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For the caregivers.


For those who stay when staying is impossible.


For the ones who learn that love is not a feeling but a choice, made again and again, in the quiet hours when no one is watching.


And for everyone who has ever held someone's hand through the long journey of forgetting.


You are seen. You are honored. You are not alone.










  
  
"The flower that blooms in adversity is the most rare and beautiful of all."— Muerta, The Emperor of China



      ***"We are all just walking each other home."— Ram Dass



      ***"To plant a garden is to believe in tomorrow."— Audrey Hepburn
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Prologue


The Winter Rose





The bench had learned the shape of him. 

Junaid settled into the familiar grooves of weathered teak, feeling the wood yield to his weight the way it had for five winters now. His hands trembled as he placed them on his knees, and he watched the tremor with the detached curiosity of a man observing someone else's body. Silver threaded through his hair at the temples, and the lines around his eyes had deepened into permanent etchings, cartography of a grief that never quite finished mapping itself.

The space beside him was empty.

He spoke to it anyway.

"The frost came early this year," he said, his voice low, intimate, meant only for the ghost of a shoulder that should have been pressed against his. "Eleanor says it might kill the jasmine, but I don't think so. You always said jasmine was stubborn. That it would bloom through spite if nothing else."

A cardinal landed on a nearby branch, cocking its head at the old man who conversed with absence. Junaid ignored it. He had long since stopped caring what the birds thought of him.

His fingers found the leather journal in his lap, tracing the cracked spine with the reverence of a pilgrim touching a relic. The leather had softened over the decades, worn smooth in patches where his thumbs had rubbed it raw. He lifted it to his nose and inhaled. The scent of old paper and pressed flowers still clung to it, faint but unmistakable. Beneath that, if he concentrated, he could almost catch something else. Something that smelled like soil after rain, like green things growing, like her.

He opened the cover.

A yellow rose lay pressed against the first page, its petals translucent as moth wings, preserved in the amber of time. The color had faded from sunflower to something softer, more honeyed, but it still held light. It still remembered what it meant to bloom.

The page itself was blank except for a single seed pressed into its center. No words. No explanation. Just a seed, small and dark and patient, waiting for soil it would never find.

Junaid touched it with one weathered fingertip.

"I still don't know what kind it is," he murmured. "You never told me. Maybe you didn't know either. Maybe that was the point."

Around him, the garden breathed.

It was not a small garden. It had grown over the years, spreading across what had once been their modest backyard and consuming the neighboring lots like a gentle invasion. Winding paths of crushed stone curved through beds of winter hellebore and Christmas roses, past sensory stations where lavender and rosemary grew thick enough to brush against passing hands. A fountain murmured somewhere to his left, its song a constant backdrop, and beyond it rose the glass walls of the conservatory, catching the weak winter sun and throwing it back in fractured rainbows.

People moved through the paths. Wheelchairs mostly, pushed by young people in matching polo shirts with the sanctuary's logo embroidered on the chest. The elderly passengers reached toward flowers with hands that remembered more than their minds did, fingers curling around petals with instinctive gentleness. Some smiled at nothing. Some wept at less. One woman near the fountain was singing a song that had no words, just melody, just the ghost of something she had once known.

Junaid watched them.

He had watched thousands of them now. They came from across the state, sometimes from farther, seeking what the brochures called "horticultural therapy for memory care patients and their families." They came seeking miracles or peace or simply a beautiful place to say goodbye. Most found the latter. Some found all three.

A young woman approached the bench.

She was new, Junaid could tell. The hesitation in her step, the way she clutched her volunteer badge like a shield. Early twenties, dark hair pulled back in a practical ponytail, eyes that hadn't yet learned the particular quality of sorrow that lived in this place. She would learn. They all learned.

"Excuse me," she said, her voice pitched soft, the way people spoke in hospitals and museums. "Mr. Junaid?"

He didn't correct her. He had stopped correcting them years ago.

"Are you..." She glanced at a clipboard, at notes she had clearly taken during orientation. "Are you the founder? Of all this?"

Junaid smiled. It was a small thing, weathered like the rest of him, but genuine. He shook his head and gestured to the empty space beside him.

"No," he said. "My wife is. I just kept her garden alive."

The volunteer's brow furrowed. She looked at the empty bench, then back at him, and something careful crossed her face. The expression people wore when they weren't sure if they were speaking to grief or madness.

"I'm sorry," she said slowly. "I thought... the orientation materials said the founder passed away. Years ago."

"She did."

The volunteer opened her mouth, closed it, opened it again. Junaid saved her the trouble.

"Would you like to sit?"

She hesitated, then lowered herself onto the bench, keeping a respectful distance from the space he had left empty between them. Her clipboard rested on her knees. Up close, he could see freckles across her nose, could see the slight sunburn on her cheeks from working outdoors despite the cold. Young. So young. She probably thought of death as something theoretical, something that happened to other people.

He envied that. He missed it.

"You wanted to ask me something," Junaid said. It wasn't a question.

"I wanted to know the story." She flushed slightly. "For the visitors. They ask about the garden, about who made it, and I realized I don't... I mean, the pamphlet gives dates and facts, but it doesn't explain why. Why this place exists. What it means."

Junaid looked at her for a long moment. The cardinal had flown away, and in its absence, the morning felt very still.

"It means exactly what it looks like," he said. "It's a garden where people come to forget. Or to be forgotten. Sometimes both."

"That's not a story."

"No," he agreed. "It's not."

He opened the journal again, turning past the pressed seed to the first page of handwriting. The ink had faded from black to brown, but the words were still legible, still precise, still so entirely her that his heart clenched like a fist around something sharp.

Patience is the only fertilizer love needs.

Below it, in smaller letters: —Lina

"This was hers," Junaid said. He held the journal so the volunteer could see, though he didn't offer it to her hands. Some things were too sacred for casual touch. "She wrote it on the first day we met. A joke, she said. Something her grandmother used to say. But I wrote it down, because even then, even before I knew what she would become to me, I understood that some jokes are just truths wearing comfortable clothes."

The volunteer leaned closer, squinting at the faded writing.

"Lina," she read. "That was her name?"

"That was her name."

He closed the journal gently, reverently, and looked toward the glasshouse. Through its crystalline walls, he could see the orchids swaying in their climate-controlled warmth, could see the tropical palms pressing their fronds against the glass like prisoners reaching for sky. A plaque stood beside the entrance, bronze letters catching the morning light:

THE LINA CONSERVATORY 

She taught us that every garden begins with one seed of hope.

"She was a botanist," Junaid continued, his voice soft now, almost dreaming. "Or she was studying to be one. We met at a botanical garden thirty years ago, give or take. I was trespassing. She was angry about it. We fell in love anyway."

"That sounds romantic."

"It was." He paused. "And then it wasn't. And then it became something else entirely. Something I don't have a word for. Something that lives in the space between love and loss, in the soil between what was and what remains."

The volunteer was quiet. Junaid could feel her wanting to ask more, could feel the questions pressing against her teeth. But she was polite, this one. She would wait to be invited.

