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To everyone who has ever found themselves starting over—

not by choice, but by grace.

To the women who have lost, let go, and learned to bloom again.

And to the God who never wastes a season,

Who brings beauty from ashes and mercy in full bloom.

With heartfelt thanks,

—Susie Clifft Smith
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Rainy Beginnings
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Chapter 1
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Rainy Day, Quiet Mercy

Bethel Hamby locked the glass front door of Perfect Posy Petals and turned the sign to CLOSED. The early rain had deepened into a steady downpour, slicking the sidewalks and sending the last few pedestrians scurrying beneath umbrellas. What had started as a promising spring morning—sunlight warming the tulips in the window boxes—had quietly dissolved by noon into a curtain of chilly mist and the lonely hush of wet streets.

She sighed and leaned her forehead briefly against the cool glass, watching drops race each other down the pane. Her flower shop—her pride, her livelihood, her refuge—was still and quiet now, lit only by the amber glow of a few remaining lamps and the soft, sweet scent of lilies and roses. Even on slow days, it comforted her. Here, surrounded by color and fragrance, she could pretend the world hadn’t fallen apart. Each bouquet she arranged felt like a small act of defiance against the grayness. A little proof that beauty still mattered.

Behind her, the shop’s display area still held its charm—angel statues standing sentry over a tray of miniature succulents and a circle of potted tulips in pastel bloom. She’d redone the front display after church last Sunday, replacing the Easter lilies with peonies and a sign that read “Hope Grows Here.” It had seemed fitting at the time. Now it struck her as optimistic, maybe too much so.

A man had come in earlier for a dozen red roses—classic, timeless. They were for his wife’s birthday, or maybe an anniversary; Bethel couldn’t remember which. He had smiled politely but distractedly, as though the gesture mattered more than the meaning. She wondered if the woman who received them would press her face into their scent and feel adored—or if she’d set them on the kitchen counter and feel nothing at all.

Bethel knew that kind of ache. That hollow place where love had once lived.

It had been three years since Keith left. Three springs. Three Christmases. Three lonely birthdays. He had gone to Alaska to mine for gold—real gold, not just adventure—and had promised to write, to call, to send money, even to come back once he’d “figured things out.” But the letters had stopped before they’d started. No postcards. No calls. Not even a text. Just... nothing.

People had stopped asking after a while, though not all of them. Every now and then, someone would tilt their head gently and ask, “Ever hear from Keith?” like brushing against a healing wound to see if it still hurt. She always gave the same answer, her voice practiced and soft. “No, not yet.” As if hope still flickered faintly in the distance.

But if she were honest, even that small flame was growing cold.

Bethel walked slowly behind the counter and began to wipe down the surfaces. There was no real need; the place was already tidy. But the motion, the rhythm, calmed her. It gave her hands something to do while her mind wandered. She moved around the counter with practiced ease, straightening a row of order cards and pushing a stray ribbon into the drawer.

Her gaze landed on the little spiral-bound notebook she kept next to the register. It had started as a place for scribbles—supply lists, delivery instructions, last-minute flower orders—but in recent months it had become something else. A private space. A paper refuge. Its pages were now filled with odd little thoughts, half-finished prayers, verses she’d heard in sermons but hadn’t quite memorized. Some pages were dog-eared. A few were tear-stained.

She flipped to the back and ran her fingers over yesterday’s words in her shaky handwriting:

“The Lord is near to the brokenhearted...”

She paused. Psalm... something. She’d meant to look it up.

The old clock above the shop door chimed five, startling her out of her thoughts. The sound echoed lightly through the quiet space. Time to go.

Bethel gathered her cardigan from the coat hook and slid her keys into her purse. She moved through the shop slowly, as if reluctant to leave it behind. The gentle hum of the floral refrigerator was the only sound now, a soft, steady presence in the silence. She turned off the main lights, one switch at a time, until only the golden glow from the corner lamp remained.

She paused again at the door.

Outside, the rain still fell softly—more mist than storm—but it made the streetlamps shimmer like halos. She could just make out the steeple of the Seventh Avenue Christian Church down the block, the cross at its peak outlined faintly against the gray sky.

She thought of Pastor Ames’ sermon last Sunday. Something about sowing in sorrow and reaping in joy. It felt too distant to believe. But standing here now, with the hush of the shop around her and her heart aching with questions, the memory returned like a whisper.

“Lord...” she said aloud, though no one was listening. “If there’s more for me than this—more than silence, more than being left behind—would you show me?”

She wasn’t sure what she expected. A voice? A feeling? A flicker of warmth in her chest?

But there was only the quiet.

Still, she breathed a little easier for having said it.

Bethel stepped out into the soft rain and locked the shop door behind her, the jangling keys the only sound she carried into the dusk.
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Chapter 2
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A Call from Aunt Helen

Bethel had just stepped inside, set her keys on the entryway table, and toed off her damp flats when her cell phone rang. The cheerful ringtone she’d assigned to Aunt Helen—a tinny rendition of “In the Garden”—trilled loudly through the quiet house.

She sighed but couldn’t help smiling. Aunt Helen never waited for a good time to call. She made it a good time.

“Hey, Aunt Helen,” Bethel said, answering as she headed toward the kitchen. She flicked on the light, the soft glow warming the space, and leaned against the counter while the rain kept up its steady rhythm on the roof. It sounded like a soft percussion line, nature's lullaby keeping her grounded.
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