato just talking about her. If that’s not love bug fever, I don’t know what is.”

The redness spreads like wildfire along my chest, making me tug the tank even higher, trying to will my body to cooperate. It’s a damn turtleneck at this point, and the sweat on my forehead is the only thing to show for it.

“There’s nothing between me and her,” I grumble, but the words lack any real conviction. “Especially not after the way she was making eyes at Dr. Tall, Dark, and Overqualified. I’m fine.”

Charlene smirks, leaning more comfortably on her cane. “Sure you are, and I’m the Queen of England.”

I roll my eyes, trying to fight back a smile. “Last I checked, you don’t have a crown.” Then, leaning closer so I can run my hands through her silky braids, I tease, “But it sure looks close when you wear those massive buns atop your head.”

“Maybe it’s not such a bad thing. Maybe it isn’t just a passing cold. You’ve been holding so much of yourself back for so long, it’s about time you allow that protected heart to feel something again.”

Her words settle like stones in my chest, and I glance sideways at her, the moment growing heavier than either of us says out loud. My thoughts drift where they always drift—Allie. It’s always Allie. You know how those old drunk men bitch about their ball and chain in bars? That is the weight I’ve carried since she left. Only mine doesn’t come with a punchline—just a long ache and a silence I never learned how to fill.

“And what if I don’t want to feel it?” The words leave my mouth hollow, scraped, dug out from deep inside.

“Then you’ll be tugging at that tank top until you strangle yourself with it.”

A reluctant laugh escapes me—half defiance, half surrender—and I finally drop my arms to my sides. “You’re impossible, you know that?”

Charlene snorts, patting me on the back. “And you’re stubborn as a mule. But that’s why I like you.”

“Oh? This is how you treat someone you like?”

“You should see what happened to those on my shitlist,” she deadpans.

“Oh, Charlene.” I laugh until tears are collecting in the corner of my eyes. “Your jokes get better and better.”

When I look over towards her, I notice her eyes have softened. She smiles, but it’s not her typical one. It’s not full of fury and fire. It’s tentative, calculating, like when she had to tell the grandkids that their little labrador retriever wasn’t coming home.

“When Allie left—”

“No.” I’m on my feet before I know it, hands on my hips, jaw tight. “We’re not doing this.”

“Sit down,” she demands, sharp and steady, her thin lips pressing firmly together. “At one point I changed your damn diapers. In return, you are going to sit on this bench and hear me out. Your Momma’s not here to tell you what you need to hear, so I’m the next best thing.”

“I don’t want to talk about this.”

“Good,” she snaps. “Because I’m not asking you to talk. I’m asking you to listen.” She pats the space beside her and settles back like she’s not moving till I do.

And so, I sit.

“When Allie left,” she continues, like she never stopped in the first place, “you never allowed it to sink in. You picked up the pieces behind closed doors, continued on like nothin’ had changed. I know everyone saw you.”

“I refused to let them see me broken.” My voice cracks at the edges. Tears press behind my eyes, searing hot, but I blink them back. I won’t cry over her again. I swore I wouldn’t. Not again for that woman.

“I used to have to call Deanna to get her out of the trees at least once a day. She always said she wanted to see the city lights, like there was a skyline painted in her mind or somethin’.” We both chuckle. “You weren’t broken. You never fell off the pedestal, sweetheart, you just got knocked around a bit. That woman might’ve buckled your knees, but you never stopped standin’. Allie wasn’t built for a life like this. She didn’t know how to slow down, not when everythin’ still felt like a beginnin’.”

“I don’t think I’m ready to move on just yet,” I mumble, the tears now streaming down my rosy cheeks.

Char catches them with her trembling hands, thumb brushing over my cheekbones like she’s trying to wipe away more than just tears.

I close my eyes and, for a heartbeat, I swear it’s Momma. I feel like that little girl again—knees scraped, pride bruised—not some grown woman on the far side of life who still can’t quite figure out what the hell she’s doing.

“I’m going to let you in on a little secret, love.” She pulls my face closer to hers, and I see it—those tiny beads of water clinging to her lashes. “None of us are ever really ready. I wasn’t ready for Deanna, but she stomped right on into my life.”

I chuckle again, unsure of how this cuckoo lady can make me cry and laugh all in one sentence.

“But she barged in like she owned the place, and I’ve never looked back. I wasn’t ready, let me tell you, but I let it in.” Then, taking a breath, she wipes her own tears and turns back towards the river. “That’s all you can do, my dear. Let life in. Let her in. Because if you don’t, you could miss out on the most magical thing. I’m not talkin’ about love, though that’s pretty magical. I’m talkin’ about being found, being found in someone else’s eyes. That right there? That’ll stitch up cracks in your soul you didn’t even know were there.”

Instead of swiping at my face like she does to herself, I let tears cascade over my cheekbones, staining my shirt in gray circles. I let the ache drain out of me, silent and steady, carving a path through years of pretending I was just fine.

“I don’t wanna be so angry anymore,” I say, my voice catching when a sob punches its way through my core. “I’m tired, Char. Tired of holdin’ it all in, tired of keepin’ folks at arm’s length like it’s the only way to stay upright.”

She leans into me, sweeping me into her embrace, just like she did when Momma passed, when the world felt like it was splitting in two.

“You don’t have to anymore,” she murmurs into my hair. “Shh. You don’t have to.”

We sit like that, quiet and still, until the air cools just enough to raise goosebumps on my arms and the distant wail of a guitar rolls in from the field. It’s probably time for dancing, and I don’t want Char to miss the chance to see the kiddos swinging each other around, trying to square dance and stepping all over their own feet.

I wipe my eyes, sit up, and take a steadying breath.

“Now, come on.” She leans against the bench for support as she pulls herself to her feet. “Let’s get back before someone sends out a search party.”

I start to follow, but something tugs at me and I stop. “Char?”

She turns and waits for me to speak.

I open my mouth, but the words don’t come easy. They catch and tangle, then finally tumble out in a half-whisper. “What if…what if it doesn’t pass? What if it’s more than just a cold?”

Charlene’s face breaks into a warm smile, her eyes twinkling. “Then, my dear, you might just have to accept that you’ve got a full-blown case of love. And let me tell you, there’s no cure for that, but it’s one hell of a ride that you’ll never want to get off of.”

I huff out a laugh, shaking my head as we start walking again. “You always know how to make things sound both terrifying and wonderful at the same time.”

“That’s my specialty,” she says with a wink. “Now, let’s get you back to that picnic before Margot starts wondering where you’ve run off to. After all, you wouldn’t want Dr. Archer stealin’ all her attention, would you?”

The thought makes me bristle again, but this time, there’s a flicker of something else. Sharp. Clean. Determined.

“Not a chance,” I mutter.


 

Chapter 20

Margot

“Can I steal this beautiful woman from you?” Kate’s voice breaks through my quiet conversation with Dr. Archer—Alex, as she insists I call her—right as Alex and my body sways together in an easy rhythm.

Alex glances at Kate, a flicker of nervousness in her eyes, though she responds with a slight smile. “I think that decision is up to the beautiful woman herself.” Her voice is steady, but there’s a slight edge to it as she steps back.

“Sure.” I nod once, closing my mouth quickly.

Alex’s hand lingers on mine as she inches further away. “Thank you for a lovely chat, Margot.”

I can only smile, embarrassment flooding my veins, but not because it’s Kate stealing me away. No, that I am ready to welcome with open arms. It’s because last year I barely allowed myself to look at women, and now I have two standing before me, looking like they’d be ready to tussle for the right. Not exactly how I pictured the approach of my forty-second birthday.