He decided to invite her.

"Do you want to hear the story?" he asked. "The real one?"

"Yes."

"It's not a love story with a happy ending."

"The best ones never are."

He looked at her sharply. There was more to this girl than her youth suggested. More depth in those careful eyes.

"It's not a love story at all," he said slowly, "in the end. It's a love story that became something else. A story about how we live, and how we unlive, and what remains when the person you love begins to disappear while still standing in front of you."

Somewhere in the garden, a wind chime sounded.

Junaid stopped breathing.

The melody was simple. Four notes, repeating. Moon River. Their song. Their wedding dance. The song that had followed them through three decades and one unthinkable journey and the long, quiet years that came after.

He closed his eyes.

"Thirty years ago," he began, and his voice changed, softening into the cadence of memory, "there was a botanical garden. And a girl who knew every flower by its Latin name. And a boy who was very lost, though he didn't know it yet."

The frost on the nearest rosebush seemed to shimmer.

"She found me sketching in the greenhouse, in a section I wasn't supposed to be in. She was furious. She had this way of being furious that made you want to laugh and apologize and propose marriage all at once."

The light shifted.

Junaid was not imagining it. The quality of the air was changing, warming, softening from winter's brittle edge to something gentler. The frost on the rose was melting, each crystal catching the sun before surrendering to water. The colors of the garden were shifting from their muted winter palette to something richer, something remembered.

"She taught me about patience that day. About seeds and soil and the strange faith required to bury something in the dark and believe it will find light."

He opened his eyes.

The volunteer was still there, but she seemed farther away somehow, or perhaps he was. He was traveling backward through the years, through the decades of grief and devotion and the slow, terrible miracle of watching someone you love forget how to be alive.

"It started with a botanical garden," he said, and his voice was young again, or perhaps it only sounded that way to him. "And a girl who knew every flower by its Latin name."

The wind chime sang again.

And Junaid let himself fall backward through time, through memory, through the pages of a story that had ended years ago but somehow never stopped being told. He let himself return to the beginning, to the seed, to the moment before the bloom and the wilt and the long, dark winter that swallowed everything.

He let himself return to her.

The garden around him shimmered once more, colors bleeding into colors, winter surrendering to an ancient spring. And just before the present dissolved entirely into the past, the volunteer caught one last glimpse of him: an old man on a bench, holding a journal that contained a universe, his weathered face transformed by something that looked almost like hope.

The yellow rose pressed between those pages seemed to glow, just for a moment.

Like a small sun.

Like a memory refusing to die.

Like love.


      ***Thirty years earlier, in a greenhouse full of orchids, a girl looked up from her work and saw a stranger standing where he shouldn't be.

She had no idea that he would become her husband.

She had no idea that she would forget his name.

She had no idea about any of it.

But the seed was already planted.

And patience, as her grandmother always said, was the only fertilizer love needed.








  
  

Chapter one
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The Soil and the Seed





The orchids were misbehaving again. 

Lina crouched before the propagation bench, her knees pressing into the damp concrete floor, and studied the row of Paphiopedilum rothschildianum with the focused intensity of a surgeon examining X-rays. The slipper orchids should have been thriving. She had calibrated their humidity to seventy-two percent, maintained their temperature at a precise sixty-eight degrees, filtered their light through shade cloth that cost more than her monthly rent. She had done everything right.

And yet.

"You're being dramatic," she told them, her voice low and conversational. "The conditions are perfect. I checked the pH three times. If you're wilting out of spite, I want you to know that I see through it."

The orchids did not respond. Orchids rarely did, though Lina had learned over the years that their silence was not absence. Plants communicated constantly. They just spoke in languages most people couldn't be bothered to learn.

She reached for her notebook, a battered thing held together by hope and rubber bands, and began recording observations. Leaf margins showing minor chlorosis. Could indicate magnesium deficiency, but more likely stress response to recent repotting. Recommend foliar spray with Epsom salt solution, 1 tsp per gallon. Monitor for three days before adjusting.

The greenhouse wrapped around her like a glass womb, humid and alive and smelling of earth and green growth and the faint sweetness of decomposition that underlay all living things. This was her cathedral. The Victorian framework arched overhead in elegant iron ribs, the glass panels diffusing the afternoon sun into something gentler, more forgiving. Somewhere deeper in the structure, the automatic misting system hissed to life, and Lina felt the moisture settle on her skin like a blessing.

She loved it here. Loved it with the fierce, possessive devotion that other girls her age reserved for boyfriends or bands or the elaborate social architectures of university life. The botanical garden had claimed her heart the first time she'd walked through its gates at seven years old, clutching her grandmother's weathered hand, and it had never given that heart back.

She didn't mind. Hearts, like seeds, belonged in the soil.

A sound interrupted her communion with the orchids. Footsteps, soft but unmistakable, coming from the restricted propagation wing where no footsteps should be. Lina's head snapped up, irritation flaring bright and immediate. The restricted section was clearly marked. There were signs. There were ropes. There was a door that was supposed to be locked, except apparently it wasn't, because someone was definitely back here, and that someone was about to receive a very thorough education on the concept of boundaries.

She rose, brushing soil from her knees, and followed the sound.

The intruder was not what she expected.

He stood near the east-facing windows, silhouetted against the afternoon light, utterly absorbed in a sketchbook balanced on his forearm. His pencil moved in quick, confident strokes, and he was looking up, not at the plants that surrounded him but at the architecture itself. The iron framework. The glass joints. The way the Victorian builders had married form and function into something that had stood for over a century.

Lina felt her irritation crystallize into something colder.

"You're not supposed to be here."

He startled, nearly dropping his pencil, and turned to face her. Dark eyes, wide with surprise, set in a face that was handsome in an unfinished sort of way. Early twenties, like her. Ink stains on his fingers. A smudge of graphite on his left wrist, just below the sleeve of a sweater that had seen better days.

"I'm sorry?" He had the grace to look guilty, at least. Points for that.

"This section is restricted." Lina crossed her arms, positioning herself between him and the door. "There are signs. In three languages. With pictures."

"I saw them."

"And you ignored them."

"I..." He paused, seeming to consider and discard several excuses. Finally, he settled on honesty, or something close to it. "I needed to see the framework from the inside. The original ironwork. It's not visible from the public areas, and I'm writing my thesis on Victorian greenhouse construction, and I thought..."

"You thought you'd trespass on a university research facility because your thesis needed better reference material."

"When you put it like that, it sounds bad."

"It is bad."

He had the audacity to smile. It was a small smile, sheepish and slightly crooked, and Lina hated that she noticed it at all.

"I'm Junaid," he said, as if an introduction might soften her resolve. "Architecture student. Fourth year. I really am sorry about the trespassing. I've been trying to get access through official channels for months, but the bureaucracy is..."

"Designed to keep random architecture students from trampling through sensitive research areas?"

"I wasn't trampling. I was sketching. Very carefully." He held up the sketchbook as evidence, and despite herself, Lina glanced at the open page.

