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For everyone who has ever found home

in the most unexpected places,

and for those still searching.
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Chapter One: Coming Home
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The lavender fields stretched endlessly toward the horizon, their purple waves dancing in the gentle coastal breeze. Lily Morgan stood at the edge of her grandmother's property—her property now—and felt the weight of grief press against her chest like a physical thing.

It had been three weeks since Grandma Rose's funeral, and Lily still couldn't quite believe she was gone. The woman who had taught her to braid flowers into crowns, who had whispered stories of fairies living among the lavender, who had always smelled of honey and fresh herbs—she existed now only in memories and in this beautiful, wild place she had left behind.

Lily's sensible heels sank into the soft earth as she walked toward the old farmhouse. Her tailored blazer felt absurdly out of place here, a costume from another life. In Chicago, she was Lily Morgan, senior floral designer at Bloom & Branch, the city's most prestigious event florist. She created arrangements for millionaires' weddings and corporate galas that cost more than most people's cars.

Here, she was just Rose's granddaughter. The city girl who'd left Seabrook Cove and never looked back.

"You must be Lily."

The voice startled her. She turned to find a man emerging from behind the ancient oak tree that marked the property line. He was tall, with broad shoulders that spoke of physical labor, and sun-weathered skin that suggested he spent most of his time outdoors. His dark hair was slightly too long, curling at his collar, and his eyes—a striking shade of green, like new leaves in spring—regarded her with an expression she couldn't quite read.

"I'm Ethan Calloway," he said, extending his hand. "I own the farm next door. Rose was..." He paused, and something flickered across his face. Pain, Lily realized. Genuine pain. "She was a good friend. I've been looking after things here since she got sick."

Lily shook his hand, noting the calluses on his palm. "Thank you for that. I know my grandmother appreciated it."

"She talked about you a lot, you know." There was something in his tone—not quite accusation, but close to it. "Said you were too busy to visit much."

The words stung because they were true. When had she last been here? Two years ago? Three? There had always been an excuse. A wedding that couldn't proceed without her, a promotion to chase, a relationship that demanded her attention until it inevitably fell apart.

"I was busy," Lily said, her voice coming out sharper than she intended. "People are allowed to have careers."

"Of course they are." Ethan's expression remained neutral, but she sensed judgment beneath the surface. "I just think some things are more important than careers. Family, for instance."

Lily opened her mouth to respond—to defend herself, to explain that her grandmother had encouraged her to go, to follow her dreams—but before she could speak, a small blur of motion burst from behind Ethan's legs.

"Daddy! Is this the flower lady? The one Miss Rose always talked about?"

The blur materialized into a little girl, perhaps five or six years old, with the same dark hair as her father and bright blue eyes that sparkled with curiosity. She wore a sundress covered in daisies and had dirt smudged on both knees.

"This is Lily," Ethan said, his entire demeanor softening as he looked at his daughter. "And yes, she's the flower lady. Lily, this is my daughter, Poppy."

"Poppy!" Lily couldn't help but smile. "What a perfect name for a flower girl."

The child beamed. "Miss Rose said I was named after the best flower. She said poppies are brave because they grow anywhere, even in hard places."

Lily felt her throat tighten. That sounded exactly like something her grandmother would say. "She was right. Poppies are very brave."

"Are you going to live here now?" Poppy asked, bouncing on her heels. "Are you going to grow the lavender like Miss Rose did? She promised she'd teach me to make the sachets, but then she got sick and had to go to the hospital and then—"

"Poppy." Ethan's voice was gentle but firm. "Remember what we talked about? Some questions can wait."

The little girl's face fell. "Sorry, Daddy."

Lily crouched down to Poppy's level, her expensive skirt be damned. "It's okay, sweetheart. I don't know yet what I'm going to do. But I promise, if I'm here long enough, I'll teach you how to make the sachets. Miss Rose taught me when I was about your age."

Poppy's smile returned like the sun breaking through clouds. "Really? You promise?"

"I promise."

Standing up, Lily caught Ethan watching her with a slightly different expression now. Still guarded, but perhaps a touch less hostile. He nodded once, almost imperceptibly.

"We should let you get settled," he said. "If you need anything—help with the house, questions about the land—I'm just over the hill. Rose has my number on the board by the phone. Had my number." He corrected himself, and for a moment, his composure cracked, revealing the grief beneath. "The funeral was beautiful, by the way. The flowers you sent... she would have loved them."

Lily hadn't been able to attend the funeral herself—a fact that filled her with shame every time she thought about it. There had been a crisis at work, a celebrity wedding that had gone sideways, and she had convinced herself that her grandmother would understand. Now, standing in the shadow of Rose's farmhouse, she wondered if she had made the biggest mistake of her life.

"Thank you," she managed.

Ethan took Poppy's hand and began to lead her away. "Come on, flower girl. Let's let Lily get unpacked."

"Bye, flower lady!" Poppy called over her shoulder. "I'll come visit tomorrow!"

"Poppy—" Ethan started.

"That would be nice," Lily heard herself say. "I'd like that."

She watched them walk away, the tall man and his tiny daughter, until they disappeared over the crest of the hill. Then she turned back to face the farmhouse—three stories of weathered wood and memories, with a wraparound porch and window boxes that had once overflowed with flowers but now sat empty and sad.

The key was where it had always been, hidden beneath the third stone to the left of the door. Inside, the house smelled of dust and absence, but underneath that, she could still detect traces of her grandmother—lavender, of course, and the lemon verbena soap she had made herself, and something warm and indefinable that was simply Rose.

Lily walked through the rooms like a ghost visiting her own past. The kitchen, where she had learned to bake scones and mix herbal teas. The sitting room, where Rose had read her stories and taught her to knit. The sunroom at the back of the house, filled with plants that had somehow survived despite weeks of neglect, their green leaves reaching toward the light with quiet determination.
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