Still, I have to get my shit together. Obviously.

Kate pulls me out of my thoughts and into her arms, bringing our bodies flush together, and the world seems to narrow down to just the two of us. The warmth of her skin against mine, the steady rise and fall of her breath, even the way her voice seems to catch in her throat—it all feels surreal. Because here I am, in the middle of the place we call home, our friends surrounding us, and she’s not afraid to claim this moment.

Just seconds ago, I was trying to navigate through a conversation with Alex, her charm and confidence both intriguing and intimidating. And now, here I am, swaying in Kate’s arms, feeling the most at ease than I ever have. Alex is nice, but she’s not Kate. Not even close. No one could come close.

“You look incredible tonight,” Kate says, her voice a little raspy, as if she’s struggling to find the right words. Her compliment sends a shiver down my spine, and I’m suddenly hyper-aware of every place our bodies touch.

“Thanks,” I manage, my voice barely a whisper. “You don’t look so bad yourself.”

It’s a weak attempt at humor. Kate’s dressed the same way she always is—braided hair, tight tank top, that ridiculously gorgeous smile. It’s her, through and through, and it works better than it should.

She doesn’t laugh. Instead, she tightens her hold on me, her grip almost possessive. I can feel the tension in her body, as if she’s holding something back. It’s unsettling, seeing this new side of her—the reserved, guarded Kate I’ve known all these years suddenly stripped bare, the woman I’ve kissed…It’s all different now.

“She been talkin’ your ear off?” she asks, her eyes flicking just over my shoulder, not even trying to hide who she means.

There’s a brittle edge to her voice now. Not angry, exactly, but wound tight, like a wire pulled too far.

“A little,” I say gently, trying to keep the peace.

Kate nods once. “She’s real smooth, I’ll give her that. Got that kinda smile that says she ain’t used to hearing no for an answer.”

I blink, caught off guard by the sharpness in her tone.

“She was just being friendly, Kate.”

“Mm-hm.” She finally looks at me, and there’s heat in her gaze, but not the kind that makes my stomach flip. It’s jealousy, plain and simple. Raw and almost startling on her.

“Are you okay?” I ask, my voice softer now, laced with concern. I tilt my head, trying to catch her eyes, but she’s staring over my shoulder, somewhere far away.

“Yeah,” she replies, but there’s a strain in her voice that makes me think otherwise. “It’s just been a weird day.”

I nod, understanding more than I’d like to admit. “You’re telling me.”

She finally meets my eyes, and there’s something there—something vulnerable—that makes my heart skip a beat.

“Margot, I didn’t like seeing you with her.”

The confession hangs between us, heavy and charged. My breath catches in my throat, and I struggle to find a response. “Kate, I wasn’t interest—”

“I know,” she interrupts, her grip on me loosening slightly. “It’s just seeing her touch you, the way she looked at you.” She swallows and lifts her chin before settling it. “I don’t like it. Not one bit.”

I don’t know what to say. Part of me wants to reassure her, to tell her that Alex was just being friendly, that it didn’t mean anything. But another part of me—the part that’s still reeling from the fact that Kate is even saying this—wants to hold onto this moment, to savor the jealousy in her voice because it means she cares. This woman—this incredibly strong, deceivingly gentle, aggressively intelligent and caring woman—cares about me.

“Kiss me,” she suddenly blurts out, her voice firm, yet pleading.

“What?” There’s so many people around, people we both know very well.

My mind is spinning, but before I can process what she’s asking, Kate’s hands move to cup my face, and she pulls me in, her lips crashing against mine in a way that’s both desperate and tender. It’s a kiss that’s nothing like the one we shared before. This one is urgent, filled with a need that takes my breath away. This one claims everything that’s within me, and I give it willingly.

I melt into her, all my doubts and insecurities dissolving as I claim her back, my hands finding their way to her shoulders. It’s as if the whole world fades away, leaving just the two of us living in this moment.

But it’s not just us in this moment. We’re surrounded by everything and everyone we love—Jess manning the cotton candy machine, Deanna and Char twirling like school girls in the corner of the dance floor, the mayor holding his wife, children surrounding everyone’s feet—and I’ve never cared less.

I want the world to know this woman is mine.

When we finally pull apart, we’re both breathless, our foreheads resting against each other’s. Kate’s eyes are wide, her pupils dilated, and I can see the mix of fear and hope swirling within the brown.

“I’m sorry,” she whispers, her voice shaky. “I didn’t mean—”

“Don’t be,” I cut her off, my thumb brushing over her cheek. “I’m not.”

She lets out a shaky breath, relief flooding her features. “I just, I needed to know. To feel this.”

“Kate, you don’t have to explain,” I say softly, my fingers still tracing gentle patterns on her skin. “I get it. I feel it too.”

She nods, her eyes closing briefly as if she’s trying to steady herself. “Margot, I don’t know what this is,” she says, voice low. “But I know I want it to keep going. I don’t wanna mess it up.”

My heart swells at her words, and for the first time in a long time, I feel a sense of clarity. It’s the chaos I’ve always chased. It’s always been her. “You won’t,” I promise, leaning in to press a gentle kiss to her warm forehead. “We’ll figure this out, together.”

She lets out the smallest breath—like she’d been holding it without realizing—and a soft, lopsided smile tugs at her lips. She leans into me, resting her head on my shoulder like she’s finally letting herself settle. We stand there, swaying slowly to the music, everything else falling away as we hold on tight, knowing that whatever happens next, we no longer have to face it alone.

That is, until one of Char and Deanna’s grandbabies runs straight into my legs.

“Miss Kate! My turn!” His little dimpled cheeks look up from where he’s wrapped around both of our thighs. “Please.”

“Well,” she sighs, pretending to be annoyed, but we both know better, “if you insist.”

And just like that, he’s lifted into her arms, our third wheel for the evening, twisting and turning with us to a quicker song. Freddie’s giggles echo into the night air, bright and full, and I catch the way Kate looks at him—like the whole world might be okay if he keeps laughing like that. There’s a softness in her expression that I’ve never seen before, a kind of joy that makes my heart ache in the best possible way. She’s radiant, and it’s not just the glow of the fairy lights strung up around us.

When I look at her beaming, eyes twinkling as she takes his happiness in, I know I’ve fallen past the point of salvation. I’ve fallen so hard I’ve hit rock bottom, and I don’t even care. I never knew rock bottom could feel like home. Never in my entire life, could I have imagined that rock bottom was the only thing that could fill that cavern in my chest.

Kate catches me looking and grins, a playful light dancing in her eyes. “What?” she asks, tilting her head slightly. “Wanna take a picture? Might last longer.”

“Nothing,” I reply, my voice catching in my throat. “Just happy.”

Her grin widens, and for a second, I think she might say something back, but the little one suddenly decides it’s time to wriggle free. He squirms until Kate lets him down. He dashes off to join the other kids, his giggles trailing behind him like an echo of the joy we just shared.

Kate watches him go, her expression glowing even more, if that’s possible. “He’s a good kid,” she murmurs, almost to herself.

“He is,” I agree, stepping closer to her, our shoulders brushing. “And he adores you. They all do.”

She shrugs in my embrace, trying to play it off, but I can see the faint blush creeping up her neck. “I’ve always been good with the kids,” she says, eyes tracking his movement into the crowd. “They’re…simple. Honest.”