The drawing was good. More than good. He had captured the essential geometry of the greenhouse framework with an economy of line that spoke of genuine skill. The iron ribs curved across the page in graceful arcs, and he had somehow conveyed the quality of light filtering through the glass, the way it softened and scattered, without using any shading at all.

"You're talented," Lina said, and the compliment came out more grudging than she intended.

"Thank you. You're still angry."

"Yes."

"Fair." He closed the sketchbook and tucked the pencil behind his ear, a gesture so absent and natural that it was clearly habitual. "I really will leave. I got what I needed. But can I ask you something first?"

Lina should have said no. Should have escorted him out immediately and reported the security breach to Dr. Okonkwo and added this incident to her growing mental catalog of reasons why people were fundamentally disappointing. But the afternoon light was catching the edge of his cheekbone, and he was looking at her with genuine curiosity, and somewhere in the humid air between them, something shifted.

"One question," she heard herself say.

He gestured to the orchids she had been tending, visible through the gap in the partition screens. "Why do they need all this? The humidity, the temperature, the filtered light. Why are they so... demanding?"

It was such an unexpected question that Lina forgot, for a moment, to be angry.

"Because they evolved for very specific conditions," she said slowly. "Orchids are specialists. They don't adapt well to change. They need things to be exactly right, or they can't survive."

"Seems fragile."

"It's not fragility. It's precision. There's a difference." She found herself moving toward the orchids as she spoke, drawn by the familiar pull of explaining something she loved to someone who seemed genuinely interested. "Most plants are generalists. They can grow almost anywhere, tolerate a wide range of conditions. But orchids traded adaptability for specialization. They became perfect for one environment, one set of circumstances. It makes them vulnerable, yes. But it also makes them extraordinary."

Junaid followed her, his footsteps careful now, respectful of the space. "And if the environment changes? If the conditions shift?"

"Then they die." Lina touched one of the slipper orchid's leaves, feeling its waxy texture beneath her fingertip. "Or they evolve, over thousands of generations, into something different. Something that fits the new world. But the original is lost. You can't get it back."

"That's sad."

"It's honest." She looked at him, really looked, and found him watching her with an expression she couldn't quite read. "Nature doesn't care about sad. It cares about what works."

They stood in silence for a moment, the greenhouse breathing around them, and Lina became aware of how close he was standing. Not inappropriately close. Just close enough that she could smell him beneath the organic scent of the greenhouse. Soap and pencil shavings and something warmer underneath.

"My grandmother used to say something," Lina heard herself say, the words rising unbidden from some deep well of memory. "About growing things. She said that patience is the only fertilizer love needs."

Junaid's eyebrows rose. "Love?"

"She was talking about plants. Or maybe she wasn't." Lina shrugged, suddenly self-conscious. "She was old. She said a lot of things."

"I like it." He was reaching for his sketchbook again, flipping to a blank page, and before she could ask what he was doing, he had written the phrase down in neat, slanted handwriting. Patience is the only fertilizer love needs. "Do you mind? It's... I want to remember it."

"It's not mine to give. It was hers."

"Then I'll borrow it. With interest."

Lina didn't know what to say to that, so she said nothing. The moment stretched, elastic and strange, until she remembered that he was still a trespasser and she was still supposed to be angry about it.

"You've had your one question," she said briskly. "Now I'm escorting you out."

"Wait." He held up one hand, a plea for patience. "Can I show you something first? Since you showed me the orchids?"

"I didn't show you anything. You broke in and asked questions."

"And you answered them. Generously. Beautifully, even." The smile was back, that crooked, infuriating thing. "One more minute. Please."

Against every instinct, Lina nodded.

Junaid moved to the window, to the view that had first drawn him to this restricted section, and gestured outward. "Do you see those buildings? The physics tower, the humanities block, the new engineering center?"

Lina saw them. She had looked at them every day for four years without really seeing them. They were just buildings. Stone and glass and concrete, functional containers for human activity.

"I see them."

"They were all designed to last a hundred years. The engineers calculated the load-bearing requirements, the material fatigue, the environmental stresses. Everything was planned. Everything was precise. And do you know what's going to happen to them?"

"They're going to age?"

"They're going to crumble." Junaid's voice held something like reverence, or perhaps grief. "The physics tower is already showing foundation cracks. The humanities block will need a new roof within twenty years. Even the engineering center, the newest one, the one they called 'state of the art' when it opened, it's going to weather and wear and eventually, inevitably, fall down. Nothing we build lasts forever. Not really."

"And this is supposed to impress me?"

He turned to face her, and his eyes were very bright. "What I'm saying is that gardens are better."

Lina blinked. Of all the arguments she had expected, this wasn't one.

"Gardens die too," she said slowly. "Flowers wilt. Trees fall. Even this greenhouse, this beautiful Victorian structure you're so obsessed with, it's going to need restoration eventually. Everything ends."

"But gardens come back." Junaid stepped closer, his voice dropping, taking on the quality of a confession. "That's what I realized, standing here. Buildings fight against time. They resist and erode and eventually lose. But gardens... gardens collaborate with time. They die, yes, but they leave seeds. They come back. A thousand years from now, these buildings will be rubble or memory. But somewhere, an orchid descended from these orchids might still be blooming."

Lina stared at him.

No one had ever articulated it quite like that before. The thing she felt, the reason she had devoted her life to roots and stems and the slow, patient miracle of photosynthesis, summed up by a trespassing architecture student who drew buildings and talked about their death like a love story.

"A seed can wait a thousand years to bloom," she said quietly. "If the conditions are right. If it's protected. Some seeds have been dormant for centuries and still germinated when they finally found soil."

"See?" Junaid's smile widened. "Gardens are better."

"I didn't say that."

"You implied it."

"I implied that seeds are patient. That's not the same thing."

"Isn't it?"

Lina felt something crack inside her, some wall she hadn't known she was holding up. She laughed before she could stop herself, a surprised sound that escaped without permission. Junaid's face lit up at the sound, and she realized with a start that he had been hoping for exactly that reaction. That he had been performing, just a little, just enough, trying to make her smile.

"You're strange," she told him.

"Thank you."

"That wasn't a compliment."

"I'm choosing to take it as one anyway." He tucked the sketchbook under his arm and regarded her with an expression that was half mischief, half something deeper. "Can I draw your hands?"

The question caught her completely off guard. "My what?"

"Your hands. For my thesis. The section on the relationship between the gardener and the garden." He was reaching for his pencil again, that absent gesture. "I've been trying to find the right model. Someone who actually works with plants. Someone whose hands tell a story. Yours are perfect."

Lina looked down at her own hands without meaning to. She saw what he must have seen: the calluses from pruning shears, the perpetual soil beneath her fingernails, the small scars from thorns and careless moments with grafting knives. Working hands. Practical hands. Nothing beautiful about them, really.

"I don't pose for artists."

"It's not posing. It's collaboration. I'd just need an hour or two, and I'd work around your schedule, and..."

"No."

"Can I ask why?"

"Because I don't know you. Because you broke into my workspace. Because this is strange and sudden and I don't do strange and sudden."

Junaid nodded slowly, accepting the rejection with more grace than she expected. "Fair. All of that is fair." He paused, tilted his head, and tried again from a different angle. "What if I bought you coffee first?"

"What?"

"Coffee. The beverage. Usually served hot, sometimes iced, pairs well with awkward conversations and gradual trust-building." He was smiling again, but there was something nervous beneath it now, something hopeful and young. "Not a date. Just... coffee. And if you still think I'm strange afterward, you never have to see me again. But if you decide I'm interesting strange instead of dangerous strange, maybe you'd consider letting me draw your hands."

Lina should have said no.

The word was right there, ready on her tongue, the safe and sensible choice. She didn't know this person. He had trespassed. He asked too many questions and smiled too easily and had a way of looking at her that made her feel seen in ways she wasn't sure she wanted.

But the greenhouse was warm, and the afternoon light was soft, and somewhere deep in the soil of her subconscious, a seed that she hadn't known was planted began to stir.

"One coffee," she heard herself say. "And you're paying."

"Absolutely. Whatever you want. The most expensive thing on the menu."

"It's a campus coffee shop. Nothing is expensive."

"Then I'll buy you two."

Lina shook her head, but she was smiling again, and this time she let herself. "Come on. Let me show you something before security figures out you're here."

She led him through the greenhouse, past the orchid benches and the tropical ferns and the climate-controlled rooms where delicate specimens waited in patient silence. He followed with the careful attention of someone who understood he was being given a gift, his sketchbook tucked close to his chest.

They stopped before a small clearing near the back exit, where a young Japanese maple spread its leaves in a canopy of emerging green. It was barely taller than Lina herself, its trunk slender as a wrist, its branches still finding their shape.

"I planted this last year," she said. "It's an Acer palmatum 'Bloodgood.' One of the most beautiful cultivars, when it matures. The leaves will turn deep purple in autumn, almost black. And in winter, the branch structure is so elegant you can see the whole architecture of the tree, every decision it made about where to grow."

Junaid crouched to examine the trunk, not touching, just looking. "How long until it matures?"

"Twenty years. Maybe thirty. These things can't be rushed."

"Will you still be here then?"

The question landed strangely, opening a door to futures Lina hadn't consciously considered. She thought about it, really thought, imagining herself at fifty-three, at sixty-three, walking through this greenhouse with gray in her hair and aches in her knees.

"I hope so," she said finally. "I think about it sometimes. Sitting under this tree when I'm old. When it's grown into what it's meant to be. I planted it like a promise to my future self, you know? A reason to stick around long enough to see what happens."

Junaid straightened, and when he looked at her, there was something different in his eyes. Something that had shifted while she wasn't watching.

"I think," he said slowly, "that I would like to see that too."

Lina's heart did something strange, a flutter she didn't recognize and immediately distrusted. She was not the fluttering type. She was the practical type, the sensible type, the type who categorized her emotions as carefully as she categorized her plant specimens.

But here, in the filtered light of the greenhouse, standing beside a tree that wouldn't reach its full height until she was old enough to have grandchildren, she felt something unfamiliar taking root.

"You don't know me," she said, and it came out softer than she intended.

"Not yet." He smiled, and it was that same crooked smile, but gentler now, stripped of its performance. "But I'd like to."

Lina filed that away, turned from it, focused on the safer ground of the practical. "Coffee first. Then we'll discuss the hand-drawing thing. Maybe."

"That's more than I hoped for."

"Don't get used to it."

She walked him toward the exit, pointing out plants as they went, unable to help herself. The Nepenthes pitcher plants with their carnivorous elegance. The Welwitschia specimen from the Namib Desert, a plant that could live for two thousand years. The roses in the outdoor beds, just beginning to show their first buds of spring.

"Wait." Junaid stopped before one of the rose bushes, his attention suddenly sharp. "What's this one? The yellow one?"

Lina felt a smile spreading across her face, warm and unguarded. He had found her favorite.

"That's a Julia Child rose," she said, moving to stand beside him. "One of the most perfect yellow varieties ever cultivated. See how the petals shade from butter yellow at the center to almost gold at the edges? And the fragrance." She leaned close, inhaling deeply. "It smells like joy. That's the only word for it. Pure, uncomplicated joy."

"Julia Child? Like the chef?"

"Exactly like the chef. They named it after her because she brought happiness to people. That's what this rose is supposed to represent. Joy, friendship, and the promise of new beginnings."

Junaid was reaching for his sketchbook again, flipping to a fresh page. "Can I?"

"Can you what?"

"Draw it. Quickly. Just a study." He was already sketching, his pencil moving in swift, certain strokes. "It's too beautiful not to capture."

Lina watched him work. She watched the way his fingers curled around the pencil, the way his brow furrowed in concentration, the way he kept glancing between the rose and the page as if afraid the flower might disappear if he looked away too long.

She watched, and she catalogued, and she filed away every detail with the precision she brought to her research.

The graphite smudge on his wrist had spread to his palm now. His handwriting, visible in the margins of his sketches, slanted consistently to the right, suggesting someone who was eager, who reached toward things rather than pulling back. He bit his lower lip when he was concentrating hard. He held himself very still when he drew, as if motion might disturb the connection between eye and hand.

I don't believe in love at first sight, Lina thought. That's not how these things work. You can't know someone from one meeting, one conversation, one shared moment in a greenhouse. It takes time. It takes patience. It takes the slow accumulation of understanding that turns a stranger into something more.

But she believed in interesting soil. She believed in the inexplicable alchemy that made some seeds flourish while others, planted in the same conditions, failed to sprout. She believed that sometimes you met someone and felt, beneath the surface, the stirring of potential.

And this boy, this strange, trespassing, building-obsessed boy with graphite on his hands and Victorian architecture in his head, he felt like potential. He felt like soil worth tending.

"There." Junaid turned the sketchbook toward her, showing his work. The Julia Child rose bloomed on the page in black and white, captured mid-opening, petals unfurling toward a sun that wasn't visible. "What do you think?"

"You made it too perfect."

"It is perfect."

"Nothing is perfect. That's not how nature works."

"Maybe I wasn't drawing nature." He closed the sketchbook and met her eyes. "Maybe I was drawing what nature aspires to."

Lina wanted to argue. She was a scientist; she dealt in reality, in measurable phenomena, in the world as it existed rather than the world as it might be imagined. But something in his voice, some sincerity beneath the charm, made the argument die in her throat.

"Coffee," she said instead. "Tomorrow. Three o'clock. The campus café near the humanities building."

"The one with the terrible pastries?"

"You know it?"

"I've been doing most of my writing there. The pastries are terrible, but the light is good."

"Of course you care about the light."

"I'm an architecture student. Light is half of what I study." He tucked the sketchbook away, finally, and extended his hand. "Thank you. For not calling security. For the orchid lesson. For telling me about patience and seeds and things that last."

Lina took his hand. His grip was warm and firm, his palm rough with calluses that matched her own. She wondered what an architect did to develop calluses like that, and then she realized she was looking forward to asking him.