“Maybe,” I say, leaning in slightly, “but it’s more than that. You’ve got a good heart, Kate. You care. And they can see that.”

She doesn’t respond right away, just stands there. I can tell she’s thinking about something, something important, and I wait, giving her the space to work it out.

Finally, she turns to me, her expression serious. “Feels like they’re the only ones who don’t think I’m just a grump.”

The words hit me like a soft punch to the chest. There’s no bitterness in her voice—just this low, tired honesty that slips out before she can tuck it away again.

I tighten my arms around her, like maybe I can shield her from the weight of whatever she’s carrying. But I don’t say anything, not here—not in the middle of the laughter and light.

So I take her hand and lead her to the edge of the picnic area, where the shadows stretch long and the music fades into a low hum. There, with just the two of us and the quiet, I face her.

“That’s not true,” I murmur, urging her to meet my eyes. “Kate, please look at me.”

She shakes her head, her gaze distant, like she’s staring at something far beyond the crowd.

“I’ve kept people at arm’s length for a long time,” she says, her voice rough around the edges. “It was easier. Cleaner. But when those kids look at me like that…I guess I forget what it’s like to be seen without all the mess.”

I don’t know what to say at first. I’m used to seeing Kate as this strong, independent force, someone who doesn’t need anyone else’s approval. But she’s letting me see the cracks in her armor, and it’s heartbreaking.

I want to tell her she’s not messy, not really. She’s layered and complicated and a little rough around the edges, but she’s also steady and loyal and deeply human in a way most people are too scared to be.

“They see you, Kate,” I say gently, choosing my words carefully as I caress her cheek. “I see you. I will always see you, and what I see is someone who’s kind, who’s strong, who cares so deeply, even when she’s afraid to show it. I see someone who’s worth knowing, worth loving.”

Her breath catches, and for a second, I think she might pull away, retreat into herself like I’ve seen her do before. But then, she surprises me. She leans in, tucking her face against my neck, her eyes closing as if she’s trying to hold on to this moment, this connection.

“Thank you,” she whispers, her voice so soft I barely catch it.

“You don’t have to thank me,” I say softly. “I’m here because I want to be, because you matter to me, Kate. More than you know.”

She pulls back just enough to look into my eyes, searching for something—reassurance, acceptance, maybe even more. Whatever it is, I hope she finds it in the way I’m looking back at her, because I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life.

“I just don’t want to mess this up.” Her eyes fill with tears by the time the last word is out. “I’m so scared. I don’t…I really don’t know how to do this, Margot. I don’t know how to let someone in again.”

“Hey, hey,” I coo, desperately wrapping her in a hug. “You don’t have to know how.”

Kate’s body trembles slightly in my arms, the weight of her emotions pressing against me like a tidal wave. Her fingers are clutching the fabric of my shirt as if she’s afraid I might slip away, and my heart crumbles at the knowledge that she’s been carrying this fear with her for so long.

“I’ve spent so long keeping people out,” she murmurs, her voice rough. “It’s just…quieter that way. But now—”

She trails off, and I don’t push her to finish. I just keep holding her, stroking slow circles along her back. “I don’t know how to do this either,” I whisper, my lips brushing against her ear. “All I know is that I won’t leave you, Kate. I won’t hurt you, not if I can help it. We can figure it out together, step by step. I’m not going anywhere.”

Her eyes search mine, and I can see the conflict warring inside her, the push and pull of wanting to trust and the instinct to protect herself. “What if I mess it up?”

“And what if I mess it up? We’ll deal with it,” I say firmly. “Together. We’ll talk, we’ll listen, we’ll figure it out. I’m not perfect either, Kate. I’ve got my own baggage, my own fears. But I want this, and I want you. I’m not Allie,” I say, carefully, not pushing.

She flinches at the mention of Allie’s name, but she doesn’t pull away. Instead, she leans into my touch, her eyes closing as if she’s finally allowing herself to accept what I’m offering.

Pressing my forehead against hers, I promise, “We’re in this together, Kate. We’ll figure it out, one day at a time.”

She draws a breath—slow, steady—and I feel her body begin to soften in my arms, like maybe, finally, she’s not bracing for the worst.

“Okay,” she murmurs. “Okay.”

Just as the world seems to shrink down to just us, the quiet intimacy is interrupted by the unmistakable sound of footsteps crunching on the gravel to our right. I don’t even have to look up to know who it is; the swagger in those steps gives her away.

“Am I interrupting something,” Jess calls out, voice full of amusement, “or is this just the world’s slowest staring contest?”

Kate tenses beside me, the warmth between us dissipating as Jess makes her presence known.

I chuckle at the timing, shaking my head. “You really have the best timing… Or the worst, depending on how you look at it.”

Jess shrugs, unbothered. “What can I say? I’ve got a sixth sense for these things.” Her gaze flicks between the two of us, her grin widening. “So, is this the part where I start planning the bachelorette party? Or are we still in the dramatic longing phase?”

Kate groans, her hand slipping from mine to cover her face. “Jess. Please.”

Jess’s grin only grows wider. “Seriously,” she says, her tone softening just a bit, “you both look good together.”

Kate doesn’t respond right away, but glances sideways at Jess, and the tiniest twitch of a smile pulls at the corner of her mouth. She drops her hand, and the tension in her shoulders loosens just a little.

“Alright, alright. I’ll leave you two lovebirds alone.” Jess takes a step back, her grin widening. “I’ll see you tomorrow at the Rose Festival, bright and early!” She winks at me before turning to head back the way she came, tossing a final quip over her shoulder. “Just don’t do anything I wouldn’t do!”

As Jess disappears into the night, Kate lets out a long sigh. “I swear, that woman is gonna be the death of me. She was so much cuter as a kid. Pigtails, running around the swingset, less sassy.”

“Sounds about right.” I laugh softly, wrapping my arm around her shoulders and pulling her close. “She means well, in her own way.”

“Yeah, I know,” Kate says, leaning into me. “But she’s not wrong. We do look good together, don’t we?”

I smile, pressing a kiss to her temple. “Yeah, we do.”

Kate doesn’t reply, but she stays close, and in her silence, I hear everything I need.


 

Chapter 21

Kate

The first light of dawn spills across the sky as I pull into Margot’s driveway. It’s the kind of morning made for walking—cool, still, wrapped in birdsong—but we’ll need the truck. There’s no world where Margot leaves a single plant behind.

The air is rich with damp earth and the sweetness of blooming things, a scent that settles deep in my chest. In the passenger seat, a bouquet rests carefully wrapped in parchment, each flower chosen deliberately, like a sentence I can’t quite say aloud.

I get out slowly, bouquet in hand. The petals rustle gently, a soft, hopeful sound. My pulse taps out a quiet rhythm as I make my way to her door. Anticipation hums under my skin—nervous, yes, but not unpleasant. More like standing at the edge of something I want badly, but still can’t believe I’m allowed to reach for.

I raise my hand to knock, but the door swings open before I touch it.

And there she is.

Margot. She’s beautiful, in that effortless way that always catches me off guard. Barefoot, hair tousled like she just slipped out of sleep. There’s a softness to her in the morning light, her eyes sparkle like they hold a secret just for me. She’s radiant, unpolished, real. And for a second, I forget how to speak.

“Morning,” she says, her voice warm and a little raspy from sleep.

“Mornin’.” The smile comes without effort. “You’re a sight for sore eyes, you know that?”

She laughs softly, a sound that makes me feel like I’m right where I’m supposed to be. “You’re just saying that because I’m the only one awake at this hour.”

“No,” I say, stepping closer and holding out the bouquet. “I mean it. You’re beautiful.”

Her cheeks flush, and she looks down at the flowers in my hand. “These are lovely.” Her fingers graze the petals. “You brought these for me?”

“Yeah. When I ran the old shop, I used to make bouquets with meanings built in—something quieter than words, but maybe stronger, if you let it be.” I pause, watching her read the arrangement like a story. “I thought it might be a good way to start the day.”

When she looks up, there’s a warmth in her eyes that hits me right in the ribs. “You know how to make a woman feel special, Kate.”

I shrug, trying play it cool, but inside I’m glowing brighter than a firefly in July. “Just trying do it right.”

Margot steps back, opening the door wider. “Come on in. I was just about to get started on loading up the truck.”

I follow her inside, and together we start gathering everything she needs for the day. There’s a comfortable ease between us, the kind that comes from shared tasks and unspoken understanding.

We move through her space easily, falling into rhythm as we gather pots and tools and crates of blooms. There are little moments—our hands brushing as we both reach for the same box, the quiet laughter when I nearly trip over a garden hose, the way she catches my eye when she thinks I’m not looking—that remind me of all the precious beauty in everyday things.

At one point, Margot pauses, a small smile playing on her lips. “You know, Kate, you didn’t have to come this early just to help me out.”

“I know,” I say, reaching to steady the tray. “But I wanted to.”

And I did. Not just for the work. For her.

“Even at the crack of dawn?”

“Especially at the crack of dawn.”

Margot laughs, a sound that seems to chase away the last of the early morning chill. “Well, I’m glad you’re here,” she says, voice soft and easy.

We finish the last of the loading just as the sun crests over the trees, stretching gold across the garden and catching in her hair. I shut the tailgate with a solid thunk and turn to find her watching me.

There’s something in her gaze—quiet, unreadable—fixed on me like I’ve caught her mid-thought.

“What?” I ask, suddenly self-conscious.

“Nothing,” she says, shaking her head with a soft smile. “Just thinking how nice it is to have you around, and not just because Moose has made a mess.”

I should say something back. Something clever. But the words don’t come. Instead, I step closer, drawn by something that feels more instinct than decision.

“I’m not going anywhere, Margot.”

She reaches out without hesitation, her fingers lacing through mine in a way that feels natural, right. “Good,” she says.

Taking her hand, I pull her into me, an act that has easily become my favorite. Her exquisite eyes go wide for a second, before softening into that beautifully lidded sunburst of colors that reflect every ray of light.

A smile tugs at her lips, and I’m gone.

When I kiss her, it’s not soft or tentative—it’s hungry, heady, the kind of kiss that makes time stutter. Her body fits against mine like it was made for it, her arms winding around my waist, her spine curving as if pulled by gravity. I have to lean down to meet her mouth, and that tilt—God, that tilt—makes everything in me go a little hazy.

The world narrows to the press of her, the way her stomach flattens against the front of my blouse, the way she makes me forget every logical thought I’ve ever had. Her hands move slowly, confidently, slipping to the place where cotton meets denim.

Her breath is warm against my mouth. “I’m so happy you didn’t go with your usual outfit today.”

“I own things other than overalls.”

She pulls away slightly, a glimmer of teasing in the yellows of her iris. “You’d never know.”

It takes a second, but a laugh tumbles out of me—quiet and disbelieving—and then I’m kissing her again, pushing her gently back against the edge of the truck. The metal is sun-warmed and solid beneath her, but all I can focus on is her—her mouth, her hands, the way she meets me with the same want I’ve tried so long to ignore.

And this—this cloud I’m floating on, this happiness threatening to split my being into two, these lips that I can’t seem to get enough of, and that laugh that so effortlessly flows from her—feels an awful lot like home. It’s something I know I will never be able to live without again.

~ ~ ~

Overnight, the town square has transformed into a scene out of a dream—a sea of color and movement that makes it hard to believe it was ever just pavement and empty booths. The scent of roses hangs thick in the morning air, lush and sweet, grounding me as I step onto the festival grounds. There’s a buzz already, even though it’s early—the kind of collective energy that hums beneath everything like a second heartbeat. Vendors chatter as they finish setting up, and somewhere in the distance, a string quartet runs scales, the notes floating like petals on the breeze.

It’s still early—I wanted to make sure Margot had the perfect location for her rose display—but already the place is alive with activity. Banners ripple overhead, shades of pink and red and ivory stitched with delicate rose designs. The whole square looks like it’s exhaled into full bloom. Booths line the cobbled paths, each one decorated with floral flourishes—flower-crowned jars of jam, rose-scented soaps, even a woman selling pet portraits framed in garlands of baby’s breath. Kids run around, holding balloons and wildflowers in their small grasps, their laughter ringing out as they chase each other through the maze of flower-laden paths.

When I reach the main square, my breath catches. Even though I stood here yesterday helping Char and Martha piece it together petal by petal, the massive floral archway still steals the air right out of my lungs. Roses of every variety wind upward in a perfect ombré—from blood red at the base to the faintest pink near the top, where a golden plaque gleams: Welcome to the 18th Annual Rose Festival.

I stand there a moment, letting the beauty of it all wash over me, when I feel a familiar presence at my side.

Charlene links her arm through Deanna’s and steps into view, her face bright with a smile that’s seen its share of life and comes out the other side laughing. Deanna’s hand rests lightly on her back, and just seeing them like this—the ease, the affection—hits a tender part of me.

“Isn’t it something?” Char’s voice is full of admiration as she looks up at the archway. “The committee outdid themselves this year.” She nudges my shoulder, a knowing grin on her lips.

“We didn’t do too bad, huh,” I agree, my eyes lingering on the roses. “It’s beautiful.”

Deanna nudges me playfully with her elbow. “Almost as beautiful as you, Kate. Look at you in a blouse and jeans. And are those shoes? I didn’t even know you owned any besides those shit-kickers.”

A silk floral blouse clings to my skin, maybe even a little too tightly. My bootcut jeans hug my thighs and fall over the white shoes that I have kept in the back of the closet for the better part of half a decade. On top of that, I actually used my perfume for the first time in years.

I roll my eyes, but can’t help the smile tugging at my lips. “Always the charmer, Deanna.”

Charlene laughs, squeezing her wife’s arm affectionately. “She’s right, ya know. You’re practically glowing today.”

“Must be the flowers,” I say, trying to deflect the attention—my voice lacks its usual edge, though.

But even I know something’s different about this morning. There’s a warmth in my chest that hasn’t faded since Margot and I left her house, and even now, just thinking about her makes my pulse trip.

Across the square, I spot her near her booth—stall number one, just like I arranged. Every person who walks through this festival will see her first. She deserves that and more.

She looks stunning, as always. Her strawberry hair catches the morning light as those hazel eyes focus intently on her work. Even from this distance, I can see the care she put into every detail, the way her fingers move with practiced precision as she adjusts the flowers just so. Whenever she’s near flowers like this, her eyes sparkle, her skin shines, and I can feel the warmth radiating from her even from over here.

Apparently, I’m not the only one.

Dr. Archer is talking with Mayor Remez and a few festivalgoers, but her gaze lingers on Margot too long to be casual. There’s a flicker of something sharp in my chest. Not anger. Not quite jealousy. But something possessive and uninvited. I shove it down before it can take root.

Charlene must notice the shift in my mood, because she follows my gaze and lets out a soft chuckle. “Ah.”