"Don't be late tomorrow," she said.

"I won't be."

"And don't break into any more restricted areas. I can't keep rescuing you from your own bad decisions."

"Noted. Deeply noted." He was backing toward the exit now, still facing her, and there was a glow about him that the afternoon light couldn't quite explain. "I'll see you tomorrow, Lina."

"You know my name?"

"It's on your research station. I'm not completely unobservant."

"Just selectively observant."

"Exactly."

He turned to leave, walking backward for the first few steps, and Lina watched him with an amusement she didn't bother to hide. He was three steps from the glass door when it happened.

He walked directly into it.

The sound was muffled, cushioned by his shoulder hitting the frame rather than his face, but it was unmistakable. He stumbled, caught himself, and turned to find her laughing openly now, one hand pressed to her mouth.

"I was looking at you," he said, defensive and embarrassed and laughing at himself too. "It's your fault."

"My fault you can't navigate a door?"

"Completely. Entirely." He rubbed his shoulder, grinning through the self-directed mockery. "You're very distracting. You should come with a warning label."

"You should come with a helmet."

"I'll consider it."

Lina shook her head, still laughing, and waved him toward the exit. "Go, Majnun. Before you hurt yourself further."

Junaid paused, one hand on the door. "What did you call me?"

"Majnun." She felt her cheeks warm slightly, regretting the slip. "It's from a story. Persian, originally. About a poet who fell so deeply in love with a woman named Layla that he went mad. They called him Majnun, which means 'possessed by djinn.' He wrote poetry about her until he died, wandering in the wilderness, talking to animals about her beauty."

"And you're comparing me to him because...?"

"Because you just walked into a door while looking at someone you've known for twenty minutes. That's the beginning stages of madness, I think."

Junaid considered this. "So in this metaphor, you're Layla."

"I'm no one. It was a joke. Forget it."

"Too late. I've already written it down." He tapped his sketchbook, that crooked smile back in full force. "Don't go mad yet, he says to himself. You haven't even bought her coffee."

"That's not the quote."

"It's close enough."

He pushed through the door, this time watching where he was going, and Lina watched him walk across the garden toward the main exit. He turned once, near the fountain, and waved. She lifted her hand in response before she could stop herself.

Then he was gone, swallowed by the campus beyond the garden walls, and Lina was alone with the plants and the fading afternoon light and the strange, fluttering sensation that still hadn't quite settled in her chest.

She returned to her orchids.

They were still misbehaving. The slipper orchids had not magically healed during her absence, and the Miltoniopsis in the next section were showing signs of the stress she had been worried about. There was work to do. There was always work to do.

But Lina couldn't concentrate.

She stood before her research station, hands pressed flat against the cool surface of the potting bench, and stared at the faded card taped to the edge of her shelving unit. Her grandmother's handwriting, faded now but still legible, still carrying the echo of a voice that had been silent for three years.

Patience is the only fertilizer love needs.

She had written it down after her grandmother died, needing to preserve something, needing to hold onto a piece of wisdom that had seemed important even when she was too young to understand it. She had looked at this card every day for three years, and it had never meant more than what it said. A reminder to be patient. A comfort in the slow work of growing things.

But now, standing in the golden light of late afternoon, Lina found herself reading it differently. Reading it as a question rather than a statement.

What if some seeds germinate faster than others?

The thought rose unbidden, and she tried to push it away. She didn't believe in love at first sight. She didn't believe in fate or destiny or the romantic notion that you could meet a stranger and know, somehow, that they would matter. She believed in patience. She believed in time. She believed in the slow, careful work of coming to understand another person.

But Junaid had looked at her, and something had shifted. Something had cracked open, just a little, just enough to let light through.

Don't be ridiculous, she told herself firmly. You talked to him for half an hour. You don't know his last name. You don't know where he's from, or what he wants to do after graduation, or whether he snores or votes or believes in anything that matters. He's a stranger with a nice smile and good hands and an interesting way of seeing the world, and that's not the same as anything real.

But her hands were trembling slightly as she reached for her notebook.

And when she tried to focus on the orchids, she kept seeing the yellow rose instead. Kept seeing him sketch it, quick and certain, capturing something essential in a few strokes of graphite.

Joy, friendship, and the promise of new beginnings.

Lina closed her eyes.

Tomorrow. Three o'clock. Terrible pastries and good light.

She didn't know it yet, but she had just planted a seed that would grow into a tree, a garden, a love story that would stretch across decades and defy everything she thought she understood about patience and time and the slow, inevitable work of forgetting.

All she knew, in that moment, was that she was looking forward to coffee with a strange boy who talked about buildings dying and gardens lasting forever.

All she knew was that something had begun.

And somewhere in the back of her mind, in a place she wouldn't acknowledge for years, a small voice whispered that beginnings were also endings in disguise. That every seed carried within it the blueprint for its own decay.

But the afternoon was golden, and the orchids were waiting, and the future was still safely theoretical.

Lina opened her notebook and began to write.

Note to self: Patience is still the answer. But some questions arrive faster than others.








  
  

Chapter two
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Roots Intertwined





The terrible pastries were, in fact, terrible. 

Junaid bit into his second one anyway, watching Lina across the café table as she explained the difference between epiphytic and terrestrial orchids with the intensity of a general mapping a battlefield. She gestured with her hands when she talked, he had noticed. Wide, sweeping movements that seemed to carve the air into shapes, as if language alone wasn't sufficient to contain what she wanted to say.

"You're not listening," she said, catching him mid-stare.

"I'm absolutely listening. Epiphytes grow on other plants but aren't parasitic. They get their nutrients from air and rain and decomposing matter. They're independent in a way that seems dependent but actually isn't."

Her eyebrows rose. "That's... yes. That's exactly right."

"I told you I was listening."

"You were looking at my hands."

"I can do both."

The afternoon light slanted through the café windows, catching the dust motes in the air and turning them into something almost magical. Junaid had spent four years studying the way light moved through architecture, the way it could transform a space from mundane to sacred, and he had never seen light behave quite the way it did around Lina. It seemed to seek her out. To gather around her shoulders like a shawl.

He was, he realized with a mixture of terror and delight, already in trouble.


      ***Three weeks later:

They developed rituals without meaning to.

Coffee on Tuesdays and Thursdays at the campus café. Study sessions on Sunday afternoons, her botany textbooks spreading across the table while his architectural drawings threatened to colonize every remaining surface. Late-night walks through the campus when neither could sleep, mapping the empty buildings and the plants that grew defiantly through the cracks in the pavement.

"That's Taraxacum officinale," she said one night, crouching to examine a dandelion pushing up through the concrete near the physics building. "Most people call them weeds. But they were one of the first plants to evolve with human civilization. They've been growing in our footsteps for ten thousand years."

"Survivors."

"Opportunists." She smiled, her face half-shadowed in the streetlight. "There's a difference."

Junaid sketched the dandelion while she watched, capturing the serrated leaves and the improbable stem, the way it had found the single weakness in the concrete and exploited it without mercy.

"You make it look beautiful," she said when he showed her.