“What?”

“You’re not foolin’ anyone, you know.”

“About what?” I ask, too quickly.

“You and Margot,” she says, her tone teasing. “I’m happy everything has worked out exactly as it should.”

I open my mouth to protest, but the words die on my lips. Char isn’t wrong. She’d have to be blind to not see our smokeshow of a kiss last night.

Before I can respond, Deanna pipes up with a grin. “After that firework display at the picnic, I’m surprised I don’t see hearts in your eyes.”

“Oh, for god’s sake,” I groan, pressing my hands to my face. “Will you two just stop?”

At the same time, they both wrap an arm around my shoulder, their grins a mile wide.

Deanna kisses my cheek. “We couldn’t be happier for you.”

Char does the same, and suddenly I’m sixteen again, sitting on their porch steps, wishing someone would look at me like I mattered.

She squeezes my arm. “There’s no one in this whole town that deserves happiness more than you.”

“Yeah, in a town of 683 people,” I tease before allowing my stern glare to morph into the smile it always was. “Thanks, you old fools.”

Before the moment can get any softer—before I start crying like an idiot right here next to the pickled radish stall—Jess appears. She’s dressed in her typical tomboyish style, but even she has made an effort for the festival with her shirt clean and boots polished.

“Mornin’, everyone,” she greets, her eyes flicking to me with a knowing look. “Kate, Margot’s been asking for you. Something about helping her with the final touches.”

And just like that, the flutter in my chest kicks back to life.

I nod, feeling a surge of nerves. “I’ll head over now.”

As I walk towards Margot’s booth, my steps feel both light and heavy, all at once. Truth is, I’ve gone out of my way for her in ways I never have for anyone else. Didn’t think twice about it either. I put her first. Today. Tomorrow. Lord willing, every day after that.

When I reach her, she looks up from her work and smiles, that warm, genuine smile that always makes my heart skip a beat.

“Hey,” she says. “I wondered where you ran off to. I know you probably have your booth already set up. I feel so behind.”

My instinct is to pull her into me, as if we’ve shared that space for years. I want to feel the way her curls wrap around my face, tickling my neck. I want to share her warmth, that sunshine that always seeps from her pores.

Instead, I settle with a smile. “Whacha need help with?”

She hands me a small bundle of roses, their petals a deep, velvety red. “Just these. I need to add them to the display over there. I know you have your own flowers to deal with, but could you give me a hand?”

I don’t mention I didn’t reserve a booth for myself. I hid my Rose Gallica in the perfectly clipped bushels of flowers in the truck.

Without another thought, I take the roses from her, our fingers brushing briefly. “Absolutely.”

As we work side by side, the festival around us begins to come to life. People start to fill the square, their laughter and conversation blending with the music. The scent of roses are everywhere, mingling with the smell of fresh pastries from the nearby stalls and the earthy aroma of the grass underfoot. It’s a perfect day, the kind that feels as if it was made for new beginnings.

It’s a new beginning to me.

I glance over at Margot, her face beaming with the satisfaction of a job well done, and I think that maybe, just maybe, this is where I was always meant to end up. Not alone on a farm, with no one to share the way Moose smiles when he rolls in the grass, or how happy it makes me when the calla lilies bloom in the fall, but next to this woman. The one woman who hasn’t asked a thing from me, other than to be myself.

My hands move slow and careful as I arrange the flowers Margot passes me, the type of gentle work that settles a person. Out the corner of my eye, I catch sight of Jess and Dr. Archer near the mayor’s tent. The way they’re standing—close but not quite touching—makes me pause.

Jess, in her usual confident posture, is leaning casually against a post, her trademark smirk firmly in place, while Dr. Archer is listening close, a playful smile tugging at her lips. I can’t make out a word with the festival hum buzzin’ all around us, but the way Jess throws her head back laughing at somethin’ Alex says? Yeah. That’s not just small talk. That’s interest.

Alex, all polished up in her tailored blazer and those sky-high heels, looks downright charmed. And Jess—well, for all her bravado, she’s more animated than usual, hands moving a little more, posture loose and open. There’s a flirtatiousness in the air I can’t quite ignore.

Weird.

Margot must catch me watching because she nudges me gently with her elbow, her smile warm and just a little too knowing. “Looks like Jess has found a new friend.”

“Friend, huh?” I raise a brow, as Jess leans in just enough for it to be noticed, not enough for decency to complain. “I’d say there’s a bit more brewin’ than just friendship over there.”

“Anything to get Alex off my radar.” Margot chuckles softly. “Jess always had a type, but I didn’t think ‘polished professional’ was on the top of the list.”

“Maybe it is now.”

I glance back, and Alex is brushing invisible dirt off Jess’s arm with all the grace of someone who knows exactly what she’s doing. Jess says something else, and Alex playfully shoves her shoulder, just enough to make a point.

“Who knows?” Margot murmurs. “Stranger things have happened.”

The square’s humming now—kids laughing, vendors calling out deals, music drifting on the breeze. The smell of cinnamon and fried dough mixes with roses so heady they make you dizzy if you breathe too deep. It’s the kind of Southern morning that makes you feel like anything’s possible if you just stand still long enough.

I stand beside Margot, handing her more roses as she arranges them with that same delicate care I’ve grown to admire. Her fingers move swiftly, like she knows just where each stem oughta go. There’s a grace in her movements, a fluidity that makes everything seem effortless. Watching her work, I feel a tug in my chest.

“Perfect,” she says, finally stepping back to admire her handiwork.

And Lord help me, she is. She’s perfect.

The display is a masterpiece, the roses perfectly spaced, their colors blending together in a harmonious cascade of red, pink, and white.

“You’re incredible,” I murmur before my brain can catch up with my mouth.

She glances at me, brows lifted like she’s not used to compliments from me yet, but there’s a smile tugging at her lips all the same. “Thank you.”

It’s in these moments, the quiet pauses between words, that I feel everything settle into place. The warmth in her eyes, the slight crinkle of her nose when she smiles, each detail feels like something I’ve always known but have only just allowed myself to appreciate.

“You’re not too bad yourself,” she teases, reaching out to tuck a stray lock of hair behind my ear.

She hasn’t said a word about me wearing my hair down, but I’ve caught her reaching for it all morning. She doesn’t seem to realize she does it. Or maybe she does and just doesn’t care.

With just a few minutes until judging, we continue working on the last touches of the display. Then, there’s an annoying clicking of heels coming closer. Sure enough, Dr. Archer’s headed our way, looking like she just walked off the cover of Southern Living: Power Suit Edition.

“Margot, Kate.” She greets us with a bright smile, her voice as smooth as silk. “This display is breathtaking.”

Margot wipes her hands on her apron and turns to face her, smiling politely—the kind of smile someone gives customers they don’t quite trust. “Thank you, Alex. It was a team effort.”

Alex’s eyes flick to me real quick before going back to Margot. I smile slow—honey-thick and just sharp enough to sting. Her perfectly lined eyes narrow just a bit, just like they did when I took Margot from her arms at the picnic.

“Well, you both certainly make a good team.”

“Thank you,” I say, my voice as thick and sweet as homemade buttercream.

Margot shoots me a look, equal parts amused and warning. She knows exactly what I’m doing. Before I can add more sugar to my sass, Jess strides up with a smile a mile wide.

“How’s it going?”

“Jess,” Margot says, her smile beaming and eyes wide with a ‘help me’ expression. “Perfect timing as always.”

Jess is standing a little too close to Alex again, and I see Margot’s grin stretch a little wider.

“I came to see my favorite girls,” Jess says, her arm falling dangerously close to wrapping around the invader. “We all set for the festival, or do we have a last-minute floral emergency?”

Margot shakes her head, smiling still. “No emergencies. We’re all set.”

“Excellent!” Jess claps her hands together, her arms covered by the plaid of her shirt rolled up to her elbows. “Because I’m starvin’, and I swear I saw Charlene with a tray of those cinnamon rolls she makes. You know, the ones that could start a war.”

I chuckle, because of course that’s what she’s thinking about. “You always did let your stomach lead the way.”

“Hey, someone’s gotta keep the priorities straight,” she quips, giving me a wink before heading off in search of food.

And wouldn’t you know it—Dr. Archer follows her, not even pretending to play it cool.

“That’s odd, right?” Margot chuckles beside me, her eyes smiling in the daylight.

“Incredibly,” I agree, my laugh following quickly behind. “What a pair.”

Her hand brushes mine, fingers twitching like she wants to hold on but ain’t sure yet. “I’m glad you’re here with me today.”

The words are simple, but they carry a weight that settles deep in my chest. I want to say something, to tell her that I feel the same, that I’ve never felt more at ease than I do when I’m around her. But instead, I just smile and squeeze her hand briefly before letting go.

The festival’s just about to kick off, and the crowd’s thickening. I can hear the mayor’s voice off in the distance, warming up for the opening remarks. But right now, standing beside Margot, with the scent of roses in the air and the morning sun soft on our backs, it feels like—for once—everything’s exactly where it oughta be.

We step back to take it all in. The display we’ve been fussing over for what feels like half the day is, in a word, perfect. A cascade of roses spills in every direction, each one showing off—from deep velvety reds to soft blush pinks to that warm yellow that catches the light just right. It pulls your gaze this way and that like you’re following a melody. Every bloom looks like it drifted in from some fairytale, all full and gentle, the petals curled just enough to look like they’re stretching into the breeze. They’re climbing up trellises wrapped in ivy, perched high on pedestals, and right in the middle—Lord, that centerpiece—it’s a bouquet of heirloom roses that just stops you in your tracks. The Floribunda are tucked in all around, brightening every inch, just like the woman who arranged ’em.

Margot stands there in the middle of it all, looking as radiant as anything she’s grown. Her eyes are lit up with pride, and I catch myself just watching her. There’s a stillness to the way she holds herself—hands soft at her sides, shoulders back like she’s not even trying. That kind of quiet confidence sneaks up on you. Makes your heart stir before your brain can catch up.

After a second, she glances at me, a little furrow forming between her brows. “Why aren’t you at your own stand, Kate? The judges are about to start their rounds.”

I shrug, giving her a small smile. “I wanted to be here when they come around.”

Her frown deepens. “But you have your own entry.”

“Not anymore,” I say.

She blinks. “You dropped out? Why?”

Before she can dig deeper, I shake my head and take her hands in mine. “It doesn’t matter,” I say, quiet but sure. “I just want to see your face when they show up.”

She opens her mouth—probably fixing to scold me, maybe throw a little of that spark my way—but before she can, the judges appear at the far end of the row, clipboards in hand, making their way to us. I feel her stiffen beside me, eyes flicking from them to me, like she’s still puzzling me out. But she doesn’t press. Instead, she straightens her shoulders, lifts her chin just a little, and turns her attention to the flowers.

The head judge, a woman in a pale pink sundress and the kind of look that says she doesn’t miss much, stops in front of Margot’s display. Her eyes sweep slow over every detail, while the others follow close behind, murmuring among themselves and pens scratching. My heart’s hammering in my chest; I can only imagine what Margot’s feeling.

“This is exquisite,” the head judge finally says, her voice full of admiration. “The use of color, the balance of the arrangements—it’s a masterclass in floral design.”

Margot’s eyes widen, just a hair, her lips parting like she forgot to breathe. But she holds it together, gives a nod that’s gracious and steady. “Thank you,” she says, low and even, though I can tell she’s trying to keep the thrill out of her voice.

The judges linger a bit longer, scribbling notes, whispering over details, and then they move on. I finally let out the breath I didn’t know I was holding, and when I look at her again, she hasn’t moved—still standing tall, eyes tracking them down the way.

“They loved it,” I say, grinning without even trying to hide it.

She lets out a small breath, her lips curving into a soft, grateful smile. “I think they did.”

But before I can say anything else—or she can go back to prying about my deception about my own booth—I catch movement from the corner of my eye. The judges have stopped at the end of the row. There’s whispering, some turning of heads, and then, sure enough, they’re coming right back toward us.

Margot tenses again, brows raised in surprise. The head judge steps forward, eyes still locked on the display.

“We wanted to take another look,” she says, her tone thoughtful, almost reverent, like the flowers are humming something only they can hear. “It’s truly exceptional.”

This time, I don’t bother hiding my grin. Margot glances at me, her expression a mix of disbelief and wonder.

“I think you’ve got this in the bag,” I whisper, feeling that warm swell in my chest all over again.

“We have this,” she corrects, her eyes brighter than any flower I’ve ever seen.


 

Chapter 22

Margot

The crowd gathers tightly around the stage and I can feel the buzz of anticipation in the air. Children sit on top of tall shoulders, cotton candy in almost every hand, but all I can smell is the aroma of freshly cut flowers. My fingers tingle as I stand here, trying to stay calm as we wait for the results, but it’s impossible when every ounce of my energy is focused on the woman standing up on that stage.

Kate looks incredible, poised yet relaxed, even with the weight of the town’s attention on her. The sunlight catches her hair, casting a soft glow around her face, making her look almost otherworldly. Her presence commands the stage, her voice steady as she starts her introduction, but what I see most is the woman behind all that—a woman who has become far more important to me than I could have ever expected.

She has this air of confidence, even in her stillness, her eyes scanning the crowd, ready to speak. My heart races with the rustling banners and whispers all around me. I can’t stop the fluttering in my chest.

Charlene, standing a few feet from me, nudges Deanna playfully.

“Here we go. The pie results are up first,” she says, with that easy smile that always seems to grace her lips.

Deanna laughs gruffly, placing a kiss on Char’s forehead. “Don’t act like you don’t know the winner.”

Kate’s voice cuts through the murmurs of the crowd. “Now, I know y’all are eager for the results of the Rose Festival, but before we gallop on forward, we have the results of the pie-baking competition. And, let me just say, I don’t think the judges have ever had such a tough decision to make. The entries this year were beyond impressive.”

Kate’s eyes briefly scan the crowd, finding Charlene and me. A small, knowing smile pulls at the corner of her lips before she continues, teasingly drawing out the moment. “And the winner of the pie-baking contest, for the second year in a row, is…” She pauses for dramatic effect, and the crowd leans in, hanging on her every word. “Charlene Nichols!”

There’s an eruption of applause, and Char lets out a playful cheer, stepping forward with a confident grin as she heads up to the stage. Her cane sticks into the ground, but it doesn’t slow her pace. She bounces as she climbs the steps, the crowd clapping and calling out congratulations.

Deanna gives her a wink, proud as ever.

Charlene accepts the award with a bow, her cane flung out to the side like Willy Wonka, playfully flashing a winning smile at the crowd.

“Thank you, thank you! I promise, next year, I’ll let someone else win…Maybe.”

The crowd laughs, but I’m barely paying attention to them. My focus is still on Kate. She hands Charlene the ribbon, sharing a brief exchange that I can’t hear, but there’s warmth in her expression.