"It is beautiful."

"It's a weed."

"It's a survivor." He tucked the sketchbook away. "Like you said. There's a difference."

She laughed, and the sound echoed off the empty buildings, and Junaid filed it away in the growing catalog of things about her that he was memorizing without meaning to. The way she laughed. The way she said Taraxacum officinale like it was a prayer. The way she crouched to examine weeds in the middle of the night and saw not nuisance but persistence.

He drew buildings. She named the plants growing through them. They were opposites in almost every measurable way, and yet somehow, impossibly, they fit. Like puzzle pieces from different boxes that had found their way into the same picture.


      ***Three months in:

The thunderstorm came without warning.

One moment the sky was gray but passive, a ceiling of clouds that threatened nothing. The next, the heavens opened with a violence that felt almost personal, rain driving down in sheets so thick that Junaid could barely see his own hands in front of his face.

They ran.

The bus shelter was the only cover visible through the deluge, a sad little structure with a cracked plastic roof and graffiti on every available surface. They crashed into it together, gasping and laughing, water streaming from their clothes and pooling at their feet.

"Your sketchbook," Lina said, reaching for his bag. "Is it dry? Did it get wet?"

"It's fine. The bag is waterproof." He was shivering, though not entirely from cold, and watching the way the rain had plastered her hair to her face, the way her shirt had gone transparent against her shoulders. "Are you okay?"

"I'm wonderful." She was grinning, that wide, unguarded smile that he had seen perhaps four times in the three months he had known her. "I love storms. My grandmother used to say that rain was just the sky remembering how to cry. She thought it was healthy. Necessary. That things needed to be washed clean sometimes."

"Your grandmother said a lot of things."

"She did. She was full of sayings. Most of them didn't make sense, but they felt true anyway." Lina pushed wet hair from her face, and water ran down her wrist like a bracelet. "What about you? Any family wisdom?"

"My father used to say that if you want to know the truth about a building, look at what happens when it storms. That's when the flaws show themselves. The leaks. The weak joints. The places where the structure is lying about its strength."

"That's dark."

"He was a practical man."

The rain continued its assault, and Junaid became aware of how small the shelter was. How close she was standing. How the air between them had taken on a texture, a density, that it hadn't possessed before.

"Lina," he said, and his voice came out strange, rougher than he intended.

She looked at him. Really looked. Not with the analytical precision she usually brought to things, cataloguing and categorizing, but with something softer. Something waiting.

"I love you."

The words fell out of him without permission. He had not planned to say them, had not even fully acknowledged to himself that they were true, but there they were, hanging in the rain-soaked air between them, impossible to take back.

Lina went very still.

The rain drummed on the plastic roof. The wind howled past the shelter's open sides. Somewhere in the distance, thunder rolled like an argument.

She studied his face. Not smiling, not frowning, just studying him with that focused intensity she usually reserved for her orchids. He felt like a specimen under a microscope. Like something being evaluated for soundness, for health, for truth.

"I want to mean it," she said finally, slowly, each word careful. "When I say it back. I want to mean it the way soil means water. The way roots mean earth. Not as a reaction, but as a truth. Do you understand?"

Junaid nodded, though his heart was hammering so loud he could barely hear himself think.

"Give me one more week," she said. "One more week to be sure. And then I'll tell you."

"One week."

"One week."

They stood in silence, the storm raging around them, and Junaid felt something settling in his chest. Not disappointment. Not exactly hope. Something more patient than either. Something willing to wait.

Eight days later, she found him in the architecture studio at two in the morning, surrounded by half-finished models and the debris of a project deadline.

"It's been eight days," she said from the doorway.

"I noticed."

She crossed the room, stepping over discarded foam core and X-Acto blade casualties, and stopped in front of his drafting table. She looked at his current project for a moment, a community center design that he had been struggling with for weeks.

"The entrance is wrong," she said.

"I know."

"It should face south. For the light."

"I know."

She looked at him then, and her eyes were very bright.

"I love you," she said. "I mean it the way soil means water. The way roots mean earth. I will mean it tomorrow and next week and next year and when we're old and can't remember why we started meaning it. I love you, Junaid. I'm sure."

He kissed her.

He had kissed her before, small careful kisses that were questions more than statements. But this was different. This was an answer. This was two people deciding, simultaneously and completely, to stop being careful.

Outside the studio windows, the campus was dark and quiet. Inside, something that had been two was becoming one, roots intertwining beneath the surface where no one could see.


      ***Six months in:

They met each other's families on the same weekend, a coincidence of scheduling that felt like fate.

Lina's mother lived in a small house with a garden that had clearly once been magnificent and was now gently declining into comfortable chaos. Roses grew tangled with clematis. Hostas invaded the lawn. A Japanese maple, decades old, spread its branches over the back patio like a patient guardian.

"She gets it from her grandmother," Mrs. Karim said, watching Lina and Junaid examine the garden together. "The plant obsession. My mother spent every free moment in soil. Had the most beautiful roses in the neighborhood. Could grow anything."

"Is that where the saying comes from?" Junaid asked. "About patience and fertilizer?"

Mrs. Karim's face softened. "You know that one."

"Lina told me. The first day we met."

"My mother said it all the time. Along with a hundred others. She had sayings for everything." A shadow crossed her expression, brief but unmistakable. "Toward the end, though, the sayings were all she had left. She'd forget everything else but remember those. Would repeat them over and over, sometimes for hours."

"I'm sorry."

"Don't be. It was a long time ago." Mrs. Karim shook herself, visibly pushing away the memory. "She had spells of confusion, toward the end. We thought it was just age at first. Getting older, getting forgetful. But it got worse. Much worse." She paused, watching her daughter laughing at something on the other side of the garden. "I worry sometimes. They say it can run in families. But Lina's too young, too smart. She won't have to deal with that for decades, if ever."

Junaid nodded, but something cold had settled in his stomach. A premonition he couldn't name and immediately dismissed.

"She's wonderful," he said instead. "Your daughter. She's the most remarkable person I've ever met."

Mrs. Karim smiled, and it was Lina's smile, the same generous curve. "I know. Just don't tell her that too often. She's already insufferably confident."

"I heard that," Lina called from across the garden.

"You were meant to, darling."


      ***Junaid's family was different.

His parents lived in a house his father had designed, all clean lines and practical materials and not a single element that didn't serve a specific function. The garden was minimal, professionally maintained, more sculpture than ecosystem. His mother served tea in cups that matched perfectly and asked Lina questions with the precision of a job interview.

"Botany," his mother repeated, after Lina explained her studies. "Is there money in that?"

"Not particularly. But there's satisfaction."

"Satisfaction doesn't pay rent."

"Neither does misery, and at least satisfaction is pleasant company."

Junaid's father coughed into his tea, but Junaid was almost certain he was hiding a laugh.

His mother was silent for a long moment, studying Lina with an expression that could have meant anything. Then, unexpectedly, she smiled.

"I like you," she said. "You say what you mean. That's rare. My son has always been too diplomatic for his own good. He needs someone who will tell him when he's being an idiot."