Char descends the stage, flashing her ribbon at Deanna, who swoops her up in a bear hug that covers her entire frame. I barely register their teasing. My heart’s in my throat because now Kate’s moving on to the announcement I’ve been dreading and hoping for all day.

This year, this festival is different from all that came before. Everything is different and there’s still that little voice in the back of my head that says it still might not be enough.

“The moment you’ve all been waitin’ for,” Kate’s voice rings out across the square, commanding attention once more. “The winner of the 18th Annual Rose Festival…”

The crowd goes silent, anticipation buzzing in the air like static. Somewhere nearby, a child drops a balloon and it pops against the grass—but even that sharp sound feels far away. All I can hear is my own heartbeat, heavy and relentless in my ears.

This is it. This is the moment I’ve worked toward—again. The ribbons, the recognition, the nod of approval from a town that rarely hands it out easily. I’ve poured myself into the soil, into every inch of that yard. Weeks of planning, planting, second-guessing. Dozens of hours under the sun, mud caked under my nails, a million whispered pep talks when something didn’t go to plan.

This year, the laughter echoing through my yard wasn’t just mine. Kate was there—her sleeves rolled up, her hair a mess, teasing me about my perfectionism and then silently working beside me until the sun dipped behind the trees. We argued over border plants and compost, over who made the better lemonade. We touched shoulders without needing a reason. We looked at each other like maybe we were finally starting to understand something neither of us had dared to say out loud.

And somehow, in all of that, the win stopped being the point.

I still want it. Of course I do. Old habits don’t die overnight. But deep down, I know I don’t need it anymore. Not like I used to. Not to prove anything to the town—or to myself. Because for the first time, something better has taken root.

Kate’s gaze sweeps across the crowd, steady and warm, and then it finds me. Just for a moment. Her lips twitch into the ghost of a smile, and there’s a softness in her expression that sends a flicker of heat straight through my chest.

Does she know? Can she feel it too—that quiet, overwhelming truth?

That whatever happens next, I’ve already won.

“And the winner is…” Kate takes a deep breath, drawing it out like the professional she is, before finally saying, “Margot Reed!”

There’s a stunned second where the words don’t quite register, and then the world around me bursts into sound.

Charlene lets out a whoop beside me, clapping loudly, while Deanna gives me a gentle shove forward. “Go get your award, Margot!”

I move forward in a daze, feeling every step but not quite believing I’m taking them. The crowd parts for me as I make my way toward the stage, and all the while, Kate’s eyes are on me. That warmth, that pride in her gaze—it’s all for me. The moment feels almost surreal.

She should be down in the audience, expecting to hear her name. If anything, she’s earned it this year. Kate is awake before anyone else, always the last to go to bed. She earns every ounce of sweat and tears that she pours into her work. She’s the type of person who deserves the honor.

And yet, she chose her place. She chose to stand up on that stage, build my rose gardens, arrange my display, and lend me a hand the entire way. She put me over herself.

No one has done that before.

As I reach the stage, Kate extends her arm. Her touch is grounding, steadying as I stand beside her. She holds out the ribbon—a beautiful red and gold creation that feels so much more important this year.

“Congratulations,” Kate says quietly away from the microphone, just for me to hear. Her voice is tender, full of something deeper than just pride in my win.

I take the ribbon, my hand trembling slightly, but it’s not from nerves anymore. It’s from something else, something that has everything to do with the woman standing next to me.

“Thank you, but this should be yours.”

“No, darlin’.” She smiles, her head shaking subtly. “You were always meant to be up here.”

As the applause slowly fades and the crowd begins to disperse, Kate steps closer. “You’re incredible, Margot. You are the most incredible person I’ve ever laid eyes on, and I’m so thankful to call you mine.”

I turn to her, feeling the weight of the ribbon in my hands but more aware of the way her presence fills the space around me. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”

“You didn’t need me for this,” she says, her voice soft but firm. “You’ve always had it in you. You wouldn’t be you without it.”

~ ~ ~

The late afternoon sun casts a warm, golden glow over the town square as the festival transitions into a full-on celebration. People are milling about, clinking glasses of lemonade and iced tea, laughter bubbling up from every corner. Most of who is left is the festival committee board and the original town settlers. The air is still sweet with the scent of roses, but now it’s mixed with the smoky aroma of the barbecue Charlene and Deanna have set up at the far end of the square.

I stand near Kate, who’s by my side after handing off her official duties on stage. The crowd has thinned a bit, with people heading to different booths, but there’s still a lively energy in the air. A few come up to congratulate me, their words blending together in a haze of well-wishes and compliments, but my focus is split.

I can feel Kate watching me, the quiet pride in her gaze enough to make my heart swell every time I catch her glancing my way. She’s giving me space, allowing me to bask in this moment, but all I want is her. Closer.

The sun highlights her cheekbones, giving her a soft glow, and even though the day’s winding down, she looks as effortlessly stunning as she did this morning.

“So,” Kate says, leaning in slightly. “How does it feel to be the Rose Festival champion once again?”

I grin, still a little in disbelief. “Honestly? Surreal. I didn’t think I had a shot with all the competition. It seems like everyone came out of the woodwork and gave their damn near all.”

“You’re too modest. Everyone’s been ravin’ about your display all day. I knew from the start you’d win.”

I raise an eyebrow, teasing. “Oh, did you? Is that why you stayed away from the competition?”

Her smile falters just a bit, a touch of emotion crossing her face, but she quickly recovers. “I wanted to be here, with you, in this moment.”

Every muscle in my entire body slackens.

“Don’t you wish you competed, though?” The way I look at her, my eyes wide open, my mouth slightly agape, shows every single emotion I can muster at the moment. “You would have won.”

“This,” she says adamantly, taking my hands in hers, “is exactly where I want to be. This means more than any competition or ribbon.”

Before I can respond, a voice calls out from behind us. “Katie!”

We both turn toward the source of the voice, and I’m surprised to see a woman hurrying toward us through the crowd, a wide smile on her face. There’s a confidence in the way she carries her long stature, like she’s used to being noticed, and for good reason. There’s something familiar in her, something that instantly reminds me of Kate. It could be the slight curl in her hair, the blonde highlights, or the curve of her cheeks.

“Katie!” the woman says again as she draws closer. She pulls Kate into a quick, fierce hug. “Sorry I’m late. Got caught up with a flat tire on the way here.”

Kate hugs her back, laughing softly. “You always have the worst luck, Serena.”

Serena. Kate’s sister.

I hadn’t expected to meet her today, but seeing the two of them together now, it’s clear how close they are. Kate mentioned her in passing, but seeing them together, it’s impossible to picture them apart. There’s an easy, familial warmth between them, carbon copied features.

Serena turns to me with a bright smile, the same way Kate does. “And you must be Margot. The woman Kate’s been talking about nonstop.”

I blink, taken a little off guard. “She has?”

All I can think about is how much Kate has told her before we’ve gotten to know each other. Loud. Intrusive. Annoying. Bright. Those are the words that I can imagine her venting about, and not in a good way.

She lets out a light laugh, nodding. “Oh yeah. I feel like I already know you.”

I glance over at Kate, who’s suddenly very interested in the ground, her cheeks tinged with the faintest hint of pink. She clears her throat. “Don’t pay her any mind. Serena’s got a flair for the dramatic.”

“Hardly!” Serena shoots back, beaming at her sister. “Anyway, congratulations, Margot. I heard you walked away with the prize today.”