"I tell him regularly," Lina said. "He's very receptive to feedback."

"I'm sitting right here," Junaid pointed out.

"We know, darling," his mother said. "We're just choosing to discuss you anyway."

Later, walking to the car, Lina squeezed his hand.

"Your family is terrifying," she said cheerfully. "I like them."

"They liked you too. I can tell."

"How can you tell?"

"My mother didn't ask you to leave. That's basically a declaration of love in her language."

Lina laughed, and Junaid felt something loosen in his chest. A knot he hadn't realized was there. Families were complicated, his and hers both, but somehow they had navigated the complication together. Somehow they had fit.


      ***Ten months in:

The apartment was small and overpriced and had a backyard that looked like the surface of the moon.

"It's perfect," Lina said, standing in the doorway of what would become their bedroom, staring at the disaster of dead grass and compacted soil visible through the window. "We could do so much with that space. We could transform it."

Junaid looked at the yard and saw only problems. The soil was clearly depleted. The fence was rotting. The previous tenants had apparently used the space as a dumping ground for construction debris.

But Lina's eyes were bright with possibility, and he had learned by now that her vision was usually correct.

"Our first project," he said. "Together."

"Our first project."

They moved in on a Saturday and started the garden on Sunday, before they had even unpacked all the boxes. Lina directed while Junaid dug, her commands sharp and precise. Remove the debris. Turn the soil. Test the pH levels. Amend with compost. She had ordered supplies in advance, delivered to the apartment before they even had furniture.

"Priorities," she said when he raised an eyebrow at the stack of potting materials in their otherwise empty living room.

"I see that."

"Furniture can wait. The soil can't. It needs time to recover before we can plant anything."

They worked until dark, until their muscles ached and their clothes were filthy and the yard looked marginally less like a wasteland. They ate pizza on the floor of the empty living room, too tired to care about the lack of chairs, and fell asleep tangled together on a mattress that they hadn't yet put on a frame.

Three weeks later, the soil had transformed. Lina walked through the yard with the reverence of someone entering a cathedral, touching the dark, rich earth that had replaced the dead gray compact.

"It's ready," she said. "We can plant."

She had brought something with her from the botanical garden. A small tree, barely two feet tall, its roots wrapped in burlap and its leaves already showing the first hints of autumn color.

"The cutting worked," she said, cradling it like a child. "From the Japanese maple. My future tree. I grew this from a branch I took last year, before I met you. It's been waiting."

"We're planting it here?"

"We're planting it here. Together."

They dug the hole side by side, taking turns with the shovel, making it twice as deep as necessary because Lina insisted on proper drainage. They lowered the sapling into the earth with exaggerated care, patting the soil around its roots, watering until the ground was saturated.

"There," Lina said, stepping back to admire their work. "It's home now."

Junaid wrapped his arm around her shoulders, pulling her close. The sapling was barely visible above the turned earth, a small thing with large ambitions.

"How long until it's a real tree?"

"Twenty years. Maybe thirty. Depends on how well we take care of it."

"We'll take good care of it."

She leaned into him, her head finding the hollow of his shoulder, and they stood in silence watching the sapling adjust to its new home. The setting sun painted everything gold.

"I want this forever," Lina said quietly. "This. Us. This garden. This feeling."

"Then we'll have it."

"Promise?"

"Promise."


      ***Fourteen months in:

They lay in bed, midnight having come and gone without either of them noticing, and drew maps of the future on each other's skin.

"Marriage in two years," Lina said, tracing the line of his collarbone with one finger. "After I finish my PhD applications. A real wedding. Nothing huge, but real."

"Kids in five?"

"Maybe four. I don't want to wait too long. I want to be young enough to chase them."

"How many?"

"Two. Maybe three. Enough to need a big house."

Junaid smiled in the darkness. "A house I'll design."

"Obviously. With a garden I'll design."

"Obviously."

She shifted, propping herself up on one elbow to look at him. Her face was soft in the low light, her hair loose and tangled from their earlier activities.

"Tell me about the house," she said. "What does it look like?"

"Big windows. The kind that let light in from every direction. An open floor plan, so we can always see each other, always find each other. A study for you, full of plants and books. A studio for me, with good northern light."

"And the garden?"

"That's yours to design."

"I want a glasshouse," she said immediately. "A real one. Victorian style, like at the botanical garden. For orchids. So they can bloom even in winter."

"Then we'll have a glasshouse."

"And a big tree in the center of the yard. For shade. For sitting under when we're old."

"The maple?"

"The maple. By then it'll be huge. Our grandchildren will climb it."

Junaid pulled her closer, pressing his face into her hair. She smelled like soil and green things and the jasmine that had just started blooming in their tiny backyard garden.

"Draw it," he said. "The house. The garden. Everything."

She reached for the sketchbook he kept on the nightstand, flipping to a blank page, and began to sketch. Her drawings were different from his, less architectural, more organic. But the vision was clear. A house that breathed. A garden that embraced it. A future that was real enough to touch.

"This is us," she said, showing him the finished sketch. "In twenty years. In thirty. This is what we're building toward."

Junaid took the sketchbook and studied the drawing. She had included everything: the house with its big windows, the studio and the study, the glasshouse full of orchids, the Japanese maple grown massive and sheltering. In the corner, she had drawn two stick figures sitting beneath the tree, holding hands.

"I'll build it," he said. "I promise. Every piece of it."

She kissed him, and the sketchbook fell forgotten to the floor, and the future waited patiently for them to arrive.


      ***Sixteen months in:

The sensory details of their life together began to accumulate like sediment, layers of memory building into something solid.

There was the song that played on the radio the first time they slow-danced in the kitchen, her head on his shoulder, his hands on her hips, the dishes still dirty in the sink because neither could be bothered to care. "Moon River," the old Audrey Hepburn version, and after that it became theirs, a melody that summoned the memory of swaying together in the cramped space between the stove and the refrigerator.

There were her scarves, knitted by hand during lectures when she couldn't sit still, soft wool in colors that reminded her of flowers. She left them everywhere, draped over chairs and doorknobs and the handlebars of her bicycle. The apartment was festooned with them, and Junaid learned to see them as evidence of her presence, breadcrumbs she left without meaning to.

There was the honey cake she baked on Sunday afternoons, a recipe from her grandmother that she had modified over the years until it was half tradition and half invention. The apartment would fill with the smell of it, sweet and warm and impossibly golden, and Junaid would find himself drifting toward the kitchen without deciding to, drawn by the scent like a bee to nectar.

There was the jasmine in the garden, finally blooming after months of patient care, its fragrance drifting through the open windows on summer nights. Lina would sit beside it for hours, just breathing, just being, and Junaid would watch her from the kitchen window and feel something in his chest that was too large for words.

These were the anchors. The touchstones. The sensory memories that would outlast everything else, waiting in the dark corners of the mind to be triggered by a melody or a texture or a smell.

Junaid didn't know that yet. He was too busy being happy to think about what happiness might become when it was lost.


      ***Eighteen months in:

Lina published her first academic paper.

The journal was obscure, the topic esoteric, the audience approximately forty-seven people worldwide who cared about orchid genetics at the level of detail she had achieved. None of that mattered. What mattered was the way her name looked in print, the weight of the bound volume in her hands, the proof that her work meant something to someone beyond herself.

"Dr. Karim," Junaid said, watching her flip through the journal for the hundredth time. "It has a ring to it."

"I'm not a doctor yet. Not even close."

"You will be. Look at this." He gestured at the paper, at her name in official typeface, at the acknowledgments where she had thanked her grandmother for teaching her about patience. "You're already doing the work. The title is just a formality."

"The title is three more years of school and a dissertation that will probably kill me."

"Probably," he agreed. "But you'll look very distinguished at your own funeral."

She threw a pillow at him, and he caught it, and they collapsed into laughter on the couch where they had first watched "Moon River" play on an old movie neither had been paying attention to.

Her professors adored her. That was the word her advisor used, adored, without irony or embarrassment. She had a gift, they said. A mind that could hold multiple complex systems simultaneously, seeing connections that others missed. The PhD program would be lucky to have her.

Junaid watched her flourish and felt no jealousy, only a kind of awe. Her mind was a greenhouse: lush, organized, blooming with ideas that grew toward light without effort. He loved watching her think. Loved the way her forehead creased when she was working through a problem, the way her hands moved when she was explaining something complicated, the way she forgot to eat or sleep when she was absorbed in research.

He loved her. He loved every version of her. And he was grateful, daily, that she had chosen to love him back.


      ***Twenty months in:

The proposal happened on a picnic blanket, under a sky that couldn't decide if it wanted to rain.

Junaid had been carrying the ring for three weeks, waiting for the perfect moment. He had imagined candlelit dinners and surprise parties and elaborate scavenger hunts. But sitting in the grass beside her, watching her identify wildflowers for him, he realized that perfection wasn't about production value. It was about truth.

"Marry me," he said.

She looked up from the clover she was examining. "What?"

"Marry me. I have a ring. I've been waiting for the right moment, but I think this is it. I think this is the right moment. Will you marry me?"

Lina stared at him. Then she started to laugh.

"What's funny?" he asked, alarm rising in his chest.

"I have a ring too," she managed, between gasps. "In my bag. I was going to propose to you today. I've been waiting for weeks."

"You're joking."

"I'm absolutely not joking." She rummaged in her bag, producing a small box that she thrust toward him. "See? A ring. For you. I even practiced a speech. I had talking points."

They looked at each other across the picnic blanket, each holding a ring box, and something cracked between them. A wall they hadn't known was there, some final reserve, dissolving in the absurdity of the moment.

"Yes," they said, simultaneously.

"Wait, which question are you answering?"

"Both. All of them. Every question you've ever asked me or will ever ask me."

They exchanged rings right there, in the grass, with no witnesses except the wildflowers and the threatening sky. The rings didn't quite fit. They would need to be resized. Neither of them cared.

"The botanical garden," Lina said, admiring the simple band on her finger. "For the ceremony. Where we met."

"Perfect."

"Yellow roses. My grandmother would have wanted yellow roses."

"Then we'll have yellow roses."

"And 'Moon River.' For the first dance."

"Obviously."

She tackled him, and they rolled in the grass, laughing and kissing and not caring that the sky had finally made its decision and the rain was beginning to fall.


      ***The night before the wedding:

They stood in their backyard, under a sky that had cleared to reveal an embarrassment of stars.

"One more sapling," Lina said. "For luck."

She had brought it from the botanical garden, another cutting that she had been nurturing in secret. This one was smaller than the maple, just a wisp of stem with a few determined leaves.

"What is it?"

"A cherry tree. Prunus serrulata. When it blooms, the petals will fall like snow. Pink snow. I've always wanted one."

They dug together, taking turns with the trowel in the dark, guided by flashlight and familiarity with their own garden. The soil was rich now, transformed by two years of care, and it welcomed the new sapling like an old friend.

"By the time this is a tree," Lina said, patting the earth around the roots, "we'll have grandchildren. They'll climb the maple and sit under the cherry blossoms and not remember a time when these trees were small."

"That's a lot of years," Junaid said.

"A lot of memories."

"A lot of love."

She stood, brushing dirt from her knees, and took his hand. They looked at the two saplings together, the maple that had grown visibly in the past year and the cherry that was barely more than a twig.

"Promise me," she said. "That no matter what happens, no matter how hard it gets, we'll take care of this garden. We'll keep it alive. Even when we're old and tired and can barely remember our own names."

"I promise."

"Even then."

"Even then."

She leaned into him, and he wrapped his arms around her, and they stood in their garden beneath the stars and let the promise settle into the soil beneath their feet. It was a good promise. A necessary one. Neither of them understood yet how much it would cost to keep.


      ***The wedding day:

The botanical garden had never looked more beautiful.

Chairs arranged in neat rows between the flowering beds. An arch of yellow roses marking the spot where they would exchange vows. The Victorian greenhouse rising in the background, its glass walls catching the afternoon sun and scattering it into rainbow fragments.

Junaid stood at the altar, watching his guests arrive, and felt a calm settle over him that he hadn't expected. No nerves. No fear. Just a deep, certain knowledge that he was exactly where he was supposed to be.

And then Lina appeared.

She wore a simple white dress, nothing elaborate, nothing dramatic. But she had yellow roses in her hair, a crown of them woven with baby's breath and trailing ribbons. She carried more yellow roses in her bouquet. She was, in that moment, the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.

She walked toward him, and Junaid felt his face split into a smile so wide it almost hurt. He couldn't stop smiling. He didn't want to stop. This was joy, distilled and pure, and he wanted to hold onto it forever.

The ceremony was brief. The vows were personal, private, spoken low enough that only they could hear. When the officiant pronounced them married, Junaid kissed her with all the love he had spent two years accumulating, and the crowd cheered, and somewhere in the background, "Moon River" began to play.

They danced in the botanical garden, surrounded by flowers and friends and family, and everything was perfect.

Too perfect.

Junaid felt it without understanding it. A whisper at the edge of his consciousness. A premonition dressed as happiness. The sense that no moment this complete could last, that perfection was just another word for the peak before the fall.

He pushed it away. He focused on Lina's eyes, on her smile, on the yellow roses in her hair. He focused on now. On present. On the solid reality of her hand in his.

But later, in the photographs, there would be a shadow in his expression. A flicker of something beneath the joy. The first hint of a storm that had not yet gathered on any horizon.

The wedding photographer would notice it. Would wonder about it.

And years later, Junaid would look at that photograph and recognize the shadow for what it was. The moment he had first sensed, without words or understanding, that something was coming. That the perfect was never permanent. That every bloom, no matter how beautiful, carried within it the blueprint for its own wilting.

But on that day, in that garden, with those roses in her hair, he knew nothing but love.

And love, as it turned out, was both the seed and the soil.

And sometimes, it was also the storm.







OEBPS/images/a8233be8-9643-41b4-8432-c66203db70b0.png