The way she smiles at me, her hand touching mine for a brief second, tells me whatever Kate told her couldn’t have been that bad.

I smile, trying to shake off my own nerves. “Thank you. It’s been a long road for Kate and I both to make this happen.”

She chuckles the same way Kate does. “I heard Moose was a big pig-head in that regard.”

“He sure didn’t make anything easier,” Kate chimes in.

Serena gives me a once-over, nodding as if to herself. “Well, you clearly deserved it. Kate’s right—there’s something special about your work.”

I’m not sure how to respond to that, so I just offer a soft, “Thanks.”

Before the moment gets too awkward, a group of townsfolk approach, eager to congratulate me once again. Deanna and Charlene are there, of course, with Charlene holding up her pie-baking ribbon like it’s the key to the town, and Jess, in her typical fashion, pats me on the back with a grin that says, I knew you had it in you.

After the groups disperses, Kate steps closer to me again, her voice low as she asks, “So, have you thought about next year?”

I glance at her, curious. “Next year?”

She nods, her eyes twinkling. “The Rose Festival. I was thinkin’ maybe we could co-host it.”

I blink in surprise, warmth flooding my chest. “Together? You mean, like plan it?”

“Yeah.” Kate shifts a bit, looking suddenly shy, which is still something I’m getting used to. “I just thought it might be nice. Course, you could still enter if you want to. Helping plan the event is a lot of work, so I get it if you don’t want to.”

A slow smile spreads across my face. The thought of working with Kate like that, sharing ideas, and bringing something new to the festival, sounds incredible. A part of me hopes it’s more than just the festival she’s talking about. Maybe this is her way of saying she wants to build something with me, beyond flowers and competitions.

“I’d love that,” I say softly, meeting her gaze.

“Oh,” Kate adds, her smile turning playful, “Moose’ll need a job, though.”

I laugh, picturing her big, gentle horse ambling through the rose displays. “Moose, huh? He didn’t get into enough trouble this year?”

“He’s part of the operation now,” she says, a little too serious to be joking, which only makes it funnier. “We’ll find somethin’ for him.”

“Flower cart?” I offer.

Kate lights up like I handed her a blue ribbon. “Now that might just be genius.”


 

Epilogue: Five Years Later

Kate

Margot’s voice pulls me from my thoughts as I stand at the edge of the field, watching Moose lazily munch away at the grass. He flicks his tail every so often like he owns the place, and truth is, he probably does.

“Love, are you ready to come in?”

I turn toward her voice. She’s standing on the porch, framed by the last stretch of golden light before the sun disappears. As usual, she has a cup of tea in hand. One of my old flannels is wrapped around her—sleeves rolled up, buttons mismatched, too big in the shoulders. Used to be my work shirt. Now it’s hers, and it looks better on her anyway. Settled. Like it was always meant to be hers.

Funny how that still gets me, even now. She still takes my breath away, leaves me stunned in ways no words could ever describe.

I tuck my hands into my pockets, the fabric of my overalls warm from the day’s sun, and smile. “I guess I could be persuaded.”

Her lips curve into that soft, knowing smile she’s perfected over the years. “You’ve been out here for almost an hour. What’s going on in that head of yours?”

I walk toward her, gravel crunching under my boots. “Just thinking.”

“Oh no,“ she teases, taking a step off the porch to meet me halfway. “That sounds dangerous.”

I huff a laugh, the kind that settles right in my chest as she meets me halfway and slips her fingers into mine like it’s the most natural thing in the world. “Just thinkin’ about us.”

“Good thoughts, I hope?”

“The best,” I say, pulling her into my arms.

She fits against me like she always has, her head resting right over my heart, arms around my waist, the quiet weight of her grounding me more than anything else ever has. I never used to believe in soulmates or fate or any of that but being here with her makes me wonder if maybe I was wrong. Maybe some people really are meant to find each other, even if it takes a few wrong turns and a stubborn streak or two to get there.

It’s moments like these—quiet and steady—that remind me of how far we’ve come, how much we’ve built together. The way we fit so perfectly, like two halves finally finding their whole.

“You’re being sappy again,” she mumbles into my shirt, but I can hear the smile in her voice, that light teasing note I’ve grown so fond of.

“You love it,” I say, grinning.

She pulls back just enough to meet my eyes, her gaze full of that gentle calm she carries so well. “Yeah,” she says quietly. “I do.”

We stand there for a moment, wrapped in each other and the hush of the evening. The sky has turned a deep pink and orange, the kind of sunset that makes everything feel a little more magical, like the world is pausing just for us.

In the distance, Moose continues his lazy grazing, blissfully unaware that he’s set to be part of next year’s Rose Festival whether he likes it or not. His custom-made saddle and sash arrived yesterday, and Margot’s eyes light up every time she talks about it.

“We still on for next year?” she asks, as if reading my thoughts. “With Moose pulling the cart?”

“Yep.” I nod, the idea still making me smile. “We have to remember not to forget his lead rope this year. Can’t have him wandering off again.”

Margot laughs, the sound fillin’ the air between us. “That horse has a mind of his own.”

“Sounds familiar,” I tease, pressing a kiss to her forehead. “We’ll make it work.”

“We always do.”

We head back toward the porch, her hand still tucked in mine. There’s a small bouquet of roses waiting on the table—today it’s yellow and pink, cheerful and soft. I try not to make a big deal out of it, but I leave flowers for her when I can. Doesn’t have to be a special occasion. Just Thursday, or because the light hit her hair a certain way that morning, or because I want her to have an extra reminder of how loved she is. She never asks, but I know she notices.

Before we step inside, she pauses, glancing up at me with a curious look. “You know, I never asked why you withdrew from the competition that first year.”

I smile, the memory still vivid in my mind. “I wanted to see your face when you won.”

She blinks, surprised. “You already knew?”

“Of course I did. I’ve been working with flowers my whole life. The second I saw your arrangement, I knew it was the one.”

She leans in and kisses me—slow, warm, unhurried. When she pulls back, her eyes are shining. “You’re the sweetest.”

“Nah,” I say, opening the door and guiding her inside. “Just in love.”

And that’s the truth. More than anything, I’m just in love.

I never planned for this, never thought I’d find someone like Margot—someone who understands me, who stays even when I’m difficult, or quiet, or closed off. She stays when I don’t make it easy. She’s patient in a way that makes me feel safe, like I can let my guard down without worrying about what’s behind it. With her, I’ve learned to be patient too, learned to let life unfold without trying to control every part of it.

We step into the house we’ve loved together. It still smells faintly of lavender and sawdust, like blooming things and hard work. Her teacup goes back on the counter. My boots come off by the door. Her cardigan’s draped over the arm of the couch, and my pruners are where I left them near the back door. It’s not a perfect house, but it’s ours—sturdy, lived-in, and honest. It’s a home we’ll continue to nurture.

If you give something love, give something enough nutrients to grow, it’ll do the rest.

We settle in on the couch, side by side, legs tangled, the way we always end the day. The kettle hums on the stove. Her head rests against my shoulder, her breath starting to even out, slow and steady. She’s falling asleep already, and I don’t blame her. She works hard. Loves harder. I glance down at her, just watching for a while.

This—this right here—is the thing I didn’t think I’d get. Not in this lifetime. And now that I have it, I’m not letting go. The future is always a little unknown. Weather changes. Crops fail. People surprise you. But for the first time in a long time, I’m not bracing for the worst.

~ ~ ~
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